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Trafficking, labour rights and myth
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In Brazil, for the first time in history, the world’s two 

biggest sporting events – the World Cup and the 

Olympics - are being held in the same country within 

two years of each other. Yet again the same myths and 

alarmist predictions of sexual exploitation and traffick-

ing are making the rounds. A moral panic about traffick-

ing and a surge in sexual exploitation has surrounded 

the run-up to each major sporting event in the past 

decade – Athens 2004, Germany 2006, Beijing 2008, 

South Africa 2010 – and, despite a wealth of evidence to 

the contrary, the myth persists.

A range of politicians, religious leaders and activists in Bra-

zil are predicting a surge in child prostitution, trafficking 

and slavery, with no evidence save the power of their own 

conviction. Such alarmist attitudes cause a wide range of 

harmful effects.

Firstly, there is of course the intrinsic stereotyping and xen-

ophobia that often accompany such attitudes and which 

prevent a reasoned debate about trafficking, immigration 

and the correct policy responses to these issues.

From London to Brazil

In the run up to the Olympics in London for instance, alarm-

ist coverage came from the Daily Mail: “Romanian crime 

syndicates are flooding London with hundreds of pickpock-

ets, prostitutes and beggars ahead of the Olympics.”  The 

story was accompanied by a picture of Roma women, with 

their characteristic long skirts and shawls, climbing out of 

a coach. No evidence was produced to back up any of the 

claims, with their racist undertones.

This approach is mirrored in Brazil. Several columnists who 

have written about the hordes of sex-hungry foreigners 

about to invade the country. “It is revolting to think that 

tourists, attracted by the World Cup, will think it fine to 

cross the frontier of dignity and to feed their wicked habit 

[of buying sex from adolescents]”, foamed Marcos Augusto 

Gonçalves in an article in the Folha de S. Paulo.

Secondly, there is the policing of women sex workers who 

are targeted unfairly by the authorities: in London in the 

lead up to the 2012 Olympics police raided and shut down 

hundreds of flats in their search for Victims of Trafficking 

(none were found) and in the process separated sex work-

ers from their familiar surroundings, their peer groups and 

regular clients, as well as, of course, the NSA (National 

Health Service) outreach services that visited many of these 

flats on a regular basis.

A similar mistake seems to be in progress in Brazil. The au-

thorities have been taking preventive action to prevent a 

surge in prostitution, just as they did in London. Hundreds 

of websites have been closed down. Prostitutes have been 

warned not to advertise in telephone boxes. It smacks of 

over-reaction and can only have a harmful effect on the 

health and well-being of women who chose – legally – to 

sell sex.

What is the real scandal?

Thirdly, there has been an excessive emphasis on traffick-

ing, without a clear definition of what is under discussion. 

In February 2011 Yvette Cooper, the Shadow Home Sec-

retary, warned that the Olympics would make London a 

magnet for human trafficking: “Criminal gangs will use next 

year’s Games to force women and girls into the sex trade.” 

Similarly, at their annual meeting in March 2014 Brazil’s 

bishops chose human trafficking as the theme for their 2014 

campaign. “We know that trafficking can increase during 

the World Cup because of the presence of foreigners”, 

cautioned Dom Leonardo Steiner, secretary general of the 

CNBB (Conferencia Nacional dos Bipos do Brasil).

But trafficking requires three main elements: movement 

(within a country or internationally), coercion and/or decep-

tion and exploitation. Time and again the scale of the prob-

lem has been exaggerated. As Nick Davies wrote in 2009: 

“The UK’s biggest ever investigation of sex trafficking 

failed to find a single person who had forced anyone into 

prostitution, in spire of hundreds of raids on sex workers in 

a six-month campaign.” Similarly there is little to suggest 

that large numbers of women are forced  into prostitution 

in Brazil. Yet clearly sex workers, both men and women, are 

often savagely exploited – this is the real scandal.

This bring us to our fourth point -  that the focus on sexual 

exploitation and trafficking takes attention away from the 

human rights of all workers and the broader dimensions of 

labour exploitation. As was shown clearly by effective cam-

paigns such as the UK Playfair Campaign 2012, it is the mul-

ti-national corporations – who often stand to make large 

profits out of these major sporting events – who are often 

guilty of paying low wages and providing poor conditions 

for their workers.  It is the workers in various parts of the 

supply chain, particularly those who are undocumented or 

who are in less developed parts of the world, who are the 

real but often unmentioned victims of abuse.

In London 2012, War on Want, an NGO who were part of 

the Playfair campaign, highlighted the abuse of female 

workers in Bangladeshi sweatshops, producing sportswear 

for Olympic sponsors. Their high-level campaign helped to 

‘encourage’ the London Organising Committee of the Ol-

ympic and Paralympic Games (LOCOG) to insist that cor-

porations should comply with internationally recognized 

labour standards.

Rather than indulging in scare-mongering, we need to 

adopt a global justice approach that prioritises the human 

rights of all those employed in the preparation and running 

of international sporting events.


