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Author's Note

These women and girls are victims of rape.
They have suffered enough. To ensure
that they do not endure further humiliation or
embarrassment, their names have been changed.



CONTENTS


“OH, NATASHA! NATASHA!”

INTRODUCTION: THE FOURTH WAVE

1.   SMUGGLERS’ PREY

2.   THE BREAKING GROUNDS

3.   CRIMINAL INTENT

4.   CLICK OF A MOUSE

5.   DARING SOULS

6.   A MATTER OF INDIFFERENCE

7.   FOR A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS

8.   BOSNIAN NIGHTS

9.   STRAP ON YOUR SIX-GUNS

10.  THE SHERIFF'S PLAYGROUND

CONCLUSION: STOP THE TRAFFIC!

EPILOGUE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

INDEX

[image: image]

[image: image]



“OH, NATASHA! NATASHA!”


Marika was hit by a blast of hot, dry air as she emerged from the aircraft at Cairo's international airport. The tall, green-eyed, nineteen-year-old blonde looked around, bewildered. Exhausted and nervous, she shuffled into the customs line. An olive-faced officer thumbed through her passport, shot a cursory glance in her direction and stamped an entry visa onto a blank page. When she emerged into the jammed arrival area with her one piece of luggage in hand, she was met by a burly Russian. He grunted her name. She nodded and he grabbed her firmly by the arm, escorting her briskly to a tan, dust-covered, four-wheel-drive jeep.

Crammed in the back seat were three other women—two from Moldova and one from Russia—all in their late teens. The girls were silent. They looked pensive and frightened. The driver shoved Marika into the front passenger side and wedged his beefy gut behind the wheel. “We have no time to waste,” he bellowed in Russian. “I have to get to the rendezvous point in two hours.”

With a furious lurch, the vehicle lunged forward. The ride was bumpy and deathly quiet. As the jeep barreled deep into the hardbaked, scorching desert, Marika closed her eyes and silently prayed.

Weeks earlier, a garish, rotund woman at a recruitment agency in her hometown of Kharkiv, Ukraine, had spoken excitedly of the job she had arranged for Marika—a stint as a waitress in Tel Aviv. At first, Marika had been apprehensive. She had heard of young women being lured away by jobs that didn't exist only to be forced into prostitution. The recruiter, though, was adamant, swearing up and down—going so far as to invoke the names of Jesus, Joseph and Mary—that this offer was on the up-and-up.

Marika was the perfect dupe. She was desperate for work. Her mother was sick and her father was an unemployed, miserable drunk. Her two younger sisters were wasting away. The job offer was her only chance to make things better. It was a risk; she felt it in every fiber of her body. But it was one she knew she just had to take. The unsettling twist in the job offer was the unusual travel arrangement—a serpentine route that bore the earmarks of an espionage novel. She would be flown from Kyiv to Vienna. There she would switch planes to Cyprus, where she would board another plane for Cairo. Once in Egypt, she was be driven overland to Tel Aviv. Marika voiced her suspicions but the recruiter was persuasive, telling her it had to do with saving huge amounts of money on airfares. Now, after she'd spent two days traveling, Marika's dream of a new job was fading by the mile.

The jeep ground to a stop outside a sun-baked village. The driver leapt out and approached two armed Bedouin men. They exchanged a few words. He handed them an envelope and ordered the women out of the vehicle.

For the first time that day, Marika spoke up. “I said I wanted to go back home,” she recalled. “The Russian pig hit me across the face very hard and told me to shut up. My mouth was bleeding and I began to weep.”

The driver got back into the jeep and drove off in a cloud of dust, leaving Marika and the other women in the custody of the Bedouin guides. The men were eerie figures, wrapped in tawny robes and scarves with rifles slung over their shoulders and long, curved daggers dangling from their waists. The girls watched in wonder as the men mounted their camels. They barked out an order in Arabic and waved menacingly at the women to follow. The tiny caravan set out across the Sinai Desert, the women scurrying behind the camels on foot.

“It was so hot and we were so very thirsty, but the Arab men taking us across the desert did not care. They kept shouting at us. I have no idea what they were saying. They just yelled,” Marika recounted.

They walked for almost two days, stopping twice for meals of pita bread, dried figs and dates and a cup of water, and once to sleep on canvas tarps under the stars.

“I felt what it must have been like for the slaves in the times of the Bible,” Marika said. “With every step, I thought I was being punished by God for my past sins.”

Late in the second afternoon, the caravan reached an area marked by rusting coils of barbed wire stretching across the barren landscape. The Bedouins dismounted. Jutting up from the sand was a jagged post. They tied their camels to the stump and motioned the women to pick their way over the wire fence. While Marika didn't know it at the time, they had just reached the Egyptian–Israeli frontier. From there, the tiny band continued on foot. An hour later, the guides suddenly turned to the women and ordered them to drop to the ground. In the distance, Marika could hear the grinding sound of a truck. It was an Israeli army patrol. The Bedouins signaled for them to lie very still. Several tense minutes passed, and the vehicle faded into the distance. Alone once again, the girls scrambled to their feet and, under the watchful eyes of the Bedouins, the trek continued.

That night, totally spent and dehydrated, the women collapsed under the open sky near the outskirts of a village. One of the guides continued on alone, returning a short while later in a white pickup truck with two Israeli men. The driver spoke fluent Russian and gruffly ordered the women into the back. They were taken to a deserted house and hustled into a bare room. The door was shut and locked behind them. Despite their long, arduous journey, they weren't offered any food or water, nor were they allowed to wash or talk. They slept on the dirt floor.

The next afternoon, two thuggish men showed up and ordered the girls to disrobe. “We were told to take off all our clothes so they could look at us. It was so humiliating,” Marika said.

We were so frightened. We did as we were told. One of the men took me and the Russian woman. Her name was Lydia. He drove us to Tel Aviv, to an apartment near the sea. Inside were three other women. Two were Ukrainian, the other from Moldova. The door had many locks and a very big man named Avi sat at a desk in the hallway. He was our guard. We were instructed to take a shower, and when we were drying the man came in and told us to put on this cheap lingerie. You could see through it.

The women were herded into the living room, where their owner addressed them. “We called the owner Ba'al Bayith. I learned later it means ‘owner of the house’ in Hebrew. Ba'al is owner and Bayith is house,” Marika explained.

The brutish man announced that he had purchased them for $10,000 each and that they would be his property until they each paid off a $20,000 debt. He told them they would have to start working off the debt that very evening by servicing clients. He also warned the women that any refusal to do their job would be dealt with swiftly and painfully. To make his point, the owner shot a meaningful glance in Avi's direction. The hairy behemoth guarding the door grinned menacingly at the frightened women.

That night, I felt for the first time what it was to be a whore. I had to service eight men. I felt so terrible and ashamed. I showered after every encounter but I could not wash away the filth in me. Over the next four months, I don't know how many hundreds of Israeli men I was forced to have sex with. Young men, old men, fat, disgusting men. Soldiers, husbands and religious men. It did not matter if I was sick or if I was on my period. I had to work or I would be punished.

During that time Marika tried desperately to find a way to escape, but the windows in the cramped two-bedroom apartment were nailed shut and thick-necked Avi was always on guard.

I pleaded with several clients to help me—the ones who looked sympathetic. I asked to use their cell phone to call my mother, just to tell her I was alive. They all refused, even the religious ones. All they did was complain to Avi if I did not perform to their satisfaction. For that, I received a slap in the face, a fine added to the money I owed for the trip to Israel and nothing to eat for a day.

So often I thought of killing myself, and then I thought of my poor mother and my sisters. I prayed every day that today I will be rescued. But the days just passed and passed.

While servicing the steady stream of clients, Marika found one thing particularly puzzling. Most didn't distinguish between the girls’ ethnic backgrounds. It didn't matter whether they were from Russia, Moldova, Romania or Ukraine. In the eyes of the men, they were all Russian. Even stranger was the way many of the men addressed them. “They called us Natasha. They never asked our real name. To them, we were all Natashas.

“We were their sexual fantasy. These fools would walk into the parlor and with a stupid grin on their face call out ‘Natasha!’ like we were some kind of Russian doll. And we were expected to smile and rush over to them.” Marika remembered the first time she was called by that name.

This fat, sweaty pig is reaching his climax and he begins to murmur, “Oh, Natasha! Natasha!” At first I thought it strange being called by another name. But very soon I came to accept it as my escape. When I was alone in my thoughts and my dreams, I was Marika—free from this prison. But when I went with a man, I became this other woman—this prostitute called Natasha who was cold and dead inside me.

Natasha was my nightmare. Marika was my salvation. I never told any of these men my real name.

And they never asked.



INTRODUCTION:
THE FOURTH WAVE


WITH THE BREAKUP of the Soviet Union in 1991 democracy swept over the republics of this once oppressive Communist empire. It was a time of immense change and upheaval, yet the majority of the populace seemed up for the challenge. For many, it was the realization of a lifelong dream. They were free, once and for all, to live as individual nations. They could speak their own language, practice their own faiths and, most important, govern themselves.

Then reality marched in. For much of the population the dreams of a better way of life evaporated overnight. The move toward market reforms that was to shepherd these countries into the fold of the global economy saw a massive flight of capital instead. Law and order were compromised by corruption, greed and graft. In no time, the economies of the new republics collapsed and the social safety nets that had provided a minimum standard of living for the bulk of the population were torn to shreds. Security and equality became relics of the past. Democracy had become a bitter sham.

In the chaos that followed, tens of millions of people were abandoned, left to survive as best as they could. Who could they turn to? Certainly not the government. The ruling class had emerged as the moneyed class. While families worried about their next meal, politicians and top-level bureaucrats lined their pockets until they were bursting at the seams. For them, Mercedes and cell phones became a way of life, their only concerns “how many?” and “which ones?” With those at the nations’ helms usurping power and accumulating previously unheard-of wealth, the traditional mistrust of authority, entrenched over decades of Soviet rule, bred widespread disillusionment. The population had to fend for itself.

It didn't take long before the loss of control and the newly porous borders attracted another formidable force. As the once impregnable Iron Curtain disintegrated in shambles, organized crime rushed in… and replaced the Curtain with a cheap plastic zipper. The black market skyrocketed and remains endemic today. It also didn't take long for the mob to zero in on the fledgling republics’ most valuable assets: beautiful but desperate women and girls—educated, well mannered, with no future in sight.

With the social structure in disarray, families broke down. Children were abandoned in the street. Husbands sought solace in the bottle and alcoholism became an epidemic. Violence against women and children soared. And through it all, the women were left to pick up the pieces. They set out to find work to keep their families together. Even young girls with no families yet of their own went searching for jobs to feed younger siblings and parents. By this time, however, the unemployment rate for women had ballooned to roughly 80 percent. There were simply no jobs to be found. With the stench of desperation in the air, they made perfect targets.

Enter the “saviours,” promising endless varieties of what, for these women, was nothing less than salvation. Jobs as nannies in Greece… domestics in Italy and France… maids in Austria and Spain… models in North America and Japan. In each case, the recruiters painted alluring pictures of well-paying jobs in glamorous lands. For this generation of young women, many of whom grew up nursing romantic fantasies of the West, these were more than just dream jobs. They were a way out. Without giving it much thought they jumped at the chance, only to find themselves trapped in a cycle infinitely worse.

The Natashas have been shipped all over the world. They are the latest “It Girls” in the burgeoning business of sex. They line the streets of the red-light districts in Austria, Italy, Belgium and Holland. They stock the brothels in South Korea, Bosnia and Japan. They work nude in massage parlors in Canada and England. They are locked up as sex slaves in apartments in the United Arab Emirates, Germany, Israel and Greece. They star in peep shows and seedy strip clubs in the United States. To the casual observer, they blend in seamlessly with the women who have chosen to exchange money for sex. In their cheap makeup, sleazy outfits and stiletto heels, they walk the same walk and talk the same talk. They smile, they wink, they pose and they strut, but they do it because they know what will happen if they don't.

Day in, day out, the Natashas are forced to service anywhere from ten to thirty men a night. The money they make goes to their “owners.” They live in appalling conditions, suffering frequent beatings and threats. Those who resist are severely punished. Those who refuse are sometimes maimed or killed.

Most people have no idea that these women even exist. Except for the street trade, they are largely invisible, held behind locked doors in apartments, brothels, massage parlors and bars. To their clients, they are nothing more than an interchangeable body. It doesn't matter that they're enslaved; sex for money is a business transaction. To their owners and pimps, they're perishable goods to be used to the fullest before they spoil. And to the gangs who traffic in these women and girls, they are one of the most profitable forms of business in existence today. Trafficking in human beings is now the third-largest moneymaking venture in the world, after illegal weapons and drugs. In fact, the United Nations estimates that the trade nets organized crime more than $12 billion a year.*

*All dollar amounts in this book are in U.S. currency.

At a roadside coffee bar outside Rome, an Albanian pimp boasted, “I paid $2500 for her. I made my investment back in a few days.” According to the international police organization Interpol, a trafficked woman can bring in anywhere from $75,000 to $250,000 a year. From a profit-making perspective, it's the perfect business. Returns are incredible. The goods are plentiful and cheap. And once a woman is spent or no longer in demand, she's discarded and replaced by a younger, fresher face.

The number of victims is staggering. In its 2003 trafficking report, the U.S. State Department points out that “no country is immune from trafficking” and estimates that approximately 800,000 to 900,000 people are trafficked across international borders worldwide. This figure doesn't include internal trafficking, which some observers estimate would raise the number to more than two million. Sadly, the report adds that “human trafficking not only continues but appears to be on the rise worldwide” and that the overwhelming majority of victims are women and children.

It also states that trafficking brutalizes women and children, “exposing them to rape, torture, and to HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted and infectious diseases, violence, dangerous working conditions, poor nutrition, and drug and alcohol addiction. Increasing numbers of adults and children trafficked into prostitution as well as street children are contracting HIV/AIDS.”

The international bazaar for women is nothing new—Asian women have been the basic commodity for years, and armies of men still flock to Bangkok and Manila on sex junkets. Over the past three decades the world has witnessed four distinct waves of trafficking for sexual exploitation. This latest traffic from Eastern and Central Europe has been dubbed “the Fourth Wave,” and the speed and proportion are truly staggering. Just a decade ago, these women didn't even register on the radar screen. Today, they represent more than 25 percent of the trade.

The first wave of trafficked women came from Southeast Asia in the 1970s and was composed mostly of Thai and Filipino women. The second wave arrived in the early 1980s and was made up of women from Africa, mainly Ghana and Nigeria. The third wave, from Latin America, followed right behind and comprised women mostly from Colombia, Brazil and the Dominican Republic. So it's not that the world has suddenly realized that its women are being kidnapped, sold and raped. The only difference is that today it's flourishing as never before.

The Natashas is an investigation into the latest wave, to find out how it happened and why it continues to thrive. It examines the triggers—the push-pull factors, the supply and the demand—and the wall of complacency, complicity and corruption that has allowed the trade to explode.

In my thirty years as a journalist I've come face to face with scandals, corruption, greed and crime of all kinds. I've seen tragedy of monumental proportions—the desperation of famine, the ravages of war. I've witnessed the loss of life and hope in the Middle East and Africa… in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia and Iran. Yet never before have I been as struck by the senseless disregard for human dignity as I have been these last two years while researching this book.

To me, The Natashas is about a generation of lost girls. Virtually every city, town and village in Eastern and Central Europe has seen some of its girls and women disappear. Incredibly, they weren't lost to illness or war or to the tragedy of famine or natural disaster. On the contrary, they have become expendable pawns in the burgeoning business of money, lust and sex. What is most disturbing is that trafficking is a manmade disaster that can be prevented. Yet the world continues to ignore the plight of these women and girls. The time has come to stop the traffic. 
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SMUGGLERS’

PREY

My life is no longer my own.

—LIDA, AN ORPHAN FROM ROMANIA

EVERY DAY, scores of young women throughout the former East Bloc are lured by job offers that lead to a hellish journey of sexual slavery and violence. Despite the barrage of warnings on radio and TV, in newspapers and on billboards, desperate women continue to line up with their naiveté and applications in hand, hoping that, this time, they might just be in luck. Newspaper ads in Kyiv, Bucharest, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Odessa, Minsk and Prague offer destitute women a path out of grinding poverty—a chance at a new start—with no qualifications required. These ads promise a world of relative comfort, especially when compared with conditions at home. Positions are offered around the world as waitresses, models, nannies, dishwashers and maids. The monthly salaries reach $2500, which, for the vast majority, is more than they would ever make in years. Some ads even appear to be officially sanctioned, bearing logos of the American Stars and Stripes or the Canadian Maple Leaf. Others are decked out in the enticing tricolors of Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy or France.

Bogus recruiters offer prospective job seekers a “complete package” for positions abroad. Typically, they don't require prior work experience, and they almost always seek young, preferably single, women. “Girls: Must be single and very pretty. Young and tall. We invite you for work as models, secretaries, dancers, choreographers, gymnasts. Housing is supplied. Foreign posts available. Must apply in person,” an ad in a Kyiv newspaper read. The arrangements often include training, travel documents and airfare, at no cost to the applicants. All they need to do is show up! What these fresh recruits don't know is that in virtually 95 percent of these cases, the jobs being promised do not exist.

Many of the ads are placed by seemingly legitimate employment agencies that have hung out shingles in Russia, Romania, the Czech Republic and Ukraine. Some agencies have gone so far as to set up “career day” booths at universities in Russia, promising profitable work abroad. Most of these firms, or intermediaries, are nothing more than hunting grounds for criminal networks involved in the lucrative industry of sex. For more than a decade, unscrupulous recruiters have snared upward of 175,000 women a year from the former Soviet republics and delivered them as sacrificial lambs to traffickers, pimps and brothel owners in foreign lands.

Women are sometimes recruited in groups, and thinking there is safety in numbers, they enthusiastically sign on. One group of women from Lviv, Ukraine, was offered jobs as housekeepers in the Czech Republic. Once they crossed into the Republic they were sold to a pimp for $500 each and forced into prostitution along the infamous Highway E-55 near the Czech–German border. In another case, an entire dance troupe of young Ukrainian women was conned by an “impresario” promising a five-city European tour. The tour seemed legitimate. They had even been presented with “contracts.” They ended up locked in a German apartment and sold into the trade.

In the world of sex trafficking, not all women fall victim to the spin of phony employment agencies and bogus job ads. The first link in the trafficking chain is more often a relative, a neighbor or a friend of a friend. An acquaintance, adept at gaining trust, will approach a young woman's family with an offer to help her land a good job abroad. Every year, tremendous numbers of girls are sucked in by the ruse.

La Strada, a nongovernmental organization in Kyiv that assists trafficked women from Ukraine, has documented numerous cases of deception by acquaintances and individuals in trusted positions in the community. The culprits have included teachers, a local psychologist, the wife of a policeman and the daughter of a village priest.

Tanya, who comes from a small town in the Luhansk region of eastern Ukraine, was one victim of this kind of deception. Abandoned by her father at the age of four, she set out when she was twenty to find work to help her mother care for an invalid brother. Though she had completed technical school, there was no work to be found since most of the plants and factories in the town had shut down. The situation was desperate. There were times when her family survived on bread and water alone. According to La Strada, Tanya, who was described as “slim and pretty,” was offered an incredible opportunity when a friend of her mother's proposed a job abroad in 1998. The woman told Tanya that wealthy Arab families in the United Arab Emirates were hiring maids. These jobs were allegedly paying up to $4000 a month. Tanya couldn't believe her luck.

But when she arrived in Abu Dhabi she was taken to a brothel where a pimp told her that he had bought her for $7000. From that moment on she was to work as a prostitute until she paid off her so-called debt. After three months of captivity, Tanya managed to escape. She bolted to a nearby police station and recounted her tale. Incredibly, she was charged with prostitution and sentenced to three years in a desert prison. In 2001, psychologically crushed and ashamed, Tanya was released. Nothing had happened to her pimp. Branded a prostitute by the Muslim nation, she was summarily deported back to her Ukraine.

In another case documented by La Strada, a twenty-three-year-old university graduate named Olexandra was lured from Chernihiv in northern Ukraine. Olexandra was a divorced mother of a two-year-old daughter and in dire financial straits. She was offered a well-paying job in Germany by a distant relative, who boasted that her own daughter had worked there and had been very happy. And so in the summer of 1997 Olexandra and another young Ukrainian woman crossed into Poland to seek out the work. They were forcibly held in a building where they were beaten and raped. A few weeks later they were smuggled across a river into Germany, where Turkish pimps sold them several times. Along with Polish, Bulgarian and Czech women, Olexandra was forced to service clients in various German brothels. Later that fall the women were arrested in a police raid. Olexandra, now extremely ill, was deported to Ukraine, where she was diagnosed with a severe internal infection, hospitalized for three months and subjected to a number of invasive surgeries. The infection had been caused by her sex servitude abroad. Olexandra's health, tragically, has not returned.

Even more disturbing is the use of trafficked women to lure new victims—the so-called second wave. For many trafficked women, it's the only way of escaping the brutality of being forced to have unwanted sex with a dozen men a day. Their pimps give them the option of returning home if they promise to reel in a number of replacements. And the women are extremely convincing, often pulling up in luxury cars, wearing flashy jewelry and expensive clothes. In no time they're surrounded by envious, naive teenage girls who readily fall for the grandiloquent tales of life in the golden West.

Another trap is the “matchmaking service” operating under the guise of an international introduction firm. These agencies, specializing in “mail-order brides” and often accessible to anyone with a computer, are usually nothing more than online brothels. According to the International Organization for Migration headquartered in Geneva, the vast majority of mail-order-bride agencies in the former Soviet Union are owned and run by organized crime. With countless victims clinging to the fairy-tale hope of a blossoming romance and a better life in the West, the pickings are enormous and ridiculously easy. Women are literally lining up in droves. But when they finally venture out of the country to meet Mr. Right they're delivered into the clutches of ruthless pimps, forced directly into prostitution by their new “husbands” or sold outright for sex.

Other victims have been lured across borders by new “boyfriends,” tempted by promises of a night on the town. They too find themselves forced into waiting vehicles, sold to pimps or traffickers for a wad of cash.

Perhaps one of the most terrifying recruitment tactics is outright abduction. The girls are simply taken. In many rural areas in Moldova, Romania and Bulgaria, women and girls have been kidnapped walking home along country roads. The situation is so serious that in some rural areas, parents have stopped sending their daughters to school to protect them from being stolen.

No doubt one of the most appalling aspects of the trade is the targeting of orphans throughout Eastern Europe. In March 2003, for example, the U.S. State Department reported a “pattern of trafficking” involving orphans in Moldova. According to the Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, the girls at risk are those who “must leave orphanages when they graduate,” usually at sixteen or seventeen. Most have no source of funds for living expenses or any education or training to get a job. Traffickers often know precisely when these girls are to be turned out of the institutions (“some orphanage directors sold information… to traffickers”) and are waiting for them, job offers in hand. The State Department also notes that throughout Russia, there are “reports of children being kidnapped or purchased from… orphanages for sexual abuse and child pornography” and that child prostitution is “widespread” in orphanages in Ukraine. And in Romania, “many orphanages are complicit in letting girls fall victim to trafficking networks.”

Vast armies of Russian children who have run away from brutal orphanages wander the streets of Moscow and St. Petersburg. They are called Bezprizornye. Their ranks are swelled by the Beznadzornye, street kids who have been abandoned by their parents. These hapless children are the tragic byproducts of the new Russia. According to official estimates there are no fewer than one million; many social workers say the numbers could easily be double that.

The problem, moreover, is permeating all the former Soviet republics. Throughout the Newly Independent States, children are being discarded at an alarming rate by parents and families that can no longer afford to keep them. According to police data in Ukraine, 12,000 children are abandoned by their parents every year. A Ministry of Internal Affairs document states that 100,000 children—14 percent under the age of seven—were registered as homeless in 2000. Half of these children wound up in orphanages. The number of orphans in nearby Romania, meanwhile, exceeds 60,000.

For the most part, these orphanages are nothing more than cold storage facilities. A 1998 Human Rights Watch investigation found that children in Russian orphanages “are exposed to appalling levels of cruelty and neglect. They may be beaten, locked in freezing rooms for days at a time, or sexually abused, and are often subjected to degrading treatment by staff.” It's not surprising that thousands of children run away each year, taking their chances by living on the streets.

Orphanages in Ukraine, Romania and Russia are bursting at the seams and, with most having lost their state funding, they're unable to support the crush of orphans they receive. It is a daily struggle to make ends meet. The very principles on which these institutions operate are grossly unsatisfactory and provide little real benefit to a child's chances of leading a normal life after release. It's hard enough attending to the children's basic needs, let alone preparing them for independence once they reach the age of eighteen. Few have training for the drastic changes that life on their own will bring. Most don't even know how to boil a pot of water. This lack of basic life skills makes these children—especially the girls—easy prey for exploiters lurking near the gates. Sometimes they're targeted even before they reach the gate—identified and sold by orphanage workers. Directors of several orphanages in Russia, Ukraine, Romania and the Czech Republic admit their girls are being preyed upon by sex traffickers but lament that they simply don't have the resources to deal with the situation.

In the fall of 1999 two recruiters culled girls from a number of orphanages in the Republic of Karelia in northwestern Russia near the Finnish border. The recruiters, looking professional and persuasive, arrived with offers of job training for girls between the ages of fourteen and seventeen. The beleaguered staff was overjoyed that these benevolent souls were taking an interest in the welfare of their girls. They knew full well the harsh reality the girls faced once they were turned out from the institution on their eighteenth birthday, and now at least a handful were being offered a fighting chance of making it on the outside. Following formal interviews, several hopefuls were selected for training in the art of Chinese cooking at a school in China. Their travel and instruction were to be free, with the proviso that they intern for two years as waitresses after their training.

About thirty girls anxiously signed up—all, not surprisingly, pretty, eager and naive. A week later, with their meager possessions, they boarded a bus. The excitement was palpable. And that was it. Instead of heading east to China, the bus barreled south, deep into Western Europe. The destination was a town in Germany, where they were taken to an apartment, locked up and deprived of food and water. The girls’ dreams quickly degenerated into a grueling nightmare. They were yelled at constantly. Sometimes they were beaten. A few days later they were herded into the living room and ordered to disrobe before a group of men with bodyguards in tow. The thugs ogled the girls and began bidding, buying the orphans outright in lots of three, four and five. The girls were then distributed to various German brothels, where they were forced to have sex with up to ten men a day. Over a period of six months, a few managed to escape. Others were scooped up in police raids. Only then did the story of this horrific deception make its way back to the orphanages.

It's important to note that in the sordid underbelly of the international flesh trade, not every woman is an innocent dupe. In fact, police and government officials often go to great lengths to stress that some of these women willingly enter the trade. In their eyes, perhaps, this so-called willingness justifies their apathy and indifference. Nothing, however, could be further from the truth. Even the “willing” women have no idea of what really awaits. It's true that many women know full well when they accept a job offer that they'll be working in some aspect of the sex industry—massage parlors, strip clubs, peep shows and escort agencies. Depending on who's assessing the situation—police, social workers, bureaucrats or women's rights groups—the estimates of how many sign on “knowingly” range from 30 to 80 percent. Yet the vast majority of these women aren't aware of the exact nature or conditions of the work. Those who agree to work abroad as prostitutes and escorts are led to believe they will do so under specific conditions. They're told they will earn $5000 a month, live in a luxury apartment, have two days off a week, service two or three clients a night and never have to go with a man they don't like. The “contract” is often for a mere three months, at which point the women are told that they will be free to leave.

Many of these women venture out with visions of the film Pretty Woman dancing in their heads. They expect to rake in lots of fast money and in the process perhaps even meet Mr. Right. But those fantasies are shattered when, within moments of arriving at their destinations, they learn their true fate. Most end up in situations of incredible debt bondage, unable to earn enough to pay back the high interest on their travel and living expenses. They become victims of the worst possible forms of sexual exploitation. They are not free to leave, nor can they easily escape. They are sold to pimps or brothel owners on the open market, and soon find themselves trapped in abusive situations in which they are forced to have sex with as many as ten, twenty or thirty clients a day. They cannot refuse a customer or a demand. They are not allowed sick days. They do not get time off for their period. Some end up pregnant and having abortions. Many acquire HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases, not to mention the psychological and medical problems that come from constant abuse and gang rape. Some become alcoholics. Others become drug addicts. Often their pimps addict them to heroin to ensure they comply with all their demands.

All in all, no matter how “willing” they were and regardless of how they fell into the trafficking trap, the vast majority of these women end up as nothing more than slaves—abused, used and traded. And when they're no longer useful or when they've gotten too old or too sick and riddled with disease, they are simply discarded. Only then can they contemplate returning home. Countless others never do go home. Many die from the abuse and the diseases. Others give up and kill themselves.

ONCE THESE WOMEN ARE RECRUITED—or captured or stolen—a well-oiled trafficking system kicks into gear. Criminal organizations use a variety of mechanisms to transport their human cargo across international borders. Many do so via channels that seem completely legal, thanks to student, tourist or temporary work visas. In some countries, women can get visas to work as exotic dancers or artists. Others enter as “mail-order brides.” They then overstay their visas and slip into the netherworld of illegal migrants.

When these seemingly legal avenues aren't available, however, the traffickers turn to professional smugglers. Organized crime groups have established a massive and intricate network of routes through which they move women to different countries by land, water and air. These smuggling routes literally crisscross the globe and are controlled virtually every step of the way by interconnected criminal networks. In fact, most of the routes were carved out long ago by traffickers to smuggle illegal weapons or drugs. The recent explosive demand for Eastern and Central European women has simply attracted another black-market commodity to these welltrodden paths.

Professional traffickers, used to circumventing border crossings, engage border authorities in a never-ending game of cat and mouse. They constantly vary their routes to keep one step ahead of the law, moving the women across borders with relative ease. Along the serpentine border of the European Union, smugglers have established a complex system of well-protected corridors by exploiting “green borders” or unguarded frontiers. One of the more significant overland corridors is known as “the Eastern Route” and winds through Poland and into Germany. Once the traffickers and their victims are inside the European Union, all member nations are fair game and movement for organized crime becomes relatively unfettered. The women smuggled through this route come from Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, and are found in disturbing numbers in Italy, Greece, Germany, Belgium, Austria and France.

The most notorious corridor is the Balkan route. It weaves its way through Serbia, Croatia, Albania, Macedonia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and Kosovo. During the bloody civil war that ripped the former Yugoslavia apart, criminal organizations established a strong foothold in the region. Their illicit contraband involved weapons and drugs. With the fighting now over, the Balkan route is used to smuggle illegal drugs, cars and women. This clandestine route traverses the Balkan territory, the key destination being the European Union. Italy is a prime target, providing easy access to many of the other countries in Europe. The Balkans, however, aren't just transit points, thanks to the massive influx of United Nations peacekeepers and international humanitarian aid workers. Shockingly, their presence has provided a valuable, readymade market for local brothel keepers trading in trafficked women.

In Moldova, the path to sexual servitude often starts in a tiny, impoverished village, moving swiftly through Romania and into Hungary or Montenegro. Then it's on to processing centers in Serbia. Women from Ukraine, on the other hand, are usually taken to Belgrade through Hungary and then distributed to Bosnia or Italy. Romanians cross into Serbia at the Iron Gates on the Danube River, while Bulgarian women are usually smuggled directly into the country. The route from Serbia to Italy is either overland—through Bosnia, Croatia and Slovenia—or through the Albanian seaport towns of Vlorë and Durres, where women cling to high-speed rubber dinghies charging across the Adriatic Ocean to the Italian coast.

Another key corridor leads from the southern Bulgarian “golden triangle” of Blagoevgrad, Sandanski and Petric to Greece. Young women from Russia, Romania, Georgia and Ukraine are moved by trafficking rings into a number of hotels in these Bulgarian towns. They're met by Greek gangsters who arrive in a regular stream to choose and place their orders, and even to test them out first-hand. The women are then entrusted to local smugglers, adept at navigating the treacherous mountain routes on the Greek–Bulgarian border, and are delivered to their new owners. Other trafficked women are destined for Turkey, yet another bustling market for Eastern European women, especially Ukrainians. To get to Turkey, traffickers travel overland through Georgia and Bulgaria and on boats from the Ukrainian Black Sea port of Odessa en route to Istanbul and Ankara. Traffickers have also carved out smuggling routes through the Baltic States into the Scandinavian countries.

The geography and circumstance of trafficking women, however, is fluid and ever changing. At the beginning of the 1990s the prime sending countries were Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland. A decade later these remain important countries of origin but have also become major destination points. Most of the women trafficked into the Czech Republic and Poland come from Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Romania, Georgia and Bulgaria. Meanwhile, the former Soviet Republics of Central Asia—Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan—are now emerging recruitment zones. One-third of the traffic from these regions moves through Central Europe and then onward to other European countries, while the remainder heads to the Middle East and China. In these directions, too, there is no shortage of routes.

Organized crime syndicates have also plotted lucrative and complex routes to far-flung destinations to capitalize on their “goods.” Israel, the United Arab Emirates, South Korea, Thailand, China and Japan are all key to their prostitution rackets. Canada and the United States are becoming increasingly significant destinations for trafficked women from Eastern Europe, as evidenced by the scores of ads in the back pages of cheesy tabloids in numerous North American cities. “Full-service nude massages by Russian beauties” are offered at $60 an hour—touching is permitted and customers are guaranteed “a release.” The ads also show a huge increase in Russian escort services in New York, Miami, Chicago, Los Angeles, Montreal and Toronto, and in each of these cities, Russian dancers have become a popular staple in strip clubs and peep shows. The procurers make no distinction between Russian, Ukrainian, Latvian or Lithuanian women. They simply lump them together into one ethnic mold—Russian.

In order to keep one step ahead of the law and the pressure from international authorities to tighten border entry points, organized crime is moving increasingly into internal markets. Many women are being trafficked into the very cities from which the traffickers recruit. Major East European cities such as Bucharest, Prague, Odessa, Kyiv, St. Petersburg and Moscow are offering the burgeoning sex tourism market from North America, Europe and Asia a steady supply of East European women. Women are also being transported to Czech, Polish and Hungarian towns and roadways near the border with Germany and Austria to cash in on the regular cross-border traffic. The most notorious roadway is Highway E-55.

Renowned worldwide, Highway E-55 lies alongside the main thoroughfare between Dresden and Prague just a few kilometers from the Czech–German border. To motorists, this miserable five-kilometer stretch of asphalt boasts one of the highest concentrations of prostitutes in Europe. For those driven by lust, it has been dubbed the “highway of love,” its main customers German and Austrian men driving in for the great “deals.” They come for the cut-rate prices—half of what they pay in their homelands. A half-hour off E-55 or in nearby Dubi costs about $35. For sex without a condom, it's an extra $10. But it's not just the Europeans who come here. With the highway's notoriety plastered on countless websites, sex tourists from as far away as Australia and North America are jetting to Germany, renting cars and cruising in. Every parking spot and meter of roadside is divvied up and controlled by pimps; every shaded lair in the nearby woods serves as an open-air brothel—day and night.
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