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In reading attentively the Convention against all forms of discrimination against women and as a member of the Union of Religious of Gabon and as an organization which belongs to COCTE, (Collective of NGOs against the trafficking of children in Gabon), we would like to underline and comment particularly on Article 2 of the Convention.

Since the year 2000 when COCTE was formed, our collective has been fighting against the scourge of trafficking in children, particularly girl children.  We agree with Article 2 of the Convention which encourages States parties to condemn all types of discrimination against women.  In this report we deal specifically with girls in domestic service who are the principal concern of our work in Gabon.
Regarding the adoption of adequate measures, principally through legislation, the National Assembly of Gabon has just promulgated a law against the trafficking of children.  As those who work on the ground, we believe that this law is insufficient in several ways: 

In Gabon there are three types of majority: Penal majority– 13 years of age completed ; Electoral majority– 18 years of age completed ; Majority under civil law – 21 years of age completed.
In looking at the law, the definition of CDE (The African Charter of Rights and Welfare of the Child), which says that one is a child up until 18 years of age, we are at risk of creating a class of persons who have no status.  We believe that it is necessary to ensure that these persons belong to some legal category.  Moreover, we are aware of a new phenomenon that is beginning to occur in Gabon: the exploitation of persons through prostitution.  The traffickers, as they are already doing, will happily say that they are exploiting persons from 18 – 21 years old without committing any illegal act.  We fear that because of this gap there is an open door which will see an increase of yet another form of exploitation.  Girls who are trafficked into domestic service are at risk of slipping from being in domestic service to being a seller on the streets to being exploited sexually.  For the girls who have been trafficked and are in domestic service the risk is greater because in their domestic service they are often victims of diverse forms of abuse:  sexual abuse with its consequences of pregnancy, abortions and AIDS.
We recommend that the government clarify the status for those between 18 and 21 who under the present situation are neither children nor adults.

We also state that the law against trafficking of children is not realistic regarding the fines it requires against the traffickers.  In our opinion, even if we   of the penal code regarding the amount of fines, we think that a fixed fine of 10 -20 million francs (18,200$US – 36,400 $US) isn’t realistic.  It is likely that it will never producing the anticipated effect.
To set the fines between 500.000 Fcfa and 5.000.000 Fcfa, would mean that the judges could more easily sentence the traffickers and this will more rapidly produce an effect.  At the same time we congratulate those who did not allow the judge the possibility of choosing between a fine and the deprivation of liberty of the trafficker.

Girls who are victims of trafficking who work in Gabon are in the informal business sector and in domestic service with Gabonese families and families of other nationalities living in Gabon such as the Lebanese.  Those who employ them are aware that these girls are not yet of legal age to be working and their own daughters are attending school after having been cared for by these victims of trafficking.  On their return from school they eat t6he food prepared by domestics of their own age.  This seems to us to be a form of gross discrimination.
We don’t have precise figures  or numbers to show how many girls victims of trafficking are in domestic service because the majority of them are without papers.  However, from our work in Gabon we know that many of the families on the cities of Gabon have such domestic workers.  We would like to present you two typical cases, that of Aicha and that of Amy to demonstrate the reality of domestic service for foreign girls in Gabon.

Aicha came to Gabon at 12 years old.  Her mother gave her to a women from the same village living in Gabon believing that her daughter would go to school, learn a trade and earn money in a way worthy of her dignity.  Her first year in Gabon Aicha worked as a domestic in the house which this women’s own child went to school.  Several months later, the woman, having become the owner of a business, found that Aicha didn’t work enough and she began to work as a street vendor selling water in the streets of Libreville.  This became too hard for the girl who was unable to do both things well.  Aicha began to be mistreated and fled to find refuge with her neighbors who were a community of religious men.  They took her to our center where she will remain three months before being reunited with her family in her country of origin.

Ami is a Togolese girl who lived in Lomé with her aunts.  There she went to school until the economic situation of her aunt who sold smoked fish became too difficult.  Then she was given to a woman from Benin living in Gabon who needed a young woman to help her with her business.  She promised Ami to send her to school.  Ami arrived in school in July and in August began to sell ice water in the Gare Routier of Libreville.  I was a witness of her work and saw her each day.  I was struck with her sadness and her face which was like that of and old woman.  And she was only 13 years old!!!  

The  school year began.  The two children of her employer left for school and the girl continued to sell all day long whether it was raining or sun shining.  One day one of the women who works with us found Ami in the street selling and crying – completely drenched by the rain.  Her employer’s husband had made her go out to sell in the rain because Ami would give in to his sexual advances.
Although we consider domestic work just as other work, we bring this situation of domestic servitude – even slavery -  to the Committee’s attention because we believe that in Gabon it is truly a double form of discrimination against women.  First, the majority of those in domestic service are girls who are forced to work and, as such, should have their rights as girl-children respected.  Second, because they are often trafficked into domestic service and often subjected to other violations of their human rights by not receiving an education and by being subject to sexual abuse at the hands of their employers.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
We point out that laws which can work against all types of discrimination do exist in Gabon but they are not implements by those responsible for doing this.  We ask that the authorities of Gabon present for this report take into account the following recommendations:

· It would desirable to consider a training program for security agents who deal with article 18 of Gabonese law No 09/2004 relative to the prevention and fight against trafficking of children in the Gabonese Republic.  We are afraid that the police raids focusing on the arrest of the children who sell in the streets don’t favor their employers and make greater difficulty for the girls.  Very often these raids end with a hand shake between the police and the employers.  In that hand shake money passes between one side and the other.  Meanwhile the girls suffer all sorts of violence:  the violence of being searched in public, the violence of believing that a new horizon is opening up to them from being placed in a house of hospitality where they can live as children and then having this possibility closed off to them when they are returned to their employers; the violence which happens when they are returned for not being able to escape capture by the police.
It seems appropriate to us that the authorities first work to apply articles Nos. 22 and 23 of the same law, which require the expulsion from the national territory and the forbidding of entry to Gabon those who are traffickers and foreign employers, or the forbidding of the exercise of their civil rights of the family when these same are of Gabonese nationality.  We also call for the implementation of other complementary provisions in the Law.

To end, we wish to raise the problem of reinsertion into society of the girls once they have become adults.  Certain cases of forced repatriation should be considered as another form of violence.  The Gabonese State should put in place structures for reinsertion on its own soil and develop new lines of work for these women.

Thank you for your attention.  
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