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Contextualisation of child trafficking in Football 

• Arrest of 24 Brazilian football players in Aruba (David, 2004)

• 422 cases of African soccer slaves in Belgium (Lindberg, 2006)

• Traffic African minors in Belgium football (Darby et al. 2007)

• Trafficking in Latin America (Meneses, 2013)

• So, there is still a significant gap in our understanding of the 
phenomena & more research is needed in particular with a view to 
develop empirical bases (about numbers, demographics, perceptions, 
actors, institutions and etc.) 



Conceptualisation of child trafficking in 
football 
• The phenomenon of football 

trafficking is actually two 
phenomena:

[Esson (2015)]

• Where do these practices fit 
within the legal definition of 
trafficking?

[Art 3, para (1) of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons]

Football trafficking

Trafficking in football Trafficking through
football



Conceptualisation of child trafficking in 
football

[Esson and Drywood (2018)]



Conceptualisation of child trafficking in 
football

• Complexity of phenomenon

• Cross-border phenomenon: multi-jurisdictional, transitioning between different 
legal systems (incl. EU/international)

• Part-regulated by sports governance, but also engages state responsibility

• Engages a number of areas of law: child protection, criminal, immigration, 
trafficking

• Impacted by a range of socio-economic factors: poverty/global inequalities, 
masculine identities, global reach of football



Can the EU intervene? 
• Bases for EU intervention

• From children’s rights
• Article 24 Charter
• EU Agenda on the Rights of the Child

• From sports policy
• Art 165 TFEU
• White Paper on Sport

• From immigration and free movement
• Free movement of persons: Bosman, xxx

• What would the intervention look like?
• Most of the achievements in relation to both children’s rights and sports policy have come via 

soft-law initiatives (examples)
• Particularly dovetailing soft-law measures with legislation (examples)
• Importance of children’s rights mainstreaming in the sports policy arena



Future research agenda

• Developing coordinated and collective responses

How can we develop more effective systems (responses/frameworks) 
to tackle the issue (transnational and multi-sectoral)?

• Putting the best interest of children at the core of solutions

How can we incorporate a robust right-based approach within sport in 
order to safeguard the rights of children?

• Ensuring good practices widely adopted within the industry

Can we identify good practices within the sport industry? 

What methods are required to transfer the good practices from one 
sport discipline to another?
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