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GLOSSARY
Concepts 
Cyber-bullying: Use of different technologies to bully, hurt, or humiliate others (Jeunesse J’écoute 2012). 

Facebook: Social network that allows users to communicate with each other and share photos, videos, and 
other documents.

Feeling of invincibility: Impression that young people have when they take risks and think that nothing can 
happen to them, and that negative consequences only happen to other people (Zoccolillo; Table jeunesse 
Champlain, 2011). 

Gang bang: Copulation by several persons in succession with the same passive partner (Merriam-Webster.
com). The gang bang as depicted in pornography is a scenario in which the woman is driven to have sex with 
as many men as possible (Dictionnaire sexuel). 

Gang rape: A crime in which one woman is raped by several men, one after the other. (Merriam-Webster.com).  

Harm reduction approach: Approach that emphasizes the reduction of negative consequences rather than 
the elimination of the behaviour itself (INSPQ, 2012). 

Hypersexualization: Réseau social de partage de photos et de vidéos. 

Sentiment d’invincibilité: Set of practices, situations, and attitudes: hypersexualized clothing; highly sexualized 
seduction activities; sexual conduct and games during parties and dances; downplaying the consequences 
of oral sex and other more marginal sexual practices; sexting; use of online porn; excessive concern about 
sexual performance and knowledge, etc. (Duquet, 2009).

Instagram: Social network for sharing photos and videos.  

Snapchat: Social network in which users share photos and videos that are erased after 10 seconds. 

Tumblr: Platform similar to a blog where users can post photos and videos on dashboards. 

Vine: Application that enables users to make six-second viral videos. 

Slang terms1 
Add: On social networks, especially Facebook, being recognized as a “friend.” 

Bagay wrong : From the Creole word bagay (thing) and the English word “wrong” to refer to somethingunfair 
or bad. 

Bouzin : From the Creole, a pejorative term referring to sexually exploited women.

Chill: 1st meaning; hang out with friends, relax; 2nd meaning: adjective describing something pleasant or fun.

Dick pic: term for photos of penises sent and received on social media and text messaging. 

Giou: Creole term to designate someone or something that is beautiful and/or good.

1 Authors’ definitions. 
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Memes: Term referring to a viral phenomenon on the Web, usually humorous. 

Nudes: Nude photos sent and received on social media and through text messaging. 

Quotes: Referring to quotes taken from the Internet.  
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INTRODUCTION
Based on the definitions of the United Nations’ Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), we understand sexual 
exploitation of girls as referring to the sexual abuse of minors (children 
under 18), in the context of a commercial transaction. Sexual abuse 
refers to the utilization of a child by an individual in a position of 
authority for the purpose of sexual gratification, employing force or 
other means.4

“ ”
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Although any adult or child, regardless of their gender, may become a victim of sexual exploitation,2 of the 
40 to 42 million people around the world who were  involved in the sex trade in 2011, nearly 80% were women 
and girls (Fondation Scelles, 2012). In 2016, the tragic situation of girls fleeing youth centres to join sexual 
exploitation networks caused the media to draw public attention to a phenomenon of which community and 
public agencies have long been aware. Why does child sexual exploitation exist, and, more to the point, what 
are the factors that facilitate the sexual exploitation of girls?

In answer to the last question, this study sought to shine a light on obstacles and barriers to preventing the 
sexual exploitation of girls in the Greater Montréal area. Our aim is to contribute to efforts already underway 
by institutions and community groups to protect girls from this scourge. To this end, we identified obstacles 
at various levels, including within our society, the government, schools, the community sector, and in different 
youth-related contexts. 

Problem

Based on the definitions of the United Nations’ Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP), we understand sexual exploitation of girls as referring to the sexual abuse of minors (children 
under 18), in the context of a commercial transaction. Sexual abuse refers to the utilization of a child by an 
individual in a position of authority for the purpose of sexual gratification, employing force or other means3 
(UNICEF, 2001). The definition of sexual exploitation in this report is not restricted to minors because factors 
such as consequences, risk factors, and systemic obstacles transcend age.

Studies have shown that the age of entry of many adults into the sex industry in Canada ranges from 14 
to 18. Further, youth represent 10 to 15 per cent of those involved in street prostitution. In some Canadian 
cities, 90% of young sexually exploited street kids are Indigenous, female, and aged between 15 and 18 
(CSPDP, 2011). In 2002, youth groups estimated that roughly 4,000 girls and boys aged 12 to 25 were 
involved in prostitution in Montreal alone (Durocher, 2002). This is an extremely conservative estimate, 
because the illegality and clandestine nature of sexual exploitation impedes efforts to gather valid data 
(CRPSPC, 2005). Research has revealed that between 30 and 80 per cent of victims do not disclose childhood 
sexual abuse until they reach adulthood; others (it is impossible to quantify the number) remain silent 
throughout their lives (UNICEF, 2014). With respect to girls, it remains difficult to assess the scope of sexual 
exploitation because, as reported by the Centre québécois de ressources en promotion de la sécurité et en 
prévention de la criminalité (CRPSPC) [Resource centre for the promotion of security and crime prevention], 
the young tend to hide their real age and do not necessarily see themselves as victims of this phenomenon. 
In fact, young people equate the sex trade with street prostitution, and do not consider activities related to 
escort agencies, massage parlours, stripping, nude photography, phone sex, pornography, and cybersex, 
for example, as forms of sexual exploitation. Furthermore, the intimate nature of the relationship many 
girls have with their pimp can lead them to believe that, far from being the victim of an exploiter; they are 
“helping” their friend, boyfriend, or fiancé to solve a temporary financial problem. Third, the presence of 
organized sexual exploitation networks that profit from the myriad opportunities offered by the information 
and communication technologies exacerbates the problem of identifying the girls who are caught up in this 
environment (CRPSPC, 2005).

Not only is it difficult to ascertain the problem’s scope and prevalence, the lack of data undermines our 
capacity to develop effective programs to fight child sexual exploitation in Canada, affirms the Standing 
Senate Committee on Human Rights (SSCHR, 2011). The problem thus persists, and hundreds of girls continue 
to be victimized by sexual exploitation and suffer its physical, psychological, and social consequences.

3 In 2012, the International Labour Office estimated that 960,000 children aged 17 or younger were victims of sexual exploitation worldwide. 
See ILO 2013: 22.
4 We will develop this definition in the first section of this paper.
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Methodological Approach

The impact of sexual exploitation on girls demonstrates that the relationship between girls and those 
who profit from their sexual “services” is fundamentally unequal; this is made evident by the impact of 
sexual exploitation on girls. This, and the fact that the vast majority of those who provide sexual “services” 
are women and girls while those who profit are men and boys, reveals the gender inequality underpinning 
the phenomenon of sexual exploitation. According to the Conseil du statut de la femme (CSF), prostitution is 
rooted in patriarchal traditions, starting in the distant past, when female slaves were exploited in brothels, 
and continuing to more recent times when they were replaced by women from disadvantaged groups (CSF, 
2012). This is why, in its report on child sexual exploitation in Canada, the SSCHR concluded that gender-
based analysis (GBA) is essential to any consideration of sexual exploitation (2011). The SSCHR went on 
to affirm that, apart from the fact that the majority of child victims are girls and the majority of abusers are 
male, girls and boys grow up under very different social conditions. For example, while girls are subjected 
to hypersexualization, boys are bombarded by messages conveying a sexually aggressive image of male 
sexuality. Furthermore, girls and boys do not experience their emerging sexuality in the same way, and the 
causes of their sexual exploitation are not the same. Finally, girls and boys use social media differently, 
making them vulnerable to different forms of online violence (2011).

In this respect, GBA—understood as an analytical method using gender as a lens to assess the potential 
effects on women and men of policies, programs, services, and other initiatives (SWC, 2016)—is integral 
to the topic we are considering here. We incorporated it from the start, when we structured the research 
project, until the end, when we drafted the needs analysis report.  Gender-based analysis was particularly 
important in terms of the description of this problem (the issue and its deep-rooted causes), the analysis of 
obstacles—specifically, systemic obstacles—and data collection with the focus groups4.

In addition to the gender inequality so intrinsic to the sexual exploitation of girls, we explored specific 
obstacles, in terms of social factors that affect youth in general and those that specifically affect girls. 
Thus, in addition to the issues of information and communication technologies, the vulnerability of young 
people during adolescence, and social stereotypes, we address systemic obstacles confronting girls such as 
pornification and hypersexualization.

Gender-based analysis was particularly important in the data collection phase of our work. For instance, 
we separated the girls and boys in our high school focus groups. Our primary goal was to determine whether 
knowledge and experiences relating to sexual exploitation were roughly equivalent in both groups.  Second, 
we did not want to discuss sexual exploitation with girls exclusively, because to do so would place the 
responsibility on them and situate them both as victims and responsible for the problem. 

Gender-based analysis guided every phase of our work, from the literature review, youth focus groups, 
and interviews with practitioners working on this issue, to the overview of initiatives to counter sexual 
exploitation in Québec.

For the literature review, we read and analyzed works selected mainly by publication date (the last 15 
years) and place of publication (Canada and the United States). We conducted a bibliographic search of 
databases, catalogues, and websites of national and international institutions, non-governmental agencies, 
community organizations, and local newspapers. Of a total of 281 works, we set aside 100 texts that were 
less relevant, and chose 80 texts for analysis of this problem.5 We drew on other writings as a theoretical 
and practical framework for understanding the issue and initiatives developed by public institutions and 
community organizations.6

4 The categories are inspired by Status of Women Canada’s Action Plan on Gender-based Analysis.
5 Mainly, articles dealing with behaviour disorders among teenagers, family violence, international child sex trafficking, sexually transmitted 
and blood-borne illnesses, street gangs in the U.S., etc.
6 In particular, action plans, intervention guides, brochures, and programs of the federal and Québec governments. 
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We conducted interviews and focus groups to gain a fuller understanding of the barriers to sexual 
exploitation prevention as there was a lack of literature on this phenomenon. Between November 2015 
and July 2016, we conducted individual interviews with 22 respondents, including researchers, social/
community workers, school employees, and public servants. In addition, 104 high school students—63 girls 
and 41 boys aged between 14 and 17—took part in seven focus groups in four schools on the island of 
Montreal. During these sessions, which lasted an average of 90 minutes, each group discussed topics 
introduced by two facilitators, using open- ended and closed questions (see grid in Appendix 1). The closed 
questions enabled us to identify certain tendencies among the students, while the open-ended questions 
were used to encourage them to participate freely. The facilitators had to take care to answer their questions 
in a way that responded to the students need for information on the topic without influencing how they 
answered the research questions.

With respect to the overview of initiatives on sexual exploitation in Quebec, we listed innovative and 
interesting projects that have been developed around the province over the past 15 years. We did this 
by conducting a bibliographic search and consulting online directories using keywords related to sexual 
exploitation such as street gangs, juvenile prostitution, and sex education. We have presented this non-
exhaustive list in chart form at the end of this paper. 

Difficulties Encountered  

In carrying out this project, we were faced with a lack of valid data due to the clandestine nature of 
the practices related to sexual exploitation, and the scarcity of broader research on the issue, especially 
in Quebec. Although we had difficulty obtaining statistics, we did succeed in locating a number of studies 
on street gangs that focused on their practices, intervention approaches, and action plans to address the 
phenomenon. These studies mainly explored gang dynamics, organizational structures, and the practices 
and profiles of youth involved in these organizations. A few of these studies devoted some attention to girls, 
including their profile, role as a sexual object, forms of recruitment, and the physical, psychological, and 
social impact on girls recruited by gangs. Research focusing specifically on girls is scant. Here, the writings 
of Dorais (2006) and Fournier (2003) are indispensable. Rarer still is any analysis concerning the sexual 
exploitation of girls in Quebec in contexts other than street gangs. 

Most of the research on sexually exploited girls has been done in contexts related to criminalization 
and placement in youth centres. As a result, the data and conclusions only represent the situation of girls 
in specific contexts. It is impossible to extrapolate from this a more comprehensive overview of the sexual 
exploitation of girls in Quebec. In comparison with the scores of American studies on this issue, research in 
Quebec is in its infancy. 

Furthermore, there are a multitude of terms referring to the issue—sexual exploitation, prostitution, sexual 
abuse, trafficking, violence—and diverse categories of victims—women, youth, children—making comparative 
analysis difficult. The use of each term and category is influenced in large part by ideological divisions that 
have determined public policies, interventions with victims, and young people’s perceptions of the issue.

We hope to contribute to illustrating the overall picture of sexual exploitation in Quebec and provide the 
basis for practical measures to be implemented in the future. However, one limitation of this study is that 
because we were unable to compare our findings to previous studies, we could not determine whether the 
phenomenon has progressed or declined, or identify changes. 

Another difficulty arose when organizing the focus groups, as certain schools were reluctant to deal with 
this issue. School staff mentioned fears that providing this information to vulnerable youth might have the 
unintended effect of opening them up to the possibility of joining these sexual exploitation networks. Some 
public servants and practitioners evoked the possibility that schools are afraid of being criticized and the 
fact that the sexual exploitation of girls continues to be a taboo subject. 
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We have considered all these elements in the needs analysis, which is presented in four sections. As its 
title suggests, the “Sexual Exploitation: Theoretical Frameworks” section establishes theoretical frameworks 
to guide readers’ understanding of the terms used in the rest of the text. Here, we present the debate 
between two currents of thought on sexual exploitation and we propose a definition of the sexual exploitation 
of girls.

Next, in the section entitled “The Sexual Exploitation of Girls in Montreal,” we examine the sexual 
exploitation of girls in the specific context of Greater Montreal. We describe the main manifestations of the 
phenomenon in Montreal, including street gangs and other forms. 

The heart of this study is presented in the third section, “The Obstacles to Effectively Countering the 
Sexual Exploitation of Girls in Montreal.” Here, we analyze the barriers we identified in the course of this 
research that impede actions to prevent sexual exploitation in Montreal. 

Entitled “Current Protection Efforts,” the fourth section highlights community initiatives to combat this 
problem. 



1. SEXUAL EXPLOITATION: TAKING STOCK  
The Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act is applicable 
across the country, but municipalities and provinces can institute 
programs and initiatives to compensate for shortcomings or enhance 
its application. “ ”



page 12

Defining sexual exploitation is a complex endeavour due to the ethical, economic, social, and political 
dimensions at play. Furthermore, the issue also raises considerations of social class, ethnic background, 
and, of course, gender (Ricci, 2012). We will clarify the terms we have used so that readers can understand 
the objectives and results of our project. 

1.1. Theoretical Frameworks 

For a long time, the word “prostitution” was used to describe sexual acts involving a commercial 
transaction. Public thinking has increasingly focused on issues related to consent, and discussion about 
choice as it applies to girls led to the use of the term “sexual exploitation.” The dictionary defines prostitution 
as “the act or business of offering oneself or another person for hire to engage in sexual acts” (Canadian 
Dictionary, 1997). The notion of prostitution as a job prevails at every level: from governments, through 
their public policies and legislation, to community organizations. Those that have adopted this current of 
thought take a regulatory approach, deeming that the exchange of money for sex between two consenting 
individuals should be considered work. The proponents of this approach seek to decriminalize prostitution 
and regulate it to make it safer for so-called sex workers (CSF, 2012; Ricci, 2012).7 This was the approach 
adopted by the Netherlands, who introduced the concept of “forced prostitution” into the official texts of the 
United Nations’ 4th International Conference on Women in 1995. The term forced prostitution implied the 
existence of “voluntary prostitution”, a concept which the international community recognized from then on 
(CSF, 2012). 

In contrast, the UN later rejected a proposal from proponents of the regulatory approach who were 
seeking to introduce the concept of “sex worker migration” into the definition of sex trafficking, which would 
have resulted in international acceptance of the idea of “voluntary” as opposed to “forced” trafficking (CSF, 
2012). According to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women 
and Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime, human 
trafficking refers to “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means 
of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse 
of power or of a position of vulnerability, or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the 
consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.” This includes “the 
exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 
slavery, or the removal of organs.” In cases involving children younger than 18, consent is not considered 
valid (UN, 2004).

The United Nations had already established a link between prostitution and trafficking in the 1949 
Convention on the Suppression of Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others, 
which qualified prostitution and trafficking as “incompatible with the dignity and value of a human being” 
(UN, 1949).8

This approach is the one shared by proponents of the abolitionist current of thought who believe that 
prostitution is the crystallization of unequal gender relations, a manifestation of violence against women, 
and as such, an infringement of human rights. Abolitionists believe that women who are exploited are 
victims of a system characterized by domination and should be decriminalized, while pimps and buyers 
are exploiters who must be criminalized (CSF, 2012; Ricci, 2012; CPJ, 2004).9 In this framework, the term 
“sexual exploitation” seems more appropriate than “prostitution.”

7 See the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women (GAATW) and Stella.
8 The Preamble to the Convention reads: “Whereas prostitution and the accompanying evil of the traffic in persons for the purpose of prostitution 
are incompatible with the dignity and worth of the human person and endanger the welfare of the individual, the family and the community . . 
.” This document considers prostituted women to be victims who require protection and advocates the punishment of anyone who “procures, 
entices, or leads away” another person for the purposes of prostitution. See UN 2016.
9 Abolitionist organizations include the Women’s Coalition for the Abolition of Prostitution and, in Quebec, the Regroupement québécoise des 
Centres d’aide et de lutte contre les agressions à caractère sexuel (RQCALACS) and the Concertation des luttes contre l’exploitation sexuelle 
(CLES).
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The question of women’s consent is central. The proponents of regulation believe that sexual exploitation 
only occurs when victims are forced to prostitute themselves (when they consent, they are engaging in 
prostitution or “sex work”), while abolitionists believe that women are sexually exploited even if they 
have consented. Abolitionists affirm that other factors, such as economic and systemic constraints, 
influence women’s consent, and steer them into prostitution (CLES, 2015).

Despite a global rise in female employment in recent years, women’s working and living conditions have not 
improved (Ricci 2012). On the contrary, according to Ricci, the effect of globalization has been an increase 
and degradation of paid work in the public sphere and an intensification of unpaid work in the family sphere, 
with no changes to the sexual division of work (Ricci, 2012). More single-parent families are headed by 
women (76%) and more women than men live below the poverty line. Also, women earn less than men 
(CLES, 2015). Increasing levels of poverty, especially among women, has caused an upsurge in prostitution 
(Akouari Aïdam, 2001) because exploiters count on the vulnerability associated with particular economic 
and political contexts when they recruit women with the prospect of a brighter future (Ricci, 2012). In such 
cases, affirms Francine Descarries, a sociologist and professor at the Université du Québec à Montréal, 
while women may express consent, it is an “insidious” type of consent.

The regulatory and abolitionist currents provided the frameworks for the legal approaches countries have 
adopted concerning the purchase of sex, and the initiatives of community organizations and practitioners. 
Some of those active in organizations that are working to counter the sexual exploitation of women in 
Montreal believe that the debate between these two currents has unfortunately monopolized the attention 
of stakeholders, institutions, and society, to the detriment of a public consideration of the question at the 
heart of the issue: why do women sell their bodies?

Canada’s position falls midway between the Netherlands’ regulatory approach and Sweden’s abolitionist 
approach. On the one hand, Canadian law has criminalized buyers since 2014, but on the other hand, it has 
made it difficult to criminalize the pimps because it accepts that a person can live off the avails of prostitution 
if they have a “legitimate living arrangement with the person from whose sexual services the benefit is 
derived” (Government of Canada, 2015).10 With respect to children, Canada has signed and ratified every 
UN instrument on child sexual exploitation since 1970.11 These international instruments provide various 
definitions of child sexual exploitation, including trafficking and sexual abuse. Treaties signed after the First 
World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (FWCACSEC), which was organized by 
UNICEF and the UN’s Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) in Stockholm in 
1996, present a broader understanding of child sexual exploitation and sexual abuse and, according to the 
experts, bring us closer to being able to resolve these problems in a more global way (UNICEF, 2001). 

In Canada, the Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights (SSCHR) proposed a definition of sexual 
exploitation that expresses the essential nature of the problem while remaining fairly open-ended about 
its manifestations, to underline its global nature. According to the SSCHR, the term sexual exploitation of 
children is “an umbrella term encompassing a broad range of issues  . . .  with an understanding that the 
common thread that runs through them all is a child whose inherent human dignity has been violated for the 
sexual gratification of adults” (SSCHR, 2011). However, this characterization does not address aspects such 
as the sexual exploitation of a child by another child.

The Stockholm Declaration also refers to the role of an adult and introduces the aspect of sexual abuse, 
which is inseparable from sexual exploitation. It defines the commercial sexual exploitation of children as 
a fundamental violation of their rights comprising “sexual abuse by the adult and remuneration in cash or 
kind to the child or a third person or persons” (FWCACSEC, 1996). We believe ESCAP’s definition is the most 

10 See sections 286.1(1) and 286.2(4) of the Canadian Criminal Code on the criminalization of buyers and the legalization of obtaining a 
material benefit from sexual services. 
11 Although Canada did not sign the Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others 
of 1949, it did sign and ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child, in 1991, the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, 
and Child Pornography, in 2005, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, in 1981, and the Convention 
Against Transnational Organized Crime and its Special Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, in 2002. Canada also adopted the International Labour Organisation’s Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour, in 1999.

“ ”
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comprehensive because it provides a more complete picture of existing practices. Sexual abuse is defined 
as contacts or interactions between a child and an older or more mature child or adult (stranger, brother, or 
individual in a position of authority such as a parent or guardian) in which the child is used as an object of 
sexual gratification. Such contacts or interactions are committed through the use of force, trickery, bribery, 
threats, and pressure, and do not involve a commercial transaction (UNICEF, 2001).

Child sexual abuse “becomes sexual exploitation when a second party benefits—in the form of a profit, a quid 
pro quo, or perceived quid pro quo—through sexual activity involving a child.” This may include exploiting 
children in prostitution, brothel and street-based sexual exploitation, pornographic films and photographs, 
rape, lewd comments about a child’s body, voyeurism, and sexual touching (UNICEF, 2001). The Stockholm 
Declaration therefore defined commercial sexual exploitation as sexual abuse in exchange for payment 
in kind or in cash (FWCACSEC, 1996). It can, however, be complicated to differentiate between sexual 
abuse and sexual exploitation due to the difficulty of discerning evidence of a commercial transaction or 
payment to the child or third party. Studies conducted around the world have proven that children who have 
been sexually abused by a member of their family or friends are extremely vulnerable to sexual exploitation 
outside the family or later on in life (UNICEF, 2001).

In this sense, no matter what approach is taken, the term “child prostitution” seems inappropriate, because 
the word “prostitution” can evoke the idea of consent, or desire, on the part of the child, to participate 
in the commercial transaction.  Consequently, the term “sexual exploitation” rather than “prostitution” is 
increasingly used in the language of international instruments and Canadian legislation. 

In the case of minors, the issue of consent is complex. Since 1989, the UN’s Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (sections 12 to 17) has guaranteed the rights of children to certain freedoms (thought, conscience, 
privacy, expression of their opinions, etc.). In light of this, Guibet posed the hypothetical question: Why 
should children not also have the right to freely dispose of their bodies? (Guibet, 2010). In Canada the age 
of consent is 16, although children do not reach majority until they turn 18. According to Guibet, a child—or 
indeed an adult—may consent to an occasional sex act, but consent should be considered in a temporal 
context and in light of the frequency of such acts.  In other words, the act should not be considered in 
isolation, but rather within an overall context and based on the effects on the child. Also, it is important to 
understand the nature of the consent given by a child—a vulnerable individual in an unequal relationship 
with an adult (Guibet, 2010). Further, according to Bélice, teenagers’ perceptions of consent and free choice 
are problematic because they reveal a “confusion between material and emotional needs,” when the “real 
motivation is often a disguised request for love or attention” [Translation] (Bélice, 2014).  

Numerous factors are involved in the sexual exploitation of children, both at the individual level, and in 
terms of the child’s society or country of birth. While sexual abuse makes youth vulnerable to pimps, drug 
traffickers, and other forms of manipulation, a fundamental cause of commercial sexual exploitation is the 
sexual discrimination and the subordination of women and girls (UNICEF, 2001). In Quebec, practitioners 
agree that many girls are easily manipulated, and are often broken and traumatized by their experiences. 
According to Bélice, they “ask for nothing more than to be told what they want to hear  . . .  They are for the 
most part easy prey, downtrodden and readily influenced. It is hard for them to say no, because they don’t 
want to offend.” [Translation] Many girls are enticed by the offer of drugs. Without an informed and free 
choice, some girls decide to exploit themselves because they are “incapable of assessing the impact of the 
decision to become a sexual object,” explains Bélice. For these girls, prostitution is “a vague concept” and 
they do not have the impression they are under the control of a pimp (Bélice 2014).

1.2. The Legal Framework

There have been many governmental initiatives to study issues related to youth and prostitution. In 
Canada, the Badgley (1984) and Fraser (1985) commissions studied the questions of pornography and 
juvenile prostitution, culminating in 1988 with new legislation to criminalize sexual violence against children, 
including the sexual exploitation of children (Government of Canada, 2016). Similarly, Bill C-15A, enacted in 
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2002, amended the Criminal Code to “facilitate the prosecution of individuals involved in child sex tourism” 
and “created new Criminal Code offences and enforcement measures to deal with the sexual exploitation of 
children, particularly in relation to child pornography and the Internet as well as the luring of children over 
the Internet (Justice Canada 2005). 

Recent years have seen changes in the legal status of prostitution in Canada, with the Canada (Attorney 
General) v. Bedford decision in 2013. In this case, the cross-appellants, Terri Jean Bedford, Amy Lebovitch, 
and Valerie Scott, and their lawyer denounced the basis for enforcing a law they considered vague and 
unconstitutional. Under the law, which dated back to 1892, prostitution itself was not illegal, but several 
provisions criminalized activities associated with the practice. The appeal concluded with a ruling that 
three sections of the Criminal Code were incompatible with section 7 of the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms: section 210, prohibition on keeping or being in a bawdy house (brothel), section 212(1)
(j), procuring and living on the avails of prostitution, and section 213(1)(c), communicating in public for 
purposes of prostitution   (Government of Canada, 2013). In December 2013, the federal government was 
given one year to review the legislative provisions on prostitution and propose draft legislation reflecting 
the conclusions of the Supreme Court. After several months of consultation, on June 4, 2014, the Harper 
government tabled Bill C-36, a bill designed to emulate the abolitionist model known as the “Swedish Model” 
after the first law aimed at abolishing prostitution, passed in Sweden in 1999. 

Bill C-36, or the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act, prohibits the purchase of sexual 
services, the obtaining of financial or material consideration (procuring), advertising the sale of sexual 
services provided by another person, and communication for the purpose of selling sexual services in public 
areas potentially frequented by children. In addition to the legislative amendments, the federal government 
announced an investment of $20 million over five years following the enactment of this legislation to support 
programs designed to help women exit prostitution (Government of Canada 2014). Abolitionist feminists 
applauded the legislation, but emphasized that women in prostitution must not be criminalized, even if 
they are in an area frequented by children, because the problem is the buyers and the pimps and not the 
individuals being prostituted (Perrier in The Canadian Press, 2014).

The Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act is applicable across the country, but 
municipalities and provinces can institute programs and initiatives to compensate for shortcomings or 
enhance its application. 

In Montreal, the municipality (more specifically, the Montreal police force or SPVM) has developed 
programs to assist victims of sexual exploitation. Since 2002, for example, the SPVM has worked with many 
agencies (including the Sûreté du Québec, the Centre national de coordination contre l’exploitation des 
enfants (CNCEE), the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and 
the U.S. Department of Homeland Security,) in a program called Exploitation sexuelle des enfants à des fins 
commerciales (ESEC) [commercial sexual exploitation of children program] (SPVM, 2016) to address sex 
offences against children such as juvenile pornography and trafficking. In Canada and Quebec, programs 
dealing with sexual exploitation and/or sexual violence committed against children are conducted as 
collaborative efforts by police forces, government, and community organizations. In this respect, prevention 
and intervention programs in schools rely on community sector funding.
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2. THE SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF GIRLS IN MONTREAL
It is generally fairly straightforward. A girl falls in love with a boy 
who is always there for her when she needs him. He surprises her 
with presents and jewelry and makes her feel beautiful and special. 
One day, the manipulation begins. He asks her to repay debts he has 
incurred because of the presents he had to buy for her. He talks up 
prostitution and tells her it’s a way to make easy money quickly, as well 
as gaining status in the gang. He asks her to help him out financially 
when he is broke, or plans expensive projects such as buying a house 
or travelling. 

“ ”
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There is no commonly accepted definition of a street gang. According to Danièle Lori (2016), definitions 
of the phenomenon vary based on the perspectives of those seeking to define it. The SPVM defines a street 
gang as “a more or less structured group of adolescents and/or young adults who employ force, group 
intimidation, and violence to carry out criminal acts with the aim of obtaining power and recognition and/or 
controlling lucrative spheres of activity” (2004). In her research report (2003), Michèle Fournier mentioned 
that the definition of a street gang depends on several factors such as time period, interests, and areas 
of competency. For example, the police, schools, media, and general public all have different views of the 
phenomenon. While there is a lack of consensus on the definition, delinquency is a common element in all of 
them.  According to Quebec’s ministry of public security (2016), understanding the street gang phenomenon 
is complex because it [Translation] “is located at the intersection of diverse social realities.” Street gangs are 
not homogenous groups. It would be false to say that all members of street gangs are criminals, or that all 
members are teens (Ministère de la Sécurité publique, 2016).   

2.1. Portrait of Street Gangs in Montreal 

Chantal Fredette and Jean-Pierre Guay (2014) described gang culture as [Translation] “a world of shared 
meanings, transmitted from generation to generation, which include recognized symbols and signs, rules 
and rituals, and norms and values.” Gang members have nicknames, luxury jewelry and clothing, specific 
non-verbal language, rituals, and rules. Another point gangs have in common is the values members adhere 
to, such as a sense of honour, male supremacy, loyalty, money, power, misogyny, and a brutal expression 
of masculinity (Fredette & Guay, 2014). Michel Dorais also refers to other values such as respect, physical 
endurance, emotional detachment, sexual activity, and the rejection of parental and institutional authority 
(2006). 

While the street gang phenomenon is not new in North America, it is relatively new to Quebec. Street 
gangs as we know them today emerged in the 1980s (SPVM, 2014; Fleury & Fredette, 2002). At the moment, 
over 20 groups have been identified, including the Ruffriders, CG, CDP, MOB, Punto Negro, 67, 47, Bo-
Gars, ZMafia, Family, West Side, Goodfellows, Up Town, C-Units, and Black Dragons. The best known are 
unquestionably the Crips and the Bloods (Mourani, 2006). The SPVM affirms that the number of street gangs 
active in Quebec has remained fairly stable over the years, but their membership is increasing constantly. 
According to the SPVM, between 300 and 500 members are active in the Montreal region, 99% of whom 
have no criminal record (2014). Street gangs propagate by creating spin-offs; gangs are increasingly present 
in the suburbs because members leave the city to create new branches elsewhere (Lori, 2016). 

The SPVM and the Ministère de la Sécurité publique du Québec group street gangs into three categories:

Youth Gangs: Youth gangs are [Translation] “fairly unstructured groups of adolescents who commit minor 
offences” (SPVM, 2014). Prevention and awareness-raising are very important with these groups.  

Emerging Gangs: These gangs are made up of youth seeking to emulate the major gangs, but they are much 
less structured. Their main activity is defending their territory (frequently their neighbourhood). Members 
of emerging gangs [Translation] “carry out taxing, make threats, and commit armed assaults in the vicinity 
of certain public areas” (SPVM, 2014). Major street gangs often prioritize youth in emerging gangs in their 
recruitment efforts. With these youth, it is important to conduct prevention activities as well as punishment. 

Major Gangs: The major street gangs are composed of both adults and youth who carry out criminal acts at 
a more serious level, involving targeted acts of violence (SPVM, 2014). In this category, members run sexual 
exploitation and trafficking networks, among other things. Criminalization is the preferred intervention for this 
category. 

Various systemic, social, and personal factors are in play with regard to membership in street gangs. 
Danièle Lori (2016) describes five reasons that correlate to young people’s needs. The first is the need to 
survive. These youth are desperate for money or caught up in a difficult situation. Next, is the need to belong. 
Many young people want to belong to a group or family-like structure, or want to follow someone (family 
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member, male or female friend, intimate partner, etc.). Third, is the need for power. Street gangs can be 
perceived as prestigious and unattainable, and members sometimes have the feeling of being invincible. 
Youth are also looking for fun or pleasure and street gangs are often viewed as “cool”. Finally, some young 
people seek a sense of freedom and think they will get it by joining a gang. 

Although girls are present in street gangs, most members are male. Few studies have identified the 
presence of adolescent girls in gangs, but it is estimated that girls represent between 10% and 25% of 
the membership (Hamel, Fleury & Fournier, 2003). According to the criminologist, sociologist, and author 
Maria Mourani, no exclusively female gangs had been observed in Montreal, and there were currently no 
girls or women in charge of a street gang (2006). Girls in street gangs have two types of status: partner or 
accessory.  

Partners: “Partners” join street gangs the same way and for the same reasons as boys. They commit 
delinquent and violent acts just like the male members, and have tasks and jobs resembling those of boys 
(Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016). 

Accessories: “Accessory” girls are dependent on boys. These girls are used for sex and/or money. Accessory 
girls are recruited by street gangs and perceived as naive young things who can make money for them 
(Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016). This is the status of most girls involved in street gangs, because they are 
[Translation] “naturally identified as whores who can be used right now” (Dorais 2016; Fredette, 2010).  

2.1.1. Sexual Exploitation in Street Gangs

The sexual exploitation of girls is one of the main activities of street gangs. This extremely lucrative 
business is even more profitable than the drug trade. In addition, [Translation] “it is less dangerous, because 
the police find it more difficult to identify the networks and prove their existence” (Table de concertation 
sur les agressions à caractère sexuel de Montréal 2016). Gangs constantly recruit girls to enlist them in 
the sex trade. First contact with street gangs often occurs before girls hit their teens. They are usually 
recruited in public areas heavily frequented by teenagers such as high schools, malls, bus terminals, parks, 
restaurants, etc. (Lori, 2016). Now, with the expansion of new communication technologies, pimps recruit 
and communicate with girls by means of popular social media such as Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat 
(Saint-Jean, Roy & Dèque, 2011; focus groups, 2016). “For sure, if a girl puts herself out there, she’s going 
to have lots of Facebook “adds,” and they could be anyone” said a youth in one of our focus groups.

Street gangs use a myriad of recruiting techniques, each one more insidious than the next. Manipulation 
is unquestionably the most subtle and most popular technique used to recruit these girls. It is generally fairly 
straightforward. A girl falls in love with a boy who is always there for her when she needs him. He surprises 
her with presents and jewelry and makes her feel beautiful and special. One day, the manipulation begins. 
He asks her to repay debts he has incurred because of the presents he had to buy for her. He talks up 
prostitution and tells her it’s a way to make easy money quickly, as well as gaining status in the gang. He 
asks her to help him out financially when he is broke, or plans expensive projects such as buying a house or 
travelling. 

Pelletier and Brisebois (2016) describe three types of recruitment. The first is recruitment by preying on 
vulnerability. These girls allow themselves to be prostituted in exchange for love and acceptance. Physical 
force is not employed with them unless they start to question the activities they are asked to perform. The 
second type of recruitment is the promise of adventure. These girls seek thrills, they love money and want 
to make as much as possible.  They initiate contact with the pimps in order to “work.” The pimps propose 
a form of partnership and end up keeping most of the money the girls make. The last type is recruitment 
through friendship. Here, female friends or acquaintances flaunt their glamorous lifestyle and try to convince 
other girls to become involved in prostitution by showing off their money and presents. Sometimes, if they 
recruit other girls, they do not have to be directly involved in prostitution themselves. 
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Once they have been recruited, many girls must endure an initiation ritual. Initiations are degrading and 
violent and establish a climate of fear. Girls are raped, sometimes by many boys, as soon as they join the 
gang (Fleury & Fredette, 2002). “Gang bangs” or gang rapes can also occur at other times, such as when 
a girl disobeys or tries to leave: “Girls have the choice: what do you want to do? You want 67 seconds with 
seven women or to be fucked by 13 guys?” This comment, from the documentary Street Stories: Girls, Gangs 
and Realities (YWCA Montréal, 2012), refers to an initiation ritual in which teenage girls must “choose” 
between being beaten up for 67 seconds by seven other girls or having sex with 13 boys at once. 

The experiences of girls exploited by street gangs vary. It is important to have an understanding of the 
different ways that victims of sexual exploitation experience the phenomenon and choose interventions 
accordingly. Dorais (2006) affirms that there are four profiles of exploited girls: submissive, adventurous, 
independent, and sex slaves.

Submissive: The submissive girl profile is the most common. The vast majority of girls fall into this 
category. Usually they are aged 13 to 16. They frequently suffer from low self-esteem and are considered to 
be easily influenced and naive. Girls in this group often come from troubled families and are being emotionally 
manipulated. They may believe they are involved romantically with the boy and do not realize that their 
relationship is really based on sexual exploitation. What is more, submissive girls are afraid of the gang 
because they have either witnessed or experienced violence, and they are consequently more obedient.  

Adventurous: In contrast to submissive girls, adventurous girls join gangs voluntarily to get involved in 
prostitution. These girls see themselves as partners, not accessories. For them, prostitution is a way to make 
easy money and lead an exciting life. Often, adventurous girls help gang members recruit girls and even take 
a cut of their earnings. Usually from a middle class or upper class background, these girls seek adventure 
to make them feel desirable. In this respect, a girl in one of the focus groups said that “a pimp doesn’t have 
to manipulate. The girl may just come and say, “Um, I want to work for you.” And, sometimes girls get other 
girls to work for them.” 

Independent: Independent girls hang out with gang members but try to maintain their independence as 
much as possible. Like the adventurous girls, they see prostitution as a way to make money easily. They get 
involved with prostitution from time to time, and only when they need the money. Independent girls see the 
street gang as a way to get known and develop contacts. They maintain this status by participating in minor 
offences and spying on rival gangs.

Sex Slaves: Girls who are sex slaves are subjected to the worst treatment. They are controlled by pimps and 
have no power. Gang members view sex slaves as sexual objects whose only purpose is to generate cash. In 
contrast with the submissive girls, who were manipulated, these girls are restrained through force and are 
totally subjugated. They live in a constant state of fear and silence and are forced to give their pimp all their 
money. Unfortunately, it can be extremely difficult for them to exit, because they are kept hidden. .

2.1.2. The Engagement and Exiting Process

Many authors have investigated the issue of sexual exploitation by street gangs. Evelyne Fleury, Chantale 
Fredette, and several authors after them (Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016; Lori, 2016), proposed a schema that 
explains the process employed by street gangs to lure girls into prostitution, including how to intervene at 
each stage. The schema illustrates the seven stages that teenage girls usually go through when they are 
recruited for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Not all girls go through all of these stages, however, and the 
order is not always the same.

Anticipation of Benefits: After the first few contacts with the street gang, teenage girls start to see the 
benefits of joining in their activities or being involved with a member. The benefits may be of a material 
nature, such as jewelry, designer clothing, and drugs. Girls may also be attracted by emotional benefits such 
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as a sense of security or belonging, recognition, and affection. At this stage, prevention is still appropriate. 
It is important to initiate discussions with the girls, question them, and get them to identify the recruiting 
behaviours (Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016). 

Involvement and Engagement: When they begin to engage in prostitution, teenage girls do not necessarily 
realize what is happening to them. But, this is the moment they begin to feel uncomfortable about their sexual 
activity. They express mixed emotions, insist that their involvement is voluntary, and deny the existence 
of any form of constraint. Here again, it is important to intervene and build trust with these girls so that 
eventually they can express the reasons for their unease. 

Honeymoon: During the honeymoon phase, teenage girls put aside any unpleasantness they experienced 
earlier and focus on the perceived benefits of the situation. The girls enjoy a “sense of freedom and 
independence and seek opportunities to have fun and try out new experiences” (Fleury & Fredette, 2002). 
Even if they appear unwilling to talk about their lives, it is important to maintain a trusting relationship and 
“sow a few seeds of confusion” (Fleury & Fredette, 2002).  

Crisis Situation: In contrast to the honeymoon period, the crisis phase is marked by anxiety. During this 
period, girls have a variety of negative experiences, including violence, unwanted pregnancies, substance 
abuse, etc. They are fearful and have the impression they have lost control. During this time, it is important, 
say Pelletier and Brisebois (2016), to “reinforce their belief in their capacity to change” to encourage them 
in their desire to leave. 

Reflection and Dilemma: This stage, usually preceded by the crisis period, is crucial in the exiting process. 
This is the period when girls step back and assess their options. They become aware of the risks involved in 
both choices: staying with the gang or leaving. At this stage, community or social workers should focus on 
the girl’s strengths and skills and help her develop strategies. 

Break and Distance: Although they want to get away from the violence and danger of the gang scene, girls 
may feel very ambivalent. They do not necessarily want to break with their social circle or “boyfriend” for 
whom they still have feelings. What is more, they fear retaliation and the risks entailed in leaving. It is useful 
to help these girls develop distancing strategies, experience successes, and “come up with alternative ways 
to meet their needs” (Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016). 

Going Back: This stage may occur when girls get back in touch with the gang out of a fear of retaliation 
or because they want to return to their boyfriend. Girls who go back usually have to repeat some of the 
membership process. It is impossible to determine exactly how many girls go back to prostitution. In this 
respect, the practitioners who were interviewed said they were not always able to remain in contact with the 
girls after a certain point. For instance, the mandate of youth centre workers prohibits them from staying in 
touch with girls after they leave the centre, making it impossible to record this kind of data. 

Finally, it is important to underline the fact that each girl is different and the process of leaving a gang is 
very complex. It may be difficult to exit from a situation of sexual exploitation by a street gang, but it is not 
impossible. Fleury and Fredette emphasize that the “first step is to talk about it.” 
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2.2. The Sexual Exploitation of Girls in Other Contexts 

The phenomenon of sexual exploitation extends beyond street gangs, taking a variety of forms. Most of 
the young people in the focus groups referred to street prostitution when asked to define sexual exploitation. 
Yet, 80% of street prostitution has no connection with pimps in street gangs (Fleury & Fredette 2002). It is 
generally associated with survival and other immediate needs. Among youth, it can take place in schools 
and other areas popular with teens: “I once heard about a girl who gave a guy a blow job in exchange for a 
food card,” said a girl in one of the focus groups. As this reveals, girls do not need to be under the control of 
a street gang to become involved in prostitution.

Sexual exploitation also occurs in the context of intimate relationships (Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016). 
Some boys (not in street gangs) act like pimps and manipulate their partner into sexual acts of all kinds. In 
this respect, a girl who participated in our study told us, “You don’t have to be in a street gang, you know. 
If I want to sell drugs I can do it without being in a street gang, and it’s the same for prostitution. If I want a 
girl to work for me, I don’t have to be in a gang, I just have to know how it works. That’s all, it’s easy. That’s 
how it is most of the time.” Different forms of sexual exploitation can occur within the context of an intimate 
relationship, such as manipulation, lack of consent to particular/repeated sexual acts, blackmail, threats, 
violence, and abuse of power (Pelletier & Brisebois, 2016).

Finally, we cannot discuss sexual exploitation without mentioning social media. Focus group participants 
referred to many examples of requests for compromising photos and videos. A grade nine student told us 
this: “Sometimes the girl sends her boyfriend something and he saves it without telling her. Later, he posts 
it and everyone thinks she’s a whore, but it wasn’t that. She just wanted to please her boyfriend.” Girls send 
photos of themselves through social media, especially Snapchat, and eventually, whether the relationship 
is over or not, the photo ends up on other platforms. However, these situations do not only occur in the 
context of intimate relationships. The girls in the focus groups said boys often ask them to send photos of 
themselves, even boys they barely know: “Guys harass you all the time. They want photos, sexy stuff, it’s 
really annoying.” Another phenomenon is a form of sexual exploitation by means of social media called the 
“purge.” Six out of seven focus groups mentioned the “purge” when asked about the impact of social media 
on prostitution: “Girls send photos and boys post them. Like the purge on Facebook. This one guy is always 
doing it.” The purge refers to a day when teens think that everything is permitted on Facebook. A Facebook 
page is created with the name of the school and teens share conversations, photos and videos. They believe 
that unlike other days, on this particular day there will be no consequences for such actions. 

Sometimes the girl sends her boyfriend something and he saves it without telling her. Later, he posts it 
and everyone thinks she’s a whore, but it wasn’t that. She just wanted to please her boyfriend. 

2.2.1. The Consequences of Sexual Exploitation for Girls 

Physical consequences for girls include multiple assaults by pimps, buyers, police officers, and other girls 
(Bélice, 2014; CSF, 2012), sexually transmitted and blood borne infections (STBBI), unwanted pregnancies, 
and different forms of addiction connected with [Translation] “this commodification of emotional and sexual 
experiences” (Côté et al 2014). According to these authors, drug use is a strategy used by the young to 
relieve the distress and remove the inhibitions related to commercialized sex acts.

I got into prostitution when I was on the street and found out that my father had just died . . .  it was 
because  . . .  I was heavily into drugs. It lasted three years and it was very hard  . . .  I wouldn’t do that to pay for a 
boat, school, or whatever else. For me, prostitution was really about using, falling apart, 
self-destructiveness . . .”  
 
(Martine, 24,  Côté et al.).

“

“

”

”
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Among the psychological consequences for girls is decorporalization. This refers to a process of physical 
and psychological change in which the person develops sensory disorders that generate a [Translation] 
“cleavage of the body image” (Trinquart, 2002). According to Dr. Trinquart, dissociation is provoked by the 
need to adapt to a context of repeated and regular physical intrusions, imposing an experience of extreme 
instrumentalization of the person’s body. The dissociation process is triggered by the act of exchanging sex 
for money on a repeated and regular basis and not by the conditions under which this occurs (2002). The 
dissociation between the body and the emotions results in a total lack of concern for one’s body and health, 
followed by emotional and sexual desensitization, and an inability to experience pleasure with an intimate 
partner. As Dorais and Corriveau mention, [Translation] “many girls have their first sexual experiences in 
street gangs, and then, with johns” (2006). They must undergo a difficult re-education process to get back 
in touch with their emotions and regain their ability to engage in loving, sexual relationships.  

When it comes to social consequences, girls experience negative school performance, drop out of 
school, and face problems integrating into the job market. In this state of precariousness, girls are even 
more vulnerable because they cannot earn a living and they continue to be easy prey for those interested in 
exploiting them. In the midst of the vicious cycle of sexual exploitation they are doubly victimized: by the men 
who exploit them, and by other girls who want to distance themselves from them (Dorais & Corriveau, 2006). 
According to these authors, it is complicated to return to their original environment after being involved in 
juvenile prostitution. They go on to say that girls who find themselves in the situation of being supervised 
by their family or some similar structure are often frustrated by what they consider to be a denial of their 
freedom and go back to prostitution (Dorais & Corriveau). 

2.2.2. Profile of the Pimps

To obtain an understanding of the phenomenon of sexual exploitation in all of its contexts, it is necessary 
to establish a portrait of the pimps. A report of the Service du renseignement criminel du Québec (SRCQ) 
in 2013 estimated there were 1,348 pimps in Quebec. According to Maria Mourani, this is just the tip of 
the iceberg. Indeed, the SRCQ reported that over 200 other suspects could not be added to the list due to 
insufficient information (2013).

The vast majority of pimps are men. Some women act as recruiters, as do the “independent girls” in street 
gangs, but they are rare and are not involved for the same reasons as men. The Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (RCMP) states that pimps share a common desire for money. Female recruiters in street gangs are 
more motivated by the desire to obtain a certain kind of status. In a report published in 2014, the Canadian 
Women’s Foundation stated that most pimps are aged between 19 and 32. That said, many minors are also 
recruiters and are used by adults to gain access to teenage girls, particularly in the schools. The same report 
goes on to say that “many pimps have a history of criminal activity, with offences involving weapons, threats, 
theft, drug trafficking and possession, sexual assault and assault” (2014). In addition, pimps are generally 
from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds and subsist for the most part on earnings generated by 
sexual exploitation (Paradis & Cousineau, 2005).

Furthermore, about half of pimps are associated with street gangs. These groups are not the only ones 
to exploit girls, however. A study conducted on pimps (Paradis & Cousineau, 2005) revealed cases in which 
family members exploited children. A practitioner who was interviewed for our study recounted a situation in 
which two sisters were exploited by the driver of their adapted transport bus. It is also important to keep in 
mind that there are pimps who do not match these profiles.

2.2.3. Profile of the Buyers 

Most of the research on prostitution has focused either on the economic and psychosocial conditions 
that cause women to enter prostitution, sex trafficking, pimps, or on the limitations of perceiving prostitution 
as a choice (Pelletier, 2015). Few researchers have addressed the question of who buys sex: the customers, 
or johns. Yet, the individuals who create the demand and maintain an environment that is conducive to the 
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objectification and sexual commodification of girls and women are fundamental to the phenomenon. True, it 
is difficult to establish the exact number of men who buy sex in this country. But if we consider the discussion 
forums for buyers such as Montreal & Maritimes Escort Review Board, Toronto Escort Review Board, and 
Pacific and Prairie Escort Review Board, we can count over 280,000 members. 

Melissa Farley and her team conducted a study in which men who bought sex exhibited a higher degree 
of lack of empathy than the control group who had never purchased sex (Farley et al. 2015). This study on 
the objectifying behaviour of 202 men (101 who bought sex and 101 who did not) revealed the myths and 
attitudes about sexuality in two groups of men. For instance, the buyer group was more likely to engage in 
rape, sexual assault, and identify with a hostile masculine model (Farley et al. 2015).

The Canadian Women’s Foundation report (2014) states that “men who buy sex represent a cross 
section of Canadian men: mostly Caucasian, mostly married or in common-law relationships, educated, 
employed, and middle-class.” Despite this typical profile, it should be kept in mind that the buyers can be 
from any social background. We will conclude this section by affirming that [Translation] “while those who 
are prostituted are mostly women, studies show that, in contrast, the vast majority of buyers are men” 
(Fondation Scelles, 2016).



3. OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVELY COUNTERING THE 
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF GIRLS IN MONTRÉAL  
           
A third factor linked to systemic structural obstacles is people’s 
perception of sexual exploitation, and here, Quebec society is 
divided. “ ”
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The causes of the sexual exploitation of girls are as varied as the barriers that prevent us from addressing 
it. In this section, we address the obstacles to effectively countering the sexual exploitation of girls in 
Montreal. To do this, we reviewed the literature, conducted interviews, and held focus groups.  We grouped 
the obstacles into four categories: structural obstacles, the realities of teenagers with regard to sexual 
exploitation, obstacles associated with the socializing agents for youth (family, school, friends, media), and 
the challenges related to institutions and their interventions. 

3.1. Structural Obstacles to the Prevention of Sexual Exploitation

  Here, we refer to the barriers present in the very structure of our society, in particular, systemic 
structural obstacles that shape our social, political, and economic systems and are manifested in the principles, 
propensity, and practices of social organization. These obstacles prevent us from critically addressing sexual 
exploitation. We will follow this by describing governmental structural obstacles, in other words, obstacles 
established by the State and its institutions, such as laws and public policies, which undermine efforts to 
abolish sexual exploitation.

3.1.1. Systemic Structural Obstacles 

Systemic obstacles permeate societies, influencing both public policy and individual behaviour with 
respect to sexual exploitation. They are principally linked to the current patriarchal model, neoliberal 
capitalism, the divergent approaches to sexual exploitation, and the lack of social reflection on the issue.

A sociological definition of patriarchy is [Translation] “a form of social and legal organization rooted in 
male authority” (Bonté, 1991). The patriarchal model is a form of male domination in which social structures 
and the individuals holding power are complicit in maintaining the specific oppression of women (CLES, 
2015). According to the Australian feminist and political science professor Sheila Jeffreys, under a system 
of male supremacy, men’s sexuality is constructed to confirm their masculinity and this process is enacted 
through practices of objectification and aggression. As Jeffreys affirms, the existence of the sex industry 
is the clearest expression of this sexuality of domination, which it reflects and helps to shape (Jeffreys, 
2009). Furthermore, research conducted by the psychologist Melissa Farley on the behaviour of men who 
buy sex in online forums implies that the purchase of sex facilitates their desire for domination through 
regular practices of objectification and commodification of women in the sex industry: “Normative sex buyer 
behaviour includes a refusal to see one’s own participation in harmful activities such as dehumanizing a 
woman, humiliating her, verbally and physically sexually harassing her, and paying her money to coerce her 
to perform sex acts that she otherwise would not” (Farley, 2016).

Women’s oppression is also manifested in a more subtle way, for instance, in the roles imposed on them. 

Traditionally, patriarchy forced women into normative, mutually exclusive roles: on the one hand, wife/
mother and on the other, prostitute to satisfy men’s sexual needs. The new brand of patriarchy imposes 
all three roles on women: mother, wife, and prostitute. 

As Ricci (2012) states, women are expected to be good mothers, good workers, and great lovers for their 
partners. She goes on to explain that women seek fulfillment through the eyes of men, so they try their best 
to perform these roles, including that of the prostitute. The impacts are felt in the private sphere, with sexual 
acts that were previously restricted to pornography now becoming the norm (Ricci, 2012). Researchers 
have termed this trend “pornification,” understood as the widespread domination of pornographic images, 
values, and aesthetics in the popular imagination and culture and its pervasive influence on human relations 
(Goldfarb, 2015). In Goldfarb’s view, this phenomenon, which runs parallel to the omnipresence of the 
media in contemporary society over the past 30 years, has resulted in the pornification of culture, reshaped 
the collective imagination, and had a profound social impact:  pornography and sex have become practically 
synonymous. 
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Through male domination and the social propagation of pornographic culture, the patriarchal model 
reduces women to sexual objects, and perpetuates misogynist stereotypes. One of the consequences is the 
early sexualization of girls, defined as the [Translation] “invasion of public space by marketing strategies 
that propagate a limited vision of sexuality that goes so far as to target and sexualize the world of children” 
(Boulebsol & Goldfarb 2013). According to these authors, in the West, the socialization of girls is distinguished 
by a [Translation] “sexualization of which they are at once victims and active participants” because, while 
they have inherited pre-existing mechanisms of sexualization and identity restriction, they also legitimize 
their sexualization and reinforce it through their own behaviour. This transformation can thus be seen as a 
first step toward their own sexual exploitation (Boulebsol & Goldfarb, 2013).

The patriarchal model functions hand in hand with the neoliberal capitalism of Western countries. With 
its principles of unlimited production, consumption, and profits, it encourages the appropriation of women’s 
bodies and production capacity (Ricci, 2012). It is driven by both the male “demand” and the female “offer.”  
On the one hand, the sex industry seeks to stimulate and satisfy the male demand by offering a constantly 
expanding diversity and volume of bodies and “sexual services” cheaply and at any time (Ricci, 2012). 
On the other hand, poverty and the lack of viable alternatives push women and children into prostitution. 
Unsurprisingly, women from disadvantaged backgrounds are overrepresented in the sex industry (CSF, 
2012). Furthermore, the ideology of unbridled consumption encourages the attitude of “I want it all, and 
I want it now,” commented UQAM professor and sociologist Francine Descarries, in our interview with her. 
This ideology encourages more and more young people to consider prostitution as a way to satisfy their 
desire for consumer goods that would otherwise be inaccessible to them (CSF 2012).

A third factor linked to systemic structural obstacles is people’s perception of sexual exploitation, and 
here, Quebec society is divided. 

A third factor linked to systemic structural obstacles is people’s perception of sexual exploitation, and 
here, Quebec society is divided. On one side, the abolitionists affirm that it represents the crystallization of 
men’s domination over women, and that, as a form of violence against women, it is a violation of human 
rights. On the other side, those that advocate regulation believe that a woman has the right to decide to 
perform sexual acts in exchange for money and that this personal choice is integral to her freedom and 
agency. “According to this logic, everything is allowed as long as I am the one choosing it,” commented 
Descarries. In this respect, pornography and prostitution are viewed as practices that, while traditionally 
controlled by men, are now performed by liberated women who are in charge of their personal choices and 
bodies. This approach has influenced community intervention practices and school programs. “The schools 
do not know what approach to endorse, the abolitionist perspective or the idea that prostitution is work. 
Some see prostitution as an opportunity [for girls] to develop their agency,” said a community organizer we 
interviewed. 

According to some of those we interviewed, this division stems from the lack of public discussion about 
sexual exploitation. As Sylvie Gagnon, president of the Comité d’action contre la traite humaine interne et 
international [Action committee against domestic and international trafficking], says, “the fact that there is 
no discussion about the manifestations of sexual exploitation and why women get into it is part of the reason 
the phenomenon is trivialized or “normalized.” Is it really OK to buy sex? That’s the question society should 
be answering.” 

3.1.2. Structural Obstacles in the Government Apparatus

The State, through public policies and legislation, is the source of another set of barriers to the prevention 
of sexual exploitation. 

First, with respect to governments, budgetary restrictions have caused program cuts, a reduction of 
youth services, and the abolition of intervention jobs in sexual exploitation prevention services in community 
organizations, schools, the health care system, and the police.
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Spending cuts in education and health directly undermine efforts to fight trafficking,

stated an agency director we interviewed. The woman went on to say that “when you cut services in the 
schools, there is increased risk that youth will end up on the streets.” Schools associated with the English 
school boards are doubly affected because in addition to a shortage of professionals and practitioners, they 
must cope with the fact that most resources, whether public or community-based, are available in French 
only. For the police, the shortage of resources affects programs such as the SPVM’s Les survivantes, which 
is responsible for prevention and intervention in the four regions of the Island of Montreal. In addition, the 
health and social services reform of 2014 has apparently generated confusion about missions and work 
overload. Staff are “burned out, anxious, overloaded, and have no sense of belonging or engagement” (La 
Presse, 2016). One youth centre worker told us that the restructuring process has also brought about a 
change of approach, with the “medicalization of social problems” and the establishment of new ratios that 
double the number of clients for each health professional. Lastly, a lack of consultation, communication, 
and collaboration among agencies, institutions, and practitioners who work on the question of sexual 
exploitation prevent opportunities to develop cross-cutting strategies to address the roots of the problem. 
Agencies and organizations deplore the lack of consistency and long-term vision in programs that address 
sexual exploitation.

Institutions and agencies have differing perceptions of sexual exploitation and street gangs, which can 
lead to divergent approaches or a duplication of efforts. Sexual exploitation prevention programs are 
generally short-term initiatives that simply come to an end with no follow-up.

 These factors undermine the creation of effective, sustainable measures.

With regard to legal impediments, these have to do with both the content of the law and how institutions 
interpret and apply the law. According to some of the practitioners and public servants we interviewed, “incorrect 
legal terminology” in the Canadian Criminal Code is one example, because the term “sexual exploitation” is 
not clearly defined. The law defining this offence is therefore difficult to enforce. Section 153(1) a) and b) 
defines sexual exploitation as an offence committed against a young person aged 16 to 18 in the context 
of a relationship of dependence or exploitation in which a person touches a young person or invites a young 
person to touch another person for sexual purposes (Government of Canada, 2015). There are two problems 
here: one, the law does not define what is meant by “relationship of exploitation” or “dependency” and does 
not consider cases that do not involve physical contact, such as nude dancing with no physical contact, 
pornographic photos, and cyber-bullying. Although, section 279.011(1)12 appears more to the point because 
it includes recruitment, harbouring, control, and influence over the movements of minors, it does not address 
sexual exploitation, but rather the trafficking of minors (Government of Canada, 2015). 

Lack of precision in the legislation complicates the work of police authorities when it comes to determining 
and reporting cases of sexual exploitation. They refer to this as “evidence problems” because it is hard to 
prove the link between the victim and her exploiter. According to the Sûreté du Québec (SQ), many victims 
are fearful about what might happen to them, and in some cases, they trust their abuser (SQ, 2016). Others 
are “in love” with their abuser and are not ready to leave. “The police must make sure they have a good case 
before they make an arrest” so that cases don’t get thrown out when they get to court, said the coordinator 
of a group active in the area of sexual exploitation during our interview with her. This is why it can take 
from six months to a year to prepare a sexual exploitation case, according to Diane Veillette, SPVM officer 
in charge of the Les survivantes program. Also, although there has been progress in recent years,13 school 
and community organization personnel reported that representatives of the police and justice system do 
not always consider the victimization of girls involved in sexual exploitation, which in turn impedes efforts to 
obtain institutional recognition of the problem of youth sexual exploitation. Since sexual exploitation is not 
recognized as a form of sexual abuse against children in the Youth Protection Act, the staff at youth centres 
12 “Every person who recruits, transports, transfers, receives, holds, conceals or harbours a person under the age of eighteen years, or exercises 
control, direction or influence over the movements of a person under the age of eighteen years, for the purpose of exploiting them or facilitating 
their exploitation . . . ” 
13 A directive of the Montreal police force stipulates that officials, including police officers, must from now on refer to women involved in
prostitution as “victims” and not “prostitutes.” 
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often find themselves dealing with reports of “inappropriate sexual behaviour” or “behaviour disorders” 
instead of sexual exploitation. Therefore, the recognition of sexual exploitation as a form of sexual abuse 
and the implementation of multi-sectoral agreement in situations of sexual exploitation, may provide 
leverage to psychosocial and judicial intervention; thereby ensuring better protection of young people and 
improve consultation between the institutions. This undermines the confidence of practitioners and girls in 
the institutions and prevents effective follow-up with victims. In addition, the SQ has reported that “we have 
a steady rise in the incidence of sexual exploitation in recent years due to the use of sexting and social media 
applications to transmit images of a sexual nature.’’

Lastly, Bill C-36, which since 2014 has criminalized the purchase of sexual services (buyers), and under 
certain conditions (legitimate cohabitation agreement) legalizes the act of residing in a common bawdy 
house and living on the avails of prostitution (Government of Canada, 2015), represents another obstacle. 
In the eyes of the federal government, by incriminating individuals who create the demand for prostitution 
“Bill C-36 seeks to reduce the demand for prostitution, with a view to deterring it and ultimately abolishing 
it to the greatest extent possible” (Canadian Department of Justice, 2015). However, social and community 
workers who were interviewed for this study asserted that “women and buyers are not aware of the new law” 
and although it was passed, it is not being enforced. Although the program directors we interviewed told us 
they had received no information about buyers being arrested in their areas, Veillette explained that the law 
has started being enforced only recently, and that several operations targeting johns were conducted during 
the Formula 1 Grand Prix in Montreal in 2016. Veillette believes that the real difficulty is arresting pimps, 
because ever since the Bedford case,14 prosecutors have refused to accept these cases. In her opinion, the 
“law still doesn’t protect the victims . . .  the justice system does not support victims.”

3.2. The Realities of Youth With Regard to Sexual Exploitation

Adolescence is a period marked by physical, psychological, and emotional changes, as well as changes 
associated with the transition to high school. According to many experts we interviewed, low self-esteem is 
particularly common during adolescence and teens are continually exposed to outside influences that can 
be devastating to their self-esteem. Bullying, cyber-bullying, pressure exerted by the media, body image, 
learning disorders, parental/family influences, and peer pressure are other factors affecting a teenager’s 
self-esteem. Experts characterize the transition from childhood to adolescence as a “difficult passage” that 
is demanding in terms of the responsibilities placed on youth who are immersed in finding their identities. 
These characteristics, while true of the vast majority of teens, are particularly true of girls. Studies have 
shown that girls are much harder on themselves and that they feel more pressure, even though boys can 
also feel marginalized and physically self-conscious (Lalman, 2010). In terms of how girls and boys see 
themselves, the main difference appears to be physical appearance. The changes of puberty affect self-
image, both for boys and girls, but the gap between the two widens with age. While boys become more 
muscular, in accordance with the masculine stereotype promoted in our society, girls tend to gain weight and 
move away from what they consider to be the “ideal” slim body type.

In their book, Cloutier and Drapeau (2008) speak of the “sense of invincibility” so common during 
adolescence. 

The young sometimes tend to think there are no consequences to their actions and “that only happens 
to other people” (Cloutier and Drapeau, 2008). 

Dr. Zoccolillo, a psychiatrist with the McGill University Hospital Youth Clinic wrote an article in which 
he explained that teens sometimes make bad decisions because of the impression of being invincible. 
According to him, taking risks is a manifestation of thrill seeking behaviour that can take different forms 

14 In 2012, a controversial ruling of Ontario’s Court of Appeal confirmed an earlier ruling (Bedford v. Canada 2010) that invalidated sections of 
the Criminal Code of Canada prohibiting the keeping of a “bawdy house” and procuring (pimping) This ruling was appealed before the Supreme 
Court of Canada, which, in 2013, found that these provisions were invalid because they infringed the right to security of the person guaranteed 
in section 7 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and as such, were contrary to the principles of fundamental justice. See Canada 
(Solicitor General) v. Bedford, 2013.
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(Zoccolillo, cited by Popple, 2016). We observed these differences in the focus groups, because when asked 
about the importance of talking about sexual exploitation, one young person said that “it’s not that it’s not 
important, it’s just that since I’m a gentleman, it will never happen to me.” Among the girls, we observed a 
certain degree of resignation with regard to the phenomenon: “Guys will never change.” Girls feel powerless 
to deal with the issue: “There’s nothing we can do. The guys are always in a gang.” They also feel their 
safety is threatened. “I come from Haiti. It’s not as bad in Montreal, but I try to be invisible when I go to the 
convenience store at night. I hide.” 

The focus groups showed us that young people are aware of sexual exploitation and have their own ways 
of protecting themselves from it. Despite their youth, the teens we met have values that are important to 
them and many of them show strong critical thinking abilities. Yet, one researcher commented that their 
actions and behaviours frequently revealed a lack of “informed judgment” and consistency. Young people 
know a lot in theory, but they have not necessarily assimilated the information, sometimes due to a lack of 
maturity. Also, the young are not always aware of the future consequences of their actions, because they 
tend not to project themselves very far into the future. While many girls “talk the talk” they do not always 
“walk the talk” and apply it to their lives. 

Teens are critical with regard to sexual exploitation: “that’s not any kind of life, it’s not even work” 
or “anything that you don’t consent to is unacceptable.” In addition, most of them are very aware of the 
manipulative skills of recruiters: 

“Most guys who want to exploit girls will never say so directly. They’ll just manipulate them, be nice to 
them, and then BAM!” 

The youth we met with referred to four reasons or methods boys use to manipulate girls into prostitution. 

Love was the main way to manipulate girls: “She’s so in love she’s blind. Her boyfriend will ask her to do 
something and she’ll say OK baby, I’ll do it. But the thing is, in her mind, since he asked her; it must be OK, 
because she thinks he loves her.” Blackmail is another strategy mentioned by the teens: “Like, if you love 
me, you’ll do this for me.” Participants also referred to the fact for some girls, prostitution was harmless: 
“The guy convinces the girl that it’s normal, there’s nothing to it and maybe she thinks it is a good idea 
or something.” Lastly, girls are manipulated when they are convinced they will be more popular and have 
money: “If you’re with me you’ll be popular. Everyone will think you are my girlfriend.” Some girls are being 
sexually exploited without being aware that this is what is going on. The youth who were questioned about 
this were divided in their responses. Some said it was impossible to be unaware of being manipulated. 
Others said some signs are easy to recognize, but you can fall into the trap: “Seriously, of course there’s 
manipulation. But you know it when a guy doesn’t really respect you, or, if he does, it’s obvious.” Some 
girls seemed very confident about their ability to protect themselves from sexual exploitation, while others 
seemed more tempted by the prospect of easy money which is commonly used to attract the young: “I don’t 
understand it. Say a girl hasn’t finished school and she starts working as an escort or stripper. She’ll make 
more money than a lawyer. And, like you’re studying all the time, and she makes more money with sex.” 
Despite their critical mindset, some youth are still attracted by the idea of money, thinking it would be easy 
to make money by getting into prostitution.

Young people’s ignorance of legal consequences, according to a school staff member, is an obstacle to 
keep in mind. For many young people, the legal dimension is vague, only partially understood, or the subject 
of prejudice. Their ignorance of the law bolsters their sense of invincibility and makes them reckless. The 
school employee gave as an example the sharing of photos on social media, which many young people think 
has no legal consequences. In the focus groups, the issue of consent was much discussed. The vast majority 
of teens we questioned did not know the age of sexual consent but appeared to know the term, explaining 
it as follows: 

if you want to have sex with someone, the girl and boy have to have the same attitude. If both say no, then they 
shouldn’t do it, if both of them want to, they should say yes. If one person says no, then they shouldn’t do it.“ ”
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Nor did the teens we interviewed have a clear understanding of the definition of sexual exploitation. 
When asked, most of them said street prostitution and street gangs. Prostitution activities outside of these 
situations were not necessarily seen as sexual exploitation by some young participants. During the focus 
group discussions, participants were asked the following questions: “In your opinion, what is a pimp?” and 
“In your opinion, what does it mean to say someone is being prostituted/exploited?” The answers reflected 
a number of clichéd attitudes. The most frequent answers to the question about pimps was a man, often 
rich, with bling and lots of jewelry. One teen added: “First, he has lots of confidence, and he’s looking for 
women. Second, he’s not ugly, he’s good-looking, because if he was ugly no woman would agree to do that. 
Third, he’s got a good build like the guys you see on Facebook, they have great abs, nice face, all that.” When 
asked about someone who is being exploited, most participants said she would be a girl. But, there were two 
interpretations: the victim and the slut. Some teens have the image of an exploited person who is vulnerable, 
sad, isolated, and manipulated, while others instead see a girl who dresses provocatively and tries to attract 
boys. In short, young people have some firmly entrenched preconceptions about sexual exploitation, and this 
is a barrier to prevention/protection.

A final obstacle is the fact that boys think the issue of sexual exploitation is not their concern. Most of 
the boys who participated in the focus groups affirmed that “it’s a girl’s issue” and “you’d never see a girl 
surrounded by half-naked guys.” The focus groups also revealed that girls are more informed about the 
subject. The boys said that “girls tend to be sensitive” and “sometimes they just let people do whatever they 
want to them and it’s not right.” These boys have a paternalistic attitude to girls, but do not think they should 
be a part of the solution. When asked about the role they could play to address this issue, they said they 
would “protect the girls by explaining the consequences to them” and “by giving them advice.” In their eyes, 
the solution is the girls’ responsibility, while their own behaviour is rarely an issue. 

3.3. Obstacles Associated with Youth Socialization

In this section, we describe obstacles connected with socializing agents for youth, such as the family, 
school, peers, and the media. The family acts as the main socializing agent and has a direct influence on 
young people’s attitudes, knowledge, and behaviour. Next, is the role played by the school, because schools 
are the second most important agent of influence on the lives of young people. Then we have the influence 
exerted by peers, with whom young people spend most of their time, and the media, which permeates every 
moment of their lives. 

3.3.1. The Role of the Family With Regard to Sexual Exploitation

Parents hold a share of responsibility for the phenomenon of sexual exploitation. Many families do not 
discuss the issue with their children and let the school take responsibility for prevention. In the focus groups, 
young participants said 

they’re the ones that brought us into the world, so they should deal with it” and “they should set an 
example, tell us that certain behaviours are not OK, this is how you should act. It’s their job to put us on 
the right path because they always want what’s best for us, that’s the parental role.

Teens agree that parents hold the main responsibility for discussing sexual exploitation with them and 
raising their awareness so they have the tools they need to protect themselves. When asked where they 
learned about the subject, parents were rarely named as the principal source of information.

A social worker told us that in many families “sexuality is still a taboo topic” that is hard to discuss and 
that many would prefer not to deal with. This comment was corroborated by a high school principal who said 
that “parents are resistant to talking about this issue.” Some young people made the same observation: 
“The thing I hate is when I’m watching a movie and there’s something, even a kiss, and my parents change 
the channel right away.” Others said that their parents’ cultural background was part of the reason for the 
topic being taboo, which got in the way of open dialogue.

“ ”
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In addition, some parents knew little about the subject and would have difficulty identifying the risk 
factors for their children. A community organizer we interviewed, however, said this was beginning to change 
because parents were starting to be more informed about the existence of the phenomenon in schools. 
Finally, the young participants referred to the extent of parents’ knowledge about the subject: “Maybe even 
they don’t know much about it, so they can’t educate their kids about it.” According to the young people we 
interviewed, parents lack information and many are less informed than their children: “Some parents are 
too, um, when they hear about it, they’re really angry . . .”

 The young appear to more comfortable discussing sexual exploitation with their mother or siblings 
than with their father, as evidenced by this young person: “I’m not comfortable talking with my father, but 
with my mother . . . we talk about a lot of things.” Some parents want to initiate a conversation but they 
don’t know where to begin. They will employ strategies such as: “They’ll talk to us, but without saying the 
word directly . . .” or “they’ll just give us advice, say it’s bad and everything . . .” Young people are aware 
that their parents lack adequate tools to prevent sexual exploitation or recognize the signs that it is going 
on. Some parents, realizing this, call on outside resources for help. As one girl told us: “Once I went to this 
sex education activity with my mother and I was really uncomfortable, but my mother just said, it’s not a big 
thing. I didn’t mind being there with her; I just got used to it and ended up having a more trusting relationship 
with my mother. For sure, certain things are harder to talk about, but then maybe our parents could refer us 
to someone else.” Unfortunately, most young people are not in this situation. 

3.3.2. Schools: Unclear Role Regarding Sexual Exploitation 

The role of schools with regard to sexual exploitation is far from clear. The opinions expressed in our 
interviews with practitioners diverged and there was no formal framework. The primary role of schools is 
to educate the pupils who attend them. That said, Québec’s Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement 
supérieur has mandated schools to address certain issues, for instance, the Act to Prevent and Stop Bullying 
and Violence in Schools, which was passed in June 2012. But, policies such as this one are not always 
adequate when it comes to effectively dealing with the problems. The first step in defining the role of schools 
is to learn how sexual exploitation operates in the schools.

According to our young participants, sexual exploitation is mainly linked to street prostitution and street 
gangs. However, they also listed many other examples such as: “exposing sexy photos,” “exchanges of 
photos for help with homework,” and “street gangs that recruit girls at school.” Many teens said that the 
phenomenon exists in the schools and some participants mentioned having direct experience of sexual 
exploitation. A minority said they had never heard of such things happening in their school, but knew that 
those things happen in Montreal: “That happens in other schools, not here.” The issue of sexual exploitation 
does not have the same resonance for everyone, but it is nevertheless present in Montreal’s high schools.

Schools have a role to play in combatting sexual exploitation. According to the teens we met, this role 
should be shared with parents:

Everyone has a part to play. Parents and schools have different responsibilities but both of them need 
to do something.

While the roles should complement one another, this is not always the case: “Well, it should be the 
parent’s role, but when they don’t do anything, yeah, the school should do it. But, I think parents assume the 
schools are going to deal with it, that’s why they don’t.” Many partners also mentioned the lack of parental 
involvement in their children’s education, saying they left it entirely up to the schools. “We have noticed a 
lack of responsibility or accountability from parents in regards to sexual exploitation, often because they feel 
overwhelmed by the situation”, said Diane Matte, community organizer and co-coordinator of Concertation 
des luttes contre l’exploitation sexuelle, during our interview. In addition, sexual exploitation is a taboo 
subject in many schools. Despite wide media coverage that has demonstrated the scope of this problem, 
some schools still refuse to address the topic by fear of being seen as an area where sexual exploitation is 
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present. Some schools fear the media response if they were to take on the issue, and in other cases, it is the 
parents who do not want the school to get involved.

3.3.3. Peers: Their Influence on Teens

Teens generally spend most of their time with their peers, either directly, in school, or indirectly, through 
social media. A social worker explained that it is normal for peers to influence each other, because they are 
in constant communication. It should be pointed out that this influence is not always negative. Teens are 
often very supportive of each other. As one girl said: “If I see that a guy is trying to get my girlfriend to work 
for him, I’ll talk to her and everything, and I’ll show her why it’s not chill.” The young people we interviewed 
affirmed the importance of having friends they can trust: “But it all depends on who you hang out with. If 
you’re going to chill with people you don’t know, for sure you might see something bad [bagay wrong], but if 
you’re with your friends, not so much . . . but I won’t go out at 2 a.m. with anyone.” They also depend on their 
friends for advice. During the focus groups, most of the young people said they would talk with their friends 
first if they had a problem.

You have to talk with your friends first, because they’re the ones who know you best. 

But, sometimes they trust their friends unconditionally, and this prevents them from spotting certain 
alarm signals. When a situation does not directly concern them, young people are willing to acknowledge 
the possibility of being influenced by others. During the focus groups, participants often said they could 
recognize manipulative behaviour, but that wasn’t the case for everyone. After being questioned about the 
reasons that drive some girls into prostitution, one girl explained:

maybe because she doesn’t really have a choice, she is forced by someone she knows and trusts and she 
thinks it’s OK because he told her to do it.

Many of the practitioners who were interviewed have also observed an increase in violent behaviour 
among girls. A school employee said this new phenomenon shows that girls are influenced by boys’ behaviour 
and try to copy them. 

Fear of being judged by others is one of the factors contributing to the problem of sexual exploitation of 
youth. Teens look to their peers for acknowledgement of their self-worth. The sexologist Francine Duquet 
explored this question in her research on the hypersexualization of youth (2009). After questioning many 
young people about the reasons they engaged in sexual activity, the vast majority said it was because of 
outside pressures, including from friends, and the desire to fit in. In one of our focus groups a teenage girl 
gave an example of how a boy can be influenced by his peers: “Sometimes guys go out together, and they’ll 
see a cute girl. They know this guy has a girlfriend, but that doesn’t matter, they’ll say, ‘go ahead,’ chat with 
her. And the guy will do it.” Girls are also afraid of other people’s judgment, especially when they refuse to do 
certain things: “Madam, when you say no to a guy, you have more problems. They say you’re bouzin, because 
for them, all they’re interested in is a bang. But if you say no, I’m not ready, they’re like, “oh yak.” ”

3.3.4. The Impact of Media on Youth

The phenomena of sexualization and hypersexualization are omnipresent in our society and shape young 
people’s attitudes to sexuality. Sexual imagery and messages are everywhere; TV series, films, magazines, 
music videos, songs, video games, etc. Given that nearly 20% of adolescents, or one in five, spend over 
35 hours per week in front of a screen (ISQ, 2015), these messages inevitably influence teens’ sexuality. 
According to sexologist Francine Duquet (2009), [Translation] “the abundance of sexual messages in the 
media clearly contributes to the hypersexualization of youth.” Not only does it promote an impossible ideal 
of beauty and contribute to the sexualization of adolescents, popular culture projects a glamorous image of 
prostitution. [Translation] “The infiltration of codes related to prostitution or other forms of sexual exploitation 
into popular culture is a concern because of how it can influence young people’s perceptions of male-female 
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relations and their representations of sexuality, attraction, and sexual intimacy” (Ça Sexprime 2014). 

One of the questions addressed to the focus groups concerned the influence of popular culture on young 
people’s perception of prostitution. The vast majority agreed that the way women are pictured in videos is 
degrading:

music videos are really powerful, they’re always saying, like ‘fuck bitches, get money.’ The women are 
always half naked and the guys have money.

It is true that in many videos there are images in which [Translation] “parts of the woman’s body are 
framed suggestively” (Ça Sexprime 2014). Youth are aware of these images, but continue to watch the 
videos because they’re considered popular. Several participants acknowledged that song lyrics and videos 
influence their perceptions of prostitution: 

Like, when a singer says you have to have bitches, well, that’s gonna tell me that if I don’t have bitches, 
I’m not cool.

A major consequence of these stereotyped images of sexuality is the trivialization of certain sexual 
activities. Despite the critical attitude many young people have regarding popular culture, they integrate and 
reproduce the sexual behaviours represented in it. Young participants affirmed that boys like “girls with big 
breasts and asses” and “they’re always thinking about sex.” Girls are pressured to give in to boys’ sexual 
demands: “there’s harassment too, guys are always, like, go go go, everyone’s doing it . . . and the more you 
go, the more they insist.” 

In the high school focus groups, many young people said that certain activities are considered to be cool, 
because they are viewed as the norm: “Sometimes girls will do things just because everybody does it, like 
when two girls will kiss, it’s cool, but guys will bug them, they just want the girls to do it.”

Social media also plays a role in trivializing or downplaying the significance of sexuality. Young people 
communicate with each other almost exclusively through media such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat.  
Teens send and receive “sexy photos” commonly referred to as “nudes” or “dick pix.” Snapchat is one of the 
most popular apps because it gives youth the impression that everything they send is automatically deleted: 
“It’s really easy to bug a girl, especially on Snapchat, and send a photo. You think he won’t take a screenshot, 
but there are lots of apps that let you take a screenshot without anyone knowing” explained one youth in 
a focus group. Even if they know it’s not true [that the photo will be deleted], they still send their photos 
and videos. Most of the teens we interviewed could name the risks associated with sharing compromising 
photos, but they did not seem to know about the legal consequences. They also mentioned that social media 
are a good tool for recruiting girls and even customers, for sexual exploitation:

Take the example of a pimp, he’d say: looking for pretty girls like them? I mean the photos on the social 
media . . . girls with big breasts and asses? Well, OK, I can get you one; I can set it up so you can be with 
her if you give me some money.

Photos and videos of girls are posted on the social networks and pimps use these platforms to attract 
potential customers.

Another aspect of the social media is the preponderance of sexual messages conveyed in celebrity 
photos, memes, vines and quotes. Sites such as Tumblr, containing uncensored pornographic images and 
gifs, attract large numbers of young people, confronting them with images in which prostitution is made to 
look glamorous: “Once I saw a photo and it said something like ‘strippers earn so much money.” The teens we 
interviewed also referred to the abundance of advertisements of a sexual nature online, including Facebook: 
“Even on Facebook! Sometimes I go on Facebook and I’m scrolling through the news feed and you see that. 
Most of what you see are girls with big asses and breasts. You always see that, there isn’t a day goes by that 
you don’t see that.” In short, young people are regularly exposed to images of a sexual nature, even when they 
are not looking for it. These messages have a strong influence on their perception of sexual exploitation, and 
represent another obstacle in terms of their capacity to protect themselves from sexual exploitation.
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3.4. Challenges Institutions Face in Intervening on Sexual Exploitation

In this section we describe the difficulties encountered by schools, community groups, youth centres, 
and other practitioners who work with teens, when it comes to providing an adequate response to the 
phenomenon of sexual exploitation. We examine the structures of schools and programs that work with 
youth and the barriers encountered in interventions by different stakeholders.

3.4.1. Institutional Structures: Models that Need to Be Changed

3.4.1.2 Schools 

Numerous obstacles were identified with regard to the prevention of sexual exploitation in schools. The 
school system as we know it today dates back to the 1970s, and the structure of secondary schools has not 
been revisited for many years. According to the coordinator of educational resources at one school board, it 
is time the model was revised because it has not adapted to the contemporary context. 

One of the greatest barriers is the absence of sex education in the schools. Since the educational reform 
of 2005, sex education classes that were previously given as part of the Personal and Social Development 
course, were withdrawn from the curriculum (Ministère de l’enseignement et de l’éducation supérieure du 
Québec, 2016). The reason for this decision, according to the education ministry, was that it wanted to 
prioritize basic courses such as French and mathematics. Today, sex education is provided by teachers 
who must find a way to integrate the subject into existing courses. But, teachers do not always have the 
time, aptitude, or knowledge to successfully address all the issues and aspects of human sexuality. In an 
article published in 2015 in the Montreal daily La Presse, Josée Scalabrini, president of the teachers labour 
federation, the Fédération des syndicats de l’enseignement (FSE), denounced the proposed sex education 
pilot project to be given by secondary school teachers: 

There is no time allocated in the schedule for these classes. But teachers are expected to figure out how 
to make time and give these classes. Teachers will still have to shoulder all the responsibility.

What this means is that students’ access to information depends on factors such as the teacher’s 
availability and his or her aptitude for discussing sexuality. Consequently, youth do not have equal access 
to this information. 

The lack of a predetermined protocol for dealing with cases of sexual exploitation in schools represents 
another barrier, because, once again, individual school staff are left alone to decide what steps to take.   
Nor are teachers and other school professionals required to keep abreast of the new practices of sexual 
exploitation such as those linked to social media, which have an enormous impact on youth both inside and 
outside school.

Many experts we interviewed affirmed that sexual exploitation is not a priority for certain schools. During 
our interviews with partners, several school administrators said they did not want to participate in our project 
because sexual exploitation and street gangs were not a problem in their school. A youth centre worker 
said that some schools “don’t want to talk about it, because they’re afraid of how parents will react.” Also, 
a practitioner with the Concertation des luttes contre l’exploitation sexuelle (CLES) mentioned that «many 
schools don’t want to discuss the phenomenon because they’re worried it will have the effect of encouraging 
youth rather than protecting them.” Others have different concerns. When we were looking for partners for 
our project, a school employee told us that sexual exploitation and street gangs were simply not present in 
their school. According to her, their only concern was about cyber violence. Sexual exploitation is closely 
linked to social media, however, which is another reason for broadening the definition.

The lack of prevention in the schools is a major barrier to girls’ capacity to protect themselves. According 
to the coordinator of educational resources at one school board, there is a huge need for prevention, because 
once recruited, it is extremely difficult for girls to escape sexual exploitation. Not only do young people lack 
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access to sex education in their curriculum, but few schools will invite outside practitioners and agencies 
to give awareness workshops. In the rare schools that do allow these types of activities, the time allotted is 
restricted and activities are only given once or twice during the year. Certain programs are more long term, 
but for the most part, they are given during lunch or after school and are optional. Attendance varies, based 
on the students’ availability and interest in the topics being addressed. Naturally, it is more difficult to reach 
youth this way than if a class period were given over to the subject. A community organizer we interviewed 
said 

there should be an integrated approach by the school boards and workshops should be available on a 
continuing, not a one-time basis.

According to the development officer at an Anglophone school, girls complain that there is no space 
for girls to talk with other girls about their personal identity issues, which could be helpful during a difficult 
period of their lives. 

Another practitioner raised the issue of poor use of available resources in some schools. According to 
her, some schools are “spoiled,” but do not know how to maximize the effectiveness of their resources. 
Other schools, in contrast, lack both financial and human resources, and do their best with what they 
have. Unfortunately, it is often the most disadvantaged students that suffer from the lack of services and 
prevention activities.

When programs are made available, the vast majority of them are addressed to girls, and no specific 
prevention programs are provided for boys. The lack of projects aimed at boys undermines prevention 
efforts, because girls end up shouldering the entire responsibility for preventing sexual exploitation. “Society 
gives girls this role instead of the role of victim,” said Diane Matte, in our interview. She added that during 
awareness workshops “girls complain that the programs are for them, but not for the boys.” During our focus 
groups, many girls told us that they know more about sexual exploitation than boys, and that boys should 
know about it too: “they’re even worse! There are lots of things that we know that they don’t know.” 

According to the coordinator of educational resources at a school board, responsibilities are 
compartmentalized and, very often, school personnel have overlapping responsibilities with no clear 
boundaries. A significant obstacle to prevention in the schools relates to regulations and protocols concerning 
confidentiality in these kinds of cases. The fact that personnel are unable to share information with each 
other means that it is often impossible to have access to the full picture, impeding follow-up activity with 
girls, undermining their safety, and preventing steps to eradicate sexual exploitation networks.  

In addition, many youth have difficulty obtaining access to the school’s resources. They do not necessarily 
know who to turn to in case of a problem, and, in some schools, services are accessible only by means of a 
teacher referral. 

3.4.1.2 Social Services 

In terms of the lack of structures, or structural shortcomings in the area of intervention, we identified a 
significant weakness with regard to girls aged 18 to 25. Youth generally have to leave youth centres when 
they reach the age of majority, and they do not necessarily have access to follow-up services to help them 
successfully navigate the transition into adult life. Many have trouble finding housing and employment. 
This means that even girls who are making progress in leaving the exploitation environment are at risk of 
going back when they are on their own, because this environment is the only one they know where they can 
survive. The director of an anti-trafficking organization denounces the “lack of flexible channels to assist 
young people when they leave youth centres and need to return to school.” This was the case of a girl who, 
during the time she was placed in a youth centre, had a job in a children’s summer day camp. She had to 
leave the centre, and she registered for school “in town.” The youth centre worker we interviewed explained 
that the girl “was employed and had a structure,” but once she left the Centre, 
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her life had no structures anymore and she ran away. Before, she worked and was successful; she felt 
good about herself. Girls need to have that.

 Finally, we observed a gap between the services offered by schools and the Directorate of Youth 
Protection when an incident of sexual exploitation is reported in a school. As a coordinator of educational 
resources in a school board reported, Youth Protection does not accept cases where “there does not yet 
exist a situation in which girls’ security or development is compromised.” She went on to say that schools 
have no way to refer the case: “The school must deal with it.” Yet, the school has neither the structures 
nor the tools it needs to assist girls who are already on a path that represents a risk to their security and 
development. In order to get the case referred to Youth Protection, school personnel exceed their jurisdictions 
and “conduct investigations to obtain evidence that will enable them to help girls; sometimes they will even 
end up contaminating the evidence. They search bags, confiscate things, it’s very complicated,” she said.

3.4.2. Obstacles Related to Institutions’ Interventions and Follow-up 

Obstacles related to follow-up and interventions spring in part from the difficulty of conducting individual 
follow-up with girls over a sustained period of time. According to Francine Descarries, a high turnover rate 
and repeated absences, partly due to overly strict scheduling requirements, have a destabilizing impact on 
the girls, undermining their sense of security. It is a challenge for a practitioner to establish a bond of trust 
with a girl, and once it is destroyed, it is almost impossible to restore it. The difficulty of establishing a bond 
of trust also stems from a lack of resources, which reduces young people’s access to services and social 
workers. Community organizations have had to cut back on their opening hours, with the result that workers 
are not as available to girls. 

Further, intervention and follow-up with victims of sexual exploitation is not uniform from one agency to 
the next, and some do not take into consideration the victimization of sexually exploited girls. Some of the 
school, academic, and community personnel we interviewed criticized the overall lack of training practitioners 
receive with respect to this issue, both in CEGEPs and universities. For example, they mentioned that students 
enrolled in sexology, social work, and special education programs are not sufficiently informed about the 
question of consent and the victimization process. As a result, many social workers and community organizers 

mistakenly presume that if a girl “consents,” she is less a “victim” of sexual exploitation than a girl who 
does not consent. 

However, as a police officer told us, “if it had been a choice, even if you had chosen to be in that 
environment, you didn‘t choose to be exploited, beaten, and raped. It’s not because you made those choices 
that you should have to suffer these consequences.” The director of an anti-trafficking group criticized the 
generic nature of training in which “you have a rapid survey of behavioural approaches instead of paying 
attention to the girls’ needs.” Students who are our future social workers are not provided with the information 
and tools they need to deal with cases of sexual exploitation. As a result they are incapable of detecting these 
situations or providing adequate follow-up services. This vacuum may then be filled by myths and prejudicial 
attitudes, according to a rape crisis worker. If school personnel had a fuller understanding of the risk factors, 
they would be able to identify the sexual exploitation victims much more quickly: “You have to be vigilant . . . 
we must educate the young people, in accordance with our particular competencies, but not forget about the 
other aspects of their lives.” The problem is frequently detected too late because of the lack of appropriate 
tools: 

Only if a young person is in distress or failing academically will they be referred to a professional for 
help. Girls who are being sexually exploited do not necessarily have academic problems. On the contrary, 
when their grades start to fall, it’s too late! . . . We pass over girls who are academically successful but 
who are at risk or just getting into something, 

said a research officer at the Centre jeunesse de Montréal. A special education teacher in a secondary 
school told us that teachers are obliged to receive continuing training. But the focus is on pedagogical methods 
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rather than issues affecting youth. Continuing training is not an obligation for some school employees, 
including special education instructors. Keeping abreast of issues that are affecting the young is left up to 
the individual.

In some cases, an approach can produce the opposite result of what was intended. A curt or judgmental 
approach to a victim can result in her resisting any form of intervention, affirmed the youth centre worker: “If 
the bond of trust is broken, because the girl is in love or in the honeymoon phase and is willing to put up with 
being hit, she may become resistant and lean more toward the boyfriend . . . We are responsible for causing 
reactions more often than we realize,” stated an outreach worker in a youth centre. According to some of 
the front-line workers we interviewed, even the harm reduction approach that has been adopted by most 
organizations does not effectively help to reduce the sexual exploitation of girls. As the director of an anti-
trafficking group mentioned, the purpose of this approach is to satisfy basic needs—generally food, sleep, 
and prevention of sexually transmitted diseases—but helping victims escape the exploitation environment is 
not a priority. Consequently, the problem persists. 

The focus groups demonstrated that youth are resistant to calling on school personnel for help. When 
asked about the strategies they would use to protect themselves from sexual exploitation, they did not mention 
going to a school employee for help. This is mostly due to lack of trust in the services and dissatisfaction with 
the approach employed by certain community or social workers: “You ask for advice, but the information is 
not relevant or helpful.” Fear of retaliation and negative judgments of their peers are major impediments to 
reporting a situation of sexual exploitation and communicating with school representatives: 

If we ask for help, it will be worse.

said one young person we met with. Lastly, many teens are unaware of the resources available in their 
schools. When asked by the key individuals in their school, young people named nursing and teaching staff, 
educators, psychologists, and the principal. But most of them were confused about or unaware of the job 
descriptions of these individuals. In addition, as mentioned earlier, young people do not spontaneously 
make use of the resources available to them, tending instead to talk to their friends when they are having 
problems. On the other hand, teaching staff are not required by their job descriptions to provide psychological 
assistance to their students who are suffering from sexual exploitation. Still, some students have a strong 
bond with their teachers and will confide in them. In such cases, it is important to maintain these special 
relationships and seize on the chance to talk when a teen is in distress. It all depends on the willingness of 
the individual teacher, and some would rather not take responsibility for dealing with this issue, as many 
practitioners confirmed during our interviews. 

As we have said, we found it difficult to clearly define the role of the schools. At the same time, we were 
able to ascertain the limits of their interventions: “We do what we can in school, but not in the home,” 
said a secondary school special educator we interviewed. School personnel deal with the issue of sexual 
exploitation when it occurs at school, but they do not necessarily ensure follow-up outside school. Young 
participants also referred to the limits of intervention in the schools: “It depends, if you mean talking about 
it [sexual exploitation] before, yes, but if you mean after, it’s already too late.” Some young people think the 
school should prioritize prevention over intervention and deal with the root of the problem. Schools should 
provide different kinds of services. 

Some schools have developed partnerships with organizations in other fields that concern youth in order 
to deal with these issues. Several initiatives are already in place. A representative of one school said that 
every year around Valentine’s Day, school staff meet to organize an information and discussion day. Booths 
on the topics of healthy intimate relationships, sexual consent, and contraception are set up in the library 
and students are invited to participate. This type of initiative is very useful to young people and it is an 
opportunity for everyone to become involved in combatting sexual exploitation. Other initiatives have been 
organized by groups in the community, education sector, and institutions in response to the needs of young 
people and take action on this issue. 
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OVERVIEW OF INITIATIVES
The list illustrates the plural and diverse nature of actions that have 
been implemented. They reach out to all sections of society, from 
communities, to government . 
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Our overview of initiatives is in chart form, and presents numerous projects, most located in Quebec. Although 
they exist in different settings and address different groups, their common goal is the prevention of sexual 
exploitation. 

Most of the projects were initiated by community organizations, including groups that work with girls and 
women on the issue of sexual exploitation. The initiatives are addressed to front-line workers, school 
personnel, high school girls and boys, and families. 

We focused on different types of resources:  

• Prevention workshops: activities on sexual exploitation that draw on a variety of awareness tools (video, 
forum theatre, comic books, etc.).

• Training for practitioners: information sessions to enhance expertise in different settings (community 
organizations, schools, police).

• Association/coalition: coordinated action to share knowledge and improve service delivery.

• Educational kits: [Translation] “ . . . a series of tools including a printed workbook for the student, a printed 
or digital teaching guide . . .” (Direction des ressources didactiques 2004).

• Reference books: monographs and documentation about the reality of child sexual exploitation.

• Awareness campaigns: “organized effort to bring public pressure to bear on institutions and individuals 
and influence their actions” (Lamb 1997, The Good Campaigns Guide). 

• Online resources: interactive websites with different types of content (e.g., video clips, games, 
questionnaires, information sheets, etc.) to help youth and interested adults combat sexual exploitation.

These initiatives constitute an important safety net in the prevention of sexual exploitation. The list illus-
trates the plural and diverse nature of actions that have been implemented. They reach out to all sections 
of society, from communities, to government (police, schools, etc.). The wide range of services covers a 
broad cross-section of the public. Some initiatives are particularly innovative, while others reflect ongoing 
efforts to gain fuller understanding of the issues and adapt to particular target groups. Examples of this are 
projects that involve the use of new technologies to gain greater impact with the target audience. Young 
people’s concerns are at the heart of increasing numbers of projects to ensure they become actors in their 
own processes of change. Young people’s contributions are valued, and they help front-line workers target 
their needs and concerns. Projects that promote collaboration by operating in multiple spheres related to 
youth are of particular interest. This cross-cutting approach has been proven effective, particularly in the 
SORACOM program (Solution de Rechange et Acquisition de Compétences). Recent years have seen the 
development of more expertise and commitment to preventing sexual exploitation, which is a definite gain.   

We have restricted this list to initiatives that specifically address the issue of sexual exploitation. It is also 
true that many types of actions, while acting only indirectly on the issue, can have a positive impact on the 
phenomenon.

These initiatives face numerous and varied obstacles to their ongoing existence. First of all, they cope 
with recurrent difficulties such as finding the means to make their work ongoing and promoting tools beyond 
the scope of the project funding. Tools and projects abound but they are not always sufficiently promoted 
or shared. There is a need for cohesiveness and a public space where people can learn about good prac-
tices and resources and be inspired to provide a sustainable and complementary response to the problem 
of sexual exploitation. Second, organizational constraints can weaken outreach efforts, especially in this 
situation, where the target group is very specific and undergoing rapid change. Certain workshops are very 
directed and leave little room for spontaneity, which may be a major impediment for the target group. Front-
line workers therefore need to be more flexible and adapt to their clientele. In addition, workshops are often 
provided to large groups, or classes, which can make it hard to create a climate of trust. Lastly, few initiatives 



page 41

propose girl- or boy-only spaces, even though this has been proven to foster increased self-expression and 
self-confidence. In addition, some tools are no longer adapted to the public they address and do not reflect 
the situation as it exists today. 

Many countries in Europe have developed awareness and intervention activities concerning sexual ex-
ploitation. The phenomenon is different in terms of the number of victims, forms of sexual exploitation, and 
policies. However the phenomenon itself is basically the same everywhere and many of these awareness 
and intervention tools would be useful here in Quebec. This is why we present several promising European 
practices to introduce school personnel and parents to new approaches and resources concerning sexual 
exploitation.



RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish a protocol, including a clear action plan, to improve the 
way sexual exploitation is addressed and integrated into educational 
activities and services.“ ”
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These recommendations spring from the literature and the numerous interviews we conducted with 
specialists on the issue of sexual exploitation and high school focus groups. They are addressed to everyone 
who works with and for youth in schools and institutions or in partnership with them: school personnel, 
teachers, principals, school boards, community organizations, parents, and students. The recommendations 
are meant to serve as guidelines to address the institutional obstacles to adequately addressing the problem 
of sexual exploitation. 

General Recommendations 

1. Generate public discussion to raise social awareness of current phenomena that are affecting young 
people and facilitating the sexual exploitation of girls, such as the objectification and commodification 
of women, pornification, and hypersexualization. Encourage frank public discussion in community, 
academic, and institutional settings to determine the issues involved in this problem that demand a 
concerted social response. Gender-based analysis is crucial to this reflection.

2. Conduct national campaigns to draw public, media, and institutional attention to the objectification 
and commodification of women, pornification, and hypersexualization. The goal of these campaigns 
should be to raise social awareness concerning the sexual exploitation of girls and dismantle the 
prejudice, taboos and stereotypes conveyed by the media.

3. Measures inspired by public discussion and enriched by a gender-based analysis must be promoted by 
the federal and provincial governments and their institutions to combat the sexual exploitation of girls. 
These measures must involve community organizations, health and social services, the educational 
sector, police, and the courts. Legislation should be enacted to more accurately define the phenomenon 
and the responsibility and protection of those concerned, respectively, the procurers/traffickers and 
victims.   Directives and intervention protocols are strongly needed in various settings to establish 
cross-cutting approaches, foster successful practices, and ensure consistency in interventions. 

4. Increase government funding to community organizations, the health and social service system, and 
the police to improve the availability of services for youth in response to their physical, psychological, 
and social needs. This money should be used to increase the numbers of front-line workers, increase 
opening hours and service availability, and consequently, prioritize the establishment of trusting 
relationships between youth and their service providers.

5. Specific funding envelopes must be allocated to the creation and deployment of new youth services 
that will serve as solid, sustainable safety nets to compensate for the shortcomings identified with 
regard to the available care and resources. The aim should be respond to the needs of youth, 
especially at-risk girls, who now experience a drastic reduction in services when they turn 18.

6. Develop services to respond to the needs of girls who are at risk of sexual exploitation throughout 
Quebec. Cross-cutting and multisectoral programs to meet physical, psychological, and social needs 
are necessary and strongly encouraged, as are the implementation of programs designed to assist 
the return to school, job integration, and housing.

7. These services should constitute a powerful and stable network throughout the territory of Quebec. 
Such a network should facilitate the sharing of information about girls who are involved in the 
phenomenon, and the response to their needs, regardless of where they are located. The goal is to 
provide similar structures in every region in order to take care of young victims of sexual exploitation 
as quickly as possible, even in cities far from Montreal and Quebec City. This measure would help 
to minimize the factors linked to the vulnerability of girls who are moved to different regions by 
traffickers, and end up in unfamiliar surroundings with no capacity for protection.

8. Initiate a dialogue between institutions and community organizations across the province to come 
up with appropriate mechanisms to address girls’ limited access to information. The creation and 
deployment of instruments and channels for sharing information about young victims is strongly 
advised to better respond to their needs and ensure more appropriate and consistent follow-up. 
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9. Governments must be encouraged to adopt cross-cutting strategies to centralize and ensure the 
continuity of initiatives to counter sexual exploitation. Partnerships between community and police 
stakeholders are recommended to ensure follow-up and continuity of services and programs.

10. Provide training to personnel at all levels in the community sector, health and social services, education 
sector, police, and courts. Training should include a presentation on the sexual exploitation of girls, 
describing victimization mechanisms and dismantling the stereotypes and prejudice, and provide 
information about intervention approaches. In this respect, foster the complementarity of prevention 
and harm reduction approaches. The emphasis in harm reduction should be on facilitating the 
establishment of trust between youth and service providers.

11. Integrate the issue of sexual exploitation into post-secondary education programs, both in CEGEPs 
and universities, to sensitize future professionals about the problem. This could take the form of 
compulsory courses in social services, health, and education programs.

Specific Recommendations 

Organizational practices in schools to counter the sexual exploitation of girls

1. Establish a protocol, including a clear action plan, to improve the way sexual exploitation is addressed 
and integrated into educational activities and services.

2. Foster collaboration and complementarity among school personnel, notably among administrators, 
professionals, and teachers, and adopt cross-cutting strategies for prevention and intervention.

3. Foster collaboration between schools and organizations experienced in dealing with sexual exploitation 
(e.g., sharing of expertise, establishment of coordinating structures, regular follow-up).

4. Propose training that is adapted to the needs of school personnel with a view to equipping them with 
the means to act (e.g., intervention and prevention tools, etc.).

5. Prioritize individualized follow-up and personalized referrals to guarantee the continuity of interventions 
with youth, with a view to promoting the establishment of trust-based relationships with front-line 
workers and other personnel. 

6. Facilitate students’ access to school professionals.

7. Encourage the involvement of parents in preventing the sexual exploitation of youth by providing 
them with tools and the resources they need to educate and assist their children.

Steps to take with youth to enable them to protect themselves from sexual exploitation

1. Provide youth with more information about the legal framework (e.g., notion of consent, regulations, 
healthy relationships, etc.) and respond to their concerns. 

2. Educate girls and boys in secondary schools about social influences (e.g., popular culture, social 
media, etc.) that tend to glorify prostitution. 

3. Multiply possibilities for youth to dialogue among themselves with a view to developing their critical 
thinking skills, particularly, with regard to sexual exploitation.

4. Support the deployment of girl- and boy-only activities for the prevention of sexual exploitation.

5. Emphasize activities to increase girls’ self-esteem, in a safe environment that is conducive to self-expression.



CONCLUSION
Despite the concern and efforts taken by diverse partners, the 
obstacles to preventing the sexual exploitation of girls are still too 
numerous“ ”
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The aim of this report is to highlight the diverse facets of sexual exploitation in an effort to clearly ascertain 
the institutional obstacles to effectively addressing this problem with girls.

To ensure a more exhaustive examination of the topic, we started with a definition of sexual exploitation. 
It was difficult, in fact, impossible, to find a common definition of sexual exploitation, largely due to the 
presence of two contradictory currents of thought. The abolitionist and regulatory approaches define 
prostitution differently. In this report, we have mostly employed the term sexual exploitation to designate 
all prostitution-related activities. The definition we adopted is the one proposed by the UN’s Economic and 
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), which defines the sexual exploitation of girls as sexual 
abuse that comprises a commercial transaction. 

The sexual exploitation of youth is intimately linked to the phenomenon of street gangs. In our literature 
review, studies that distinguish the two were rare. We developed a portrait of Montreal street gangs in order 
to understand the major role of sexual exploitation. We thought it would be useful to broaden the concept 
and reflect on the different manifestations of sexual exploitation among young people. Although sexual 
exploitation is one the main activities of street gangs, it also permeates dating relationships, social media, 
and is present in the schools. Behaviours that many teens consider normal, for instance, performing oral 
sex in exchange for a homework assignment, are examples of sexual exploitation. A section on pimps and 
buyers was essential, we thought, to an overall understanding of the issue. But it is extremely difficult to find 
conclusive data about buyers and pimps, despite the fact that they constitute a major part of the problem. 

The needs assessment was based on a literature review, interviews with key actors in the area of sexual 
exploitation, and focus groups with girls and boy aged 14 to 17. The exploratory character of the study limits 
the scope of our conclusions; more in-depth studies are needed on this question. However, the process did 
enable us to identify obstacles at various levels and consider numerous factors that exert a direct or indirect 
influence on the phenomenon of sexual exploitation. 

First, the structures of society itself present several obstacles to effectively protecting girls from sexual 
exploitation, because patriarchal and neoliberal capitalist logic are inextricably woven into the mainstream 
discourse and representations of girls and women. A number of obstacles have their origin in government, 
with; on the one hand, budget cuts to groups and programs that combat sexual exploitation, and on the 
other hand, imprecise prostitution laws and inconsistent application of these laws. In terms of the legal 
framework, Bill C-36 represented a significant advance in the struggle to end sexual exploitation. But, while 
this law is applauded by many, others criticize the lack of adequate enforcement. Bill C-36 is a positive step 
to the extent that it provides police with the tools they need, but it is only useful if it is properly enforced. 
This model, which resembles the one adopted by Sweden, is still plagued with many shortcomings and 
constitutes a major obstacle to efforts to combat sexual exploitation.

Our literature review, interviews, and focus groups revealed additional obstacles in terms of young 
people’s situations and experiences. Unfamiliarity with, and a misunderstanding of the notions of consent 
and sexual exploitation are factors that undermine girls’ capacity to protect themselves. Low self-esteem 
and the lack of informed judgment are additional risks, because these characteristics, common among 
youth, especially girls, accentuate their sense of vulnerability and make them easy prey for those intent on 
manipulating them. 

We also identified several obstacles in relation to the socialization of youth, the first being the family. 
Parents are ill equipped to deal with this problem, and most consider any topic related to sex taboo. Schools, 
as the next socializing agent, also have a role to play to protect girls from sexual exploitation. Their role, 
however, is poorly defined and overseen. There is a lack of systematic effort to combat sexual exploitation 
on the part of schools, and some even deny that it exists in their institution. As previously mentioned, teens 
are insufficiently informed about the issue, a situation that could be corrected through stronger prevention 
efforts by families and schools. Lack of awareness is one of the obstacles when it comes to protecting 
girls from sexual exploitation. Peers also exert a lot of influence as they are usually the first people teens 
turn to when they have a problem. One of the biggest impediments in this regard is the fear of other’s 
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judgment, which pushes some teens into risky behaviour to gain social acceptance. Last, the media are 
another important socializing agent for youth. The trivialization of sex—and, in turn, prostitution—is one of 
the messages conveyed on every platform used by teens, and it has the effect of desensitizing them to the 
problem and normalizing certain practices. 

Inconsistency with respect to interventions and follow-up practised by different institutions represents 
another serious impediment to the effective prevention of sexual exploitation. The lack of a protocol or 
procedure in many institutions clearly points to the difficulty many institutions have in taking steps to combat 
sexual exploitation. Further, despite the efforts of certain members of school and community personnel, 
lack of knowledge and tools are major obstacles. It is hard to screen for sexual exploitation without a 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. 

We conclude with a brief overview of initiatives that have been developed, primarily in Quebec, but also 
in the rest of Canada, the U.S., and Europe. This chart presents programs designed to combat the sexual 
exploitation of girls and reinforce protective factors. While the projects are clearly committed to the issue, 
they are addressed mainly to teenage girls and do not integrate boys. Further, many of these programs 
are no longer available, due to lack of resources and funding. When new projects receive funding, they 
rarely have any connection to earlier initiatives, resulting in a multiplication of programs but no continuity or 
coordination.

In conclusion, despite the concern and efforts taken by diverse partners, the obstacles to preventing the 
sexual exploitation of girls are still too numerous. It is essential to arrive at long-lasting solutions if we are to 
effectively address this problem. We hope this needs’ analysis report will encourage the working committee 
charged with follow-up to this project to think about practical steps to take to surmount the obstacles to 
ending the sexual exploitation of girls.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Focus Groups - Outline
FOCUS GROUPS OUTLINE - Working Together Project 

GOALS: 

- Understand the realities of young people with regard to sexual exploitation

- Identify institutional obstacles to protecting girls from sexual exploitation

- -Validate hypotheses regarding institutional obstacles with young people

PROCESS

- Explain the project and our goals

- If relevant, inform participants that the discussion will be recorded and erased at a later date

- Ask them to write their name on a name tag

- Emphasize that the discussion is confidential and that they can leave at any time 
(keywords on flipchart)

HYPOTHESES TO BE DISCUSSED

- Schools and families provide teens with insufficient information on sexuality

- Schools are not dealing adequately with the issue of sexual exploitation

- Less focus is given to sexual exploitation prevention with boys than with girls

- The media have a negative impact on young people’s sexuality

- Teens have relatively low self-esteem and do not have the necessary tools to protect themselves 
from sexual exploitation

- Sexuality is trivialized and the consequences of sexual activity are downplayed

TOPIC 1: DISINFORMATION 

Sub-hypotheses:

- Taboo subject

- No sex education classes

- If courses/programs do exist, there is no mention of sexual exploitation

- Parents do not supply sex education

- No project/program
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Question:

- What is sexual exploitation? 

Definition: Any sexual act performed in exchange for money, drugs, services, material goods, security, etc. 

- Where did you get this information?   

Ø	Who among you has heard about sexual exploitation from your parents?    

Ø	At school (who, in particular)?  

Ø	Anyone else? Specify.

- What has the school done to prevent sexual exploitation? 

- Do you think it is important to discuss the topic of sexual exploitation? Why? 

- Are you comfortable talking about sexual exploitation? 

- If not, why not?

- In your opinion, is it easy for adults to discuss sexual exploitation with you? 

TOPIC 2: DEALING WITH THE PROBLEM

Sub-hypotheses:

- Teachers/workers are not properly equipped to deal effectively with sexual exploitation

- Denial/silence on the part of the school

- No relationships of trust with adults at school

- Unfamiliarity with local resources/organizations

Questions:

- Does this problem exist in the schools? 

Ø	Do you know of any examples of sexual exploitation in the schools? 

- If someone is a victim of sexual exploitation, what can she do about it?

Ø	What should be done in the schools?

Ø	Who would you talk to?

Ø	Would you talk with an adult at school?  

Ø	Do you know of any other organizations or resources? If so, what are they? 

- Is it the school’s role to fight against sexual exploitation? 

Ø	What is the school doing to fight sexual exploitation?
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TOPIC 3: PREVENTION 

Sub-hypotheses:

- No prevention program addressed to boys

- Knowledge of the issue

Questions: 

- Do you think it’s important to hold sexual exploitation prevention activities for boys? Why?

- Who is more informed about this issue, girls or boys? Why?

TOPIC 4: HYPERSEXUALIZATION AND THE MEDIA

Sub-hypotheses:

- Influence of music, videos, movies, advertisements, etc. 

- Social media 

- Positive models 

- Myths and prejudice about sexual exploitation 

- Glorification of the phenomenon

Questions:

- In your opinion, what is a pimp? Someone who is being exploited?

- Do you think that popular culture (music, videos, movies, ads, the Internet, etc.) influence how people 
think about sexual exploitation?

Ø	How?

Ø	What figure in popular culture do you consider to be a positive role model? 

- What is the impact of the social media (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat) on sexual exploitation? 

- What is attractive or exciting about this phenomenon?

TOPIC 5: FRAGILITY OF ADOLESCENCE 

Sub-hypotheses:

- Low self-esteem in adolescence

- Lack of tools for making informed choices 

- Desire for acceptance, to be loved, desired, have money

Questions:

- Are teens always aware of when they they’re being exploited? Explain. 

- Why does someone end up being sexually exploited? Explain. 



page 58

TOPIC 6: TRIVIALIZATION OF SEXUALITY 

Sub-hypotheses:

- Acceptable sexual behaviour

- What are the limits

- What is not acceptable 

- Acceptable way to make quick money

- Some practices are more OK than others

Questions:

- What acts do you find acceptable in an intimate relationship?

- Are there things you don’t find acceptable? 

- Do you think that some people agree to do certain sex acts in exchange for something?   
What kinds of things?
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
AJOI (Association Jeunesse de 
l’Ouest de l’Ile)

2015 - 2018

 
-Coordinate 
action 
- Action research

 
- Girls in youth 
centres

 
Filles à cœur

 
- Strengthen partnership between 
youth centre, SPVM, and AJOI to 
address runaway youth 
- Understand the reasons girls run 
away from youth centres

 
http://www.ajoi.
info/

 
BCRC (Black community 
resource center) 
 
2013 - 2014

 
- Occasional 
information  
workshops

 
- Girls in high 
school

 
Taking Hold

 
- Use creative expression to de-
velop critical thinking, self-confi-
dence, and raise awareness of 
dangers of hypersexualization 
and gangs, including sexual 
exploitation

 
http://bcrc-
montreal.com/
portfolio-item/
taking-hold/

 
CAFLA (Centre d’Aide aux 
Familles Latino-Américaine)

Arrondissements de Rose-
mont-Petite Patrie, Saint-Mi-
chel et Villeray

Since 2003

 
- Ongoing aware-
ness workshops 
- Discussion 
groups 
- Individual 
support

 
- Youth from eth-
nocultural com-
munities

(12 - 17)

 
Agir pour 
prévenir

  
http://www.
cafla.ca/index.
php?option=com_
content&view=ar-
ticle&id=109&Ite-
mid=573&lang=Fr

Appendix 2 : Initiatives to Address Youth Sexual Exploitation 
MONTREAL
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Centre jeunesse de Montréal 
- Institut Universitaire

2002

 
- Occasional 
information  
workshops 
- Comic strips 
- Information 
guide

 
- Girls

(12 - 18)

 
Le silence de 
Cendrillon

 
- Inform girls about the issues of 
juvenile prostitution and street 
gangs 
- Equip personnel and teachers 
who wish to address the issue of 
street gangs recruiting for the pur-
pose of prostitution

 
http://gangsque-
bec.com/
wp-content/
uploads/2012/06/
Le-si-
lence-de-Cendril-
lon-Guide-dac-
compagnement.
pdf 

 
CLES

2009

 
- Occasional 
information  
workshops 
- Facilitator’s 
guide

 
- All 
- Youth

(14 - 19)

 
Le plus vieux 
mensonge du 
monde

 
- Understand the reasons young 
women become involved in prosti-
tution 
- Understand the consequences of 
prostitution

 
http://www.
lacles.org/
le-plus-vieux-
mensonge-du-
monde-2

 
Commission Scolaire 
Marguerite-Bourgeoys

2009

 
- Occasional 
information  
workshops 
- Facilitator’s 
guide

 
- Grade 5 & 6 
students

(11 - 13)

 
Gang de choix

 
- Develop students’ capacity to 
make informed choices by means 
of structured facilitation

 
https://
gangdechoix.
wordpress.
com/accueil/
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
FQJC (Fondation 
Québécoise pour les 
Jeunes Contrevenants)

2009 to 2014

 
- Occasional 
information workshops  
- Interventions 
- Support for youth 
exiting gang 
environments

 
- At-risk crimina-
lized youth/in a 
street gang

 
Sortie de 
secours

 
- Consolidate and activate a so-
cial/community network providing 
direct support  
- Support girls who are connected 
directly or indirectly with street 
gangs or criminal/delinquent ele-
ments 
- Provide support to families who 
have children associated with 
street gangs

 
http://www.
fqjc.org/pdf/
sds_1_4.pdf

 
L’Anonyme

2015

 
- Occasional 
information workshops

 
- Youth

(12 - 30)

 
Projet 
d’éducation 
sexuelle

 
- Promote sexual health, safe sex 
habits, and the development of 
critical thinking skills to promote 
healthy and egalitarian rela-
tionships

 
http://www.
anonyme.ca/
programmes/
educa-
tion-sexuelle/

 
Maison des Jeunes 
Par la Grand’Porte 
Quartier Saint Michel

2011

 
- Sports activities  
- Occasional 
information workshops

 
- Youth in 
borough of 
Saint Michel

(12 - 17)

 
Choisis ta vie 
avec ta gang

 
- Encourage participation in sports 
and cultural activities 
- Sensitize youth about substance 
abuse, rights and responsibili-
ties, different forms of violence, 
bullying, gangs, intimate rela-
tionships, etc.

 
p. 8

http://www.
mdjpar-
lagrandeporte.
qc.ca/mdjpar-
lagrande-
porte/Bien-
venue_files/
Rapport%20
annuel%20
MDJP%202014-
2015.pdf
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Maison des Jeunes 
Par la Grand’Porte 
Quartier Saint Michel

2013 until today

 
- Individual support 
- Talks 
- Occasional/ 
ongoing information 
workshops 
- Outings 
- Group dinners  
- Group projects

 
- Youth in 
borough of 
Saint-Michel 

(12 - 24)

 
SORACOM 
(Solutions de 
Rechange et 
Acquisition de 
Compétences)

 
- Implement individual actions to 
address needs 
- Create a team composed of in-
dividuals who are significant and 
positive for the participant who 
can help him or her achieve his or 
her goals

 
http://www.
mdjpar-
lagrandeporte.
qc.ca/mdjpar-
lagrandeporte/
SORACOM.html

 
Maison des jeunes 
MAGI - Mercier ouest

2001 until today

 
- Ongoing awareness 
workshops

 
- Girls in high 
school 

(12 - 17)

 
Prévention ac-
tion filles en 
sécurité (PADS!)

 
- Awareness about various social 
problems: hypersexualization, 
street gangs, girls’ roles in gangs, 
sexual assault, unhealthy intimate 
relationships, self-esteem, body 
image, self-defence, sexuality, etc. 
- Know yourself better and learn to 
say no

 
http://www.
mdjmagi.com/
pafs/

 
Maison d’Haïti

2013 until today

 
- Ongoing awareness 
workshops

 
- Girls in the bo-
rough of Saint 
Michel

(10 - 18)

 
Juste pour elles

 
- Aims to reinforce and develop 
girls’ autonomy by developing 
specific activities to prevent them 
from associating with street gangs, 
and avoid violence and the traps 
of sexual exploitation  
- Provide the necessary tools to 
facilitate problem solving

 
http://www.
mhaiti.org/
champs-dac-
tion/jeunesse
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Initiator – Place - 
Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
PIAMP (Projet d’In-
tervention Auprès 
des Mineurs 
Prostitués)

Since 30 years

 
- Counselling 
- Mediation 
- Referrals 
- Advocacy 
- Occasional information  
workshops 

 
- Youth engaged in 
commercial sex 
- Institutions 
(Agencies, schools, 
CLSC, etc.)

 
PIAMP

 
- Intervene with youth 
- Train other front-line workers 
- Circulate information among mul-
tiple social actors such as schools, 
community organizations, the me-
dia, the public, etc.

 
http://piamp.
net/

 
Prévention CDN-
NDG

2010 - 2015

 
- Occasional information  
workshops

 
- Grades 7-12 
students 

(12 - 17)

 
Projet hyper- 
sexualisation

 
- Develop critical attitude to the 
normalization of the commodifica-
tion of women’s bodies  
- Develop egalitarian relationships 
between boys and girls  
- Deconstruction of sexist stereo-
types

 
http://preven-
tioncdnndg.org/
hypersexualisa-
tion/fr/

 
Prévention CDN-
NDG

2012 until today

 
- Occasional information  
workshops  
- Individual support

 
- Girls in the bo-
rough of Côte-des-
Neiges

(12 - 17)

 
Travailleuse de 
milieu

 
- Provide multipurpose local inter-
vention with neighbourhood tee-
nage girls, mainly in the borough’s 
secondary school

 
http://preven-
tioncdnndg.org/
hypersexualisa-
tion/fr/

 
RAP Jeunesse

 
- Occasional information  
workshops

 
- High school stu-
dents 
- Other youth in 
community organi-
zations

 
Éducation à la 
sexualité et pré-
vention des ITSS

 
- Promote health and wellness 
- Prevent problems such as da-
ting violence, early sexual activity, 
sexual assault, etc.

 
http://www.
rapjeunesse.
org/travail-
de-milieu-en-
education-a-la-
sexualite/
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
RÉSAL (Réseau d’échange et 
de soutien aux actions 
locales)

2013

 
- Coordinate 
action 
- Formation

 
- Local actions 
in Montréal 
(School per-
sonnel, SPVM, 
Agencies, Bo-
rough, CIUSSS)

 
Soutien aux 
organismes et 
organisations de 
Montréal-Nord

 
- Share information about street 
gangs and youth gangs exhibiting 
delinquent behaviour 
- Support the preparation of pre-
vention activities by boroughs and 
their partners

 
http://cedtc.
cjm-iu.qc.ca/Fr/
resal/pages/
default.aspx

 
SPVM (Service de police de la 
Ville de Montréal)

 
- Prevention 
leaflet

 
- Girls 

(12 - 15)

 
Saurais-tu re-
connaître une 
vraie belle his-
toire d’amour, 
d’une histoire 
d’horreur?

 
- Evaluate degree of vulnerability 
through a test  
- Recognize warning signs of a da-
ting relationship that is a pretext to 
recruit the girl into prostitution 
- List of helping organizations

 
http://www.
spvm.qc.ca/
upload/pdf/his-
toire_gang_de-
pliant_fr.pdf

 
SPVM, Ville de Montréal, 
Centre Jeunesse de Montréal, 
Commission scolaire de Mon-
tréal

 
- Prevention 
leaflet

 
- Parents of 
young teens

 
Connais-tu ma 
gang?

 
- Prevent gang delinquency and 
violence

 
https://www.
spvm.qc.ca/
upload/pdf/
gang_ques-
tionnaire_bro-
chure_low_
fr.pdf

 
SPVM - Les survivantes

 
- Training 
- Pre-investigation 
- Victim accompa-
niment

 
- Sexual exploi-
tation victims  
- Police 
-Social/commu-
nity workers 
- Students

 
Les Survivantes

 
- Organize information sessions for 
professionals working with victims 
of sexual exploitation  
- Sensitize victims and inform 
them about resources they could 
use to help them exit the exploita-
tive environment

 
https://www.
spvm.qc.ca/fr/
Pages/Decou-
vrir-le-SPVM/
Nos-projets/
Les-survivantes
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Théâtre Parminou

2003 until today

 
- Interactive 
theatre piece

 
- Grades 7-9 
students 

(12 - 15)

 
Le Prince 
Serpent

 
- Denounce street gangs’ recrui-
ting strategies and highlight the 
dangers of hanging around these 
groups 
- Sensitize youth to the phenome-
na of street gangs and juvenile 
prostitution

 
http://www.
parminou.com/
fr/spectacles-
en-tournee/
jeunesse-se-
condaire/26/le-
prince-serpent

 
YWCA Montreal

2012

 
- Facilitator’s 
guide 
- Film: Street Sto-
ries 
- Brochure for 
parents in various 
languages

 
- Social/commu-
nity workers 
- Girls

(11 - 14)

 
Outiller pour 
mieux agir

 
- Provide effective facilitation tools 
and activities to professionals who 
work with girls  
- Develop girls’ self-esteem to re-
duce their vulnerability and risk of 
being recruited by street gangs

 
http://
www.ydes-
femmesmtl.org/
services-jeu-
nesse/outils/#-
tavoie

 
YWCA Montreal

2014 to 2017

 
- Occasional/on-
going awareness 
workshops

 
- Youth

(12 - 18)

 
C’est moi qui 
décide

 
- Reinforce protection factors in 
teens so they are less at risk of 
sexual exploitation 
- Increase knowledge and promote 
awareness

 
http://
www.ydes-
femmesmtl.org/
services-jeu-
nesse/pro-
grammes/cest-
moi-qui-decide/

 
YWCA Montreal

2015 to 2016

 
- Facilitator’s 
guide thématique 
- Ongoing aware-
ness workshops

 
- Youth

(14 - 17)

 
Relations 
NETtes

 
- Sensitize participants to the 
issues of hypersexualization and 
cyber-bullying in the context of 
intimate and friend relationships

 
http://
www.ydes-
femmesmtl.org/
services-jeu-
nesse/outils/#-
relations
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QUEBEC
 
Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
CAPJ (Centre aide et préven-
tion jeunesse) de Lévis

 
2014 to 2016

 
- Occasional infor-
mation  workshops 
- Talks

 
- Youth 
(12 - 25) 
- Parents 
- Community

 
GUES (Gang 
Utilisation 
Exploitation 
Sexuelle)

 
- Prevent sexual exploitation asso-
ciated with the new technologies  
- Learn about online luring, sex-
ting, etc. 
- Provide means of preventing and 
intervening in cases of sexual ex-
ploitation 

 
https://web.
csdn.qc.ca/
sites/default/
files/u346/
presentation_
gues_-.pdf

 
Commission scolaire Lac  
Abitibi

 
2007

 
- Occasional  
information  
workshops

 
- High school 
students

 
Avez-vous votre 
opinion sur le 
phénomène des 
« gangs de 
rue » ?

 
- Sensitize students to the pheno-
mena of street gangs and juvenile 
prostitution 

 
http://www.
vitrinefrancais.
qc.ca/docu-
ments/reseau/
gang_journal.
pdf

 
Fondation Tél-Jeunes 
Québec

 
Since 1991

 
- Calls and text 
messages 
- Website

 
- Youth

(5 à 20 ans)

 
Tél-Jeunes

 
- Listen, support, and inform youth 
about the subjects that concern 
them

 
http://www.
fondationtel-
jeunes.org/fr/
tel-jeunes

 
Maison Kekpart / 
CJ Montérigie / SPAL 
Longueuil

 
2008 until today

 
- Information- 
sharing protocol 
- Occasional infor-
mation  workshops

 
- Girls at risk 
of or already 
being sexually 
exploited

 
Projet Mobilis

 
- Prioritize a partnership approach 
- Prevent juvenile prostitution and 
membership in street gangs

 
http://www.
securitepu-
blique.gc.ca/
cnt/cntrng-crm/
plcng/cnm-
cs-plcng/ndx/
dtls-fr.aspx?n=4
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Maison Kekpart 
Longueuil

 
2009 to 2012

 
- Ongoing aware-
ness workshops 
- Short films

 
- Youth

(12 -19)

 
Sans P ni E 
(dans le cadre 
de Mobilis)

 
- Act on protection factors linked 
with sexual exploitation 
- Increase stakeholders’ capacity 
to act with regard to the recruit-
ment of youth for the purpose of 
sexual exploitation 
- Encourage partnership and deve-
lopment of coordinated actions

 
http://www.
maisonkekpart.
com/sans-p-
ni-e.html

 
Maison Kekpart 
Longueuil

 
2012

 
- Awareness 
campaign

 
- Girls  
(16 - 22 ans) 
- All

 
« 100 tabous »

 
- Provide youth with specific pro-
blems with a chance to put to-
gether all the elements that will 
encourage their development and 
acquire healthy lifestyle habits 
- Sensitize the public to the reali-
ties of girls involved in child prosti-
tution

 
p.16 
http://www.
aspq.org/
uploads/
pdf/4f6b-
14ca17d 
55mars-2012-
web.pdf

 
PIPQ (Projet Intervention 
 Prostitution Québec) 
Ville de Québec

Since 1984

 
- Occasional 
information  
workshops

 
- High school 
students

 
PIPQ

 
- Discuss the definition of 
prostitution  
- Equip youth to identify situations 
of sexual exploitation and the 
stages in the “grooming” process

 
http://www.
pipq.org/
cendrillon/fr/
ecole_secon-
daire.php
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Child Find Manitoba

 
2006 - 2008 - 2010

 
- Awareness 
campaign

 
- Population of 
Manitoba 

 
Stopper la 
prostitution 
juvénile

 
- 2006 : sensitize the public to 
the problem of child exploitation 
through prostitution 
- 2008 : sensitize the public to the 
consequences of child sexual ex-
ploitation 
- 2010 : convince people to report 
incidents of sexual exploitation to 
the authorities and sensitize their 
immediate circles

 
http://stop-
pezlaprostitu-
tionjuvenile.
ca/app/fr/
about_us

 
Cyberaide.ca 
Canada

2012

 
- Intervention and 
prevention guide

 
- School 
personnel 
- Families

 
Auto-exploitation 
juvénile c’est 
pas correct

 
- Sensitize schools to the problem 
of juvenile self-exploitation 
- Equip youth to deal with a situa-
tion of juvenile self-exploitation

 
https://www.
protectchild-
ren.ca/app/
fr/order?ac-
tion=view&pro-
ductid=175

 
Projet LOVE, Montréal 
Québec, Toronto, Halifax,  
Vancouver et New York

 
1993 until today

 
- Ongoing 
awareness 
workshops

 
- Youth

(13 - 19 ans)

 
Projet LOVE

- End the cycle of violence in the 
lives of young people by inspiring 
them to take leadership on preven-
tion in their communities 
- Create a message by youth to 
share with other youth

 
http://vivre-
sansviolence.
org/a-propos-
de-projet-love/

CANADA
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Agir contre la prostitution 
des enfants (ACPE) 
France

 
Since 1986

 
- Website

 
- Students

(4 - 15)
ACPE

 
- Accompany school personnel 
working with kids from kinder-
garten to high school to address 
sensitize subjects such as sexual 
abuse, violence, and prostitution 
- Propose educational methods to 
develop and implement projects

 
http://ensei-
gnants.acpe-as-
so.org/

 
Le Mouvement du Nid 
France

 
1996 and 2010

 
- Comic strips

 
- Social/ 
community 
workers 
- Youth 
- All

 
Pour toi Sandra 
et Dérapage

 
- Encourage greater respect and 
equality in relationships between 
boys and girls

 
http://www.
mouvement-
dunid.org/De-
rapages-la-nou-
velle-bande

 
Le Mouvement du Nid 
France

2011

 
- Intervention 
brochure

 
- Secondary 
school 
students

(12 - 15)

 
Filles, Garçons : 
Entre nous on 
change quoi ?

 
- Develop a policy on preventing 
prostitution based on equality 
between girls and boys, sex educa-
tion free of taboos, and promoting 
respect for another person’s 
desires

 
http://www.mou-
vementdunid.
org/Filles-Gar-
cons-Entre-nous-
on

EUROPE, NORTH AMERICA
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
Le Mouvement du Nid -  
Compagnie Tic Tac & Co 
France

 
2014

 
- Interactive 
theatre

 
- Secondary 
school 
students

(12 - 15)

 
On change 
quoi?

 
- Sensitize regarding many issues 
such as: friendships, intimate re-
lationships, sexuality; equality and 
sexism; problems such as jealousy 
and emotional blackmail; sexual 
violence and risk for prostitution

 
http://www.mou-
vementdunid.
org/On-change-
quoi

 
Le Mouvement du Nid 
France

 
2013

 
- Information guide

 
- CEGEP 
students 
- Youth

(16 and older)

 
Prostitution : 
Putain de galère

 
- Awareness on the subject of 
prostitution and other sexist 
violence by means of five overall 
themes directly related to youth 
concerns

 
http://www.mou-
vementdunid.
org/Prostitu-
tion-putain-de-ga-
lere,781

 
Le Mouvement du Nid  
(Haut-de-Seine) - Compagnie 

« Les Bradés » 
France

 
2015

 
- Interactive 
theatre piece

 
- Secondary 
school 
students

(16 - 18)

 
Filles-garçons, 
demain nous 
appartient!

 
- Awareness and prevention of 
sexist behaviour, risk for prostitu-
tion 
- Promote equality between girls 
and boys 
- Encourage young people’s invol-
vement in coming up with solu-
tions 
- Encourage behaviour changes 
inside and outside school, and in 
children’s daily lives

 
http://www.mou-
vementdunid.
org/Filles-gar-
cons-demain-
nous

http://www.mouvementdunid.org/On-change-quoi
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/On-change-quoi
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/On-change-quoi
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/On-change-quoi
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Prostitution-putain-de-galere,781
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Prostitution-putain-de-galere,781
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Prostitution-putain-de-galere,781
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Prostitution-putain-de-galere,781
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Prostitution-putain-de-galere,781
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Filles-garcons-demain-nous
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Filles-garcons-demain-nous
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Filles-garcons-demain-nous
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Filles-garcons-demain-nous
http://www.mouvementdunid.org/Filles-garcons-demain-nous
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Initiator – Place - Date

 
Type of initiative

 
Target group

 
Title

 
Objective/Content

 
Link

 
L’exploitation sexuelle des 
enfants à des fins commer-
ciales (ECPA) 
Europe et Afrique

 
2013

 
- Awareness cam-
paign

 
- European and 
Brazilian public

 
Ne détournez 
pas le regard!

 
- Public awareness, not only in 
Europe, but also in Brazil, during 
the soccer world cup matches 
- Encourage people to denounce 
sexual abuse

 
http://ecpat-
france.fr/fiches-
pays/europe/

 
Standing Against Global 
Exploitation Project (SAGE 
Project)

San Francisco

Since 1992

 
- Occasional infor-
mation  workshops 
- Individual support

 
- Femmes  
victimes  
d’exploitation 
sexuelle

 
SAGE Project 
(Secure House 
for Girls)

 
- Help those in prostitution get out 
by provide medical, legal, psycho-
logical assistance 
- Provide youth with emotional and 
material assistance, and individual 
accompaniment

 
http://www4.
sagesf.org/

 
Women’s Support Project / 
Glasgow City Council / Great-
er Glasgow Health Board / 
Strathclyde Police

United Kingdom

2000

 
- Help those in 
prostitution get out 
by provide medical, 
legal, psychological 
assistance 
- Provide youth with 
emotional and ma-
terial assistance, 
and individual ac-
companiment

 
- Women 
victimized by 
sexual 
exploitation

 
The Route Out 
of Prostitution

 
- Awareness through popular 
education 
- Provide support and employment 
access program to women desiring 
to exit prostitution 
- Community participation by 
means of women’s events 
- Evaluate legal approaches adop-
ted by different countries

 
http://www.wo-
menssupportpro-
ject.co.uk/direc-
tory/179,1,242/
Routes-Out-.html

http://ecpat-france.fr/fiches-pays/europe/
http://ecpat-france.fr/fiches-pays/europe/
http://ecpat-france.fr/fiches-pays/europe/
http://www4.sagesf.org/
http://www4.sagesf.org/
http://www.womenssupportproject.co.uk/directory/179,1,242/Routes-Out-.html
http://www.womenssupportproject.co.uk/directory/179,1,242/Routes-Out-.html
http://www.womenssupportproject.co.uk/directory/179,1,242/Routes-Out-.html
http://www.womenssupportproject.co.uk/directory/179,1,242/Routes-Out-.html
http://www.womenssupportproject.co.uk/directory/179,1,242/Routes-Out-.html
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Appendix 3: The YWCA Montréal
Since 1875, the YWCA Montréal and its Foundation have dedicated themselves to preventing all forms of 

violence against women, and reinforcing the capacity, self-esteem, autonomy, and personal development of 
women and girls. In this way, it is working for a better future for women and girls, a just society where women 
and girls have the power and opportunity to participate to the best of their ability.

The YWCA Montréal’s youth department is committed to developing the leadership skills of girls and 
young women. We define leadership as a dynamic set of knowledge, interpersonal skills, and know-how that 
enables girls and women to develop on the personal level and participate in their communities. The overall 
aim is to prevent violence, reduce the social inequality they may face, and ultimately promote their well-
being. Over the years, the youth department has developed solid expertise in the analysis and prevention 
of gender-based violence, hypsersexualization, and sexual stereotyping, with the broader goal of building 
healthy egalitarian relationships. In the course of many different projects, we have developed a plethora 
of educational tools for girls and boys, parents and other adults, and training programs addressed to youth 
workers in the school and community sectors.

The Working Together project directly reflects our goals to promote sexual equality, particularly with res-
pect to the prevention of gender-based violence, and foster the personal development of girls and women.


