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Introduction 

 
Sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment of children is widespread. It is one aspect 

that affects children all over the world irrespective of one’s wealth, society and other 

circumstances. According to UNICEF, about 120 million girls below the age of 20 

have been subject to such acts of sexual abuse, exploitation and harassment. This is 

equal to one-tenth of the population of girls below 20. The actual figure is thought to 

be much higher. Many victims, including many young boys, never mention or report 

their situation. The issue is most widespread in Africa and the Asia Pacific with 

Pakistan being the country where it is most prevalent. 

 

 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

 
Abuse  

A behavioural action that threatens the well-being of a child. It is usually done by 

practising sexual molestations, violence, neglect, emotionally, psychologically and 

physically harming the child. 

 

Children   

Human beings that are younger than 18 years old. 

 

Grooming   

The practice that a person adopts to manipulate and gain the trust of a child for 

abusing, exploiting or trafficking purposes. It involves targeting the victims, bonding 

and isolating them, and finally abusing and controlling them. 

 

Harassment  

Unwelcome offensive conduct of a person towards another creating discomfort, 

humiliation, and intimidation using verbal, visual or physical unwanted contact. 

 

Sexual Exploitation, 

the act of taking advantage of a powerful position to force a child into a sexual 

engagement using coercion or violence to obtain personal or financial rewards. 

 

 

 

General Overview 

 
Numerous children have been subject to sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment. 

Regardless of one’s social and economic status, country of habitation, and other 
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similar aspects, this issue affects all children around the world. It is an issue that has 

persisted throughout the ages. Even though the problems are of all times, only since 

the 1970s have such topics become the topic of public discussion, at least in some 

cultures.  

 

According to UNICEF, at least 120 million girls have been subject to such acts, with 

many more young girls and boys who have remained silent. The Swedish Princess 

Madeleine, the co-founder of the World Childhood Foundation, approximated the 

number of child victims of sexual abuse, exploitation and harassment to 200 million 

children per year. Abuse, harassment and exploitation are usually easily covered up. 

The perpetrators often utilise the shame of the victim, which is stronger in some due 

to differences in culture, so that the victims have more to lose when exposing the 

perpetrator and recounting their stories. “90 percent of adolescent girls who report 

forced sex say that their first perpetrator was someone they knew, usually a boyfriend 

or a husband.” (UNICEF). This adds another level of difficulty. Someone known is 

usually in leading a child to be sexually abused, harassed, exploited, or even 

trafficked. Boys are also subject to such acts. The elimination of abuse, exploitation, 

trafficking, violence and torture against children by 2030 is Sustainable Development 

Goal 16.  

 

The issue is particularly prevalent in Africa and the Asia Pacific. In 2013, East Asia and 

the Pacific 9% to nearly 1 in 4 children in the region experienced physical abuse. 14% 

to 30% of children, both boys and girls, have reported experiencing forced sex. A 

2020 scientific report in the open journal of social sciences indicates that in Asia 

alone, the prevalence of abuse ranges from 3 to 42 % for girls depending on the 

region, and in Tanzania and Ethiopia this range is 2 to 69%.  Also for boys in Sri Lanka 

and Hong Kong, and South Africa, the rates range from 4 to 60%. But behind these 

similar numbers lie different patterns, as in compared to Asia, in Africa the rate of 

abuse of younger children (before puberty) is much higher. 

 

Pakistan in particular is the country with the highest risk for minors. Abuse, 

exploitation, harassment are common. Pakistan is also a major hub for trafficking with 

many children being taken from countries like Nepal and passed through Pakistan. In 

2016, 4139 cases, or 11 cases per day, of child sexual abuse were reported. This 

number is still comparatively low to the actual number of cases occurring. Although 

there are frequent cases of violence in Pakistan, they are largely underreported. 

Sometimes, these abuses come in the form of traditions. In North Pakistan, the 

custom of Dancing Boys (young kids forced to dance and commit sexual acts with 

older men) is as common as it is in Afghanistan.  

 

Sexual violence against minors is also widespread in Latin America. This is due to the 

highly patriarchal culture and society, the major rifts between rich and poor and the 

weak judicial system that is common throughout the continent. 
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Europe and North America are not free of this issue either. In 2009, Europe and North 

America had occurrence rates close to or above 10% while Asia had occurrence 

rates of 24% on average at the time. 

 

Sexual abuse and other crimes of the same nature occur due to several risk factors. 

From individual risk factors like mental health issues, drug addiction, teenage parents, 

parents who have been themselves abused, to broader factors like low socio-

economic status, community violence, power difference, group dynamics, 

discrimination, and culture (in the traditional sense and also new subcultures in the 

online world). Also, there is a strong correlation between the sexual abuse of women 

with that of children. 

 

There are severe physical and mental consequences to sexual violence and other 

such crimes. Those who have experienced sexual assaults, sexual and physical abuse 

and other crimes of such nature are 4 times more likely to have thought or 

attempted suicide compared to others. Traumas are also among the psychological 

consequences. Physical injuries, HIV, and other STDs are among the physical 

consequences of sexual abuse, exploitation and such. 

 

It is of paramount importance for the safety, security and mental and physical well-

being of all children, that this issue is resolved. As mentioned previously, the 

elimination of crimes of sexual nature towards children is one of the Sustainable 

Development Goals adopted by the UN. Specifically, it is number 16.2 on the list.  

 

Unfortunately, there is a worrying increase in sexual abuse and exploitation, and the 

investigation unit of The Economist concludes this to be mainly driven by greater 

access to the internet in regions of poverty and conflict, hence facilitating access to 

victims. Due to its life-changing traumas and trends, the issues of child sexual abuse, 

harassment, and exploitation are therefore of great, and growing concern and 

many institutions and organisations have become active in the field. 

 

 

 

Major Parties Involved 
 

UN General Assembly 

Addressed the general topic of sexual child abuse in several resolutions, reviewed 

reports of the special representatives and rapporteurs ( on child prostitution, on 

violence against children, children in armed conflicts). It also dealt with the specific 

topic of the repeated and structural sexual abuse of children by UN peacekeepers 

(as reported by the UN itself since 1996), through several resolutions, and guidelines, 

addressing support and assistance to the victims, criminal accountability of the 

responsible UN staff, and a strategy to avoid future abuse. 
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UN Commission on Human Rights 

This commission appointed the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the sale of 

children, child prostitution and child pornography 

 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights  

It serves as the secretariat for the Human Rights Council and monitors and assists 

governments in implementing human rights, including the Rights of the Child. 

 

UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, 

The special representative has a cross-cutting role across the UN ecosystem to 

coordinate joint efforts towards protecting children from armed conflict, including 

exploitation of child recruits for sexual purposes.  

 

UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence Against Children 

The special representative also has a cross-cutting role across the UN ecosystem. In 

this case, her role is to coordinate joint efforts towards the reduction of violence 

against children, including sexual exploitation, harassment and abuse.  

 

UNICEF 

UNICEF is deeply involved in several aspects of protecting children from sexual 

exploitation, abuse and harassment, and collaborates with several other UN and 

local entities in the field. 

 

UNICEF's Partners   

Global Partnership to End Violence against Children 

Member of partnership platforms for the Sustainable Development Goals. It has been 

created to strengthen collaboration between countries, at national, regional, and 

global levels, to tackle violence against children. 

 

Together for Girls  

This global partnership works towards reducing and eliminating sexual violence 

against children and adolescents, and in particular against young girls. Together for 

Girls collects data, takes action, and advocates for the victims.  

 

 WePROTECT Global Alliance to End Child Sexual Exploitation Online. 

Prevents the spread of sexual abuse material online and promotes online safety 

technology to protect children. 

 

Alliance 8.7 

An organisation of 373 international parties, including UNICEF, and 26 countries 

collaborating towards eliminating child labour, including sexual exploitation. 
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Timeline of Key Events 

 
1974  UN Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emergency 

and Armed Conflict states in article 4. [...].All the necessary steps shall be 

taken to ensure the prohibition of measures such as persecution, torture, 

punitive measures, degrading treatment and violence, particularly 

against that part of the civilian population that consists of women and 

children.  

 

1977  Additional Protocol I to the 1949 Geneva Convention: Article 77(1) states 

that children “shall be protected against any form of indecent assault” 

 

1996  Presentation to the General Assembly of the report ‘’The Impact of 

Armed Conflict on Children’’ leading to the appointment of the Special 

Representative on the impact of armed conflict on children and the 

introduction of regular reporting on the situation of children affected by 

armed conflict. 

1989  Convention on the Rights of the Child 

1990  Appointment of the UN Special Rapporteur in the sale and sexual 

exploitation of children, including child prostitution, child pornography 

and other sexual abuse material, reporting to both the UNGA and the 

UNCHR 

 

2000  Optional Protocol to the Convention of the Rights of the Child on the 

sale of children, child prostitution, and child pornography 

 

2017  Associated Press uncovering a massive child prostitution ring operated 

in Haiti by numerous UN Peacekeepers over more than a decade 

 

 

 

Previous attempts to resolve the issue 

 
Reevaluation of laws protecting children’s rights 

In the past few decades, many countries have reviewed and made changes to their 

laws and legislations on the sexual abuse of children and the crimes those are. 
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Awareness Campaigns 

Awareness campaigns have been founded to tell the public about this major issue. 

Campaigns are also used to educate people but more specifically children about 

their rights. 

 

Organisations for the protection of children 

Some national and international organisations have been initiated to provide extra 

protection for children. 

 

Education Curriculums 

Education curriculums have been adapted to include the topic of child abuse and 

ways to notice signs of these and what to do if you find yourself in this position. 

 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

 

Campaigns Aiming to Spread Awareness about sexual exploitation of children and 

showing the importance of communication about these topics 

By initiating campaigns that spread awareness about the sexual exploitation of 

children, more people would be aware of this issue. Sexual abuse is a very taboo 

topic and one that victims are not likely to share. By making this more common to 

talk about, children who suffer from this type of abuse are more likely to talk to 

people close to them about it. Campaigns can also raise awareness and educate 

children about their rights. Sexual rights are not often discussed at school or at home, 

which means that a campaign such as this one could teach children and help them 

make good decisions. 

 

Education for children about ways to recognize sexual abuse and to avoid it 

Sexual abuse of children is often very hard to recognize. The child themselves 

sometimes don't recognize since they create an emotional connection to their 

abuser which makes them think they have a loving connection. This is called 

grooming. It is also hard for people close to victims of abuse to notice what is 

happening because the signs can be very subtle or completely hidden. By 

educating people to pick up on signs of abuse, children can be helped and 

situations like these can be avoided. Some signs of sexual abuse are but are not 

limited to: 

 A child being secretive or hiding their life from others, 

 Drastic and frequent changes in mood, 

 Sexually Transmitted Diseases, 

 Physical signs of abuse on the victim's body, 

 Signs of PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder). 
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Take measures to keep the internet a safe place for children 

By increasing the security and moderating of social platforms used by children, they 

can be more protected from child abusers who take advantage of these platforms. 

Online child abuse called cyber molestation can also be limited through this solution. 

 

Set up an agency focusing on this issue and working personally in communities and 

with people who suffer from child abuse 

By setting up an agency focusing on this issue with the necessary funds, professional 

people working in the area of helping victims of child abuse can investigate this issue 

further and help children suffering from it. An example is psychologists.  

 

Standard sentences for sexual abusers in every country 

The repercussions of child abuse vary very much between regions and countries.  

 

Reinforce Legal Frameworks 

Some legal frameworks focussing on the sexual abuse of children is not completely 

reliable in some countries. By investigating the problem with these legal frameworks, 

children can be more protected from child abuse. 

 

Measures taken to protect children in unsafe conditions and situations 

Some children live in unsafe conditions and are more prone to being approached 

by and suffering from sexual abuse. By providing extra protection for these children, 

cases of sexual exploitation can be prevented. 
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