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Universal Periodic Review

Background

1. Haiti is an island country in the Caribbean Sea and has a population of approximately
12.5 million people.! The population is predominantly Christian, with approximately 54.7% of
the population identifying as Catholic, 15.4% as Baptist, 7.9% as Pentecostal, 2.1% as Vodou,
10.2% as nonreligious, and 9.7% as other.?

2. Haiti’s last review was held on January 31, 2022.3 As a result of the review, Haiti
received 221 recommendations, 205 of which it accepted.* It was recommended by the
Bahamas, and supported by Haiti, that the government “[a]ddress the practices of profiteering
by orphanages and ‘restavek’ children by implementing legislation to prohibit those practices
and strengthening protection for children in vulnerable situations.” It was also recommend by
Djibouti, and supported by Haiti, that the government “[pJursue efforts to implement additional
measures to combat violence in organized gangs and insecurity, in particular by providing the
police with adequate resources.”® No recommendations were made regarding religious
freedom. In our last report on Haiti, we also expressed concern over the problem of human
trafficking. In Haiti, children are exploited for labor under the restavek system, in which poor
children are given away to wealthy families and used for domestic service.’

Legal Framework
3. Under Article 1.1 of Haiti’s 2014 Anti Trafficking Law:

“Trafficking in persons” (or “human trafficking”) means the recruitment,
transport, harboring, or receipt of persons by means of a threat or use of force
or other forms of coercion, by kidnapping, by fraud, by deception, by abuse of
power or of a position of vulnerability or by giving and receiving payments or
benefits to obtain the consent of a person having control over another
person, for the purpose of exploitation.

Exploitation includes, at a minimum, forced labor or servitude, exploitation or
prostitution of others or pimping, pornography, or other forms of sexual
exploitation, forced marriage or marriage for exploitation, forced begging,
removal of organs or tissues, and adoption for the purpose of exploitation as
defined in the present law.

Any consent given by a person under the conditions listed above, which led to
purposes of exploitation mentioned above, shall never be valid when any of the
means set forth in the first paragraph is involved.

The recruitment, transport, transfer, harboring, or receipt of a child or the
hosting of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking
in persons,” even if this does not involve any of the means set forth in the first
paragraph.®
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4. Additionally, under Article 1, “[a]ny person found guilty of trafficking in persons as
defined in article 1.1 commits a crime and shall be liable to imprisonment for a term of 7 to 15
years and a fine of between 200,000 and 1,500,000 gourdes.””

5. Haiti is a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).!?
Under Article 8 of the ICCPR, “No one shall be held in slavery; slavery and the slave-trade in
all their forms shall be prohibited. No one shall be held in servitude.”!!

6. Haiti is also a party to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime.'? Under Article 9 sec. 1 of this Protocol:

1. States Parties shall establish comprehensive policies, programmes and other
measures:

(a) To prevent and combat trafficking in persons; and

(b) To protect victims of trafficking in persons, especially women and children,
from revictimization.!?

Child Trafficking and Exploitation

7. In our last report on Haiti, we expressed concern over the trafficking and exploitation
of children across the country. We noted how the practice of “restavek™ exploited children from
poor families to be forced to work in domestic service. Often, these children are forced to work
extremely long days for no pay.

8. Additionally, in our previous report, we noted that the government had begun
implementing measures to crack down on the exploitation and trafficking of children. These
measures included allocating funding for the first time in five years to the National Committee
Against Human Trafficking in order to hire and train lawyers, conduct awareness campaigns,
train investigators and police, and design standard operating procedures. Unfortunately,
children are still being exploited and trafficked at high rates, and the situation has gotten worse
as trafficking gangs have increased their operations to exploit vulnerable children across the
country.

9. The restavek system is inherently exploitative and relies on lying to parents to traffic
their children for labor. Parents are promised that their children will receive food, clothing, and
education. Because the parents are desperate to provide a better future for their children, they
agree to send their children away. However, the reality is very different. The children are forced
to live in squalor and are subjected to humiliation and physical, psychological, and sexual
abuse.!* While the exact number of children being exploited through the practice of restavek is
unknown, it has been estimated that there could be as many as 300,000 children still living in
these conditions.!> One victim shared how as a restavek she was forced to work by her host
family for no pay. Additionally, they would not even allow to her attend school. Thanks to the
work of Restavek Freedom, a nonprofit organization fighting child trafficking, she was able to
return home to her family.'®

10.  Another victim was a sixteen-year-old girl who was forced to perform all the chores
around the house. She was severely mistreated and an individual tried to rape her. Thankfully,
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she has since been rescued and was returned to her family.!” These examples highlight the
abusive situation that thousands of children in Haiti face every day.

11.  The government’s ability to combat trafficking has been severely hampered following
the assassination of Haiti’s president in 2021. The assassination resulted in a massive power
vacuum that has led to a massive wave of gang violence, as different gangs fight for power
across Haiti. In fact, approximately 90% of the capital, Port-au-Prince, is now under the control
of various gangs.'® The ongoing chaos has not only hampered Haiti’s ability to combat human
trafficking, but it has also increased the amount of human trafficking taking place in the
country. This is because gangs are now involved in exploiting and trafficking boys and girls.

12.  While there are no statistics regarding the number of children being trafficked by gangs,
approximately 500,000 children are living in areas that are currently under gang control.'® This
puts them at risk of being exploited and trafficked.

13.  Young boys have been exploited by gangs to work for them by erecting checkpoints,
serving as lookouts, and are even forced to commit violent crimes. One victim shared his story
of how he was targeted and exploited by a gang:

I was 10 and I was living with my aunt. She did not have money to send me to
school. I chose to stay on the street to beg. Members of the neighbourhood gang,
including the “leader”, would come to see me. They gave me cigarettes and
leftover cocaine. I became heavily addicted. After using cocaine, I no longer
behaved like a normal person. I felt like [ was in another world and felt ready to
kill anyone. The gang was made up only of young men and a few women. They
always had weapons and were constantly using cocaine as well. I grew closer
to the gang. I became a ‘toute’ for the gang. I watched the police and informed
the gang of their movements. I had a radio that helped me do my job.?°

14. Girls are also exploited and trafficked by gangs. These gangs force young girls into
sexual relationships with gang members as well as participate in criminal activities. If the girls
refuse, they are subjected to violent reprisals, including rape and physical violence against the
girls and/or their families. One girl shared her story of how she was exploited by a gang when
she was fifteen years old.

[Wihen I was 15 years old, I was forcibly subjected to sexual exploitation by
members of two allied gangs; they forced me to have sexual relationships with
several of them on at least six occasions. These gangs control the area where I
lived and created an atmosphere of fear, frequently committing abuses and
threatening violence if their demands were not met. [ became pregnant.

I was also exploited by the gangs to gather information that they used for their
criminal activities. In late 2024, I was intercepted by a self-defence group. At
first, I was afraid, as I had heard stories of residents, including children, being
shot or killed with machetes by self-defence groups or angry mobs simply for
suspected collaboration with gangs. However, on this occasion, they responded
differently. They contacted a community organization, which took care of me
and helped me access medical care and other support.?!
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15. Since December 31, 2025, operations carried out by the Gang Suppression Force (GSF)
have shown success in slowing the expansion of gangs across the country. However, the GSF
has been unsuccessful in regaining territory that has already been lost to gangs. The GSF has
largely been unsuccessful because it lacks the resources and capacity to maintain a strong
presence.?? Additionally, the gangs’ use of exploited and trafficked children poses a challenge
to authorities. To protect these victims that are being exploited by gangs, authorities need to be
able to separate actual gang members from victims being forced to commit crimes. Without
proper training and resources, it is very hard for authorities to combat these gangs.?’

16.  In addition to the GSF, civilians have joined together to fight the surge of violence
being carried out by gangs. The Bwa Kale movement began in 2023 to mobilize along-side
state forces. These groups consist of highly organized militias taking on the gangs to neighbors
gathering together to form a crude neighborhood watch group.?*

17. As demonstrated above, hundreds of thousands of children continue to be exploited
every day in Haiti. Whether through the practice of restavek or being exploited by gangs,
children are living in squalor and facing unimaginable horrors every day. While Haiti supported
recommendations to both prohibit the practice of restavek and combat gangs,? unfortunately,
the exploitation and trafficking of humans has only gotten worse.

Recommendations

18.  We ask that Haiti take immediate action to protect children from trafficking and
exploitation. Haiti must take steps to eliminate the practice of restavek and commit to
investigating and prosecuting individuals who are exploiting children. Additionally, we ask
that Haiti conduct awareness campaigns to alert parents about this despicable scheme and
partner with groups like Restavek Freedom, who are already on the ground working to help
victims.

19. Additionally, while we understand that widespread gang violence has hampered Haiti’s
ability to combat human trafficking, it is essential that the government take all steps necessary
to defeat these gangs and regain control of lost territory. This includes working with self-
defense groups who are on the ground working to defend their neighborhoods and homes. In
addition to combating gangs, authorities must be able to rescue children who are currently
being used and exploited by the gangs. Authorities must implement protocols and procedures
for identifying these victims, so they are not punished alongside actual gang members and
instead get the aid and help that they desperately need.
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