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Introduction 

 
Public Safety Canada identifies that human trafficking is “a complex crime…facilitated by many 
factors, including the vulnerability of particular populations to exploitation, complicity or ignorance 
on the part of civil society” as well as “the demand for particular goods and services”1.   
 
Human trafficking for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation is a growing crime impacting 
women and girls.  Trafficking can yield lucrative income for traffickers and recruiters. At the same 
time, “people living in disadvantaged situations with unemployment and poor job opportunities [are] 
especially vulnerable to becoming tricked or persuaded that their lives will be better elsewhere”2.  
In this way, traffickers and recruiters can easily capitalize off social and economic factors that 
operate to create social inequities in the lives of potential trafficking victims. These inequities 
include lived experiences of poverty, lack of employment, lack of safe housing and other 
circumstances that particularly affect marginalized populations of women and young women.   
 
Certainly, human trafficking is informed by a variety of practical, social and systemic factors.  
Where does a community begin in addressing these factors? 
 
Throughout 2013, the York Region Anti-Human Trafficking Committee (YRAHTC), in collaboration 
with Women’s Support Network of York Region (WSN)’s Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking 
of Women and Girls through Community Planning in York Region Project collected information on 
the local experiences of trafficked and at-risk populations of women in York Region. The purpose 
of this data collection is to inform priority action items and a community plan (2014) for preventing 
and reducing human trafficking in the region.  
 
This Local Safety Audit Report outlines the Project’s local diagnosis or audit that will inform 
YRAHTC’s next steps at the local level.  
 
A comprehensive Local Safety Audit includes the following components: 
 

1. Preparatory stage of Local Safety Audit3 

 Bringing together key players and stakeholders interested in preventing and 
reducing the trafficking of women and girls in York Region 

o Who are local stakeholders?  
o What organizations, programs and services do they represent?  
o What are their concerns about trafficking?  
o What can they tell us about trafficked and at-risk populations in York 

Region? What do they want to know more about? 
 

 Determining communities to be engaged in a local needs assessment 
o Who are trafficked women and girls in York Region? 

                                                           
1 Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation. 1 
 
2 Ibid, 5. 
3 This model thanks to: Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related 
Exploitation. 1 
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o Who are at-risk populations in York Region? 
o How will we reach these populations? 
o What will we ask them in the needs assessment? 

 
2. Stage 1 of Local Safety Audit: ‘wide and shallow’ analysis 

 Initial appraisal of problems and contributory factors using readily accessible 
information, such as: 

o Who lives in York Region? (York region demographic information) 
o How is human trafficking operating in Canada (current information on the 

prevalence of human trafficking in Canada) 
o How is human trafficking operating in York Region? (current information on 

local incidences of human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation in 
York Region) 

 
3. Stage 2 of Local Safety Audit: ‘narrow and deep’ analysis 

 Needs assessment with trafficked women and at-risk populations 

 Gender-Based Analysis+4 
o Analysis of needs assessment findings, using a GBA+ framework5 
o Identification of and analysis of “factors that make someone more vulnerable 

[to trafficking], and factors which contribute to the push and pull factors 
underpinning human trafficking”6 

 
4. Stage 3 of Local Safety Audit: Developing the Action Plan – Identifying priorities and 

opportunities 

 A community plan of action to address human trafficking locally, based on the 
results of Stage 1-2, above 

 
 
This Report will review the Preparatory Stage, Stage 1 and summary of Stage 2 of the Local 
Safety Audit Process associated with the Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and 
Girls through Community Planning in York Region Project. 
 
 

                                                           
4 For GBA+ reporting from this Project, see Pietsch. N. 2014. Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and Girls through 
Community Planning in York Region Project: A Gender-Based Analysis. 
5 Status of Women Canada. What Is GBA+?. Online: http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/gba-acs/intro-eng.html 
 
6 The Learning Network. Human Trafficking (Issue 2, September 2012). p. 1. 

http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/gba-acs/intro-eng.html
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Definitions   

 
The following definitions are relevant to this Report: 
 
Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and Girls through Community Planning 
Project in York Region  
In 2013, the Women’s Support Network of York Region (WSN) received funding from Status of 
Women Canada to engage the local community and implement actions to address human 
trafficking over a two-year Project.  Within the Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women 
and Girls through Community Planning in York Region Project, WSN aims to increase community 
safety by addressing the needs of women and girls at risk of sexual exploitation and human 
trafficking in York Region in Ontario.  
 
The Project’s focus is to develop inter-agency protocols, guidelines and best practices to ensure 
appropriate responses by service providers to intra-regional trafficking of girls and women. 
Businesses across the region are being engaged through workshops to help them recognize signs 
of exploitation and human trafficking. Results are being shared with organizations working on 
similar issues7. The Project includes: 

1. Engagement of a local coalition (York Region Anti-Human Trafficking Committee, or 
YRAHTC) established to guide the Project and respond to trafficking. The YRAHTC 
committee has over 25 member agencies, representing stakeholders from a diversity of 
sectors including social services and community-based organizations, criminal justice 
partners, faith groups, youth organizations and women`s organizations 

2. A local needs assessment that engaged young women at-risk of and experiencing human 
trafficking to share their thoughts on the root causes of trafficking  

3. A community plan of action to address human trafficking, based on the results of the needs 
assessment 

 
WSN works closely with stakeholders in engaging the community in initiatives to address sexual 
violence. WSN is the lead organization for this Status of Women funded Project.  WSN also 
coordinates the planning, meetings and activities of the York Region Anti-Human Trafficking 
Committee.   
 
Human trafficking and Human trafficking for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation  
Human trafficking consists of exploitation in conjunction with force, coercion, deception, fraud, and 
threat.  Exploitation can occur through forced labour, organ removal, forced sexual service, or 
more than one of these8.   
 
Commercial sexual exploitation is the exploitation of an individual for things of value, particularly of 
a sexual nature, sexual services, or related services9.  In this, human trafficking for the purpose of 
commercial sexual exploitations involves the use of force, coercion, deception, fraud, and threat to 
sexually exploit another (i.e. make her provide sexual services) for money or in exchange for other 
valuables.  
 

                                                           
7 Status of Women Canada. Harper Government: Making a Real Difference in the Lives of Women and Girls Across Canada. Online: 
http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/initiatives/uncsw-ccfnu/2013/difference-eng.pdf. p. 8 
8 Women`s Support Network of York Region. 2013. The Educator's  Resource Manual: Addressing Trafficking For The Purpose Of 
Commercial Sexual Exploitation, p. 6 
 
9 Ibid, 2. 

http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/initiatives/uncsw-ccfnu/2013/difference-eng.pdf
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While people can be trafficked and exploited for a number of reasons (and certain populations are 
more vulnerable to differing situations of trafficking and exploitation), the scope of this Project 
focused on addressing human trafficking for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation. 
 
Gender-based analysis (GBA) 
Gender-based Analysis Plus (GBA+) is an analytical tool the federal government uses to advance 
gender equality in Canada10.  It looks at how gender impacts the way a person interacts with and 
experiences the world around her or him.   
 
The "plus" in the name highlights that Gender-based Analysis goes beyond gender.  It includes the 
examination of a range of other identity factors, such as age, education, language, geography, 
culture and income. These identity factors are also known as social location – that is, where you 
are “located” or situated by definition of gender, race, socioeconomic class and other social 
categories.   
 
A GBA + analysis has been used throughout the Project and its work to develop a comprehensive 
picture of the realities of trafficking of women and girls for sexual exploitation. 
 
Needs Assessment 
A needs assessment entails consulting with local members of the community on an issue or 
concern.  Particularly, needs assessment consultations will target a specific demographic, group or 
contingent of the community who had been identified as persons who will have expert information 
gained through both observed and lived experience.   
 
Information learned from consulting with “subject experts” and experiential people will help to 
identify contexts and needs related to a problem or issue in the community.  Consultations can 
also help to acquire hard-to-reach or private information: 

“Much of the activity associated with trafficking and related forms of exploitation – gang 
activity, pimping, child exploitation – is hidden and unreported. The second stage of the 
safety audit process, therefore, involves collecting in-depth information on the groups most 
at risk of sexual exploitation … and the strengths and gaps in existing services”11. 

 
Consultation with experiential persons can also help to identify helpful roles and practices already 
occurring in the community.  Overall, information gained from the needs assessment will advise 
the next steps of a project.   
 
A needs assessment may entail engaging in one or more of the following processes:  

 Local surveys of residents, businesses, commercial areas, experiential women and service 
providers on their experiences and views 

 Conducting interviews with key informants on causal factors, gaps in policies and services 

 Consultations in group settings 

 Doing outreach work with experiential women and others in the sex industry 

 Observing activities and locations12

                                                           
10 Status of Women Canada. What Is GBA+?. Online: http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/gba-acs/intro-eng.html 
11 Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation. 18 
12 Some of this information thanks to: Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And 
Related Exploitation. 18 

 

http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/gba-acs/intro-eng.html
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Preparatory Stage: Key Players and Stakeholders in York Region  

 
A collaborative and multi-sector response to human trafficking for sexual exploitation is needed in 
local communities for a number of reasons: 

1. To begin conversations about the prevalence and contexts related to human trafficking with 
community members, service providers and community leaders who may have very limited 
knowledge of (or experience working with) trafficked individuals  

2. To consider the specific needs of trafficked persons, and how these needs may differ from 
those of other victims of crime (i.e. domestic violence, sexual violence, organized crime)  

3. To increase capacity in addressing the complex supportive, practical and safety needs of 
trafficked persons.  A variety of community-based organizations need to be involved “in 
order to assist victims with everything from safe housing to navigating immigration 
processes”13 

4. To consider existing services, programs and strengths that could support trafficked persons 
in the region 

5. To identify gaps 
6. To engage a range of community-based players and representation from a variety of 

sectors, towards fostering a wide range of expertise, networks and access to information.   
 
In strategizing to bring together key players and stakeholders to address the trafficking of women 
and girls in York Region, Project coordinators aimed to include: “representatives from relevant 
government, non-governmental, community based and private sector organizations – women’s 
organizations, child protection, youth and family services, Aboriginal services, health, education, 
labour and housing, – in other words those services working directly with potential victims of 
trafficking and related exploitation”14.   
 
Sectors consulted included: 
 

1. Criminal justice partners such as police and community safety officers.  Criminal justice 
partners bring necessary expertise about the law, legal processes, court preparation and 
support, crime prevention and security mechanisms, and procedures for reporting 
incidences of violence against women 
 

2. Women’s organizations, such as women’s Centre, shelter and sexual assault centre staffs.  
Women’s grassroots organizations and organizations offering frontline service to abused 
women bring expertise about women’s experiences of violence, supportive services, 
innovative service structures, and systems meant to support survivors of violence  
 

3. Social Services, such as health, income support and counselling services.  Social services 
bring expertise about the presenting needs of women and girls in the community.  Local 
social service agencies and programs also often have an established and positive 
relationship with women and girls.  Many of these services provide outreach and 
educational services, through which local women and girls find information, connect with 
community-based professionals and connect with other women and girls 
 

                                                           
13 Changing Attitudes, Changing Lives: Ontario’s Sexual Violence Action Plan. 2011. p. 16-17. 
14 Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation. 14 
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4. Child protective services. These services bring expertise about young women’s 
experiences of violence, supportive services and systems meant to support survivors of 
violence.  They also bring expertise about barriers that young women are facing in local 
communities  

 
5. Educational institutions. Stakeholders at educational students have established 

relationships with students and youth populations. 
 

6. Specialized services or groups. Stakeholders from these groups bring important expertise 
about the needs of a particular population.  Examples include: 

a. Youth 
b. Immigrant and refugee women and girls 
c. Lesbian, gay, trans and queer-identified women 
d. Aboriginal women and girls 
e. Hard to reach populations, or those experiencing particular hardship, such as: 

 homeless, transient or street-involved women and girls 

 women and girls engaged in sex work;  

 women and girls with mental health issues 

 women and girls engaged in substance use or with addictions  

 women and girls in conflict with the law 

 other socially marginalized populations of women and girls 
These specialized services or groups bring expertise and awareness about specific 
barriers, adversity or contexts in the lives of a specific population.   
 
Those working in these organizations often also bring information about alternative or 
innovative models of service provision (i.e. drop-in, informal intake, street outreach); as well 
as knowledge about anti-oppression work, equity work, and GBA+ framework for 
supporting service-users. 
 

7. Faith-based community groups or members. These stakeholders bring additional 
resources, social supports and sense of community.  Faith-based groups have much to 
offer to a coordinated response – examples across the province of Ontario include 
grassroots safe housing, financial support to victims, emergency practical support, 
settlement support, and working with women in grassroots and innovative ways 
 

8. Elected officials. Elected officials such as members of parliament and city or town councils 
have expertise about local demographics, issues facing local constituents and regional 
support services and infrastructures available. Elected officials sit in leadership positions in 
a community, can have the capacity to prioritize or bring greater awareness to a local issue 
or problem. 
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Between May 2013 and January 2014, Project staff consulted with the following stakeholders 
in York Region. 
 

 Stakeholder/Organization 
(in order of meeting date) 

Sector 

1.  Valley View Alliance Church Faith-based community group 

2.  Peel Region Police Diversity Relations Officer Criminal justice partners 

3.  360 Kids Specialized service (youth) 

4.  Victim Witness Assistance Program Social Services /Criminal 
justice partners 

5.  York Region Children’s Aid Society  Child protective services  

6.  MP for Newmarket Aurora Elected official  

7.  Canadian Centre of Abuse Awareness Social Services/specialized 
service (abuse survivors) 

8.  AIDS Committee of York Region Social Services/specialized 
service (persons living with 
AIDS/HIV) 

9.  Women’s Support Network of York Region Women’s organization 

10.  York Region Center for Community Safety Social Services/criminal justice 
partner 

11.  Audmax Inc. Specialized service (persons in 
conflict with the law) 

12.  Canadian Women’s Foundation Women’s organization 

13.  Malvern Talibu Community Health centre Social Services/specialized 
service (health) 

14.  Linking Georgina Social Services/specialized 
service (Georgina-based social 
services network) 

15.  York Regional Police Criminal justice partners 

16.  Georgina Island Sisters in Spirit Vigil Women’s 
organization/specialized 
service (Aboriginal women and 
girls) 

17.  University of Toronto Educational institution  

18.  York Region Community and Health Services Social Services 

19.  Victim Services of York Region Social Services /Criminal 
justice partners 

20.  Sutton Youth Shelter (Salvation Army) Social Services/specialized 
service (youth, homeless 
youth) 

21.  Addictions Services of York Region Social Services/specialized 
service (mental health and 
addictions) 

22.  Glen Angus Markham Library Community Outreach 
Department 

Social Services/specialized 
service (outreach) 

23.  Town of Georgina - Community Hub Social services  

24.  York Regional Police - Vice and Drugs Unit Criminal justice partners 

25.  True City/Teen Challenge Social Services/specialized 
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service (youth, addictions, 
substance use) 

26.  York Region Violence Against Women 
Coordinating Committee 

Women’s organization 

27.  St. Luke’s Catholic Alternative School and 
Addictions Services of York Region 

Educational institution/Social 
Services/specialized service 
(youth, addictions, substance 
use) 

28.  Canadian Council for Refugees  Social Services/specialized 
service (refugees and 
immigrant population) 

29.  York Regional Police Student Liaison Officer Criminal justice partner 

30.  York Region District School Board Educational institution 

31.  Mayor Geoffrey Dawe, Town of Aurora Elected official  

32.  Grand Valley Women’s Institution (Leisure, 
Offender Community Conference) 

Social Services/specialized 
service (women in conflict with 
the law) 

33.  Thistletown Collegiate Educational institution 

 
 
Summary: Consulted Stakeholders by Sector: 

6

1

6

10

1
23

Criminal Justice

Faith-based

Social Service (general)

Social Service

(specialized)

Child Protection

Elected Official

Educational Institution
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Key Players and Stakeholders in York Region: What did we Learn? 

 
Stakeholders identified the following priorities: 

 Identify the needs of trafficked women and girls (supportive and practical needs) 

 Identify the needs of at-risk populations of women and girls (supportive and practical 
needs) 

 Networking and information-sharing on human trafficking 

 Understanding what each social service organization offers in the community/can offer to 
trafficked women and girls 

 Understanding referral processes for social service organizations 

 Increasing young women’s awareness of human trafficking and sexual exploitation  

 Increase strategies for reaching hard to reach young women: for example, transient and 
homeless young women, women with addictions, women engaged in sex work15 

 Engage additional community partners, sectors and service providers in creating 
community protocols to address the needs of women and girls who have experienced 
trafficking 

 Create processes for effective referral  

 Develop service provider training (with the goal of identifying and assisting women and girls 
who are trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation in York Region)16 

 
 
The Preparatory Stage succeeded in striking the York Region Anti-Human Trafficking community-
based committee (YRAHTC), which participating groups and individuals agreed would function to 
support the needs assessment process, outreach to needs assessment participants, and the 
community plan that followed.  Active partners in the YRAHTC included (listed alphabetically): 

 AIDS Committee of York Region 

 Addiction Services of York Region 

 Blue Doors Shelter 

 Canadian Centre for Abuse Awareness 

 Canadian Mental Health Association of York and South Simcoe 

 Children’s Aid Society of York Region 

 Community Living Services of York 

 Crown Attorney’s Office 

 ETA Vaughan 

 Family Services York Region 

 John Howard Society 

 JVS Youth Reach 

 Loft Community Services 

 360 Kids (formerly Pathways for Children, Youth and Families of York Region) 

 Sandgate Women’s Shelter 

 Social Services Network 

 TrueCity 

 University of Toronto Mississauga Gender Studies Program 

                                                           
15 York Region Anti-Human Trafficking Committee (YRAHTC). 2013. York Region Anti-Human Trafficking Committee Workplan: 
Committee Workgroups  
16 Women’s Support Network of York Region. 2013. The interest in your community for this project; partnerships and other linkages 
indicating support for this project: Summary. Submission to: Department of Justice Canada. p. 8-9. 
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 Valley View Alliance Church 

 Victim Services York Region 

 Victim Witness Assistance Program 

 World Women Changers 

 Yellow Brick House 

 York Region Abuse Program 

 York Region Centre for Community Safety 

 York Region District School Board 

 York Regional Police 
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Preparatory Stage: Determining the communities to be engaged in our Needs Assessment 

 
While York Region has seen some victims of human trafficking for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation present in local social service agencies and criminal justice system, community 
stakeholders agreed that many other victims and women and girls vulnerable to being victimized 
also existed, invisible, in York Region.  For this reason, the needs assessment process (Stage 2 of 
Local Safety Audit: ‘narrow and deep’ analysis) to follow aimed to consult with: 

1. Trafficked women and girls, and 
2. Women and girls at-risk of being trafficked.  

 
Cognizant of the above, the YRAHTC therefore considered the following: 

 Who are trafficked women and girls in York Region? 

 Who are at-risk populations in York Region? 
 
 
Who are trafficked women and girls in York Region? Who are at-risk populations in York 
Region? 
 
Public Safety Canada’s Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related 
Exploitation outlines factors that create vulnerability/at-risk populations for trafficking17: 
 

Individual Family School Community 

• Growing up in care 
• Hyperactivity 
• Impulsivity 
• Learning difficulties 
• Mental Illness 
• Insecurity 
• Poor social skills 
• Low self esteem 
• Drug use 
• Anti-social friends 
• Friends who offend 

• Violence/abuse 
• Lack of affection 
• Poor supervision 
• Inconsistent 
discipline 
• Family breakdown 
• Mental illness 
• Parental conflict 
• Poverty 
• Substance abuse 
• Criminality 
• Unemployment 

• Truancy 
• Suspension/ 
expulsion 
• School failure 
• Aggressive 
behaviour 
• Bullying 
• Lack of commitment 
• Poor relationships 
• Special needs 
• Unsupportive 
parents 
• Under achievement 
• Peer rejection 

• Disadvantage 
• High crime rate 
• Racial tension 
• Unemployment 
• Disorganization 
• Neglect 
• Availability of drugs 
• High turnover 
• Lack of attachment 
• Poor living 
conditions 
• Lack of services 

 
In addition, Local Safety Audit Guide notes the following at-risk demographics: 

1. Aboriginal women and girls 
2. Youth at-risk: 

 Youth in the child welfare system 

 Youth with a past history of childhood abuse 

 Those leaving care 

 Youth living on the street, involved in youth gangs, or in conflict with the law 
3. Women at-risk:  

 Women with a past history of abuse 

 Sex trade workers 

                                                           
17 Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation. 24 
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 Women who are homeless, in shelters and second stage housing 

 Foreign students, recent immigrants, refugees, migrants18 
 
This work informed the YRAHTC’s thoughts around which populations to engage with during the 
needs assessment process to follow.    
 
YRAHTC also considered marginalized populations (demographics) of women and girls in Canada 
that are relevant to this Project. Being socially marginalized has a direct impact on a person’s 
access to resources (financial, housing, etc.), information and social supports, such as services. 
As we will see, it can also have an impact on one’s vulnerability to experiencing violence or getting 
trapped inside an abusive situation.  
 
Socially marginalized populations also face more barriers. Barriers are things that get in the way of 
a person – in the case of this Project, a woman or girl’s – ability to participate in something (such 
as a program, a service, or a survey).   
 
At the close of the Preparatory Stage, stakeholders identified priority populations to be 
targeted and consulted for the needs assessment process (Stage 2 of Local Safety Audit: 
‘narrow and deep’ analysis) to follow. These were: 

1. Youth demographic  
2. Women and youth engaged in substance use/dealing with addictions 
3. Youth in shelter and child protection settings, where possible  
4. Women in the sex trade 

 
Stakeholders also identified discussion questions for needs assessment participants (see 
Appendix I).  These questions were drafted by members of YRAHTC with the above 
demographics in mind, and reviewed by the Gender Specialist associated with the Project. 
 
Stakeholders also developed outreach  materials to engage needs assessment participants 
(see Appendix II) in the community.  Outreach materials were drafted by members of YRAHTC, 
targeting two demographics: 

1. Trafficked women and girls, and 
2. Women and girls at-risk of being trafficked 

 
Outreach materials were reviewed by the Gender Specialist associated with the Project.  Members 
of the YRAHTC supported outreach endeavors in the community.  
 
 

                                                           
18 Ibid, 24-33. 



Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and Girls  
through Community Planning in York Region: 

A Local Safety Audit 
 

14 
 

 
Stage 1: ‘Wide and Shallow’ Analysis 

 
A review of identified human trafficking cases in Canada reveals that women and girls represent 
the majority of victims identified in Canada overall.  In addition, at least 26 of 118 victims in 
reported cases in Canada were under the age of 18 (about 22% of all police-reported cases).  In 
cases of trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, most domestic cases included young 
women trafficked by pimps within a city and province, and inter-provincially as prostitutes; as well 
as young Aboriginal women who were trafficked from rural reserves to cities by gangs for sexual 
exploitation19. 
 
While these statistics convey the prevalence of (identified) human trafficking incidences and 
affected populations nationally, what is happening specifically in York Region? Specifically: 
 

 Who lives in York Region? 

 What at-risk factors (as outlined in Preparatory Stage, page 12-13, above) are operant in 
York region  

 What at-risk populations of women and girls (as outlined in Preparatory Stage, page 12-13, 
above) live, work and go to school in York region? 

 How is human trafficking operating in York Region? 
 

This component of Stage 1: ‘Wide and Shallow analysis’ will respond to these queries.  
 
 
Who lives in York Region?: A Synopsis of York Region Demographic Information 
York Region is situated north of Toronto, bordered by Lake Simcoe to the North, Peel Region to 
the West and Durham Region to the East.  The Regional Municipality of York is comprised of a 
confederation of nine (9) municipalities: Aurora, East Gwillimbury, Georgina, King, Markham, 
Newmarket, Richmond Hill, Vaughan, Whitchurch-Stouffville.  With a total land area of 1, 762.17 
square kilometers, the municipality is comprised of a mix of rural, suburban and urban areas.  The 
census population in 2011 for York Region was a growing 1,032,52420.  
 
43% of York Region's population is reported to be immigrants to Canada, with the number of 
immigrants living in York Region growing by 34% between 2001 and 2006.  York Region is home 
to 204 identified ethnic groups and more than 60 languages.  The region is also projected to 
continue diversifying - the population is forecasted to comprise of 60% newcomers by 205121. 
 
York Region is also home to the Chippewas of Georgina Island First Nation community, includes 
around 275 Ojibwa/Anishinaabeg people22.  It should be noted that the Chippewas of Georgina 

                                                           
19 These facts from: Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation, 
4 
 
20 Statistics Canada, 2012(a). York, Ontario (Code 3519) and Ontario (Code 35) (table). Census Profile. 2011 Census. Statistics 
Canada Catalogue no. 98-316-XWE. Ottawa. Released October 24, 2012. Online:  http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2011/dp- pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E  
21 York Region Planning and Development Services Department (2011). “York Region Vision 2051:  Strong, caring, safe communities”.  
22 Statistics Canada, 2012(b). Chippewas of Georgina Island First Nation, Ontario (Code 3519076) and Ontario (Code 35) (table). 
Census Profile. 2011 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-316-XWE. Ottawa. Released October 24, 2012. Online: 
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census- recensement/2011/dp-pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E 
 

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/dp-pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/dp-pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/dp-pd/prof/index.cfm?Lang=E
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Island First Nation, which is a neighbouring subdivision of the Town of Georgina, has experienced 
a decrease in population by 22.1% since 200623.  
 
 
What at-risk factors are operant in York region? What at-risk populations of women and 
girls live, work and go to school in York region? 
York Region’s United Way notes the significant increases in the population of youth (by 24%), 
children (by 14%), immigrant populations (by 40%), and people with disabilities (by 55%) between 
2001 and 200624.   
 
Within the United Way’s 2009 findings, community members and social service providers identified 
the need to provide more support and services to all of the aforementioned groups, with key 
priorities named as support for youth, economic independence for individuals and families and 
improvement to the wellbeing of individuals and communities.   
 
A 2013 report entitled It’s More than Poverty: Employment Precarity and Household Wellbeing: 
Summar highlighted the increase in precarious employment amongst GTA residents, including 
York Region.  The study indicated that York Region residents experience disproportionately higher 
levels of precarious and temporary employment in comparison to other regions in the GTA25.  The 
study noted that new immigrants are more likely to be in the precarious employment cluster. The 
report outlined how precarious employment produces social vulnerability, as it associated with 
lower incomes, lack of employment benefits, higher chances of being paid in cash or not being 
paid at all, limited career prospects, job dissatisfaction, schedule uncertainty, and less conducive 
to feeling safe advocating for one’s rights —all of which impose economic vulnerability and stress 
on individuals and families26. 
 
A joint report between the United Way of York Region, York University and the Greater Toronto 
Suburban Working Group looked at development and growth in the GTA’s suburban communities.  
This report noted barriers faced by the fast-growing population of residents earning low and 
moderate incomes, including the prohibitive cost of land and housing, particularly in the southern 
three municipalities (Markham, Richmond Hill and Vaughan).  This has created an increase in 
homelessness and the risk of homelessness, and increasing social isolation27 
 
There is a lack of literature and acknowledgement within existing reports regarding Indigenous 
populations, including the Chippewas of Georgina Island First Nation.  Information about 
Indigenous people in York Region was not found for this report, and at the least identifies a gap in 
targeted research assessing social and economic factors impacting this demographic.  
 
Socio-economic trends present in York Region that are reasonably well-documented in the past 
decade include poverty, rapid population growth and a lack of social infrastructure, significant 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 
24 United Way of York Region (2009). Addressing Our Strengths. Available Online: 
 http://www.york.unitedway.ca/files/2011/07/UWYR_Addressing-Our-Strengths-Report.pdf  
 
25 Poverty and Employment Precarity in Southern Ontario (2013).  It’s More than Poverty: Employment Precarity and Household 
Wellbeing: Summary McMaster University. Available Online: 
http://www.unitedwaytoronto.com/downloads/whatwedo/reports/ItsMoreThanPovertySummary2013-02-09singles.pdf 
 
26 Ibid, 7. 
27 Hertel, S. & Keil, R. (2013, September) The Greater Toronto Suburban Working Group: Roundtable Report. United Way of York 
Region and York University. Available Online: http://suburbs.apps01.yorku.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2013/09/GTSWG_REPORT_Inside_L.pdf  
 

http://www.york.unitedway.ca/files/2011/07/UWYR_Addressing-Our-Strengths-Report.pdf
http://suburbs.apps01.yorku.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/GTSWG_REPORT_Inside_L.pdf
http://suburbs.apps01.yorku.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/GTSWG_REPORT_Inside_L.pdf
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increases in populations of children, youth and immigrants, prohibitive housing and land costs, and 
social isolation.   
 
Many of these identified contexts foster situations of social marginalization, thereby creating at-risk 
social environments for human trafficking to occur28. 
 
 
How is human trafficking operating in York Region?: Available Information on Local 
Incidences of Human Trafficking for the Purpose of Sexual Exploitation in York Region 
Consultations held with Women’s Support Network of York Region (WSN), York Regional Police 
and Victim Services have determined that human trafficking within the region is undoubtedly a 
gendered trend, with all known victims being women and girls trafficked for the purposes of sexual 
exploitations29.  
 
Timoshkina (2013) notes that as of the end of 2012, there have been: 

 15 charges of human trafficking laid in York Region 

 affecting 16 victim-survivors  

 resulting in 1 conviction 

 with four (4) cases still before the courts 

 All but 2 of the above involved cases of sex trafficking.30  
 
Since the publication of Timoshkina’s work, additional human trafficking charges have been laid in 
Canada and in York Region specifically.  More recently, Operation Northern Spotlight took place 
on January 23rd and January 24th, 2014, resulting in more than 30 Police Services across Canada 
having launched investigations into human trafficking and sexual exploitation in various regions.  
Police Services are reported to have engaged with over 330 women as part of the Operation — the 
focus of which is said to have been to educate and provide outreach programs to those involved in 
the sex trade industry concerning trafficking31.  As a result of the Operation, it was reported that 28 
charges were laid and 8 arrests made across the country. Arrests included a 33-year old Vaughan 
male, who was charged with human trafficking in addition to 11 other CSE-related charge32.   
 
Most recently, York Regional Police conducted a two-month-long Operation called Project Home 
for Christmas, wherein 31 young women were interviewed.  Two of the young women trafficked 
were a 14-year-old and a 15-year-old who had been reported missing from Markham33.  York 
Regional Police highlighted the arrests of 10 men since the beginning of the 2014, some having 
been arrested during Project Home for Christmas while others arrested as the result of ongoing 
investigations. A total of more than 120 charges were laid after two months of police 
investigations34. 

                                                           
28 Public Safety Canada. 2013. Local Safety Audit Guide: To Prevent Trafficking In Persons And Related Exploitation 
29 Timoshkina, N. (2013, August). Anti-Human-Trafficking Project of the Women’s Support Network of York Region: GBA+ Report. 
Lakehead University-Orillia: Orillia, Ontario.  
30 Ibid, 5. 
31 Barrie Police Service (2014, January 28th). Major Press Release, Newsroom. “Operation Northern Spotlight”. Available Online: 
http://www.police.barrie.on.ca/node/6422  
32 Smith, J (2014, February 5th). Human Trafficking: Statement Commending Police Action in Operation Northern Spotlight.  Available 
Online: http://www.joysmith.ca/news.asp?newsID=775  
33 Cherry,T. (2014). “More than 120 charges laid in York Region in human trafficking bust”. CTVNews.  Available Online: 
http://toronto.ctvnews.ca/more-than-120-charges-laid-in-york-region-human- trafficking-bust-1.1694072  
 
34 Ibid.  

http://www.police.barrie.on.ca/node/6422
http://www.joysmith.ca/news.asp?newsID=775
http://toronto.ctvnews.ca/more-than-120-charges-laid-in-york-region-human-trafficking-bust-1.1694072
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Stage 2: ‘Narrow and Deep’ Analysis 

 
The Project’s ‘narrow and deep analysis’ needs assessment took place over the course of 5 
months.  It included gathering information through focus group (group) interviews and key 
informant (individual) interviews.   
 
Targeted groups for focus group and key informant interviews were based on demographics and 
populations identified in Stage 1 of the Local Safety Audit.  
 
Key informant interviews were conducted with women with lived experience of human trafficking 
for the purpose of sexual exploitation.  
 
Focus groups were conducted with women with lived experience; as well as populations of women 
deemed at-risk of experiencing human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation.  
 

 In total, 58 women participated 

 4 unique women in key informant interviews  

 54 unique women in focus groups (women with lived experience of trafficking/women in at-
risk population 

 Note: women with lived experience of trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation were 
self-identified.  It’s possible that women with lived experience of trafficking also participated 
in the at-risk groups, but chose not to self-identity as experiential women 

 
Identified demographics of needs assessment participants (note: demographics are self-identified) 
 

1. Participants by Age Group (self-reported) 
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2. Participants by Location (self-reported) 
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Other self-identified demographics include: 

 2 focus group participants self-identified as married 

 Focus group participants and key informants self-identified as residing or attending school 
in a variety of different locations across York region, Barrie and the Toronto area 

 Focus group participants and key informants self-identified as living with a variety of 
different family members: 

o Mother 
o Mother and father 
o Blended family 
o Grandmother/grandparents  
o Siblings  
o Husband  
o Living single/alone, with dependent child 

 
In addition: 

 Key informants (women with lived experience of human trafficking) self-identified with: 
o A history of transience (2 or more moves over the last three years): 3 of 4 key 

informants 
o A history of childhood sexual abuse or suspected childhood sexual abuse: 4 of 4 

key informants 
o A history of substance use: 3 of 4 key informants 

 
 
What did we learn?  
The needs assessment consulted with local experiential and at-risk women about their thoughts 
and experiences of trafficking, sexual violence, exploitation and factors that contributed to these.  
 
For a comprehensive review of the Project needs assessment findings, including Gender Based 
Analysis+, see Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and Girls through Community 
Planning in York Region Project: A Gender-Based Analysis (2014). 
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Summary: Next Steps 

 
This Report has described the Preparatory Stage, Stages 1 and an introduction to Stage 2 of the 
Local Safety Audit Process associated with the Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women 
and Girls through Community Planning in York Region Project.   
 
Particularly, this initial work helped to identify: 

 Community-based organizations and individuals who are interested in working together to 
prevent and address human trafficking in York Region, moving forward (this work also 
supported the formation of the YRAHTC committee) 

 Who trafficked women and girls are in York Region 

 Who at-risk women and girls are in York Region 

 Strategies for engaging these populations in the next steps of the Project (particularly the 
needs assessment) 

 For a comprehensive review of the Project needs assessment findings, including Gender 
Based Analysis+, see Preventing and Reducing the Trafficking of Women and Girls through 
Community Planning in York Region Project: A Gender-Based Analysis (2014). 

 
These Stages -- Preparatory, Stage 1 and Stage 2 -- will inform the final component of the Local 
Safety Audit: Developing the Action Plan, a community plan of action to address human trafficking 
locally.  
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Appendix I 
Needs Assessment Interview Questions 

 
Questions for One-to-One Key Informant (Experiential) Interviewees/Focus Group Experiential 
Participants:  
 

 
A1 Please tell me a bit about yourself (prompt: where are you originally from?) 

 
B1 Where have you lived in the last 3 years?  What brought you to York Region? (Explore 

transience; moves, including homelessness, stays at shelter and issues related to 
underhousing. Explore patterns of travel, i.e. urban, rural, motivations for moving) 
 

C1 What concerns or problems did you raise (talk about) when you accessed services? 
(Explore imminent needs, identified needs, motivation for accessing support, and systemic 
issues affecting the interviewee).  
Examples may include: 

 Sexual exploitations 

 Abusive situation  

 Historical abuse (for example, exposure to violence as a child or young woman) 

 Sexual violence 

 Lack of economic support 

 Coming into conflict with the law 

 Information on my legal rights 

 Drug and alcohol misuse 

 Managing emotions 

 Strategies for coping 

 Discrimination based on race, sexual orientation or gender self-identification, or 
disability 

 Involvement with Children’s Aid Society 

 Referral to other community services 

 Other 
__________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 

D1 Feeling safe means feelings of comfort, being protected, and feeling in control of your own 
life.  What, if anything, helped you to feel safe throughout your trafficking experiences? 
Examples may include: talking to friends, support from family, having my own money, or 
having a safe place to stay the night. Please share as many as you want. 
 
E1 Feeling unsafe means feelings of being in danger.  What, if anything, made you feel not 
safe throughout your experiences? Examples may include: having little or no support people, 
being financially dependent on another person, isolation, having no income, or feeling that you 
lack options.  Please share as many as you want. 
 
F1 What made it hard for you to reach out for help? Please include practical concerns (i.e. no 
childcare, isolation, poverty, fear of getting into trouble with the law) as well as emotional 
concerns (i.e. shame, fear of not being believed). 
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G1 Take a moment to consider a service that was helpful to you when you reached out for 
support.  What was most helpful about that particular organization, service or staff?  (What did 
staff do/raise/say; how did they approach you; how did the organization/staff make you feel) 
 
H1 Take a moment to consider a service that was less helpful to you when you reached out for 
support.  What was most helpful about that particular organization, service or staff?  (What did 
staff do/raise/say; how did they approach you; how did the organization/staff make you feel) 
 
I1 What made it possible for you to escape/consider to leave the trafficking situation?  
 
J1 What are some things that have helped you survive in difficult times (in the trafficked 
situation and up until today)? 
 
K1 In your opinion, what are the most important things that a trafficked woman needs from her 
community? Please feel free to include emotional concerns (i.e. being believed, someone to 
talk to, social support) as well as practical concerns (i.e. housing, income). 
 
L1 Based on your experiences and observations, which women are most vulnerable to being 
trafficked in York Region? For example, what is their age range, their background; who is their 
support system; what is their personal history? 
 
M1 Based on your experiences and observations, what role does social media play in human 
trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation in York Region? (How is it used by johns, 
traffickers, women, other groups?) 
 
N1 Please take a moment to think back on your experiences when you were just beginning to 
seek support for your situation.  If you were to offer advice to the community, including helping 
professionals (i.e. counsellor, doctor, police officer), in order to help them support other 
trafficked women, what kind of things would you tell them? 
 
 

 
Questions for One-to-One Key Informant (“At-risk”) Interviewees/Focus Group “At-risk” 
Participants:  

 
A1 Please tell me a bit about yourself (prompt: where are you originally from, what is your 
background?) 
 
B1 Please tell me a bit about the important people in your life.  For example, this might include 
your family, friends, boyfriend, counsellor, or others. (Explore support system and 
vulnerabilities). 

 
C1 Where have you lived in the last 3 years?  What brought you to York Region? (Explore 
transience; moves, including homelessness, stays at shelter and issues related to 
underhousing. Explore patterns of travel, i.e. urban, rural, motivations for moving) 
 
D1 What are some things that have helped you survive difficult times in your life? 

 
E1 As you know, this interview/focus group is about sexual exploitation in York Region.   
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Sometimes women and girls choose to offer up sexual activity to men they know, in exchange 
for things that they really need – for example, a place to stay, cash, alcohol, or a ride home.   In 
your opinion, does this happen in York Region?  
If yes, what sort of things are the women/girls seeking (what do they need)? 
 
F1 Do you know of a girl/woman who has been through that kind of a situation [offering sexual 
services for money, housing, etc.]? If yes, can you share a little about her story? Please tell as 
much or as little as you want (to respect her privacy, do not use her real name).  
 
G1 [You will have to define human trafficking and CSE before asking the question: insert 
definitions here].  
Based on your experiences, what makes a woman/girl vulnerable to being trafficked in York 
Region?  
 
H1 In your opinion, are these vulnerabilities present in your community (i.e. in your age group; 
in your cultural community; in your group home; in your circle of friends; etc.) 
 
I1 What is a healthy relationship to you? What does a respectful partner look like/act like to 
you? 
 
J1 In your opinion, who is leading (doing) the trafficking in York region? How does this person 
appeal to/get close to girls? 
 
K1 Based on your experiences and observations, what role does social media play in human 
trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation in York Region? (How is it used by johns, 
traffickers, women, other groups?) 
 
L1 If you knew a girl/woman that looked to be getting close with a bad guy, what kinds of things 
would you say to her?   
 
M1 What, in your opinion, might help her to prevent or get out of the situation?  
Please include emotional supports (i.e. friends, support people, someone to talk to) as well as 
practical supports (i.e. her own income, a place to stay, getting clean from drug use). 
 
N1 If you were to offer advice to your community [including helping professionals (i.e. 
counsellor, doctor, police officer)] in order to help prevent a woman/girl from being trafficked, 
what kind of things would you suggest? 
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Appendix II 
Needs Assessment: Outreach Materials  

 

Needs Assessment Focus Group Flyer: 
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Advisory Group Flyer: 
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