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A Moldovan woman known only by the initials S.C., is recovering in Podgorica under police protection from physical abuse after being forced to be a prostitute for over four years. Her entire body is bruised and scarred by cigarette burns. She is the key witness in a women trafficking scandal that has been reverberating through Montenegro for weeks.
After the desperate woman managed to escape from the apartment in Podgorica in which she was being held, an odd group found themselves behind bars -- Deputy State Prosecutor Zoran Piperovic, a former butcher from the Podgorica suburb of Drac, Bajram Orahovac, economist Ekrem Jasavic of Rozaje, and Podgorica businessman Irfan Kurpejovic. All four deny involvement, and Piperovic claims he was framed and that "someone will have to pay for this."
The scandal that broke after the woman testified is the biggest human trafficking affair in Yugoslavia so far. Neither the government nor the public seemed overly concerned even though it is more than clear that south eastern Europe is fertile ground for human trafficking. At a recent conference on fighting organised crime in south eastern Europe, held in London at the end of November, it was announced that of the 700,000 women that fall victim to human trafficking each year, 200,000 pass in one way or the other through the Balkans.
The Podgorica press claimed the scandal was certain to reveal the involvement of senior government officials. It all began when S.C. escaped from the mobsters who were holding her captive and took refuge with an organisation called Safe Women House. The testimony she gave to an investigating judge in Podgorica is still considered very confidential, although there has been a great deal of media speculation about who she may have named as her tormenters and clients. She is being guarded by police around the clock.
The Moldovan woman, according to the NGO helping her, reached Montenegro via Vojvodina four years ago. She ended up in the northern Serbian province after seeing an advertisement in Moldova offering good salaries to girls for work abroad.
Safe Women House officials say other women asking for help have told them that their plight usually begins in a country of the former Eastern Bloc. Searching for a better life girls get in touch with young men from Yugoslavia who promise them good money, usually for work in restaurants. They move to the "Promised Land" in large groups, but once in Vojvodina or Belgrade, they are separated and dispatched to various parts of the country.
Then the buyer appears, posing as a restaurant owner, who promises them they will only work as waitresses. When they reach their place of employment, however, they soon realise that it is actually a brothel. They are immediately locked up and stripped of all their documents, which they can only get back once the boss's investment pays off.
Many of girls are drugged by force and end up "working" in exchange for dope, which makes them dependant on their "employer". Women forced into prostitution in this manner have up to three clients per night, and sometimes are even rented for several days or for orgies. The price depends on their age and looks, or on the assessment by the seller. It ranges from 500 to several thousand euro.
S.C. reached the Safe Women House in a very grave condition. A medical examination revealed that she has been repeatedly raped, and suffered other severe injuries.
The head of the Safe Women House, Ljiljana Raicevic, says the Moldovan even had burns on her sexual organs. Her whole body was bruised and there were even teeth marks. According to Raicevic, she had attempted to escape several times.
Media reports said the woman's testimony was taped on two video cassettes, which are being kept under lock and key. The courts have threatened to punish both the defence and the prosecution if details of the investigation reach the public before it is over.
Meanwhile, there is growing speculation regarding the involvement of government officials in the sex trade. There has been even more suspicion since Montenegrin Premier Designate Milo Djukanovic decided not to include former interior minister Andrija Jovicevic in his new cabinet. Reportedly, Jovicevic was late in informing Djukanovic of Piperovic's arrest.
The media claim local tycoons influenced Djukanovic, fearing that Jovicevic could open some other scandals as well. Djukanovic did not explain why Jovicevic was not on the list of ministers, but his party said fighting organised crime will be the new interior minister's priority as well.
State Prosecutor Bozidar Vukcevic is also under fire. The Safe Women House has demanded his resignation. Vukcevic admitted that some of the arrested suspects were long-standing friends of his, but he remained adamant that in his presence "they never did anything that was in violation of the law."
The police claim the case will be closed soon. "All the people that participated in the sale of the Moldovan woman will be arrested, and charges will be pressed against all suspects," said the head of a special police team fighting human trafficking, Milan Paunovic.
Fearing that the case could be hushed up, the Safe Women House hired two lawyers to represent the Moldovan woman. Not waiting for the state to act, other non-government organizations are also gearing up to fight white slavery.
A network composed of several dozen NGOs tackling the problem has been set up in Yugoslavia. In about 30 towns throughout the country NGO activists have organised women’s refuges and telephone help lines. They also lecture in schools and other places and are pursuing a campaign to raise public awareness of the problem.
Non-government organizations from the region are also pressuring their respective governments to harmonise legislation restraining the trafficking in people. In Serbia, for instance, there is not a single provision dealing with such a crime. What slave traders usually get in terms of a punishment is up to several months in prison for organising prostitution. Cooperation between European NGOs is also necessary to ensure extended support to the victims, which should not end after their resettlement in other countries. The process of recovery sometimes takes years, if not a lifetime.
Yugoslavia recently created a task force to fight trafficking, composed of justice ministry, police and NGO representatives. Since the human trafficking chain passes through several countries, cooperation is of the utmost importance. Regional interior ministers recently met in Tirana to
discuss the problem and pledged to do what they can to provide victims with residence permits. Regional governments have therefore agreed to make it possible for abused women to stay in their countries, while improving identification systems and witness protection.
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