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AT ISSUE
There has been an 
increased 
acknowledgment of 
the issue of 
unaccompanied 
minors (boys) 
engaging in 
survival/transactional 
sex in urban areas as 
well as refugee camps 
in Greece. 

Age of minority brings up an inherent question of sexual exploitation 
and safety, and raises the questions around trafficking.



ASSUMPTIONS & MYTHS?
“This is an issue concerning boys. unaccompanied girls are not known 
to engage in survival sex.”
“Mostly Afghan and Pakistani UAMs have sex for money. Others, 
especially Syrians do not engage in such practices."
“Sex between men and boys is common in Afghani culture. Many 
Afghan UAMs could have been ‘dancing boys’ back home.”
“Boys who have sex with men for money are gay, and interventions 
need to address their sexual identity.”
“Transactional Sex is often associated with drug use, drug dealing, 
and human smuggling.”
“Survival /Transactional Sex is not a concern for accompanied 
minors.”



CONSIDERATIONS & LIMITATIONS…



�The refugee population is diverse, and it is important 
to acknowledge the cultural, ethnic, class and 
religious particularities of the different groups at 
concern, and how such factors affect both their 
masculine identity and how service providers 
perceive it.

�Many boys see themselves as men. They have been 
in charge of their decisions for a long time and will 
protect their “livelihood” and source of income (sex 
work)



�Due to the sensitivity of the subject matter, most of the 
existing knowledge as well as the researched information 
are anecdotal. It is extremely difficult to identify specific 
cases of survival sex due to factors of shame, fear and 
insecurity. 

�Language can be a significant outreach barrier. 
Interpreters coming from a similar culture as the refugees 
are sometimes not qualified to convey such sensitive 
information or instill confidence and trust among affected 
minors. Such interpreters often reproduce and reflect ideas 
of unhealthy masculinities.



WHAT WE KNOW…



{POC / UASC / UAM / YOUTH}
� Youth do not see their basic needs met by service providers: Food, 

entertainment, phone/communication, haircut, warm clothes, 
transportation, etc. 

�Sex work is almost never a first choice, however it is seen as 
the least risky among illegal activities (drug dealing, theft, 
smuggling)

�Psychological impact on young people engaging in sex 
work: Cases of sever depression, self harm and isolation. 

� Sexual health and risk of STIs: Minors have very little knowledge of safer 
sex practices. Sex without condoms gets a higher price. Lack of 
language skills and other empowerment factors affect negotiations 
between minor and client.



{POC / UASC / UAM / YOUTH}
� Traffickers housing young people in temporary unsafe apartments for 

a small fee. Sexual violence and exploitation is reported to be 
common in such spaces. Low level sex trafficking seems to exist in at 
least one situation (providing minors with housing, work, food and 
money in exchange of sex)

� Homelessness is an overlooked issue among refugees. Sleeping in Parks 
subject minors to sex work solicitation and sexual abuse, including 
rape.

� Ideas of what sexual behavior is “masculine” and what is 
“feminine” (top/bottom), and how boys use that to prove 
prowess and bravado.



{INSTITUTIONAL / PROGRAMMATIC / SERVICE DELIVERY}

� Camp services are limited to office working hours. Lack of 
supervision, security or protection services in evenings and 
weekends.

�Translation and Interpretation / language barriers and risk 
of gate-keeping.

� Lack of an efficient monitoring /"quality control" systems at different 
shelters and alternative accommodation centers.

� There is no clear approach to accommodating UAMs in camps 
(safe spaces, community support, etc.)



It is imperative to consider the social, political, historic and economic 
circumstances that leads young people to engage in such harmful 
behaviors and make the very difficult decision to practice survival sex, 
a practice that is judged so harshly and considered immoral, sinful and 
degrading, especially when it is for the most part a same-sex practice.
The lack of sense of self worth and dignity that results from the extreme 
conditions they have lived through, and the policies and structures that 
are keeping them in poverty, uncertainty about their future and legal 
limbos, combined with the lack of adult support and family care and 
guidance, all contribute to refugee children not having sound 
judgement and healthy assessment of long term risks.



Masculinity, self identified, perceived, judged or 
assumed is in the center of what drives young men 
and boys to make such decisions. And it is also 
where we need to start searching when looking at 
the harmful impacts of this practice psychologically 
and socially. 



Our lack of ability 
and competency 
as service 
providers to 
understand the 
cultural contexts 
of any particular 
group, combined 
with their 
particular lived 
experience limits 
our response 
planning and 
action.


