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Introduction 
The following report provides a summary of a First Nations Youth forum on human trafficking. 
The forum was co-hosted by the Ontario First Nations Young People’s Council (OFNYPC) and 
the Chiefs of Ontario Women’s Initiatives Sector, during the March 2024 Ontario First Nations 
Community Wellness Conference in Toronto. The purpose of the forum was to provide a 
dedicated space for a dialogue among First Nations Youth on the issue of human trafficking.  
 
The forum brought together members of the Ontario First Nations Young People’s Council 
(OFNYPC) and First Nations Youth in a session that featured a presentation by the Toronto 
Police Services’ (TPS) “CARE” (Children at Risk of Exploitation) Unit. The TPS CARE Unit is 
one of only two in Ontario, the other being in Durham region, with another unit in its infancy in 
the Kenora region. Detective Richard Shaw and Detective Constable Meghann Samson spoke 
on behalf of the TPS CARE Unit. 
 
Background 
In Canada, the average age of recruitment into sex trafficking is 13 years old. The youngest 
person the Toronto CARE Unit worked with was only 8 years old. In 2022, Ontario accounted for 
67 per cent of trafficking incidents in Canada despite representing only 39 per cent of the 
population. Thunder Bay, home to the largest proportion of Indigenous residents in Canada1, 
reported the highest average rate of trafficking incidents at 5.9 per 100,000 population2.  
 
Many of the vulnerabilities that exacerbate a child’s risk of exploitation and trafficking are the 
same vulnerabilities experienced by Indigenous Youth at disproportionately high rates. These 
include struggles with mental health and substances, exposure to family violence3 and time 

 
1 Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population. Retrieved From: https://www.ontario.ca/document/spirit-
reconciliation-ministry-indigenous-relations-and-reconciliation-first-10-years/indigenous-peoples-ontario  
2 Heidinger, L. (2023). Trafficking in persons in Canada, 2022. Statistics Canada Juristat Bulletin. 
Retrieved From: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/85-005-x/2023001/article/00002-
eng.pdf?st=8NDapMeu  
3 Aguiar, W. & Halseth, R. (2015). Aboriginal peoples and Historic Trauma: The presence of 
intergenerational transmission. Prince George, BC: National Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health. 
Retrieved From: 
https://www.nccih.ca/495/Aboriginal_Peoples_and_Historic_Trauma__The_process_of_intergenerational
_transmission.nccih?id=142  

https://www.ontario.ca/document/spirit-reconciliation-ministry-indigenous-relations-and-reconciliation-first-10-years/indigenous-peoples-ontario
https://www.ontario.ca/document/spirit-reconciliation-ministry-indigenous-relations-and-reconciliation-first-10-years/indigenous-peoples-ontario
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/85-005-x/2023001/article/00002-eng.pdf?st=8NDapMeu
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/85-005-x/2023001/article/00002-eng.pdf?st=8NDapMeu
https://www.nccih.ca/495/Aboriginal_Peoples_and_Historic_Trauma__The_process_of_intergenerational_transmission.nccih?id=142
https://www.nccih.ca/495/Aboriginal_Peoples_and_Historic_Trauma__The_process_of_intergenerational_transmission.nccih?id=142
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spent in foster care4, involvement with the juvenile justice system5, and bearing the weight of 
intergenerational traumas. The overall number of youths reported missing has been increasing 
since the onset of COVID-19,6 signaling the effect of compounding vulnerabilities on a youth’s 
likelihood of victimization.   
 
It is known that sexual exploitation and human trafficking are under-reported due to a variety of 
factors including fear and distrust of police, feelings of shame, and the threat of retaliation from 
their trafficker(s). This fear and distrust stemming from the role of police in carrying out the 
brutalities of (ongoing) colonization exists in tandem with the chronic underfunding7 and lack of 
resources8 available to the First Nations and Inuit Policing Program. A 2024 report from the 
Auditor General of Canada concluded that Public Safety Canada has failed to work in 
partnership with Indigenous communities to provide equitable and tailored policing services to 
First Nations communities.9 
 
The OFNYPC and the Women’s Initiatives Sector sought to ensure a space for youth to 
dialogue on human trafficking prevention while attending the Wellness Conference (see 
Appendix A for agenda).  
 

 
 

 
4 The 2021 Census reports that 19,650 Indigenous children and 23,885 non-Indigenous children were in 
care. 45 per cent of children in care in 2021 were Indigenous despite representing only 7.6 per cent of the 
population 19 and under. Statistics Canada, Indigenous Population Profile, 2021 Census. Retrieved 
From: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/ipp-
ppa/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&DGUID=2021A000011124&SearchText=Canada&HP=101&HH=0&GEND
ER=1&AGE=1&RESIDENCE=1  
5 Statistics Canada, Adult and Youth correctional statistics, 2020/2021. Retrieved From: 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220420/dq220420c-eng.pdf  
6 Statistic provided by TPS during the engagement session 
7 Reports of the Auditor General of Canada, First Nations and Inuit Policing Program (2024). Subsections 
3.23, 3.25, 3.26, 3.31, 3.32. Retrieved From: https://www.oag-
bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_oag_2024_03_03_e.pdf  
8 Ibid., Subsections: 3.41, 3.53, 3.54, 3.55 
9 Ibid., Subsections: 3.71, 3.72 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/ipp-ppa/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&DGUID=2021A000011124&SearchText=Canada&HP=101&HH=0&GENDER=1&AGE=1&RESIDENCE=1
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/ipp-ppa/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&DGUID=2021A000011124&SearchText=Canada&HP=101&HH=0&GENDER=1&AGE=1&RESIDENCE=1
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/ipp-ppa/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&DGUID=2021A000011124&SearchText=Canada&HP=101&HH=0&GENDER=1&AGE=1&RESIDENCE=1
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220420/dq220420c-eng.pdf
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_oag_2024_03_03_e.pdf
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/docs/parl_oag_2024_03_03_e.pdf
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Toronto Police Services CARE Unit 
“CARE” (Children at Risk of Exploitation) Units are a pilot project initiated as part of Ontario’s 
five year Anti-Human Trafficking Strategy, spanning 2020–2025. CARE Units reside within a 
regional police service and are composed of constables paired with child protection workers in a 
1:1 relationship. These teams are integrated within the respective Human Trafficking 
investigations teams.  
 
CARE Units receive referrals from Children’s Aid Societies, school boards, and Missing Persons 
units in their region regarding children aged 12-17 who have been identified as being at high 
risk of sexual exploitation and trafficking. In a typical case, a constable and a child protection 
worker will meet with identified youth in their homes or at school, or in public spaces. They meet 
one on one over several sessions, possibly over a span of years, in a process of engagement 
towards building trust. These engagements enable the officer to provide tailored support to the 
youth while gathering intelligence on the offender(s). While the CARE team does not carry 
forward cases of exploitation and trafficking to court, the intelligence gleaned through 
engagements with youth often assists the prosecution if it exists. Many of CARE’s survivors of 
sexual exploitation and trafficking never bring their case before the courts. Ongoing support and 
engagement are not predicated on the offender’s status of criminality. 
 
Knowing that adequate support is necessarily multidimensional, the CARE Units work together 
with various wrap-around services and non-governmental organizations whose mandates align 
with serving youth survivors of sexual exploitation and trafficking. One such example is SickKids 
Lotus Health, a specialty care program delivering trauma-informed medical, mental health, and 
peer support services to youth survivors.  
 

 
 
Trafficking versus Sex Work 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontarios-anti-human-trafficking-strategy-2020-2025
https://www.sickkids.ca/en/care-services/clinical-departments/lotus-health/
https://www.sickkids.ca/en/care-services/clinical-departments/lotus-health/
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During the session, presenters highlighted consent as a key distinction between human 
trafficking and sex work. Issues around consent often come up, but no one can consent to being 
trafficked. To engage in sex work you must be 18 years old, whereas there is no age of consent 
for being trafficked. 
 
Red Flags 
“Grooming” is a process whereby a trafficker works to build trust and dependence with an 
individual they intend to exploit. 96 per cent of grooming happens online. Social media platforms 
like Snapchat and Instagram offer “disappearing” message features, allowing traffickers to 
remain anonymous and untraceable.” Online gaming platforms have steadily popularized as a 
place to chat and virtually “hang out” with people in similar video-gaming communities. 
Traffickers tend to lurk in the chat areas associated with online gaming platforms like Roblox10 
and Discord, masquerading as fellow gamers.  
 
When a person is being trafficked, there will often be signs. Particularly in youth, the warning 
signs of exploitation and trafficking include suddenly flaunting material wealth beyond their 
means, not having a cellphone or having multiple cellphones, looking to someone else to 
answer questions in social settings (i.e., deferring), lying about their age or not possessing 
identification, having new tattoos, and using slang from the sex industry. Behavior changes such 
as violent outbursts, isolation, or acting noticeably different from usual can also present as red 
flags especially when these changes coincide with other warning signs.  
 
Prevention, Intervention 
The heightened vulnerability of Indigenous Youth in sexual exploitation and trafficking situations 
is in dire need of remedy. Given that many of the vulnerabilities inducing higher rates of 
victimization of Indigenous Youth are byproducts of historical and ongoing systemic social, 
economic, and health inequities, determining a starting point can be challenging. Genuine 
prevention of trafficking would be to alter the system to not produce, allow, or reward traffickers. 
With this lens, every other action can be seen as intervention, which is the language adopted in 
this section of the report.  
 
Awareness is a form of intervention. Mobilizing knowledge of the tactics used by traffickers in 
luring and grooming youth equips them and their caregivers with the ability to recognize red 
flags and react in a manner that maintains their safety. Knowledge can empower, but it can also 
be used as a tool for fear mongering. Empowerment requires this information be shared in a 
safe, supportive, and open environment free of shame.  
 
Intervention can happen at the personal, organizational, and governmental levels. Youth can 
intervene on their own behalf if they learn how to recognize the “bait” of a trafficker. Caregivers, 
teachers, and trusted adults can intervene by having frequent, honest, and shame-free 
conversations with youth they care for. CARE Units can intervene in high-risk situations where 

 
10 Nearly 60 per cent of Roblox users are 16 and under. Statista, Distribution of Roblox audiences 
worldwide as of December 2023, by age group. Retrieved From: 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1190869/roblox-games-users-global-distribution-age/  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1190869/roblox-games-users-global-distribution-age/
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youth may have been subjected to sexual exploitation and provide support and resources for 
empowerment and healing. Governments can intervene at the systems level by enacting 
legislation that deters traffickers and protects survivors. 
 
First Nations Youth Engagement 
First Nations Youth shared insights related to sexual exploitation, trafficking, and safety from 
their lived experiences and communities. Many Youths raised the need to have CARE Units in 
all First Nations communities, but acknowledged the reality that many First Nations Police 
Services are chronically under-resourced and under-funded, and that having this kind of 
dedicated unit would require substantial change. One First Nation Youth shared that at times, 
the United Chiefs and Councils of Manitoulin (UCCM) Anishnaabe Police Service has only two 
officers on duty to service its six First Nation communities.  
 
Another Youth shared their experience with attending an international anti-human trafficking 
conference the previous year. They raised concerns that by the end of the conference, they felt 
they had learned more about how to traffic, than about meaningful prevention strategies. This 
conference had only one Indigenous speaker, a Métis individual who seemed disconnected 
from their Indigenous ancestry. 
 
The topic of amplifying police services’ anti-human trafficking and support programs was raised, 
especially as it is noted that the existing CARE Units reside in largely urban and metropolitan 
areas (Toronto, Durham region). It was suggested that police services should further develop 
relationships, support, and amplify the work of community-based anti-human trafficking 
organizations and services and to collaborate as well. 
 
Educational and awareness-raising content (posters, images, videos) should be sensitive to not 
reinforcing stereotypes; much of the related content disproportionately features people of color 
as the perpetrators and victims of trafficking. 
 

 
One of the most tangible action items moving forward is the need to address the reality of 
possibly encountering trafficking situations at conferences and assemblies. Youth at 
conferences might want to meet new people but they are in an environment they may not be 
used to (e.g., more urban, more metropolitan, especially when hosted in Toronto). Youth should 
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be reminded to be mindful of who they are meeting, share their whereabouts with trusted 
friends, use live location sharing, and set a time for a check-in over text or phone call.  
 
Next Steps 
The forum provided an excellent opportunity for First Nations Youth to share insights and 
receive information related to human trafficking and the CARE Units as an effective intervention 
model. The concerns they highlighted will be shared with Ontario First Nations leadership in 
upcoming meetings and will help to shape further education and awareness approaches 
including posting informational resources online and establishing an annual social media 
campaign.  
 
Resources 
Angels of Hope Against Human Trafficking – https://www.aohagainsttrafficking.ca/  
AOH offers counseling, case management, court support, information resources, survivor-led 
support groups, workshops and youth compassion groups, presentations, and guidance, 
education, counseling, and support to survivors’ loved ones.  
 
Canadian Centre for Child Protection – https://www.protectchildren.ca/en/survivor-support/  
Resources for survivors of exploitation. 
 
Cybertip – https://www.cybertip.ca/en/  
Canada’s national tip line for reporting the online sexual exploitation of children. Cybertip offers 
online safety resources for parents, kids, and youth.  
 
Digitally Informed Youth (DIY) – https://www.diydigitalsafety.ca/publications 
DIY: Digital Safety has created a variety of resources, including infographics, fact sheets, and 
reports, to educate young people about online harms and help keep them safe. 
 
Protect Kids Online – https://protectkidsonline.ca/app/en/info_online_luring  
Protect Kids Online offers resources to stay up to date with new technologies and how to best 
protect children from online harms. This resource features information on online luring. 
 
Provincial Human Trafficking Intelligence-led Joint Forces Strategy (IJFS) – 
https://www.t3ps.ca/ijfs-assists-61-victims-of-human-trafficking-239-charges-laid/  
The IJFS has increased the capacity for policing by assisting in identifying, investigating and 
disrupting multi-jurisdictional human trafficking organizations operating within Ontario. 
 
Sovereign Bodies Institute – https://www.sovereign-bodies.org/  
Sovereign Bodies Institute (SBI) builds on Indigenous traditions of data gathering and 
knowledge transfer to create, disseminate, and put into action research on gender and sexual 
violence against Indigenous people. SBI partners with tribal nations, Indigenous organizations 
and scholars, and key community institutions to take on research projects that build capacity to 
provide enhanced services to survivors. These partnerships allow SBI to work directly with a 

https://www.aohagainsttrafficking.ca/
https://www.protectchildren.ca/en/survivor-support/
https://www.cybertip.ca/en/
https://www.diydigitalsafety.ca/publications
https://protectkidsonline.ca/app/en/info_online_luring
https://www.t3ps.ca/ijfs-assists-61-victims-of-human-trafficking-239-charges-laid/
https://www.sovereign-bodies.org/
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diverse array of communities to generate knowledge and design innovative interventions 
grounded in local contexts. SBI also maintains an MMIP database. 
 
The Canadian Centre to End Trafficking, Infographic on Trends in Canada – 
https://www.canadiancentretoendhumantrafficking.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Human-
Trafficking-Trends-in-Canada-2019-2022_Data-ENG-FINAL.pdf  
 
Trafficked Voices documentary (requires login to free account on CBC Gem) – 
https://www.cbc.ca/cards/gemcard/trafficked-voices/smallcard  
Trafficked Voices is a documentary by Melki Films produced in association with CBC’s The 
Passionate Eye. The documentary tells the stories of Canadian-born survivors of trafficking, 
including one Indigenous woman who was trafficked on ships in the Great Lakes. 
 
Truckers Against Trafficking – https://tatnonprofit.org/  
Truckers Against Trafficking recognized that trucking, along with other members of the 
transportation industry, were perfectly positioned in the course of their everyday jobs to provide 
an extra set of eyes and ears to law enforcement in helping to identify both victims and 
perpetrators of human trafficking. TAT educates, equips, empowers, and mobilizes key 
industries and agencies to combat human trafficking. 
 
“Zoe and Molly” kids comic on online gaming safety (grade 4 audience) –  
https://zoeandmolly.ca/pdfs/ZM_ZoeAndMollyComic_Grade4_WhenOnlineGamesGetWeird_en.
pdf  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.sovereign-bodies.org/mmiw-database
https://www.canadiancentretoendhumantrafficking.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Human-Trafficking-Trends-in-Canada-2019-2022_Data-ENG-FINAL.pdf
https://www.canadiancentretoendhumantrafficking.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Human-Trafficking-Trends-in-Canada-2019-2022_Data-ENG-FINAL.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/cards/gemcard/trafficked-voices/smallcard
https://tatnonprofit.org/
https://zoeandmolly.ca/pdfs/ZM_ZoeAndMollyComic_Grade4_WhenOnlineGamesGetWeird_en.pdf
https://zoeandmolly.ca/pdfs/ZM_ZoeAndMollyComic_Grade4_WhenOnlineGamesGetWeird_en.pdf
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APPENDIX 
Ontario First Nations Young People’s Council Human Trafficking Forum 

First Nations Community Wellness Conference Agenda | March 19, 2024 
 
 
Opening Comments and Prayer  Hanna Sewell, Moderator  

 
Welcoming Comments  OFNYPC Youth Representative, Ramon Kataquapit  

OFNYPC Facilitator, Lance Copegog, Chiefs of Ontario (COO)  
Director of Women’s Initiatives, Nancy Johnson, Chiefs of Ontario (COO)  
 

Presentation on Human 
Trafficking Awareness  

Det. Richard Shaw, Toronto Police Service  
 

Q&A  ALL  
 

Closing Comments  OFNYPC Facilitator, Lance Copegog, Chiefs of Ontario  
OFNYPC Youth Representative, Ramon Kataquapit  
Hanna Sewell, Moderator  
 

 


