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Isha L’Isha – Haifa Feminist Center is a feminist collective founded in 1983. We are a community of 

women who act together to promote understanding and partnership between women in Israel, 

regardless of religion, nationality, ethnicity, sexual preference, and socio-economic status. Isha 

L’Isha’s mission is to advance the status and rights of women and girls, and to promote peace, 

security, and socio-economic justice from a feminist perspective through education, research, 

dissemination of knowledge, and public events. 

Since 1997, Isha L’Isha has been part of a coalition of organizations working against trafficking in 

women in Israel, and since 2002, we have operated the Fighting against Trafficking in Women 

Project. The project works on several levels: direct assistance to women, public awareness raising 

activities, building coalitions, and advocating policy change. Throughout the years, we assisted more 

than 1,600 women who had been trafficked and exploited for purposes of the sex industry. The 

strong connections we established with these women led us to question the place of trafficked 

women in the public consciousness and the social responsibility over this phenomenon. In the last 

number of years, the project has expanded to include fighting prostitution, as it is reflected in the 

exploitation of local women. The basis of our work does not focus only on providing assistance to 

the women in a time of need, but is also concerned with the women’s future, assisting them to leave 

the cycle of prostitution, and ensuring their rights and safety in the process. 

 

Abstract 

From the early 1990s up to the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Israel had been 

one of the main destination countries for trafficking in women from the FSU (Former Soviet Union). 

In 2007, a drastic drop was registered in the phenomenon, and in 2012, Israel received the highest 

rating in the US Department of State Trafficking In Persons report (TIP), which monitors trafficking in 

countries around the world. The aim of this report is to present a review of the public struggle 

against trafficking in women during the first decade of the 21st century, and to delineate its 

successes and implications. In light of the claims about decline in the phenomenon and in light of the 

accumulated field experience, this report also aims is to establish a new conceptual framework for 

examining the current situation in order to continue uncovering the social blind spots in regards to 
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violence and exploitation of women as “sexual commodities.” We can say that the specific struggle 

against trafficking in women during the first decade of the 21st century achieved certain success due 

to cooperation between human rights organizations and the state. The State of Israel reached the 

highest rating in the US Department of State TIP report, and the claim that there is no trafficking in 

women in Israel is repeated by official bodies and receives legitimacy in light of the situation. Today, 

it seems that the horrifying phenomena of trafficking in women, which we witnessed in the past, are 

non-existent. However, we cannot turn a blind eye and ignore the new modes of trafficking and their 

close connection to local prostitution. Thus, the new modes of trafficking are reviewed here, such as 

expansion of the local prostitution industry, bringing women into Israel on tourism visas or through 

marriage, and the exploitation of foreign women and refugees. It seems that as a result of the 

decrease in trafficking as it was known, the local prostitution scene expanded, and Israeli women 

entered it, including immigrants from the FSU, Arab women, transgender women, minors, men, and 

others. In addition, two phenomena requiring attention are women who enter Israel on a tourist visa 

for short periods of time, and women who are imported into Israel as brides and may often fall 

victims to sexual exploitation and violence. Another phenomenon is women who have stayed in 

Israel many years after initially being trafficked, and women asylum seekers who were raped and 

abused in the torture camps in Sinai, some of whom are forced to pay their ransom money and 

survive through prostitution. In all these cases, the women are invisible and not recognized as 

women without citizenship status; therefore, they are vulnerable and exposed to threats on their 

lives as well as to sexual exploitation in the sense of trafficking. Thus, we should continue working to 

reduce prostitution, being aware of the situation of women in prostitution, attentive to their needs, 

and respecting their wishes regarding their lives. Cooperation between civil society organizations 

and governmental bodies, such as the Ministry of Justice, police and the state attorney’s office 

should continue in order to fight prostitution, while at the same time providing optimal assistance to 

women, and understanding the complexity of the scene and its various factors. Additional bodies 

should join the struggle, such as the Ministry of Tourism, the Ministry of Interior, Airports Authority, 

and others. Other hidden factors should be pointed at, such as the pimps and their economic 

motives from trafficking and prostitution, as well as sex consumers, who do not receive any 

attention as those who are the driving force of the industry by exploiting the situation of women. 

Additional new scenes where trafficking for prostitution services occurs and is legitimized should be 

paid attention to, such as the virtual scene and the various spaces where prostitution occurs de facto 

(brothels, strip clubs, discrete apartments, massage places, and the street). 

 

Introduction 

From the early 1990s up to the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, Israel had been 

one of the main destination countries for trafficking in women from the FSU. During that time, 

various means for sustaining the sex industry developed in Israel’s major cities, such as discrete 

apartments, brothels, massage places, and escorting services, where women who arrived from East 

Europe countries with the aim of making more money than in their countries of origin were enslaved 

and exploited. Some of the women arrived in Israel as trafficking victims, while others immigrated to 

Israel and ended up in prostitution after their arrival (Safran and Chaikin, 2013). Many of the women 

brought by traffickers and pimps were caught in a cycle of vicious violence, as Ilana Hammerman 

(2004) described their experiences, including during their journey return to their countries of origin. 

Trafficking in women to Israel was part of the renewed thriving of trafficking in white women in the 
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Western world, and is directly related to the structuring of masculinity and men’s need, in the 

industrialized and rich world, to control poor women from countries without resources (Bertone, 

2000; Hughes, 2000). The world sex industry also developed as a product of the globalization 

processes, which created a global and unified cultural and commercial market, leading in turn to the 

creation of accessible sex markets with great demand for foreign women (Altman, 2001). 

Contributing factors to this phenomenon included, among others, the dissolution of the USSR, the 

economic and social turmoil accompanying it, and the immigration of over one million people to 

Israel, making the entrance easier for both traffickers and victims. But what most contributed to the 

development of this phenomenon is the existing legitimization within Israeli society to buy sex 

services, as well as the indifference and ignorance of society regarding its very existence 

(Vandenberg, 1997; Levenkron and Dahan, 2003; Chaikin and Safran, 2011). 

Since 2001, Isha L'Isha's project Fighting against Trafficking and Prostitution in women has focused 

on working with trafficked women and on abolishing the trafficking phenomenon. Throughout the 

years, the project assisted approximately 1,600 women who had been trafficked into Israel, most of 

whom were young women aged 19-33, approximately half of them single mothers, separated, or 

divorced. Most of these women had not known that they were destined to live under humiliating 

exploitative conditions in the sex market, and had not imagined what fate awaited them. Most of 

the women who turned to assistance in the framework of Isha L’Isha’s project since 2001 were from 

Eastern Europe: Ukraine, Russia, Belarus, Moldova, and others (Safran and Chaikin, 2013). In 

addition, women from Asian countries from the Soviet Bloc had also been trafficked to Israel for 

prostitution purposes, most of them from Uzbekistan, and some from Kazakhstan. Women from 

other countries who had fallen into the trafficking trap, but in smaller numbers, are women from the 

Baltic states or countries that were not members of the USSR. Women trafficked for purposes of 

prostitution from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), were transferred to Israel through 

two main channels: through one or more “transit countries,” such as Egypt, by which most of the 

women entered Israel, or through the less common way, a direct flight from their countries to Israel 

(Levenkron and Dahan, 2003). A third, even less common way, was through the sea on private 

yachts, where the women were kept and smuggled while confined in the anchor compartment 

(Safran and Chaikin, 2013). 

According to police estimates, between 1,000 and 3,000 foreign women had been trafficked into 

Israel for purposes of prostitution and worked in 300-400 “brothels” in 2002 (Rabinovitz, 2013A). 

Beginning from 2007, trafficking in women dropped sharply in light of the struggle led during 2001-

2006 by women’s and human rights organizations, in cooperation with MK Zehava Gal-On, which 

ultimately led to cooperation with the police, the state attorney’s office, Ministry of Justice, and the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Services (Safran and Chaikin, 2013). 

Since then, the claim that “there is no trafficking in Israel” is repeatedly heard, as trafficking as it was 

known in the beginning of the first decade of the 21st century has dropped, and it often seems that it 

has even completely disappeared. As proof, according to the 2016 TIP report of the US Department 

of State, Israel fully meets the minimum standards for eradicating trafficking in persons, and the 

State of Israel continues to make efforts to identify and offer protection services to victims of all 

types of trafficking (Department of State TIP Report, 2016). 

Nonetheless, it seems that the decline in trafficking phenomena as they were known, brought with it 

new and sophisticated patterns of exploiting women for purposes of prostitution. Thus, the public 
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struggle against trafficking in women should be reviewed, pointing at its successes and implications, 

as well as establish a new conceptual framework for examining the current situation in order to 

continue uncovering the social blind spots in regards to violence and exploitation of women as 

“sexual commodities.” 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The specific struggle against trafficking in women during the first decade of the 21st century achieved 

certain success due to cooperation between human rights organizations and the state. The State of 

Israel reached the highest rating in the US Department of State TIP report, and the claim that there is 

no trafficking in women in Israel is repeated by official bodies and receives legitimacy in light of the 

situation. Today, it seems that the horrifying phenomena of trafficking in women, which we witnessed 

in the past, are non-existent. However, we cannot turn a blind eye and ignore the new modes of 

trafficking and their close connection to local prostitution. Cooperation between civil society 

organizations and governmental bodies, such as the Ministry of Justice, police and the state attorney’s 

office should continue in order to fight prostitution, while at the same time providing optimal 

assistance to women, and focusing on the following: 

1. Continue leading a model of cooperation between governmental and non-governmental 

organizations in all aspects related to social issues, and specifically to issues of women, while 

learning from the success of the struggle. In addition, it should be noted that the motivation 

of official bodies was a political, state motivation, rather than motivation born out of real 

concern for the women. It was not driven by a global feminist thought on the exploitation of 

women by patriarchy, and focused mainly on legislative and legal aspects and less on 

changes in consciousness regarding women victims of trafficking. 

2. The local prostitution scene has expanded, and Israeli women entered it, including 

immigrants from the FSU, Arab women, transgender women, minors, men, and others. The 

prostitution field is a complex one, composed of various voices of women and others. It 

should be looked at properly and the complexities should not be ignored. We should be 

careful not to adopt paternalistic and judgmental attitudes that may be harmful to the 

women. Alongside this, we should shed light on the places where prostitution harms the 

women in it, does not enable free choice in the liberal sense for women, and distorts the 

way all women are perceived in society. The solution lies in deep social change, as deep as a 

revolution in gender and class power relations as a result of the struggle against broad social 

phenomena such as violence against women, oppressing their sexuality, and the struggle 

against poverty. However, given the current reality, we should aim to a revolution, but at the 

same time work for women in real time, listening to them and cooperating with them, and 

respecting their wishes regarding their lives. 

3. We should be aware of the fact that women continue to arrive in Israel, albeit in official and 

legal ways, and continue being exploited in prostitution. Two phenomena that require 

attention are women who enter Israel on a tourist visa for short periods of time, and women 

who are imported into Israel as brides and may often fall victims to sexual exploitation and 

violence. Another phenomenon is women who have stayed in Israel many years after 

initially being trafficked, and women asylum seekers who were raped and abused in the 

torture camps in Sinai, some of whom are forced to pay their ransom money and survive 
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through prostitution. In all these cases, the women are invisible and not recognized as 

women without citizenship status; therefore, they are vulnerable and exposed to threats on 

their lives as well as to sexual exploitation in the sense of trafficking. 

4. Visibility of the women should be increased, and efforts should be made to reach the 

women and provide them with assistance, each according to her life circumstances and the 

context in which she came to Israel. They should be treated as victims of exploitation and 

trafficking and offered assistance out of responsibility, before they are deported back to 

their countries of origin. 

5. Regarding women who arrive in Israel for purposes of prostitution from countries that no 

longer require an entrance visa to Israel and which are known as countries of origin for 

trafficking, meetings should be held with the women which do not only entail identification 

and stay of exit order or deportation, but also meetings for purposes of assistance and 

meeting the needs of women based on their situation. 

6. Efforts should be made to involve and recruit the tourism industry for the struggle against 

trafficking, including identification of the phenomenon, prevention, reporting, etc. 

7. Light should be shed on strip clubs and brothels, and when a woman with a tourist visa is 

identified in these places, the possibility of trafficking should be thoroughly checked.  

8. There is great importance in addressing the phenomenon of “importing brides” (mail-order 

brides) as one with big potential of trafficking in women (and children) and prevent the 

threats lurking for women. Thus, for example, the Ministry of Interior must respond to the 

rights of these women in a way that will enable them to stay in the country without being 

dependent on their partners. These women should be entitled to rights and they should 

receive explanation, in their own language, regarding their rights from the first day they 

arrive. They should be offered the option of reporting if their husband is abusive or does 

something against the law, and equip them with addresses and phone numbers of 

institutions and organizations that deal with such issues, so that they do not feel alone. They 

should receive information and assisted in their own language, according to the need. 

9. The police and other enforcement bodies, especially investigators of domestic violence, 

should be informed regarding the possibility that women who are not citizens which marry 

citizens may be victims of trafficking in addition to being ‘battered women.’ If a process for 

cancelling an application for a visa is initiated, the women should be contacted in order to 

ensure that they are able to support themselves and provide for their children. 

10.  The role of traffickers who have become pimps but who continue to be invisible when the 

women do not report on them should be exposed. These pimps act in sophisticated ways, 

using official mechanisms and taking advantage of them for the purposes of creating a 

situation where the women are dependent on them and live under threat, concealed behind 

a curtain of false sense of free choice. These pimps use economic violence to threaten the 

women’s lives in terms of their debts, which are a result of their life circumstances in their 

countries of origin or during their journey here. In case the women have children in Israel or 

in their countries of origin, the pimps use them to emotionally blackmail the women, using 

the women’s fear that their children may be harmed or taken away from them due to false 

reporting to welfare authorities. 

11. There is need for concentrated efforts to monitor the trafficking and prostitution scenes, as 

well as preventive efforts in the virtual space. The development of the Internet has changed 

the trafficking and prostitution scene, which is managed largely through the Internet, 
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making contact with women and bringing them to Israel in legal ways easy, as well as  

legitimization of using women as commodities or as service providers for “customers.”  

12. There is need to shed light on other contexts in which women may fall victims for criminal 

scenes, and where prostitution and trafficking are being carried out. The transition to 

discrete apartments and hotel rooms (or rooms rent by the hour) has led to a situation 

whereby the pimps are not the direct responsible persons; instead, there is a “secretary” 

who is claimed to be the owner of the place and who is arrested as the person in charge. 

Thus, it becomes more difficult to identify the women who are in danger. 

13. It seems that despite the efforts of enforcement bodies and the desire to enforce the 

phenomenon, and since seemingly trafficking has been eradicated and Israel has been 

marked as a country with no trafficking in women, the definitions have changed (for 

example, married women who turn to the police are referred to the domestic violence 

units). Thus, these cases do not appear within the criminal statistics, and therefore are not 

appropriately addressed. That is, there is a status quo of non-involvement, except for 

extreme cases. In an era in which the phenomenon is not seen on the surface, efforts need 

to be invested in preventing and reducing the various phenomena of trafficking in women 

and prostitution. 

14. In a reality of blindness to women and in light of the difficulty in identifying them and 

providing them with assistance according to their needs, there still remains one hidden 

element, but which is the driving force behind the prostitution scene to create demand for 

different women and girls. This element is the “customer.” Parallel to the decline in 

trafficking in women, pimping and soliciting for prostitution has increased, as the demand 

for sex services has not changed. The main and central problem about which there is not 

enough public discussion is the men who consume sex services and the factors directly 

responsible for the exploitation of women in the sex industry. With the drop and prevention 

of trafficking in women, the problem of local prostitution has surfaced in its full severity, 

including immigrant women who are currently in Israel. Therefore, education efforts need to 

be invested in the existing and potential prostitution clients and in decreasing demand.  

15. Budgets should be allocated to assist women in prostitution, including those who wish to 

begin a process of rehabilitation from prostitution, or women who left the cycle of 

prostitution in the past, and are still facing difficulties of integrating into society. Such 

assistance should be provided to all women, without any judgment or prior conditions, 

making maximum effort to assist them according to their life circumstances, their needs, and 

their abilities. 

16. A last and significant point is the lack of clear data about the phenomenon. Often, it seems 

that the lack of data is part of a screening mechanism of the phenomenon and not 

addressing it appropriately. Thus, in Knesset committees and governmental offices, it is 

often claimed that there are no available data, and therefore the existence of a 

phenomenon is difficult to prove. Parallel to this, an attempt to collect data and research the 

phenomenon may create ethical and methodological problems that are not in line with what 

is in the women’s best interest. The collection of data thus needs to be carried out 

employing a sensitive and critical approach, and document the work of organizations as well 

as every possible encounter with the invisible women, in order to make them visible. 


