
 

 

 

 
Photo: Sinisha Karich/Shutterstock.com 

   

Wednesday, September 17, 2025, 4:00 PM ~15 minutes reading time  

The price of a human being 

Child trafficking is not a phenomenon of gruesome isolated 

cases, but a system of supply, demand, and deliberate 

turning a blind eye. Part 3 of 8 in the series "Stolen 

Childhood." 

 

Children are our future, it is often said. But what if this future is systematically destroyed — 

through exploitation, violence, war, flight, hunger or ignorance? The series "Stolen Childhood — 

The Dark Side of Our World" focuses on those realities of life that usually only appear as a 
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marginal note, if at all. It addresses topics that are not comfortable, not popular and often not 

media-effective enough to make headlines. In doing so, they touch on the foundations of every 

society: how its youngest, weakest members are treated. Worldwide, more than a billion children 

suffer the direct or indirect consequences of poverty, violence and structural injustice. Millions of 

children work, go hungry, flee or die — without their names ever being mentioned. The reasons 

for this are varied, but they can be reduced to a common denominator: a system that puts profit 

above humanity. 

By Alfred-Walter von Staufen  

Child trafficking — When humanity becomes a commodity 

In an age of cameras, facial recognition, and DNA traces, one would like to believe that the 

disappearance of children—even their sale—is a thing of the past. But the brutal reality tells a 

different story. Child trafficking not only exists, it thrives—in secret, in the gray area of 

globalization, between poverty and greed. Not in old pirate havens or forgotten colonies, but right 

among us: in major cities, hospitals, government agencies, and even in supposedly humanitarian 

aid organizations. 

What once began with dramatic newspaper headlines about abducted children from developing 

countries has long since expanded into a multi-billion dollar black market. Babies are "bred" in 

Nigeria, illegally adopted in Nepal, commodified in Bulgaria, and trafficked through loopholes in 

the system in Germany and the USA. Birth certificates can be forged, names changed, parental 

rights disappear—and with them, the children. 

Child trafficking is not just a problem from "there"; it is also a problem "here." It works because 

demand meets supply. Because there are unscrupulous networks that treat babies as objects. And 

because state structures fail again and again, whether through corruption, naivety, or simply 

disinterest. 

This essay isn't about gruesome isolated cases. It's about a system that is tacitly tolerated in many 

parts of the world, a system that exchanges childhood for money, humanity for power, and hope 

for horror. It's uncomfortable to deal with. But it's far worse to ignore it. 

Child trafficking — The silent industry of broken childhoods 

People talk about human rights, celebrate progress in global development cooperation, point to 

UN conventions and children's rights summits—and meanwhile, children are offered at bazaars 

like exotic fruit. They disappear from hospitals, kindergartens, and border regions, sometimes by 

force, sometimes with a promise of deception, sometimes without a fuss at all, never to reappear. 

Or, even worse, they reappear: as commodities, as property, as tools for the greed of others. 

Child trafficking is not a relic of dark centuries, but part of a well-organized shadow industry. An 

industry that functions because there is demand. An industry that thrives not only on 

unscrupulous kidnappers or corrupt border officials, but also on lawyers, brokers, freight 

forwarders, interpreters, civil servants, and even foster parents who are willing to overlook 

certain things. Children are a product. The market is global. And the numbers are horrific. 
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Every day, around 20 to 30 children worldwide are registered as "missing" in the context of 

human trafficking. That's more than 10,000 annually — the number of unreported cases: 

unknown. Many disappear without a trace. Others reappear in completely different countries, 

with a new name, a new identity, and no past. For many, childhood is over before it has even 

begun. 

A baby is easier to sell than a smartphone. It cries, but it doesn't ask. It may scream, but it doesn't 

object. It can't explain how it got where it suddenly is, in a strange family, in a strange country, in 

a strange life. Children are the perfect raw material for all those who make money off emotions: 

couples willing to adopt who don't ask questions; rich men seeking "exoticism"; criminals in need 

of organs. And organizations that claim to help but do nothing more than manage the misery. 

So-called baby factories are flourishing in Nigeria. Young women, often minors and victims of 

sexual violence, are deliberately impregnated and forced to give up their children after birth. The 

environment is barren, medical care is catastrophic, and psychological support is nonexistent. 

The child is separated from its mother, sold for a few thousand dollars, registered under a false 

name, and all this is done with the blessing of corrupt authorities. In many cases, "donations" are 

even made to local police stations to prevent searches. 

In Bulgaria, Moldova, and Romania, on the other hand, child trafficking occurs with a shocking 

commonplaceness. Entire networks exist that specialize in "recruiting" pregnant women from 

socially disadvantaged backgrounds. It begins harmlessly: a conversation in the supermarket, a 

friendly offer. Then the pressure follows: financial hardship, feelings of guilt, moral blackmail. 

The child is portrayed as a "burden on the future." The mother is convinced that the child would 

be "better off" with other people. That life would be good there. That she only had to sign a 

contract. 

And if she hesitates? Then come the threats. If she signs? Then she gets a fraction of the selling 

price. Between 1,000 and 5,000 euros for a baby. The proceeds on the black market can be ten 

times that. 

In Nepal, Cambodia, and India, the situation is no better. Under the guise of adoption by foreign 

families, children are systematically removed from their communities. This usually happens with 

a legal stamp on a document that is forged, tampered with, or issued by a bribed official. 

Especially after natural disasters such as the 2015 Nepal earthquake or the 2004 tsunami, there 

was a dramatic increase in illegal adoptions. Children whose parents were presumed dead were 

suddenly found on flight lists to Canada, the USA, or Scandinavia, without any verification of 

whether they were actually orphans. 

And then there's the perfidious form of "self-inflicted loss": mothers living in abject poverty sell 

their children to dubious middlemen. They hope for adoption, a better future for their child. 

Often, they don't even know what really happens to the child. In fact, they usually end up in the 

hands of criminal networks. Or they disappear into the statistics, with a fake identity, a new date 

of birth, and a fabricated story. 

A particularly dark chapter concerns the organ trade. Children aren't just sold to lead "a better 

life"—they're sold to save others. In some countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, there are 



documented cases of children being kidnapped, drugged, and then their organs removed—often 

with fatal outcomes. The bodies are buried somewhere, burned, or simply left to their fate. The 

wealthy organ recipients, on the other hand, often sit in air-conditioned clinics; they are desperate 

and willing to pay five-figure sums for a kidney or a heart. 

The so-called service market is also flourishing: children sold as domestic helpers; children 

working in mines; children ending up in brothels—sometimes at the age of ten or eleven. They 

are broken, both mentally and physically. They live in constant fear, under drugs, under duress. 

And they know: no one is coming to save them. 

The role of Western countries is ambivalent. On the one hand, they are rhetorically committed to 

the fight against child trafficking. On the other hand, bureaucratic loopholes facilitate precisely 

this trafficking. In Germany, for example, there is no central database for missing or 

anonymously surrendered children. 

Baby hatches are justified as a "last resort," but often serve as the perfect starting point for 

identity theft and trafficking. A child surrendered anonymously can easily disappear—without a 

paper trail. 

The situation is equally precarious in the USA. Every year, hundreds of thousands of children 

disappear from state care, from homes, foster families, and transitional facilities. Many of them 

are considered "runaways." But there is clear evidence that some of them fall victim to organized 

networks. Particularly at risk are children with a migrant background, unaccompanied minors 

from Central America, and adolescents with mental health problems. 

Another problem area: fake non-governmental organizations (NGOs). In several cases, 

documented by the BBC and Correctiv, among others, it has been proven that organizations that 

officially collected donations were actually part of a matching network. They presented children 

as "needy," promised education and care, and then delivered them to customers willing to pay. 

The flow of donations disguised the flow of money. The children disappeared, but the 

organizations continued to exist, often with government recognition. 

The dark web is the new mecca for human traffickers. Catalogs of children are offered there, with 

photos, ages, skin color, and health status, as if they were furniture. Payments are made in 

cryptocurrencies, and deliveries are made via couriers in countries with weak oversight. 

Investigative authorities are overwhelmed, underfunded, or simply powerless against the 

anonymous structures of this digital parallel world. While there are international task forces, the 

perpetrators' advantage is usually greater than the police's reach. 

What all of this has in common is a lack of empathy. Child trafficking works because people 

convince themselves it's okay. Or because they don't want to know. Because they believe the 

child will "have it good." Because they don't question the origin of a child suddenly offered for 

adoption. Because they'd rather believe the system already works than admit that it collapsed 

long ago. 

The failure begins with the justice system: Hardly any perpetrators are convicted. In many 

countries, laws against child trafficking exist, but they aren't enforced. Trials drag on for years. 



Witnesses go into hiding. Officials are threatened or bribed. In some countries, even reporting a 

crime is a risk—for the victim, not the perpetrator. 

And finally, there's politics, often with the right words but the wrong attitude. When budgets for 

child protection are cut, when asylum laws are tightened but no protective mechanisms for 

minors are introduced, when NGOs are discredited without creating alternatives, a vacuum is 

created. And this vacuum is filled by those who have no scruples. 

There are solutions. There are tools for tracing origins, there are international agreements for 

reviewing adoption processes, there are DNA databases that could help find missing children. But 

all these tools are only as strong as the political will to use them. 

Child trafficking is not a mystery. It is organized. It is documented. It is known. And yet it 

remains invisible—because we have learned not to look. 

The world has become accustomed to the fact that children exist as victims. But we must not 

become accustomed to them becoming commodities. Every child sold is a failure not only of the 

system, but also of our collective morality. 

And the worst part: It's happening right now. At this very moment. Somewhere, a child is 

crying—not because they've hurt themselves, but because they know no one is coming. 

Child trafficking is the silent barbarism of modernity. A brutal business practice tailored to 

globalization, a pact of greed and contempt for humanity. It's a market that thrives, not despite, 

but because of modern technology, modern authorities, and modern indifference. 

While the world stares at screens and sends emoticons, children disappear like smoke into the 

crevices of our systems, registered as numbers, mourned as marginal notes, forgotten as 

individual fates. But behind every number stands a name, a heartbeat, a small human being 

whose life was erased—for money. 

The perfidious system works because it's efficient. Because there's demand. And because there 

are people willing to throw all moral principles overboard for a baby, for the need for an organ, 

for a sexual fantasy, for a sense of power. Child trafficking isn't a wild kidnapping in the dark. It's 

a logistical operation. Often involving papers, plane tickets, interpreters, lawyers, forged 

signatures, real passports, and a child who has no idea that their entire life has just been sold. 

In Mexico, for example, children regularly disappear from maternity clinics. The parents, often 

poor, often without rights, are fobbed off with a simple sentence: "The child was dead." No body. 

No document. No photo. Just a broken gaze and a silence that swallows everything. Years later, 

some of these children reappear under new identities in other countries. In neat neighborhoods. 

With new names, new birthdays. As the "rescued orphans" they never were. 

In Guatemala, too, an adoption system flourished for years that was, in reality, a massive child 

export. 



Between 1990 and 2007, over 30,000 children from Guatemala were adopted abroad, mostly in 

the USA. NGOs later discovered that a significant portion of these adoptions were based on lies, 

blackmail, or corruption. Mothers were tricked, authorities bribed, orphan status fabricated. It 

was an export commodity with invisible scars. 

In Thailand and Cambodia, survivors report systematically organized child prostitution, with 

fixed prices, hotels, and transportation services. European men with Western passports booked 

"vacations"—not to the beach, but to squalor. And while the police and tourism authorities turned 

a blind eye because the foreign currency flowed in, children became the service personnel of 

sexual fantasies. Some survived. Many disappeared. The perpetrators flew back. Without shame. 

Without punishment. Without memory. 

Even more cruel is the organ trade. There are documented cases in which children as young as 

five, six, or seven years old were kidnapped, anesthetized, and dismembered: kidneys, livers, 

corneas... Fresh, unused organs are especially in demand. For wealthy patients in need. For 

clinics that turn a blind eye. For doctors operating in countries with weak controls—literally and 

morally. The children are treated like spare parts. The body is a storehouse, childhood irrelevant. 

And no: These practices are not limited to distant countries. There are also complications, blind 

spots, and loopholes in Europe and North America. In Germany, baby hatches remain 

anonymous. No one knows who leaves a child there, what their name is, or where they come 

from. There is no genetic database, no obligation to trace them. A perfect opening for re-

registration, identity falsification, and transfer. What began as humanitarian aid thus becomes a 

backdoor for human trafficking. 

Until recently, private care facilities existed in the Netherlands that "placed" children from 

Eastern and Southeastern Europe. In exchange for donations, of course. But a closer investigation 

revealed: There was no psychological support, no proof of origin, no clear rules—but rather 

dubious contacts with placement agencies in Moldova and Albania. The children were shuffled 

around like parcels. Some were forced to learn a new language, others were simply forbidden to 

talk about their previous lives. 

A child who loses their story loses themselves. The trafficking of children is also a trafficking in 

memories, or rather, their erasure. In illegal adoption networks, it's common to rewrite children's 

birthdays. To make them appear younger. Or older. Depending on the target. Depending on the 

"buyer." A four-year-old becomes a three-year-old, a six-year-old a newborn "reincarnation." 

Their biography is erased. And with it, the truth. 

Child trafficking via the dark web is digitalized dehumanization at the touch of a button. Here, 

you'll find offers with code names like "Sunflower," "LittleStar," or "CherryBlossom." The 

names sound harmless, but they represent small people. Photos, videos, body measurements, 

health status, birthmarks—everything documented. For Bitcoin payments. For buyers from all 

over the world. With discreet delivery upon request. Some platforms even advertise a 

"satisfaction guarantee." It's the nightmare you don't want to imagine, and that's precisely why it 

exists. 

Interpol and Europol regularly publish reports that at least implicitly address the role of state 

authorities. Many of the globally active gangs can only operate so efficiently because someone 



somewhere is looking the other way. Or actively assisting. In Uganda, a mayor was arrested for 

child trafficking. In Romania, registrars were fired for issuing forged documents. In Peru, it is 

suspected that border guards were bribed to smuggle children across the border in trucks, hidden 

under potatoes, and sedated with tranquilizers. 

The justice system is often too slow, overwhelmed, or too politically dependent. Trials take years. 

Victims are repeatedly interrogated, retraumatized, and publicly humiliated. Perpetrators, on the 

other hand—often with money, often with contacts—escape prosecution. 

In some countries, a child is worth less than a car. And while stolen vehicles are registered 

internationally, stolen children remain ghosts. 

One of the biggest lies is the claim that international adoption is always done "in the best interest 

of the child." In theory, that may be true. In practice, however, adoption is a lucrative market. 

There are placement agencies, experts, lawyers, travel expenses, and administrative fees. The 

sums run into the tens of thousands. And where money flows, shadows emerge. 

There are cases in which a child has been placed multiple times—each with a new identity. There 

are cases in which mothers lost their children because they couldn't renew their birth certificates 

in time, and the authorities simply gave the child up for adoption. A Kafkaesque system of loss. 

Child trafficking not only destroys individual lives, it undermines trust in the world. If a child can 

be sold, what is safe? If a human life is a market price, what is worth fighting for? It is a silent 

despair that spreads—not as an outcry, but as silence. Anyone who speaks about child trafficking 

is often vilified as exaggerated, hysterical, or conspiracy-theorist. But none of this is theory. It's 

documented. It's real. It's now. 

What would help? A central, global DNA database for all anonymously relinquished children. A 

mandatory traceability system for every international adoption. Mandatory labeling for all NGOs 

working with children when disclosing financial flows. Mandatory reporting of suspicious online 

offers. Multilingual counseling centers for mothers in need. And: consistent prosecution. Not just 

of the kidnapper. Also of the buyer. Also of the intermediary. Even of the politicians who block 

laws. 

But all of this costs money, willpower, and courage. And while billions are spent on prestige 

projects, the protection of the most vulnerable often falls by the wayside. Because children don't 

shout into microphones. They don't vote. They don't demonstrate. They quietly disappear. 

Child trafficking is a reflection of a society that has learned that everything has a price—even the 

unaffordable. 

Moral 

Child trafficking isn't a marginal problem. It's a symptom. Of global inequality, of insatiable 

greed, of the failure of empathy in a world that admires wealth and ignores poverty. Every child 

sold is one crime too many and a silent cry against a society that has its back against the wall and 

yet prefers to look the other way. 



The mechanisms of child trafficking are shockingly professional, brutally efficient, and 

systemically entrenched. As long as children can be considered a commodity, as long as adoption 

papers are for sale, as long as authorities fail and international cooperation exists only on paper, 

stolen childhood will remain a reality. 

What is needed? Vigilance. Control. Consequences. But also: education, prevention, and genuine, 

transparent support structures. It's not enough to be affected. Action must be taken—politically, 

institutionally, socially. 

Because the worst thing you can do to an abused child is not the abuse itself, but the silence 

afterward. 

Dear readers, thank you for reading this article. 

Maybe it hurts. Maybe it seems too cruel to be true. But that's precisely why it's so important that 

we don't look away. 

Child trafficking doesn't happen in some distant land—it begins where compassion ends and 

indifference begins. 

Stay vigilant. Support only verified organizations. Ask questions where others remain silent. 

And remember: Humanity is measured not by words, but by actions. 

Stay human. 

And be a voice for those who have none! 

 


