
In Ellie’s own words…

There were so many times as a young girl I would walk into a 
pharmacy, or the doctors, and could very easily get contraception without 
being questioned as to why, at the age of 12 and throughout my teens, I 
would even be in the position to need it. It was the same for so many of 
the other girls too. You could get it for someone else and they wouldn’t 
have a clue or they just didn’t care.

There’s a reason that ‘consent’ has an age limit. You wouldn’t put many 
life choice responsibilities into the hands of a kid and expect them to be 
able to fully grasp the concept of the decisions they are making.

So why is it so different when it comes to sex? How can a kid of 12 
fully understand everything about it, what is right, wrong, safe or legal? 
No child is able to consent to something they can’t fully understand.

I still can’t understand my own experiences and I’m now 23, so how 
a young teenage child can be seen as able to consent by authorities is 
unbearable to accept.

If just once through those seven years one person was to question the 
behaviours they were seeing, or the warning signs right in front of them, 
then I would’ve had so much more of a chance of being allowed to be a 
child that wasn’t exploited. But instead you get overlooked, ignored and 
become hidden by the authorities that are meant to look beneath the 
surface and protect.

Ellie’s story
A first-hand account of  
child sexual exploitation

“

Ellie was groomed from the age of 
12 and was subsequently a victim of 
human trafficking and child sexual 
exploitation for seven years. She 
describes being trafficked as a ‘life 
sentence’. Now a young woman of 23, 
she experiences regular flashbacks to 
the trauma she suffered and lives with 
ongoing medical complications.



Police, teachers, social workers etc just thought, ‘She’s just another 
one of those naughty, rebellious kids. Out and about all hours drinking, 
getting into trouble and putting herself around. She’s too much to deal 
with.’

But they should’ve been asking: ‘Why? What is happening to make 
her be this way? There has to be more to this.’ You’d be surprised at how 
many kids underneath all that hardness actually just want someone to 
look long enough to see something isn’t right, and they need protecting 
from something.

That first time I went to get the morning-after pill and a pack of 
condoms I was 12. If someone had stopped me and said, because of your 
age we need to bring your parent, carer or social worker in for you to have 
this, the next seven years I probably wouldn’t have been an exploited child. 
But it’s too easy to get hold of contraception without any questions or 
care, and then you slip under the radar and it’s too late.

‘Ellie’ is a pseudonym. She lives in constant fear of her former  
abusers finding her and for that reason is unable to contact her  
family or friends. If she could speak out in public, she would.

When youth worker Sarah Carter talked Ellie through the 
recommendations of the Family Education Trust report  
Unprotected, Ellie welcomed its publication. She particularly 
appreciated the recommendations in relation to applying the  
age of consent in professional practice.

Unprotected: How the normalisation  
of underage sex is exposing children and  

young people to the risk of sexual exploitation

by Norman Wells

152pp pbk, ISBN 978-0-906229-24-8
Price: £7.50 + £1.50 p&p.

Available from Family Education Trust

unprotected

unprotected

How the normalisation of underage sex 
is exposing children and young people 

to the risk of sexual exploitation

NORMAN WELLS

NORM
AN W

ELLS
FA

M
ILY E

D
U

C
AT

IO
N

 T
R

U
ST

‘The appalling revelations of systematic child abuse and exploitation in 
English towns and cities over the past few years have led to a considerable 
amount of soul-searching about the root causes of the crisis. In this 
report, Norman Wells draws attention to a neglected but critical aspect 
of the debate. He has drawn together the findings of a series of serious 
case reviews and an independent inquiry looking at the reasons why the 
abuse of so many young people was not picked up by professionals.

‘The report is utterly damning. A clear picture emerges of a culture in which 
underage sexual activity has come to be viewed as a normal part of growing up and 
seen as relatively harmless as long as it is consensual. Combined with official policies 
to encourage the confidential provision of contraception to minors, it becomes clear 
that current approaches aimed at improving teenage sexual health have frequently 
facilitated and perpetuated the sexual abuse of vulnerable young people…

‘Policymakers and professionals working in sexual health no longer have any excuse 
to ignore the evidence… It is of the utmost importance that the government takes 
the findings of this report seriously and undertakes an urgent review of its approach 
to confidential sexual health services.’

From the Foreword by Professor David Paton, Nottingham University Business School
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