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[bookmark: _Toc204901710]Introduction
Despite recent legal, policy, and institutional reforms aimed at strengthening the national response to child sexual abuse and exploitation, children in Moldova remain highly vulnerable, with the prevalence of such abuse remaining alarmingly high. National research shows that approximately one in seven girls (14.4%) and one in twenty boys (5.3%) have experienced sexual violence during childhood. Among those affected, more than 60% of girls and nearly 90% of boys were subjected to multiple incidents before the age of 18[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  https://ms.gov.md/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/OIM_MoldovaVACS2019_EN_interactive3-1.pdf ] 

The thematic report was developed by the Public Association “International Centre La Strada,” which draws on national studies and casework experience from frontline interventions. In the last 5 year, La Strada provided direct legal and psychological assistance to more than 400 children, victims of sexual abuse and exploitation.
The Public Association "International Centre La Strada" is a national non-governmental organization dedicated to strengthening the protection and safety of women and children against all forms of violence and abuse by facilitating sustainable systemic change. We are a member organization of ECPAT International, INHOPE and La Strada International, dedicated networks to ensure the protection of children from sexual abuse, exploitation, and trafficking, including technology-facilitated crimes.
[bookmark: _Toc204901711]D. Violence against children (art. 34, 39) 
[bookmark: _Toc204901712]D1. Sexual exploitation and sexual abuse 
[bookmark: _Toc204901713]1. Legal framework criminalizing sexual exploitation and abuse
a) Law No. 316 of 17.11.2022 introduced substantial amendments to Article 175 of the Criminal Code, which included the removal of the phrase “participation in and attendance at pornographic performances”—a category of criminal conduct covered by Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography (OPSC), and the Lanzarote Convention. These acts are no longer covered under the revised provisions, nor are they included under Article 132/2 of the Criminal Code – “Non-consensual sexual acts or actions of a sexual nature” – creating a legislative gap that weakens the legal protection framework for children.

b) Furthermore, current legislation does not criminalize the actions of individuals who access or benefit from online sexual services provided by minors. Only the act of engaging in prostitution involving a child (Article 208² CC) is criminalized, which is inconsistent with the Guidelines of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child on the implementation of the OPSC.

c) The phrase “a person known with certainty to be under the age of 18” in Article 208² of the Criminal Code runs counter to the principle of the best interests of the child. It is deeply concerning that individuals who benefit from sexual services can evade liability by claiming they were unaware of the child's age, as permitted by this legal provision. In reality, due to their age, children often lack the capacity to fully understand the consequences of their actions or decisions—unlike the adult "client" who acts deliberately and with full awareness. Therefore, the responsibility for verifying the minor’s age should rest with the perpetrator, who knowingly engages in unlawful conduct. Given the high risk of child sexual exploitation, perpetrators should be required to take all necessary steps to prevent any violation of the child victim’s rights.

· Adopt in second reading the Draft Law for the amendment of certain legislative acts on the prevention and combatting of sexual exploitation and abuse of children, with the aim of effectively transposing Directive 2011/93/EU into national legislation[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  https://old.parlament.md/ProcesulLegislativ/Proiectedeactenormative/tabid/61/LegislativId/7056/language/ro-RO/Default.aspx ] 

2. [bookmark: _Toc204901714]Investigation and criminal prosecution of sexual abuse and exploitation cases 
a) Despite legislative amendments mandating that children under the age of 18 be heard under special conditions, in practice, children are often subjected to extrajudicial procedures that require them to repeatedly recount their experiences. They may be asked to submit written complaints, written statements, or explanatory notes about the abuse they suffered — all of which contribute to their revictimization[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  https://lastrada.md/storage/pic/uploaded/New%20Folder/Abuzul_si_exploatarea_online_a_copiilor.pdf ] 


· Urgently adopt an internal guideline for law enforcement on the sequencing and assessment of evidence from a child’s best interest perspective, with the aim of preventing revictimization, in line with the recent legal amendments introduced by Law No. 316/2022.

3. [bookmark: _Toc204901715]Judicial examination of sexual abuse and exploitation cases
The judicial examination of child sexual abuse and exploitation cases is often revictimizing victims, due to the long proceedings that are not examined in reasonable terms. 
Case study - the impact of statutory limitations on sexual violence cases
In one of the cases assisted by La Strada, the abuse occurred between 2018 and 2019, but was only referred to the police in November 2020. The investigation lasted for three years, and court proceedings began in January 2024. Although the court issued a conviction in October 2024, the criminal proceedings against the perpetrator were ultimately discontinued due to the expiration of the statute of limitations, as provided under Article 60 of the Criminal Code[footnoteRef:4]. [4: https://jc.instante.justice.md/ro/pigd_integration/pdf/YjVkYzVhZjQtOTU4ZC00YmVmLWE3ZGUtNzU5ZDE5Zjg3ZjQ2 ] 

Case study - delayed justice and final acquittal in a case of alleged child trafficking
La Strada was requested to assist in a child trafficking case in 2017. The proceedings were marked by repeated delays caused by procedural inefficiencies — including the absence or illness of the defense lawyer, failure to summon key witnesses, lost documents, and lack of preparation for evidence analysis.
In 2022, the Court of Appeal convicted the defendant and sentenced him to 11 years in prison. However, the Supreme Court of Justice overturned the conviction and returned the case for retrial. In 2024, the Court of Appeal reinstated the acquittal, concluding the defendant had not committed the act. A final appeal was rejected in 2025, definitively closing the case.
This example illustrates how procedural shortcomings and prolonged delays can result in impunity, undermining victims’ access to justice in cases of serious crimes such as child trafficking.
· Review and revise the Criminal Code, particularly Article 60, to ensure that statutory limitations do not apply or are extended to all cases of sexual violence, exploitation, and abuse of children, in line with the State’s obligations under the OPSC and the Lanzarote Convention.
· Guarantee that all cases involving sexual abuse and exploitation of children are investigated and tried within a reasonable time, in accordance with the child’s right to a prompt and effective remedy.
· Provide mandatory training for judges, prosecutors, and lawyers on the specificities of handling cases involving child victims, including trauma-informed approaches, evidence evaluation, and child-sensitive questioning.
· The development by the Supreme Court of Justice of a guideline on the application of procedural legislation and the individualization of criminal penalties in cases of child sexual abuse and exploitation, with the aim of ensuring consistent interpretation and application of the law across the justice system.
[bookmark: _Toc204901716]D2. Online abuse 
a) The Republic of Moldova ranks among the top countries globally in terms of hosting child sexual abuse materials (CSAM). According to data from the global INHOPE network, in 2024, Moldova was ranked 15th worldwide, with 19,593 such materials identified as being hosted on servers located in the country. Additionally, the SigurOnline Hotline registered 11,894 reports related to CSAM and facilitated the removal of 29,620 materials from the online environment.
b) Despite these alarming figures, the current legal framework criminalizing child pornography in Moldova is ineffective and falls short of international standards. The sanctions provided under national legislation are less severe, reducing the deterrent effect and undermining child protection efforts. Furthermore, not all forms of CSAM are criminalized under Moldovan law. For example, the possession, distribution, or creation of drawn, animated (manga-style), or digitally generated images depicting child sexual abuse; depictions involving adults who appear to be minors; and mere viewing of CSAM are not currently considered criminal offenses[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  /https://inhope.org/media/site/e3bb326ed7-1729001643/global-csam-legislative-overview-2024-full-report.pdf] 

c) The criminal-legal analysis of offenses related to online child sexual abuse and exploitation, along with comparative legal analysis, reveals that the legislation of the Republic of Moldova is significantly underdeveloped. As a result, it fails to provide adequate protection for children against the criminal phenomena of sexual abuse and exploitation in the online environment[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  https://lastrada.md/storage/pic/uploaded/New%20Folder/Abuzul_si_exploatarea_online_a_copiilor.pdf ] 

· Revise and harmonize national legislation, in accordance with the Guidelines regarding the implementation of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography.
· Adopt legislation establishing a legal obligation for electronic service providers and hosting platforms to promptly report suspected child sexual abuse material to the competent authorities and to cooperate fully in its identification and immediate removal, in accordance with their responsibilities to prevent and combat online child sexual exploitation and abuse.
· Develop training programs for law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and judges to support effective implementation of the revised legislation on child sexual abuse and exploitation.
· Ensure the systematic inclusion of child sexual abuse material-related offenses in national crime statistics and reporting frameworks, disaggregated by age, sex, type of offense, and form of material, in order to enable effective monitoring, policy development, and accountability in line with the State’s obligations under the OPSC.
[bookmark: _Toc204901717]G. Special protection measures (art. 32, 35, 36)
[bookmark: _Toc204901718]G1. Sale, trafficking, and kidnapping of children
In the Republic of Moldova, Roma children, children whose parents have migrated abroad, children in street situations and children in state-run residential institutions are particularly vulnerable to THB.[footnoteRef:7] Child labour, especially in agriculture and construction, remains widespread. Further, online commercial sexual exploitation of children has increased. Children in institutions and those leaving institutions are at high risk of THB and cases have been reported of institutions’ management being involved in exploiting children in domestic work or farm labour.  [7:  GRETA (2025)07, Evaluation Report, Republic of Moldova. Fourth evaluation round “Measures to prevent and detect vulnerabilities to human trafficking” (Council of Europe, 2025), page 5. https://www.coe.int/en/web/anti-human-trafficking/-/greta-publishes-its-fourth-report-on-the-republic-of-moldova
] 

· Strengthen efforts to prevent child trafficking through:
·  regularly inspecting residential institutions;
· monitoring of children integration into families and the local community after deinstitutionalization;
· ensuring that labour inspectors can be actively engaged in the prevention of trafficking and exploitation of children; 
· providing targeted social and economic support to vulnerable children, including children living on the street, Roma children, children whose parents have migrated abroad and those in or transitioning from residential care;
· informational campaigns targeting potential exploiters of children, covering elements on how to identify cases of human trafficking and exploitation.

[bookmark: _Toc204901719]G2. Police and judicial response to child trafficking
The removal of specialization in recent years (2022-2023) within judges and police bodies in investigating and prosecuting cases of human trafficking undermines institutional effectiveness and creates the risk of compromising the quality of criminal investigations and judicial proceedings, including in cases of child trafficking. Criminal proceedings from the first instance court decision to the Supreme Court decision can take up to 8 years. For example, one case of child sexual exploitation examined by GRETA in the framework of the fourth evaluation round of the Warsaw Convention lasted 6 years and 6 months (Supreme Court decision in criminal case No. 1ra-1559/2022 dtd. 20.12.2022). Cases are often returned to the court for retrial before a final decision is made.
· It is essential to preserve and strengthen the specialization of law enforcement and judicial authorities in addressing child sexual abuse and exploitation cases, given the complexity of such offenses and the need for a sensitive, victim-centered approach.
[bookmark: _Toc204901720]G3. Implementation of the antitrafficking program 
The Program for Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Human Beings for 2024-2028 accompanied by a National Action Plan for 2024 - 2028 (which contains 83 actions) was approved by the Government Decision No.715/2023. The estimated cost of implementing this antitrafficking Program is 17,056,400 MDL (around 900,000 EUR). However, there is no dedicated budget. It is expected that the main financial support for the implementation of this Program will be provided by development partners. The lack of allocated funds for the implementation of the Program creates a significant risk to achieving its goals.
· Allocate sufficient budget funding for the implementation of the antitrafficking Program 2024-2028.
[bookmark: _Toc204901721]G4. Compensation of victims
Victims of trafficking face systemic barriers in accessing reparations from convicted perpetrators or obtaining state compensation. These challenges include inadequate evidence collection during investigations, protracted judicial proceedings, and the lack of clear criteria for assessing moral damages. Additionally, victims are often unable to claim unpaid wages through criminal proceedings. Judicial insensitivity to the trauma experienced by victims, difficulties in enforcing compensation orders, and the absence of a functional state compensation mechanism further hinder access to justice and effective redress.[footnoteRef:8] Law No. 137/2016 on the Rehabilitation of Victims of Crime, in force since January 2018, established a state compensation scheme for victims. However, the mechanism remains non-operational, and no compensation has been awarded since its adoption. [8:  GRETA (2025)07, Evaluation Report, Republic of Moldova. Fourth evaluation round “Measures to prevent and detect vulnerabilities to human trafficking” (Council of Europe, 2025), paragraph 174.] 

· It is necessary to take steps to facilitate access of trafficking victims to reparation of damage and/or state compensation through: 
· amending the Law No. 137/2016 on the Rehabilitation of Victims of Crime in order to improve the mechanism for state compensation for victims;
· ensuring that the collection of evidence about the harm caused to victims, including the financial gain from the exploitation of the victims, is part of the criminal investigations with a view to supporting reparation claims in court;
· amending the Execution Code in order to remove the administrative costs for victims of THB associated with the execution of court decisions on reparation of damage cased to them. 
[bookmark: _Toc204901722]Conclusions and recommendations:
Despite recent legislative and policy developments, the Republic of Moldova continues to face significant structural and procedural gaps in preventing and responding to child sexual abuse, exploitation, and trafficking. Children remain at heightened risk due to weak legal protections, delayed judicial processes, and under-resourced institutional mechanisms. The systemic issues identified in the investigation, prosecution, and adjudication of cases, alongside legal gaps related to online child sexual abuse materials, seriously undermine Moldova’s capacity to fulfill its obligations under Articles 34, 35, 36, and 39 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and its Optional Protocol (OPSC).
Taking into consideration this, La Strada recommends the following issues to be raised with the State Party:
1. Legislation criminalizing sexual exploitation and abuse
· What steps has the State taken to fully harmonize its national legislation with the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, as well as with the Guidelines on its implementation?
· What measures are being adopted to criminalize the demand side of child sexual exploitation in line with international guidelines?
2. Protection of children during criminal proceedings
· What mechanisms are in place to prevent revictimization of children during investigation and trial, especially regarding repeated statements and non-specialized interview practices?
· Has the State developed internal procedures or guidelines for police and prosecutors on child-sensitive evidence collection?
3. Specialized judicial response
· What progress has been made in ensuring the specialization of judges, prosecutors and law enforcement in handling child sexual abuse and trafficking cases?
4. Hosting and proliferation of CSAM
· What is the Government’s explanation for Moldova’s ranking among the top countries hosting CSAM? What immediate and long-term measures are being taken to address this?
· Does national legislation impose a mandatory reporting obligation on hosting providers and ISPs to report and remove CSAM?
· How does the State monitor and enforce compliance?
5. Prevention of child trafficking among at-risk groups
· What targeted interventions are being implemented to protect Roma children, institutionalized children, and those in street situations or with parents abroad from trafficking and exploitation?
· Are there national awareness campaigns targeting potential exploiters (e.g., users of online sexual services, employers in informal sectors)?
6. Compensation for victims of trafficking
· When will the state compensation mechanism under Law No. 137/2016 become operational?
· What reforms are planned to remove financial and procedural barriers to compensation for victims of trafficking, including legal costs in enforcement of judgments?
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