
Initial support

Once rescued, children are usually taken to Challenging 
Heights’ shelter for rehabilitation for a period of 6-9 months. 
Here they attend school and learn basic literacy and 
numeracy skills. They also receive medical care as many 
children contract waterborne diseases, such as bilharzia, 
from working on the lake. Children are also supported with 
their mental health and wellbeing through art and narrative 
therapy activities. 

Family tracing 

While the rescued children are adjusting to a more stable life 
at the shelter, Challenging Heights staff begin the process of 
tracing their families in order to begin the process of 
reintegration. This begins with a conversation with the child 
about the circumstances they left home in; sometimes 
children are sold by their parents to fishermen in order for 
them to earn a living. If it is not possible or safe for the child 
to be returned to their family of origin, other alternative forms 
of care will be considered, such as kinship care with 
extended family members or the wider community. 

Reintegration back to families

Extensive work is done with the family and community to 
prepare for the child’s reintegration to ensure that the 
situation is safe for the child to return to. Following 
reintegration, Challenging Heights continue to provide 
support and follow-up with children and families for two 
years. From this point on families will be linked with 
community and state services when they need support.

Supporting families

Challenging Heights recognises that there are often financial 
reasons that drive families to sell their children into the 
fishing industry. Therefore it provides financial support to 
parents and caregivers to help them provide for their 
children and prevent re-trafficking. It runs a women’s 
empowerment programme, teaching business skills to 
enable women to earn an income to help take care of their 
children; and a youth livelihoods programme for young 
people aged 15-25, helping them to learn vocational skills in 
order to earn a living. Ongoing support, awareness raising 
and skills training is carried out with families to ensure the 
cycle of child trafficking does not repeat itself. 

Challenging Heights also conducts advocacy work at local, 
national and international level, which aims to change legal 
policies and practice. Child participation is integral to all of 
its programmes, and the organisation follows the principles 
of the UNCRC and ensures projects are implemented with 
the best interests of the child at the forefront. Challenging 
Heights is a member of the Coalition of NGOs Against Child 
Trafficking (CNACT), which includes over 30 organisations 
both within and outside of Ghana, working on different 
aspects of the issue of children on the move.

Background
Up to 20,000 children are engaged in hazardous child 
labour on the vast Lake Volta in Ghana. Children who grow 
up in one of Ghana’s many coastal communities learn how 
to fish and swim, making them especially vulnerable to 
being sold or involuntarily taken for recruitment into the 
lucrative fishing industry on the lake. 
 

The Model 
Challenging Heights has been working since 2005 to reduce 
the trafficking of children within Ghana for labour and sexual 
exploitation in the fishing industry, and focuses on rescuing 
and rehabilitating children between the ages of  6 and 17 years 
who have been kept in slave-like conditions on Lake Volta.  

Implementation
Identification 

Challenging Heights works closely with the police to gather 
intelligence on where children have been trafficked, and to 
confront slave masters and negotiate with traditional leaders 
in communities in order to rescue children from being forced 
to work in dangerous conditions on Lake Volta.
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Impacts and outcomes
• 1,600 children have been rescued from hazardous child labour in  

the fishing industry since 2005.
• Rates of trafficking in source communities of Winneba and Senya  

have reduced.
• Each year Challenging Heights reaches over 1,000 children in local 

schools and coastal communities, raising awareness on human 
rights and the risks of the fishing industry.

• Many families have been supported to acquire business skills and 
are now earning an income for their families (Challenging Heights 
gave microgrants to over 500 women to cushion the impact of 
COVID-19 on their small businesses).

Challenges
• Rescuing children can be dangerous as it means destroying the 

trafficker’s business, and staff members have received death 
threats.

• When the trafficker is a family member, it can be difficult to  
prosecute as families don’t want their children to give evidence 
against a relative. According to the Ghanaian Human Trafficking  
Act of 2005, on these occasions the offender is allowed to pay a 
fine instead of imprisonment. However, fines are less likely to 
prevent reoffending.

• Working with state agencies can be slow due to their lack of 
finances and logistical capacity, but this work cannot happen 
without cooperation from these agencies. A rescue operation would 
not be legitimate or credible without the presence of police officers 
so Challenging Heights must cover the logistical and financial costs 
of police accompaniment in their work. 

• The process of prosecution, gathering witnesses and statements 
and coordinating state attorneys to act in court on the issue of child 
trafficking is very time and resource intensive.

• The number of children that Challenging Heights is able to rescue, 
rehabilitate and reintegrate each year is restricted due to limited 
financial capacity.
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