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ALBANIAN ANTI-TRAFFICKING ACTIVIST WINS INTERNATIONAL AWARD
UNICEF partner Vera Lesko, founder of The Hearth of Vlora Women, commended for "courageous and dedicated work" by Anti-Slavery International 
Tirana, 24 November 2003 --Vera Lesko, the founder of The Hearth of Vlora Women, has been awarded the prestigious Anti-Slavery Award for 2003. Ms Lesko won the award, conferred annually by Anti-Slavery International, for her unparalleled efforts on behalf of Albanian women and girls trafficked into sexual exploitation. 
The Hearth, which she founded in 1997, works to prevent trafficking as well as offering services to women and girls who have been trafficked. In 2001 it opened the first shelter for women and girls escaping from traffickers. 
"Vera Lesko's organization has served not just as a hearth, offering comfort and care to trafficked people, but also a lighthouse, warning young people and women about the dangers of one of the worst scourges of the region," said UNICEF Representative Roberto Laurenti. "People like Ms Lesko, working in such a critical and dangerous field, need to be recognized for their courage. Partnering with her should be an honour, not just for those fighting trafficking, but for anyone working to make a better society." 
UNICEF collaborates with The Hearth to create education and communication materials aimed at raising awareness about trafficking among children of the Vlora, Fier and Lushjna regions. With the support of the schools and parents, the project also is setting up systems to detect and record children at risk and to intervene directly to help high-risk children. 
These activities are part of the four-pillar effort to fight trafficking, which consists of prevention of trafficking among vulnerable groups, protection of those who have been trafficked, voluntary assisted return of those who have been trafficked abroad and sensitive reintegration into school and society. Many partners contribute to this work, including the Government of Albania and numerous non-governmental organizations.
Anti-Slavery International, based in London, is a prominent human rights organization fighting human trafficking, debt bondage, forced labour, forced marriage and exploitive child labour. The prize was awarded in London on 20 November.
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