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The meeting arose from an interest in the region in reflecting on the fact that whilst sex is often used a method for maintaining or improving livelihood security, and whilst there are a number of programme areas in which the pursuit of sex plays a prominent role or has impact on programme outcomes, the latter programmes may not adequately relate to the realities of people’s aspirations and lives in their uses of sex. The meeting therefore drew staff from country offices of ECARMU (Burundi, Tanzania, South Sudan & Somalia) and SWARMU (Moçambique), as well as a representative of ECARMU, to discuss these realities and the implications for future programming as well as for management and training practise. They represented a wide range of development sectors and programmes including Water, Education, Health, AIDS, Gender, Reproductive Health, and Food Distribution.
The accompanying notes were drawn up as an aide-memoire for the participants, and as such might not make a lot of sense to others who read them. However the conclusions on the last page will provide a general guide.

Also of interest may be the list of reasons in ‘What is Sex Used For?’ on page 2.

Similarly the “Review of the Blocks of Thought” on page 8 will help other readers to see the logic of the meeting.

The “Practical Modifications of Existing Programmes” on page 10 will give an idea of what could be done in any programme area.

Some people might ask why there was so little discussion of sexuality. The reason is simply that it was the social influences on sexual interaction which provided the focus – as the key link with development practise. Pointers were given during the meeting to material on sexuality which those interested could pursue.

Perhaps the most important outcome of the meeting was that talking about sex does not necessarily mean talking about sex itself as a mechanical process nor does it have to mean talking about sexuality. In this way the strong links with development programming could be established, and the ease of talking about sexual interaction as a starting point for discussions about human interaction showed participants the potential for such exploration for each of their various programmes.
Notes from Meeting (mix of statements on flipcharts and daily feedback) on

Sex and Development

December 2005

Why did people come to the meeting?
· The title was eye-catching.

· Learn better how to deal with AIDS, rape, abuse

· Sex is not mentioned freely

· Sex touches us all (for bad or good, in different varieties)

· I know about sex, I don’t know about it in the context of development.

· Sex is the core of gender issues

· Sex is demanded for food

· Early pregnancies in schools

Was the title just a cynical ploy to make people interested in an otherwise useless meeting? Why is it eye-catching? Why is it so specially interesting as a topic?

· We leave aside our understanding of the real world. We don’t know what to do about the real world.

· People don’t always want what we want to do for them.

· Our work can be a constraint to people.

· Sex as a verb, sex as a noun

· Identity

· People want to know about sex, others don’t want to tell them

· Masculinity, femininity, roles

· We need to explore what sex means – for men as much as for women?

· Standards, norms

What is sex used for?

One of the ways in to understanding the inter-relationships between sex and development is to consider the various uses to which sex is put. We will come later to the understanding of what development is about – which will be important because if we don’t have a clear objective for development then we won’t know how to relate sex to development.
· Pleasure

· Boredom

· Healing

· Babies

· Belief

· Power

· Win something

· To interact

· Culture

· Communication

· Affection

· Money

· Stress release

· Pair bonding

· Corruption

· Experimentation

· Violence, abuse

· Survival

· Duty

· Desire, lust

· Fame

· Trap, hold on to someone

· Identity

· Religion

· Communition

· To be the same

· Universality

· Appeasement

· Love

There are many interesting aspects to this list. Different partners can have entirely different reasons for having sex with one another. Each partner can have a variety of reasons simultaneously. Sex is very useful indeed. One of the most important aspects is that it helps us acknowledge what we already know – that a fixation on the act at the end point (sex) is not going to be very helpful when the reasons for having sex, protected or unprotected, are going to have the most influence.

To help us think about the range of factors that lead to a decision about the type of sex one has, or when, consider the case of a girl about to have sex. What are the influences on her decision to have safe or unsafe sex?

One set of factors relate to the list already generated (status, desire, love, money…)

A second set of factors relate to the level of support she receives in her decision (partner, type of interaction, culture…). Levels of support and your decision to seek support from particular groups, to be a member of a particular group, are highly important in influencing your decision-making. The importance in relation to safer sex has been documented – people in mutually supportive families take fewer risks in relation to sex.
A third set relates to her personality, willingness.

All of these point clearly to the need to include an understanding of the social environments of different people if we would like to improve the ability of people to take decisions that might be safer – at least from a health point of view, though perhaps not from a mental health point of view.

These same types of factor also influence many other types of decision about life. For example whether or not to try an abortion.

Is it true that it is hard to talk about sex?

After initially saying that most people had difficulty in talking about sex, the group mostly decided that there was in fact a lot of talk about sex. Lots of people do talk about sex, but in defined ways and on defined aspects or subjects.

One reason why some are reluctant about personal sexual lives is that it reveals so much of who we are. We might seem to be different to others. We don’t want to be seen to be different.

We might speak about it to make a particular impact.

There is no one aspect of sex or our sexuality that we want to hide always. In some situations we will speak about some things and in others we won’t. It depends on the purpose of the conversation as well as the level of trust and our perceptions of the danger or implications of our so talking.

It might be useful to consider the spectrum of risk-taking. The majority of people are relatively safe, and don’t want to take or accept risk. There is a tiny majority who actively seek risks, who get enjoyment and identity from such risks. There is a middle group who are prepared to accept or take risk in order to achieve the other benefits (as discussed above).
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Let’s go back to the fear of talking about sex. We saw it was related to taking risks in social situations. What does that tell us about the way we talk at work, for example? Do we talk openly at work? Is it easy to challenge our colleagues or bosses?
· We need a safe space to challenge.

· So much depends on trust.

How do we challenge people effectively? What examples are there in your own lives?
It involves getting familiar with the people around you, really knowing your facts, investigating the situation. You have to realise that there is a need to alter your approach.

How do you build trust and confidence? You test the water. You find out what the other person is comfortable with, how they react in different situations. You show you are not trying to undermine them, be a threat to them. You show you are trying to make them look good. All these are skills that are natural, well known and understood by most people.
All the morning’s discussion is beginning to show how sex might be related to development. It is about the ways in which people interact and treat one another. These ways are very complex, and simplistic labels such as poverty, gender and power do not adequately describe them. Messages focused on sex as an end point are not going to help either, given  the complexity and extent of people’s reasons for having sex.

Notice in the discussion on challenging that our concern about security places in the same part of the spectrum we were talking about above in relation to risk. When people ask us to be innovative, to think out of the box, that is the last thing the majority of people want to do. It is only those on the periphery who do that, or those who are very secure.
What are the meanings of ‘Development’?
One participant commented “Oh no! That sounds really boring!” But we grinned and bore it since we had to deal with it somehow. Ideas from the floor were:
· Peace and stability

· Growing up

· Enhancement of dignity

· Progress

· Positive change

· Improving lives

· Enlightenment

· Well-being

· Justice, equality, equity

· End of poverty

· Raise standard of living

· Hope

· Empowerment

· Utilisation of resources

· Environment

There are thus a multiplicity of meanings, even within one organisation, some of which conflict with one another?

What are our motivations in doing our work?
· Contribution to peace

· Challenges

· Social affiliation (working with our own communities)

· Being a community worker

· Learning more

· Tackling problems of injustice, inequity, equal opportunity

· Working with people who are motivated to bring change

· Positive results

· Exchange of knowledge

· Sense of duty and contribution to community

· Training background (doing the job we are trained for)

· Making a difference

· Money – to improve our living standards and support families

· Gaining social status

· For self-development

· Provide services for improvement of other people’s lives

· To be active and healthy

· Fun

· Power

· Job satisfaction and interest

· Interested in people

· Not much good at other things! Not having alternatives (especially over time)

· Fascination with how others see the world

· Travel opportunities (including rural areas)

· Deal with ‘big’ problem areas – all sides of humanity

· Altruism

· Creativity, independence, responsibility

· ‘Oh Wow!’ factor – people think you are good

· Easy being out of social context to try and provoke change – compared to being in own society

· Easier to live here then eg Europe

· Security in an INGO (future)

· To attain mission and vision of organisation
· To transform the world (eg MDGs)

· Attain professional development and satisfaction (learning)

· Empower workmates or even target group

· To contribute to societal well-being, reduction of poverty

· Economic/ social gain – to be above poverty line

· Contributing to nation-building (studied on government scholarship)

· Get exposure to new things, new ways of learning

· Work-related benefits

The question was asked out of interest. Experience with other groups had shown a similar diversity of motivations. It was interesting in other groups that administrative and other support staff were sometimes more passionate about doing well than technically trained project staff. An example of a nutrition programme was given where project staff had on their own initiative helped villagers relate to journalists stories about corruption. The project itself was not much good, but the independent work had created a sense of trust between the villagers and the field workers. The country office was reluctant to see the limitations of the programme, and had no way of valuing the really useful efforts of the workers.
Also of interest is that many project staff feel cynical or disenchanted with their work when they see with their own eyes the lack of relevance or impact of the work supported by their organisation.

The trouble is that the list shows us that there is no one thing that the workers have in common in their wishes to achieve ‘good’. There are extensive differences of interest, understanding and emphasis.

So if there is this diversity, what can we share?

Do we work for the same group of people? We often talk, for example, of working for the ‘marginalised’, the ‘poorest’, the ‘oppressed’.

One person said “There is no homogeneous group of ‘the poor’”
There was an extensive discussion about whether we do or do not work for ‘the poorest’.

It may be that the categories we use, our search for definitions, do not help. Think about your neighbours? Who would you help if you perceived they were in need? Who would you not help? Why?

· People who are in need

· Who I like

· Give gifts to the powerful

· Develop relationship with people

· Help those who want to help themselves

Examples were given of this question being applied to two situations (differential support of households with chronic illness in Tanzania, differential treatment of orphans and foster children by different households in Moçambique). In each case the differences were related to the perceptions of the households in the communities. In the case of foster children it was related to how their previous families had been perceived.
The lack of use of categories in trying to work with the young people in Uganda who were least supported in terms of sexual and reproductive health was demonstrated. There the programme had been trying to look at those who were not benefiting from current services in reproductive health, and they chose particular categories such as boda-boda drivers and sex workers. The trouble was that once these groups were looked at there were huge differences between people in the groups – some being perfectly secure, happy to have safer sex or to avoid sex. Others were not. So the idea of those who were not being reached was changed. Instead those who were not being reached were thought of in terms of
· The self-excluded

· Those who really were exploited or abused and who were therefore hidden in a variety of ways (including the social one of shame)

· Those who exploited other young people or adults.

In all cases these were the young people who were disliked in one way or another by the rest of society, and, in some cases, by the workers. Yet in the first two groups many would continue to face great difficulties in relation to life, and in the last case these people were causing difficulties for others. None of these types are easy to deal with, yet they include perhaps the majority of the very people we should be trying to be relevant to.

The point of all this is that ordinary human differences between people account for a large proportion of the differences in terms of development and health.

Who is to recognise these differences?

The temptation is often to think in terms of what project workers must do to research differences. Of course this would be very difficult in relation to differences that are determined by local social factors, and even more difficult in relation to determining the reasons for differences in support.
Ultimately, the only people that can determine the differences are local stakeholders, who also will have the job of improving the relevance of the supportive mechanisms.

One way into this is, once a problem is agreed on, to help the stakeholders who relate to the problem to map out all the households they support. Each stakeholder (which could include religious groups, cooperatives, associations, health services, or cultural groups) will have their own sets of households they support. What will be found that this network of support mechanisms will support most of the individual homes, but some may be missed out, or have very few people to who they can turn for support in times of need. The term ‘support’ here does not necessarily mean hand-outs or money or resources, but could include moral support or simply visiting. The question then becomes one of whether these support mechanisms can be improved to include those households with the least support.

A question that will come up very quickly is whether people will want to support those households they dislike or they are frightened of or with which they are uncomfortable. This will be a fundamental challenge, but need not be that worrying if some kind of initial steps can be taken. For example, in Malawi it was discovered that some women facing their first pregnancy were inadequately informed as to what would be happening at the time of birth, were unaware of how to recognise problems or how to look after their newborn. The group of stakeholders were easily able to agree that it would make sense to try to ensure that all such women, whatever their household or situation, should have access to knowledge that was available locally. What was needed was to come to agreement amongst the different support groups as to what knowledge was important and how it would be implemented.
People in the group had some misgivings about such a process. The stakeholders you talk to may have little interest in change, or be fearful of the implications, the choice of the stakeholders involved could be biased by the agency. Challenging the stakeholders can be a risky business.

Against these difficulties, suggestions included the fact that amongst stakeholders already providing support there is inevitably going to be a degree of interest in the problem, and that misgivings can be reduced by emphasising the value of the work already being done and that the identification of the gaps in the supportive network may help stakeholders to plan together more efficiently.

It is also important to recognise the scale of the problems uncovered. It is generally only a few households that have a lack of support. Thus in surveys of infant  and child mortality it is generally the case that the mortality is skewed so that it is suffered by only a few households. It is not uncommon to find that over half such mortality is suffered by 9% of households. Similarly the number of households with a need to care for chronically ill people may be around 16% -- many of whom may already have some supportive mechanisms which are effective.
Review of the blocks of thought

It can be quite difficult in a meeting to keep track of all the different strands of thought that have been reviewed and how they might link up. So there was a small review of where we had got to so far.

Strand 1: Sex

The point of this discussion was to show how sexual interaction was representative of human interaction.

Strand 2: Development

Development is deeply concerned about human interaction. Thus there is the potential for discussion about sexual interaction to be a good starting point for discussion about human interaction and development in general.

Strand 3: Support

Support, especially moral support, is intrinsically related to the levels of risk people are prepared to accept or take in relation especially to sexual interaction, though also in relation to a number of other aspects of human interaction. This relates strongly to the individual’s preferences for the type of group they would prefer to belong to (their identity) and therefore for their position in relation to other members of society. This understanding makes concepts of marginalisation, poverty, norms and rights very complex.

Strand 4: Emotions

In analysing those who do not benefit from supportive mechanisms or development efforts it is clear that there are a number of very important factors that result from ordinary human emotions at a local level – fear, dislike, jealousy, love, hatred, animosity. This means that it will be difficult to overcome such emotions in improving support for those who are disliked.

Working in parallel

One key problem raised by the group was how to handle such exploration given the fact that projects had fixed objectives with particular outputs that had to be achieved. The answer to this is to see the project as an opportunity to raise challenges. It can be readily agreed that the project might bring some benefit to some people for a particular period of time, but inevitably several people will fail to benefit from the project for the reasons already reviewed. The project itself can continue, but staff are also paid to be with a community for long periods of time. What they talk about in that time is not entirely decided by the project. There are several opportunities to raise the challenges and discussions that are necessary.

Challenging

As had been discussed the previous day, challenging involves understanding ourselves and the way we frame a problem. A short slide show was presented (‘Poverty as a Spectator Sport’) which showed the problems of labelling and the expectations of the person who is wishing to intervene in the lives of others. This was followed by another short presentation (‘The Importance of Support’) which looked at the different levels of risk-taking, how support impacted on that risk, and the problems facing society in changing its mechanisms of support in relation to its norms (which are, of course, there for protective reasons),
It is therefore important to spend time matching your own perceptions with the perceptions of people locally about the particular problem you see. A good example of such a need was the case of ‘exploitation’ which had been reviewed the day before – where it was seen that the exploitation that was seen by outsiders was in fact seen as a golden opportunity by all the actors concerned.

Whilst testing your perceptions, you are also showing that you are interested in other people’s views, that you are trying to be helpful, that you are not trying to undermine local efforts or people but trying to improve them if necessary. This all builds trust, and allows people to come to agreement on whether the problem really is a general problem or whether it needs reframing.

Having sex with people you don’t like

This topic had started off as a discussion of how to work with people you don’t like, but since somebody asked if we could get back to talking about sex the topic was slightly altered.

It was quickly seen that in fact the two sets of answers would be very similar.

· You need an active imagination

· Try to believe they really are sexy, that they are people you like

· Patience, tolerance

· Negotiate, compromise

· Mechanisms for protection, survival.

The group was asked which of them felt they were sexy. For those who said they did not, why? The discussion revealed that perceptions depended heavily on communication. This was why the question was asked. The problem of working or communicating with people you don’t like is dependent on the fact that you are pre-judging them and there is no communication to establish whether there can be a common point of view or joint exploration of the possibility of being helpful.

Talking about sex

Why do so many people laugh or giggle when talking about sex is attempted? The discussion went on to include the fact that it can cause resentment or anger as well.
· There is truth that may be revealed

· It has been associated with being naughty

· It hints at scandal or secrecy, taboo.

· The shock of talking about sex

· Release of tension

· Protective mechanism to prevent further exploration of difficult aspects

· Sign that you are together

Laughter can work either as a barrier to further discussion, or as a useful way of starting serious conversations.

As had been discussed in the previous day, the problem of talking about sex lies not with the audience but with the person trying to introduce it as a topic. If they are comfortable with themselves, confident, clear about their own safety in discussing sex, and genuinely interested in the opinions of others, then there will be little difficulty.

The problem comes when people try to force a group to a particular conclusion, and this can be spotted a mile off by those participating. This is a common problem for people involved in communication, such as counsellors and facilitators. Two counsellors may use exactly the same methods, approaches, techniques, questions but in the one case the person they talk with will trust them and in the other will not – it depends entirely on the level of human interest of the counsellor. The same is true of challenging or facilitation.

Part of the problem is that so many communicators feel constrained to achieve an objective set by the project or by their trainers. They spend all their time concentrating on whether they have ticked off the stages or tricks of communication in which they have been trained and not in whether they are being relevant for their client/audience.

As a result the discussion turned to whether it is possible to help people to show an interest in others. One of the clear ways in which it was regarded as possible is the extensive experience of supervisory and management systems that show that by just visiting people and interacting with them in a human and interested way helps them to be interested and motivated to work with others. Many examples of this process were given.
Questions that the group would like to review further
· Working with the abused, exploited, neglected
· How to work with the self-excluded

· How to share this work

· How to change who you are

· Exploitation and abuse in conflict, post-conflict and non-conflict settings

· Approaches that have worked elsewhere

Practical modifications of existing programmes

Three groups worked on how to translate the discussions of the previous two days into action in relation to three example programmes in the region: AIDS, Education, Civil Society Strengthening. Each group reviewed what was being done, then thought about possible entry points.
Civil Society Strengthening

There is a lot of work done by sub-granting and working through intermediaries: food distribution, work for orphans and vulnerable children. The training is mostly technical, but there are plenty of issues of abuse, corruption and exploitation. In relation to the food distribution programme, already some work was being done to alter the ways in which committees were structured – for example to have half the members being women – but more work was needed as there were still plenty of issues of power abuse.

It was thought work could be started with some committees and communities to explore why some people were not getting the support, whether the actions were truly seen as exploitation, whether some people felt exchanging sex for food was no big deal, looking at existing support mechanisms and why they worked for some rather than others. Reasons for differences could be explored. This could be done in a very informal way in a small amount of time, bit by bit.
Education

There is work with primary, secondary and community schools. The education process is being reconstructed in Southern Sudan and Somalia (SSS). While there is work on AIDS and Gender, there is no specific Sex Education component. Pupils are encouraged to write down their own experiences in relation to exploitation, or getting ahead by having sex. Components of the education modules being prepared included sessions on different types of exploitation in the school and in the community. There are problems of different attitudes between fathers and mothers over girls’ education – mothers in general would like to send their daughters to school, fathers would prefer the daughters to marry to get a dowry. There is thus a lot of early marriage. Some feel education useless as girls leave the family when they get married.
It was thought some changes were needed as the workshop made people think that the existing system of scholarships may not be that effective, especially as the issue was not about school fees. Maybe there could be more work exploring issues with girls in the lower levels. It was thought it might be useful to explore the reasons for differences between girls and between boys in relation to their different experiences and attitudes towards sex, towards using sex as a method to get ahead, and to generate discussion about those differences. Another area to be explored could be the different support mechanisms for young people and the extent to which differences in those mechanisms might explain differences in behaviour.

AIDS programmes

There is a lot of messaging, especially about ABC (Abstinence, Be Faithful, use a Condom). This is in a context of extensive polygamy, early marriages, returning refugees. The workshop led to the thought that we might be seeing some groups as ‘vulnerable’, but are they really so? There are some teacher training programmes for formal and non-formal education and for Parent-Teacher Associations to improve awareness of facts about AIDS as the level of knowledge in Somalia was thought to be very low. But it is clear that a deeper level of exploration is needed.
It was thought that trainers and staff could be helped to internalise their own interactions, beliefs, relations to students and why they might have difficulties in talking about sex. They could explore support networks, help teachers to explore and to allow more open discussion by showing more interest in their pupils.

In relation to health workers, where there is an emphasis on curative health programmes, that some exploration could be done with them about their attitudes and perceptions about sex, AIDS and violence in the home. Are there differences between households and people? As the coordinator does not go to Sudan often, she felt she would first work with one of the staff responsible for supervision to start the process going.

There was a discussion about the fact that one of the lessons from this meeting was that talking about sex did not involve talking about ‘sex’ itself, but about a whole lot of other aspects of human interaction.

Next steps

In discussing the next steps to be taken, the group realised that it was not a question of setting up particular workshops or training sessions, but by altering what was being done in small ways, a step at a time. This would mean finding opportunities for exploring issues with staff, developing more open and critical ways of reviewing work, challenging assumptions being made about the work. Existing training and other meetings could be modified accordingly. Sexual interaction could be seen as a more cross-cutting issue, and when relevant could now be explored as an entry-point for wider discussions about interaction and development, especially by thinking more realistically about the ways in which it is used.
The example of the process in Rwanda of developing a Code of Conduct by such explorations with staff was discussed.

Use of Tony’s CDROM was discussed, with attention being drawn to the sections in the Contents page on
· Sexuality,

· Community Competence (Paragraph 6 in Guidance for Programmes, and in the section on Social Capital and Governance in ‘General Development Issues’)

· Guidance for Programmes (especially the articles on Critical Thinking, Challenging Others, and Poverty as a Spectator Sport in paragraph 1 of that section).

A short presentation was given of one of the shows on Sexuality.
Conclusions

The group was asked to reflect on the fact that the meeting had used a variety of methods to help people see what they already knew and to link their ideas in new ways. One important method had been the repetition of key concepts in different ways. Thus the concept of challenging had been looked at from a variety of perspectives.

It had been interesting that the questions the group were asking at the beginning of the third day had revealed that there was still uncertainty about the concepts being used. The exercise that had immediately followed these questions had allowed the group to synthesise the experience of the previous days and reformulate it in terms of practical action.

Overall, the findings of the meeting were in a sense very straightforward and very ordinary:

1. Sex reflects most of the forms of human interaction and the ways in which people use one another or share with one another.

2. Development is often about the improvement of the ways in which people interact so that the harshness of life can be diminished for some people. Quality of life is highly dependent on trust, fairness, respect and moral or other support.

3. Projects, while helpful for some people, are not always relevant for particular types of people. One type of categorisation of such people used in the workshop had been the self-excluded, the abused or neglected
, and those who set out to exploit others. Helping people in such categories was a question of working with a wide range of stakeholders in society and helping them to articulate the reasons for the failure of support mechanisms for some people, and to examine how the support mechanisms might be improved to benefit more people who have difficulties.
4. Sex had been seen to be very useful to obtain a variety of end points, and sexual interaction thus affected most types of programming. Because sex is such an interesting topic of conversation, the ways in which sex is used is often a very useful starting point for an exploration of the ways in which people interact, or why there are differences in the vulnerabilities of some people.
5. Although it is a common perception that it is very hard to ‘talk about sex’, it is in fact very easy once it is realised that what needs to be talked about are its uses and the ways people interact. The reason it may be hard is because people may be frightened about what the conversations may reveal about themselves. Once the methods of challenging people to reflect are understood, there is very little real difficulty in such explorations. It is highly important for anyone initiating such explorations to have reflected on their own experiences and interactions and to be able to talk about some of their own experiences – in order to demonstrate that they have as much an interest in the exploration as anyone else.

6. Although the meeting focused on ‘sex’ as an entry point for discussion about development, the meeting had shown how an appreciation of any of the realities of life could serve as an entry point for discussion on how to improve human interactions and support mechanisms.

A very useful method of initiating a probe is to think in any situation where differences between people might exist, then helping people to articulate what those differences might be, and to explore reasons for those differences. It is useful to use the concept of ‘differences’ rather than value-laden concepts such as ‘inequality’, ‘marginalisation’, ‘oppression’, ‘exploitation’, or ‘poverty’ because the discussion over the previous days had revealed how complex people’s interactions and perceptions were. Even their uses of language had to be examined, as people often use language in order to hide the complexity of issues and especially any acts or intentions of their own which might reveal that their statements were not as simple or as illuminating as might be seemed. Thus people are very ready to agree that they might be exploited but fail to reveal that they themselves are exploiting the situation.
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� Although it had been seen that the concept of exploitation or abuse was often very difficult to apply.
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