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Victoria Climbie, a little Ivorian girl killed in Britain in February 2000, represents the broader tragedy of societal break-down in Africa and the hideous nature of child trafficking that poverty allows to seep through to Europe.

Victoria was only five when she was sent to live with her great aunt, Marie Therese Kouao, in England. Her parents' expectations for a better life, and better education, ended tragically and triggered the longest inquiry in British history as social workers engaged in serious soul-searching over child protection in the UK.

Victoria died of hypothermia after months of torture and neglect inflicted by Kouao and her boyfriend, Carl Manning. Kouao struck Victoria daily with a shoe, a coat hanger and a wooden spoon and hit her toes with a hammer. Manning beat her with a bicycle chain.

Victoria spent her last days in an unheated bathroom, tied up in a bin bag, lying in her own urine and excrement. The emaciated body of the eight-year-old bore 128 marks that went undetected by the doctors who treated her, two of whom are the subject of a new British government probe.

Kouao and Manning were jailed for life in November 2000.

Many children like Victoria are easily smuggled into Britain and other European countries since their carers are not required to register as foster parents. This makes it impossible to keep track of them. The children are used with similar ease to cash in on the generous welfare benefits that single parents receive to help raise children.

Kouao was receiving such an allowance from the British government. In November 1999, an unsubstantiated claim of sexual abuse had been made by Victoria - clearly at her aunt's prompting, social workers inferred - to qualify for council housing.

Council housing is need-based.

Since Victoria shared the single room with Kouao and boyfriend, more space, like a council house, would have been godsend.

However, on second thoughts, Kouao dropped the charges the next day, perhaps fearing that they could get Manning in trouble.

Two-and-a half million children are raised in single-parent households in Britain, with 91 per cent of the parents being women, and the number is still growing, particularly among women under 25.

The welfare scheme is meant to enable unemployed and low-earning single mothers to bring up their children with relative ease.

Under the Working Families' Tax Credit introduced by British Chancellor Gordon Brown in 1999, single mothers who work at least 16 hours a week and earn less than £5,000 (about Sh710,000) a year are entitled to a weekly lumpsum of £62.50 (Sh8,875), plus £26.45 (Sh3,756) per child from the state.

A single mother with two children earning £5(Sh710) an hour takes home about £400 (Sh56,800) for a 16-hour week, including benefits.

Interestingly, a childless colleague doing the same job for 40 hours a week would earn only £356. Full-time male workers feel cheated, earning less than mothers working part-time.

When the children are grown, mothers benefit from women-returners courses at universities, which charge less fees to encourage more women to get qualifications that can help them get those elusive jobs.

It is no wonder, then, that London streets are littered with young, pram-pushing women, who seem to prefer getting children to getting jobs. Why sweat it out in coal mines or cold rooms when you can earn more from the safety of your home just tending children?

Moreover, having children in a foreign land can sometimes help a mother negotiate for citizenship, especially in countries where children get automatic citizenship in the country of birth.

Those who do not want to go through the inconvenience and pain of pregnancy and childbirth would be eligible candidates to "buy" children from traffickers as they rake in huge profits, either by augmenting their meagre pay packages through welfare benefits, tax exemption or securing that nice council house.

