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The head of a Canadian anti-human trafficking organization says she supports 
restricting social media access for youth under 16 as federal and provincial 
governments consider potential legislation.  

Janet Campbell, president and CEO of the Joy Smith Foundation, works with 
survivors of trafficking and exploitation in Manitoba. She says social media and chat 
platforms can increase children's exposure to online exploitation and should be 
restricted.  

“Predators have unprecedented reach to kids,” says Campbell. “I'm all for 
supporting a ban on social media and online spaces where you can interact and 
have chats with strangers. I think that should be banned until somebody is at least 
16 years of age.”  

In April, members of the Liberal Party at the federal level voted in favour of a social 
media ban policy for youth under 16 during a national convention in Montreal.  

Premier Wab Kinew announced two weeks later that the provincial government is 
developing a plan aimed at restricting access to social media, saying youth in 
Manitoba deserve the “freedom to be a kid”.  

Manitoba has not yet introduced legislation restricting youth access to social media, 
but Kinew has said the province is exploring options.  
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Critics of the proposed policy have raised concerns about enforcement, privacy, age 
verification requirements, and the impact on youth access to information or online 
communities.  

Supporters argue the restrictions could reduce exposure to online exploitation, 
cyberbullying, and harmful content.  

Challenges of teaching online safety  

For Campbell, the discussion extends beyond screen time or social media use. She 
says the issue is how online environments can shape young people's perceptions of 
safety and influence their interactions with others.  

“The online world has really complicated that dimension,” she says. “It becomes a 
space where things get normalized. It becomes a space where they potentially 
interact with individuals that could be unsafe.”  

Efforts have been made to educate youth about the risks associated with social 
media, but Campbell explains that it can be difficult for children to recognize 
danger in online environments that feel safe and familiar.  

“When you ask a young child, ‘What makes you feel safe?’ they inevitably 
will describe physical things like ‘I feel safe because the lights are on or my doors 
are locked’,” says Campbell. “But then they have this online space in their hands, 
and their sense of danger isn't the same.”  

Education remains a key prevention tool   

The Joy Smith Foundation provides tools to help reduce these risks. Campbell 
says education is still one of the most important ways to prevent trafficking.  

"We've worked with many survivors over the years and very consistently we've 
heard from them, 'I wish I knew then what I know now,'" she says.  

When speaking with a survivor of human trafficking, Campbell was reminded that 
education is not abstract, but a tangible tool to prevent harm.  

“I told her I had been providing a workshop in a school,” says Campbell. “She said, ‘I 
wonder if I had heard that, if I would’ve had a different path’. And I think that's what 
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we want to do, we want to equip kids with all the tools they need to make great 
decisions when we can't be there to protect them.”  

Moving from awareness to action  

Campbell says prevention is the first step, but the second step must be "responding 
in a strong way" when action needs to be taken.  

She says community engagement is an important part of that response, adding that 
visibility in southeast Manitoba helps build awareness and encourages 
conversations about online exploitation and trafficking.  

The foundation's annual Joy in Action fundraiser raises money for 
survivor supports, prevention programs, and public education initiatives.  

“It’s a way everybody can get involved and have a conversation,” she says. 
“Strengthening community and looking out for our kids is a joyous, empowering 
thing. And that's what Joy in Action is.”  

The event takes place on July 25 at Steinbach Soccer Park. Attendees can run or 
walk to raise funds or participate online through the Virtual Joy in Action Challenge. 

 


