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Introduction 

The issue of human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation has a long history and 

an extremely complex present. As it has been recognized on an international scale, many world-

renowned organizations implemented solution to stop this issue or at least decrease its 

intensity. However, none have succeeded fully as the issue persists. The Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights (UDHR) states in Article 4 that “No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; 

slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.” At any given time in 2016, 

there were 24.9 million violations to this basic human right as 24.9 million people were 

mercilessly trapped in forced labour.  

This issue is not region specific as every single country is affected annually. With that being 

said, the prevalence of this issue holds extreme variation. Countries like DPRK, Burundi, and 

Eritrea have an extremely high prevalence of modern slavery, countries like the UK, Sweden 

and Norway have an extremely low prevalence. The legality of labour exploitation also varies 

throughout countries, some countries do have legal labour exploitation. With that being said, if 

any person is trafficked for the purpose of legal exploitation, the act is still illegal as trafficking is 

illegal.  

As said before, 24.9 million people were trapped in modern slavery at any given time in 

2016. These 24.9 million people work in one of three main subcategories; private work, sexual 

exploitation, or forced labour imposed by state authorities. As of 2016, 16 million people are 

exploited in private work, working either with private companies or specific families. Almost 5 

million people are forced into sexual exploitation with 99% of those people being female. Over 4 

million people are held in forced labour imposed by state authorities.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Human trafficking  



The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000  (TVPA), defines severe human trafficking 

as “sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in 

which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of age or n the 

recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labour or services, 

through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary 

servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.” It is important to note that a victim does not have 

to physically transported from one location to another for the crime to coincide with this 

definition. 

Forced labour/labour exploitation  

The term forced labour encompasses a wide range of activities such as recruiting, 

harboring, transporting, providing, or obtaining persons. These all occur when the trafficker uses 

physical threats, psychological coercion or abuses the legal process to compel someone to 

work. If a person’s labour is obtained through such means, then any prior consent given 

becomes irrelevant as the employer is now a trafficker and the employee is now a trafficking 

victim. The act of forced labour can occur in the persons home country, or they can also be 

trafficked internationally.  

Background Information 

Trafficking victim’s protection act (TVPA) 

The TVPA is arguably the most important anti-trafficking policy ever passed. It was 

passed in 2000 by the Congress of the United States of America and signed by Bill Clinton. It is 

also referred to as the victims of trafficking and violence protection act of 2000 or the William 

Wilberforce Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act. It was created in hopes to 

combat human trafficking, specifically that occurring into the sex trade, slavery, and involuntary 

servitude. The TVPA has minimum standards that relate to the abolishment of human 

trafficking. The first standard urges governments to prohibit severe trafficking and punish such 

acts. The second standard forces governments to initiate punishment on the trafficker on any 

and all known acts of sex trafficking. The third standard ensures that all governments provide 

punishment that is reasonably strict and sufficiently reflects the heinous nature of the act of 

human trafficking. The forth standard urges all countries to make continuous efforts towards the 

elimination of this issue. 

 Tier one  

Tier one consists of countries whose governments fully meet the minimum standards 

mentioned above. This tier contains the USA, UK, Canada, France, the Netherlands and 

35 other countries.  



 Tier two 

Tier 2 consists of countries whose governments do not fully meet the minimum 

standards but are making significant efforts in order to coincide with those standards. 

This tier contains 81 countries, including India, Kenya, Singapore and the UAE. 

 Tier two watch list  

The tier two watch list consist of countries with everything listed in tier two, but also had 

either a significantly increasing number of trafficking victims, a lack of evidence of 

increasing efforts provided about trafficking victims, or the additional steps needed to 

reach the minimum requirements were not completely present. This tier contains 43 

countries including Iraq, Nigeria, and South Africa. 

 Tier three 

This tier consists of countries whose governments fail to reach the minimum standard 

outlined and lack effort to do so. This tier contains 24 countries including China, Russia 

and Syria.  

Special Cases 

Libya, St. Maarten, Somalia and Yemen all are excluded from the tiers due to lack of 

information given about human trafficking in their nations.  

Vulnerability  

 Human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation is fueled by the economic and 

social vulnerability. This contributes to the marginalization of entire groups, usually minorities, 

having much higher trafficking rates than the average in the nation or region. Since human 

trafficking usually starts with forms of coercion and with perpetrators often promising a better 

life, groups that are economically or socially vulnerable, more often than not, accept this 

promise. An extremely common example of this incites the sex trade in India. Perpetrators often 

travel to rural villages in the region and promise girls they will travel to the city to work and be 

able to send money home. Since most of these girls are not in school and they are living in utter 

poverty, their families force them to provide in any way possible. The incentive of sending 

money home seems promising, however the reality is for from that. These girls are trafficked 

across countries borders, usually forced to pretend to be married to the perpetrator in order to 

pass border checks, and eventually end up working in a lifetime of sexual exploitation. 

Situations of labour exploitation hold all ranges of complexity, ranging from far less to far more 

complex than the one above.  

In addition to this, the current form of globalization increases the need for human 

trafficking. With the increasing consuming rates, more materials need to be made at a faster 



pace. Vulnerable social classes are targeted because companies are able to get away with 

paying these groups nothing or close to nothing for their dangerous and tiresome work. 

Countries like Columbia, Uganda, and North Korea have high trafficking rates not only 

because the people are socially and economically vulnerable, but also because the countries 

are politically vulnerable. Since these countries have critical issues that are much more obvious 

to the public eye, perpetrators and the density of trafficking victims tends to go unnoticed. 

Added to this is the lack of an international consensus and resolution. It is more challenging for 

countries with more vulnerable governments to gain international attention on this issue, 

especially when it is ignored by more powerful countries like China. China has an alarmingly 

high number of human trafficking victims; however, since the issue is ignored by the 

government, it is also ignored by the people. If this great power treats this issue as if it is 

insignificant, then it makes it even harder for the “small” powers to highlight its significance.  

 

Domestic Work  

Human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation in domestic work accounts for 24% 

of the identified forced labour exploitation. However, it is predicted to be more given that this 

sector is the easiest to conceal. There has been a steady and significant increase of people 

seeking employment in the past 10 years because of the coercion methods used. Many of the 

people working in this sector are mainly migrant women who follow the promise of a better life 

for their children. Domestic work relates to forced labour in the country where the victim resides, 

which means the aspect of human trafficking is eliminated.  

Out of the people trapped in domestic work, around 15% are migrants and 75% of those 

migrants are women. The largest share of people forced into domestic work comes from the 

Asia-Pacific region. This region accounts for 25% of the worlds female migrant domestic 

workers. The next highest region is Europe which accounts for 22.1% of the worlds female 

migrant domestic workers, most accounted for in prostitution.  

More Economically Developed Countries (MEDC’s) account for 80% of domestic workers. 

This is because perpetrators target migrant women and force them to work without having to 

transport them across national borders. This number is so high because for the most part, 

domestic workers are completely concealed from the government and there are no records of 

trafficking. In addition to this, domestic workers are excluded from the protections that come 

with national labour laws which leave them helpless.  

 



Construction 

Human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation in the construction industry 

accounts for 18% of identified forced labour cases. This form of work is extremely demanding 

and dangerous, yet very accessible. The construction industry is arranged in multiple tiers which 

increases complexity and lets forced labour go undiscovered. In addition, fake self- employment 

schemes have contributed to the development of coercive practices in the industry. 

 

Manufacturing  

Human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation in the manufacturing industry 

accounts for 15% of identified forced labour cases. This industry has high amounts of coercion, 

especially in Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDC’s). Public awareness regarding 

forced labour in this industry is present; however, it is mainly focused on child labour in small 

material factories in South Asian countries. In reality, the issue is present at a much greater 

scale. The awareness on the issue has been growing though, which has resulted in multiple 

signs of coercion, that were hid to the public until recently, being discovered. One example of 

this is the manufacturing of garments for medical use which is a global industry that produced 

around 150 billion year with a market value of 5 billion US dollars. Most of the production is 

located in Asian factories that rely heavily on migrant workers. Many of these factories were 

found to have excessive working hours and production targets, repayment of high recruitment 

fees, illegal retention of passports and in extreme cases even illegal imprisonment and worker 

abuse. Although this issue is present in the low end of the manufacturing scale, cases have 

been discovered in the high end as well. These cases are mostly in the electronic industry in 

which major telecommunications and technology brands have received allegations of forced 

labour in their supply chains. In addition to this, tech companies have an added pressure to 

ensure that their products do not contain minerals such as tungsten or tantalum as these 

minerals are produced in conflict zones while forced labour rates are high. This pressure is 

present because the entire operation would have to be shut down due to public digression if 

signs of modern slavery were to be found in major tech companies. This would lead to a huge 

decrease in sales and potential bankruptcy. 

 

Commercial agriculture and fishing  

Human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation in the commercial agriculture and 

fishing industry accounts for 12% of identified forced labour cases. Since the agricultural 

industry is seasonal, coercion and forced labour may occur for only a short period of time. 



Illegitimate agencies supposedly responsible for the payment and working condition of the work 

force are actually responsible such as the withheld payment of wages, violence, restriction of 

physical movement and threats.  

 The seafood industry has gained international attention because of a media report in 

2014 which highlighted the prevalence of slavery in high profile company’s supply chains. 

Severe cases, demonstrated through the standard of living on deep sea fishing vessels in the 

Asian region, have resulted in physical brutality and even death. The proliferation of modern 

factory ships in fishing industry has lessened the effect of efforts to protect workers. Migrant 

workers are at a high risk of coercion because many nationals find the salaries too low for the 

level and intensity of work. In some cases, the entire operation can even be illegal because it 

involves illegal brokerage and illegal fishing practices. There have also been many cases where 

vessel owners use undocumented migrants as slaves to cut cost and escape government 

attention  

 

Forced labour imposed by the state  

Forced labour imposed by the state authorities has been classified into 6 main categories. 

The first category is the abuse of conscription. This occurs when conscripts are forced by the 

state to perform tasks that are out of the realm of military character. The second category is the 

obligation to perform work beyond normal civil obligations. This occurs when civilians are 

forced to do extra work or work deemed too dangerous for the general public. The third category 

is the abuse of the obligation to participate in minor community services. This occurs 

when the services victims are forced to partake in are not in the direct interest of the community 

or/and have not been previously discussed as something that will benefit the said community. 

The fourth category is forced prison labour. This relates to either prisoners being forced to 

work in administrate detention, forced labour by prisoners for the benefit of private corporations 

or individual outside of the expectation detailed by the International Labour Organization (ILO), 

or forced labour by prisoners because of expressing political views of participation in peaceful 

protests. The fifth category is forced labour for the purpose of economic development. This 

occurs when forced labour in sectors like the manufacturing industry is imposed by the state. 

The sixth category is the forced recruitment of children by the state. This occurs when 

government force children to work either as a slave or as a child soldier. In Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan, it is estimated that a million people are forced by the government to pick cotton 

each year. With this added threat, civilians in these countries are never safe. The governments 

manipulate citizens into doing this so strongly that the citizens have no way of escape. There 



have been reports that some governments turn to extreme measures like taking away 

citizenship if a citizen doesn’t agree to perform these tasks. 

 

ILO conventions concerning forced labour  

The ILO part of the United Nations and is an organization consisting of trade unions, 

government and companies. The conventions set fourth through the ILO cover a wide area of 

social issues relation to forced labour.  

ILO convention no 20 of 1930 

This convention criminalizes the illegal exaction of forced labour. It was one of 

the ILO’s earliest convention and came about in a time where slavery had 

officially ended in the United States of America however the exploitation of labour 

overseas and human trafficking was still present. This convention also specified 

that forced labour should not include work for military or government service. 

ILO convention no 105 of 1957 

This convention concerns the abolition of forced labour act of 1957. It forced 

member states to ban forms of forced labour regarding political coercion or racial 

discrimination.  

ILO convention no 182 of 1999 

This convention relates to the treatment of children under labour exploitation. It 

protects them from child trafficking and the recruitment of child soldiers.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

 

Anti-Slavery International (ASI) 

Anti-slavery international is a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) that was founded 

in 1839. It is the world’s oldest international human rights organization and is based in the 

United Kingdom. It works against slavery and forced labour exploitation at both domestic and 

international organization. It promotes international advocacy and government lobbying and 

collaboration. It also raises awareness of this issue through public education.  

 

Focus on labour Exploitation (FLEX) 

The Flex organization is an NGO that was established in 2013. It has 3 main aims which 

are to 1) ensure enforcement of labour rights and form appropriate responses to labour 



exploitation, 2) ensure victims or human trafficking and or labour exploitation are recognised as 

individuals and right bearers, 3) to challenge current policies and attitudes relation to labour 

exploitation. This NGO was strongly engaged and involved with the creation and implementation 

of the UK modern slavery act and immigration bill. It also created the labour exploitation 

accountability hub which is a database of legal devices for individual and corporate 

accountability relation to labour exploitation. 

 

 

North Korea 

North Korea has the highest prevalence of modern slavery as 4.37% of its population is 

enslaved. The main reason why this number is so high is because the government forced its 

civilians to work in domestic and international forced labour. Because of this, it is estimated that 

there are 80-120 thousand North Korean citizens at labour camps in North Korea. One of North 

Korea’s most valuable exports is the exportation of people for labour exploitation. Civilians are 

exported to 45 different countries where they suffer and work tirelessly with little to no salary. 

The oppressive political state the country is in contributes to human trafficking as many people 

want to flee the country. Chinese trafficking groups have become aware of this and smuggle 

females into the sex trade in China by promising them a better life. This also relates back to 

social vulnerability being a huge factor for this issue.  

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

2000  Implementation of the TVPA, the most important anti-trafficking law ever 

passed 

2001 Countries of Western Africa collaborate to create an action plan to tackle 

slavery  

2004  United Nations implements special rapporteur on Human Trafficking, 

focusing on modern slavery 

2005  The ILO gave its first global report on forced labour and stated that the 

number of slaves worldwide was 12.3 million  

2011 US President Barack Obama declared January as Human Trafficking 

Awareness month, and January 11th as National Human Trafficking 

Awareness day.   



2011  The Alliance to End Human Trafficking encouraged government to 

reassess the TVPA 

2015  United nations initiates the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) 

which include a target of ending slavery through the eradication of forced 

labour by 2030 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

 Forced Labour, 1956 (E/RES/607(XXI)) 

 Trafficking in persons, especially women and children, 19 June 2013 (A/HRC/23/L.8) 

 Security Council 2331, 20 December 2016 (S/Res/2016) 

 Human Rights of Migrants, 6 October 2010 (A/HRC/RES/15/16) 

 Improving the Coordination of Efforts Against Trafficking in Persons, 19 March 2010 

(A/RES/64/178) 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

Many internationally recognized organizations and treaties have been created in an attempt 

to combat this issue. The ILO and TVPA are argued to be the most effective, powerful, and 

important. Although these organizations and treaties can attempt to implement solutions, 

countries sovereignty has the ability to block these solutions. Countries who recognize the 

amount of their population being exploited for labour and actively try to solve it or actively look 

for solutions have a high probability of decreasing amount of their population that is enslaved. 

The main reason why countries sovereignty has served as a blockade for solutions is because 

any United Nations resolution centred around the idea of human trafficking for labour 

exploitation have been passed in the Human Rights Council or the General Assembly which 

make them non-binding.  

There have also been a multitude of NGO’s created that work specifically on this issue but 

the issue of countries sovereignty is still present. Along with FLEX and Anti-slavery 

international, other NGO’s such as Slave Free Today, Alliance To End Slavery and Trafficking 

(ATEST), and International Justice Mission (IJM) all work to curb human trafficking for the 

purpose of labour exploitation.  

More recently, the issue of human trafficking for labour exploitation has decreased in public 

awareness. When the issue is brought up, only child labour is discussed as there seems to be a 



generalized concept that slavery does not exist anymore. However, the issue deserves much 

more attention than it is given. This issue is rooted upon a capitalist society with a demand of 

materials and a low price. It is far greater than perpetrators, victims, or even governments 

 

Possible Solutions 

When thinking of solutions to combat this issue, it is imperative to remember that no 

solution will completely stop human trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation. It is better 

to take a more holistic approach and combat different sectors of the issue which will overall 

decrease its prominence on global society. One solution would be the institutionalize the 

working relationship between the government and the people. This relationship should be based 

on the promotion of a victim cantered, human rights approach. Another solution would be to 

educate members of rural, LEDC’s areas about signs of coercion as they are the most targeted. 

Although victim blaming should never be the answer, it is important to protect these civilians 

from the harsh reality of modern day society. Another solution would be to implement protocols 

that help countries move up the tiers as mention through the TVPA. The implementation of a 

step-by-step process will encourage and guide who want to decrease the amount of human 

trafficking for labour exploitation in their country but do not know exactly the best way to do so. 

In addition, including relevant existing NGO’s in future laws/polices as to bridge the gap 

between state and civilians will be an extremely effective solution. This will ensure a much more 

democratic and collaborative approach. An additional solution would to be request that countries 

where many victims are trafficked into to provide accessible asylum and visa options for victims 

who can return back to their home country.  

Appendix 

- Country narratives regarding the 2018 report on human trafficking. Read this to 

understand your countries current state on the issue.  

https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2018/index.htm 

https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2018/index.htm


 

Shows how to read country narrative 
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