
  

 

What is human trafficking?  

According to the 2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 

Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Chil-

dren, human trafficking is defined on the basis of three 

main cumulative elements:  
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Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

The impact of COVID-19 on victims of trafficking  

The identification of victims of trafficking is difficult because of the un-

derground criminal nature of trafficking. The pandemic risks further 

curtailing identification efforts due to measures of confinement, priori-

ties of law enforcement shifting from the apprehension of traffickers to 

the monitoring of confinement and other measures against COVID-19, 

and the closure of social services which play an important role in iden-

tifying trafficking victims.  

The protection of victims of trafficking may also be impacted by the 

pandemic, especially when they experienced pre-existing socio-

economic difficulties. Their living conditions may put them at increased 

risk of infection. They have also higher risks of re-exploitation when 

they cannot benefit from assistance and care because of the suspen-

sion of services or the impossibility the practice preventive measures 

in victims’ shelters.    

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment.  Topics will be repeated from time to time as analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 

United in the fight 

against COVID-19   

In Azerbaijan, the traffick-

ing of personal protection 

equipment outside the 

region by criminal groups 

has created shortages. A 

group of victims of traffick-

ing in a shelter supported 

by IOM is producing masks 

for themselves and the 

local community, contrib-

uting to the fight against 

the pandemic. 

Human trafficking, modern slav-
ery and smuggling:  

What are the differences? 
 

Often referred to as “modern slav-

ery”, human trafficking is to be distin-

guished from the smuggling of mi-

grants. Although the two often blur in 

practice, contrary to smuggling, 

trafficking:  

• Occurs without consent, entailing 

coercion or deception  

• Is for the specific purpose of ongo-

ing exploitation (which doesn’t end 

after arrival at the destination) 

• Can happen both within and/or 

across States’ borders.    
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/protocoltraffickinginpersons.aspx
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/guidelinesforassistingvictims_en_a5.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/greta-statement-covid19-en/16809e126a
https://news.trust.org/item/20200317170106-u1tz8
https://news.trust.org/item/20200317170106-u1tz8
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid19-modern-slavery/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-lockdown-sex-trafficking-modern-slavery-victim-safe-house-home-office-salvation-army-a9424736.html
https://www.iom.int/news/trafficking-victims-join-fight-against-covid-19-azerbaijan
https://www.iom.int/news/trafficking-victims-join-fight-against-covid-19-azerbaijan
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/faqs-migrant-smuggling.html#Overlaps_and_differences


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Accrued risks of human trafficking  

due to the COVID-19 pandemic  

The socio-economic impacts of the pandemic are exacer-
bating vulnerabilities in our societies, including systemic 
issues related to health care, social security, security of 
employment or working conditions. As in times of eco-
nomic crisis, increased insecurity, poverty and marginali-
zation induced by diseases outbreaks can be key drivers 
of human trafficking. Criminal groups such as traffickers 
are likely to take advantage of people’s vulnerabilities for 
exploitative purposes. Increasing rates of unemployment 
which will likely worsen in the forthcoming months will 
add additional pressures on workers and increase jobs 
competition, while reducing flows of international re-
mittances to countries of origin, thereby exposing more 
families to poverty.  

Risks of human trafficking induced by the pandemic can, 
for example, take the form of:  
 The disruption of supply chains with little oversight 

over potentially exploitative working conditions at the 

other end of the chain. 

 Factories lending money for workers confined at 

home without financial resources which may turn out 

in debt bondage. 

 Prohibition of sex work due to lockdown in some 

countries which risks pushing sex workers under-

ground and increasing their vulnerability to human 

trafficking.  

Main types of exploitation  
 

The Counter-Trafficking Data Collab-
orative highlights that the two main 
types of exploitation of trafficking 
victims are sexual exploitation 
(53.66%) and forced labour 
(41.81%).  

Most victims of labour exploitation 

have been trafficked into the follow-

ing sectors:  

 Domestic work (30%) 

 Construction (16%) 

 Agriculture (10%) 

 Manufacturing (9%) 

 Hospitality (8%) 

Migrants in irregular situations, asylum seekers, exploited and trafficked per-
sons may be particularly at risk of COVID-19 because their living or working 
environment may expose them to the virus without necessary protection. 

Statement by UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, Mr Felipe González Morales, 
and UN Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, Ms Marie Grazia Giammarinaro, 3 April 2020  

Click on the graph for a full view and analysis 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_report_socio-economic_impact_of_covid19.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/An_Introduction_to_Human_Trafficking_-_Background_Paper.pdf
https://globalmigrationgroup.org/system/files/uploads/documents/UNODC_GMG_Factsheet_impact_economic_crisis_May10.pdf
https://globalmigrationgroup.org/system/files/uploads/documents/UNODC_GMG_Factsheet_impact_economic_crisis_May10.pdf
https://polarisproject.org/blog/2020/04/covid-19-may-increase-human-trafficking-in-vulnerable-communities/
https://polarisproject.org/blog/2020/04/covid-19-may-increase-human-trafficking-in-vulnerable-communities/
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/pdf/10.1089/hs.2018.0134
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CovidPB1rev.04.04.v1.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CovidPB1rev.04.04.v1.pdf
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/latest-on-coronavirus-outbreak/covid-19-to-trigger-roughly-195-million-job-losses-ilo/1795994
https://www.ft.com/content/e71b9fa6-2e94-439b-985d-88b4bbed71b8
https://www.ft.com/content/e71b9fa6-2e94-439b-985d-88b4bbed71b8
https://theconversation.com/the-real-economic-victims-of-coronavirus-are-those-we-cant-see-133620
https://indvstrvs.com/disruption-to-global-supply-chains-a-boon-for-traffickers/
https://news.trust.org/item/20200319170902-ova7i/
https://www.ctdatacollaborative.org/story/exploitation-victims-trends
https://www.ctdatacollaborative.org/story/exploitation-victims-trends
https://www.ctdatacollaborative.org/story/exploitation-victims-trends
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25774&LangID=E
https://www.ctdatacollaborative.org/story/exploitation-victims-trends

