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Introduction  

Trafficking in human beings for sexual exploitation is a criminal business of transnational nature, 

ranking third after narcotics and arms trafficking (UNODC, 2011a) in generating huge amounts of 

illegal profit. A conservative estimate puts the revenue generated from trafficking for sexual 

exploitation in Europe at €2.5 billion (UNODC, 2014b). Despite the seriousness of the crime, law 

enforcement and criminal justice authorities across the world encounter various problems in 

investigating and punishing perpetrators. According to the UNODC (2014a: 13) “impunity prevails” 

with regard to THB. One important barrier is believed to be corruption, which – as with other 

criminal enterprises – is a significant facilitating mechanism (UNODC, 2011b). The current analysis 

sheds light on the ways in which corruption mechanisms are used by traffickers in carrying out the 

offence and highlights the problems such practices create for the achievement of effective 

prevention of trafficking, protection of victims and prosecution of perpetrators in the European 

Union.  

Human trafficking is a complex offence incorporating various activities and involving a number of 

interactions with the surrounding socio-economic and legal environment. The current analysis 

accounts for this complexity by exploring connections between trafficking and phenomena 

associated with THB. Human trafficking has three main stages – recruitment, transportation and 

exploitation. During these stages criminals are confronted with a variety of factors which influence 

their cost-benefit calculations and the actions they take. Legal frameworks and the degree of 

robustness with which they are enforced are crucial in this respect (Rusev, 2013). Notwithstanding 

the importance of domestic trafficking, THB often involves the (illegal) crossing of borders 

(although not necessarily border controls), demonstrated by the fact that in major European 

destination countries, identified victims as well as perpetrators are overwhelmingly of foreign origin 

(Eurostat, 2015). Furthermore, since the majority of victims in the EU are trafficked for the purpose 

of sexual exploitation, the legal framework on paid sex work is also addressed. 

Policy and legal context  
Human trafficking has always been considered a very serious crime and in the last decades 

international awareness has grown, resulting in a number of multilateral initiatives aimed at its 

suppression. The most important international legal document laying down rules and criminalising 

human trafficking is the protocol supplementing the 2000 UN Convention against Transnational 

Organised Crime:  the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, Especially Women and Children, more widely known as the Palermo Protocol. The 

Convention and Palermo Protocol have been followed by a number of policy initiatives. In 2007, 

the United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (UN.GIFT) was launched. UN.GIFT 

combines the efforts of UNODC, ILO, UNICEF, IOM, OHCHR and OSCE in pursuing the following 

goals: awareness raising, strengthening prevention, reducing demand, supporting and protecting 

victims, improving law enforcement, implementing international commitments, enriching 

knowledge, strengthening partnerships, creating a special purpose fund for projects aimed at 

ending trafficking and creating an informal contact group (UNODC, 2007). In 2010, the UN General 

Assembly declared its commitment to combatting trafficking by adopting the UN Global Plan of 

Action to Combat Trafficking in Persons. This declaration was followed by the unveiling in 2012 of 

the UNODC Comprehensive Strategy to Combat Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling of Migrants 

setting out a number of objectives and responsibilities in the fight against the two crimes.  
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The definition of human trafficking adopted for the purpose of this analysis is the one laid down in 

Art.3 of the Palermo Protocol supplementing the Convention of the United Nations against 

Transnational Organised Crime: “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of 

persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of 

deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 

payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for 

the purpose of exploitation” (UN, 2000). The intended exploitation (referred to as the objective of 

trafficking) is defined as including, at a minimum, “the exploitation of the prostitution of others or 

other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 

servitude or the removal of organs”. The offence is subject to two qualifying circumstances. The 

consent of a victim of trafficking is irrelevant where any of the means listed above is present. When 

the victim is a child (any person under eighteen years of age) the offence shall be considered as 

trafficking even if it does not involve any of those means.  

Corruption has been recognised as an important facilitator of many criminal activities, including 

trafficking in human beings. In order to encompass the full range of corrupt behaviours, the widely 

adopted definition put forward by Transparency International (2016) – “abuse of entrusted power 

for private gain” – will be used in this analysis. Corruption can be classified as grand, petty and 

political, depending on the impact it has, the money lost as a result and where it occurs (Ibid). 

Several legal documents have been adopted at the European level. The Council of Europe 

Convention on Actions against Trafficking in Human Beings was adopted in 2005. Monitoring of 

the compliance with the Convention has also been established through the CoE’s Group of Experts 

on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA). The European Union has undertaken a 

number of policy initiatives aimed at combatting THB since the 1990s. Of note among those are 

the 2002 Brussels Declaration on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Human Beings and the 

EU Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012–2016. The EU 

commitment to prevention and combating trafficking in human beings is implemented through 

setting minimum standards on issues such as criminalisation, penalties and other sanctions 

including aggravating circumstances, jurisdiction and extradition.  

Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHA on Combating Trafficking in Human Beings was the 

first EU legislative document on trafficking. In addition, there is an array of other documents with 

provisions on issues related to THB, including on assistance to victims of crime, residence permits 

for trafficked third country nationals, measures against employers hiring illegal workers, etc. The 

most recent legislative act is the EU Directive 2011/36 of 5 April 2011 on preventing and 

combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims, which establishes a 

comprehensive legal framework at the Community level. Art. 2 of Directive 2011/36/EU borrows 

the comprehensive definition of the Palermo Protocol and its two modifications (Еuropean Union, 

2011). The expansion of definition comped to the Framework Decision is crucial as it brings into 

the limelight forms of exploitation, such as forced begging and trafficking for the removal of organs, 

which are often overshadowed by the much more pervasive problem of trafficking for sexual 

purposes. The Directive also lays down a set of minimum common standards regarding issues 

such as the prevention and identification of trafficking, the appropriate punishment for those 

responsible and the establishment of adequate protections for the victims.  

Art. 4 of Directive 2011/36/EU establishes a maximum penalty of at least five years of 

imprisonment, while in the presence of aggravating circumstances the penalty is doubled to at 

least 10 years. For legal persons, the Directive mandates that member states ensure the entity 

concerned can be subject to both criminal and non-criminal sanctions. The Directive addresses the 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/AUTO/?uri=celex:32002F0629
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rights of victims during criminal proceedings and the safeguards they should be afforded. In 

addition, each victim is entitled to compensation from the state (Art.17, Ibid.). An important element 

is the recommendation for non-prosecution of the victims of trafficking for offences that they have 

been forced to commit in the context of their exploitation (Art. 8, ibid). Nevertheless, the Directive 

states that the „safeguard should not exclude prosecution or punishment for offences that a person 

has voluntarily committed or participated in“(Ibid: 7). Special care is to be provided to child victims. 

In terms of prevention, Art.18 of the Directive encourages member states to consider criminalising 

the use of services of persons with the knowledge that they are objects of exploitation (Ibid.). 

Another aspect of the Directive worth mentioning is that, in some instances, it allows for national 

law to cross beyond the boundaries of the state. Art.10 of the Directive stipulates that a state can 

decide to extend its jurisdiction to crimes carried out in another EU country by one or more of its 

nationals or by persons residing habitually within its territory (Ibid.). This provision attests to the 

Union’s continued commitment to the principle of extraterritorial jurisdiction as a way of tackling 

crimes of human trafficking which themselves have little regard for territorial borders. 

 

The Directive mandates that each member state establishes a national rapporteur or an equivalent 

mechanism, tasked with conducting assessments of trends in the crime of trafficking, measuring 

how successful anti-trafficking actions are, gathering statistical data and reporting on its findings 

(Art. 19). This body is also expected to collaborate actively with relevant civil society organisations 

working within the territory of the country.   

Free movement in the EU 
Closely related to the legal framework on human trafficking is the EU legislation on the free 

movement of people – one of the fundamental values of the Union. UNODC (2014b) distinguishes 

between three different scales of trafficking – domestic, subregional (between different countries in 

the same continent) and transregional (between continents).  Since trafficking in the EU is often of 

a sub-regional and transregional nature, the rules relating to movement of people and labour are 

important to consider.  

Human trafficking networks recruit victims in particular countries and move them across borders in 

order to get to the desired destination countries. According to the UNODC (2012: 53-57) the 

majority of identified victims of trafficking in the EU originate from Southeast European countries 

(Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Bosnia and Serbia) – 29.1% of all identified victims. The second 

largest region of origin is Africa (mostly Nigeria) and the Middle East which together provide 17.6% 

of all identified victims. The importance of Eastern Europe and Central Asia (mostly Russia, 

Ukraine and Moldova) as a region of origin is declining in recent years – only 4.5% of all identified 

victims are coming from this region. Less significant regions in this respect are also Latin America 

and East and Southeast Asia. The UNODC (2012) also reports that a significant share of the 

identified victims have been trafficked domestically - 25.5% of all victims in the region have been 

exploited in their country of residence, while another 7.1% have been trafficked from Central to 

Western European countries, i.e. within the Schengen Area. The major destination countries are in 

Western Europe – Spain, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom (Eurostat, 

2015). 

The aforementioned figures indicate that about one third of all victims of trafficking in Europe did 

not have to pass any border control procedures. Moreover, Europol (2013) also assesses that 

increasing numbers of EU nationals are identified as victims of trafficking. The reason for this trend 

is believed to be the absence of physical border controls. The lucrative sex markets in the old EU 

member states provide better opportunities for higher revenues to organised criminals, compared 
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to the relatively small markets back in the countries of origin. The higher demand in Western 

Europe is also coupled with more liberal regimes regarding prostitution in some of these countries 

(e.g. Belgium, Germany, Netherlands), which also ensures low risk to traffickers (Europol, 2013). 

The Schengen Agreement is a unique experiment in the removal of border controls between nation 

states. In 1997, the agreement was integrated in the EU acquis communautaire with the 

Amsterdam Treaty. The Schengen area currently includes 22 of the EU member states. 21 

Exceptions include Cyprus for which the Agreement is not yet implemented and Bulgaria, Croatia 

and Romania, which have not yet acceded. Nevertheless, these three countries are obliged to 

meet the required criteria and join the area. The UK and Ireland are not part of the Schengen due 

to an opt-out. Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and Lichtenstein, which are not part of the European 

Union, have adopted the Schengen acquis and are currently part of the area. Meanwhile, the 

European Union has also started a process for liberalisation of the Schengen visa regime with third 

countries, which resulted in partial waiving of the strict immigration control for citizens of the 

Western Balkan countries, as well as a number of Latin American countries. 22  Moldova was 

granted visa free travel within Schengen and Schengen associated countries in April 2014 

(European Commission, 2014) and recently the European Commission has proposed the same for 

Georgia (European Comission, 2016a). Steps have been taken for waiving the visa regime with 

Ukraine and Kosovo and visa issuing has already been simplified. Turkey has been making 

progress and the current objective for the country is visa waiver by October 2016 (European 

Commission, 2016b). Talks on visa matters with Russia, however, were suspended following the 

2014 Ukraine crisis (European Union, n.d.).  

The Schengen regime and developments in the visa policy of the European Union have important 

implications in the area of border control and human trafficking flows. The removal of control over 

the internal borders, together with the accompanying measures for fighting illegal immigration 

within the European Union, have led to increased strain on the countries guarding the external 

borders of the Schengen area in terms of preventing both human trafficking and  illegal migration. 

The migrant crisis which intensified in 2013 has further increased this pressure on outside border 

countries and altered the situation on the ground. The large flow of third country nationals 

prompted the reaction of countries on major migrant routes as well as desired destinations - 

internal border controls have been reinstated on the German, Austrian, Hungarian, Slovenian 

(subsequently withdrawn), Swedish and Norwegian borders (European Commission, 2015). 

France and Malta have also reintroduced border controls. It should be noted that these measures 

are allowed for when there are serious threats to public policy and internal security and are subject 

to time limits and proportionality restrictions. Rules regulating such actions are contained in articles 

23-25 of the Schengen Border Code.  

                                                 
21 Certain regions and territories of the Schengen states are not in Schengen however: territories of France not situated 
in Europe; territories of the Netherlands not situated in Europe; Greenland and the Faroe Islands (Denmark); Svalbard 
(Norway). Countries/territories within the geography of the EU, but not in Schengen: Andorra, Gibraltar (UK) and 
Kaliningrad Oblast (exclave of the Russian Federation); and three states with de facto Schengen status (open borders): 
Monaco (although border checks are conducted by France), San Marino (open border to Italy, but random checks are 
conducted) and the Vatican (which has applied to join Schengen). Ceuta and Melilla (Spanish territory within the 
geography of Morocco) have border checks. 
22 European Council Regulation 539/2001 contains two lists of countries. Under Annex I is the list of countries whose 
nationals must be in possession of visas when crossing the external borders of Schengen area. Annex II is listing the 
countries, whose nationals are entitled to visa exempt entering and 3 months stay. Nationals from Macedonia, 
Montenegro and Serbia has received the right to visa-exempt travels in December 2009, while for the citizens from 
Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina the liberalization took place in November 2010. Latin America countries like Brazil, 
Mexico, and Paraguay have also signed mutual agreements with EU in the period 2009 – 2011. 
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In addition to measures regulating entry within the Community, the European Union has also 

adopted measures laying down standards for the return policies for third country residents staying 

illegally in a given member state. The most important piece of legislation in the field is Directive 

2008/115/EC (European Union, 2008). Furthermore, the European Union has adopted purposive 

measures targeting employers hiring illegal workers provided in Directive 2009/52/EC (European 

Union, 2009). There are no systematic evaluations on the overall effects of these policies on 

human trafficking on the European level yet.  

However, existing research points to some important consequences, which become even more 

salient considering recent developments in border protection and management introduced by 

member states.  First of all, stricter border control regimes stimulate potential migrants to search 

for the aid of intermediaries, as stricter regimes render it impossible for them to otherwise ensure 

their entry into the desired destination country without facilitation. Accordingly, more stringent 

return policies require the aid of intermediaries, which could assist with harbouring and protection 

from deportation, while harsher employer sanctions can create the need for assistance in securing 

illegal job placements (Friebel & Guriev, 2006; Davies & Davies, 2008; Djadjic & Vinogradova, 

2013). Nevertheless, these suggested effects would very much depend on the effectiveness of the 

enforcement of these policies. The most adverse consequence is that strict border controls 

combined with stern deportation regimes and weak enforcement of employer sanctions lead to an 

increase of incidence of debt-financed migration and render it impossible for a third country 

resident to enter a desired destination country without facilitation.23 At the same time, stricter 

deportation and employer’s sanction regimes, favour enforcement of debt contracts in the illegal 

sector. The threat of deportation practically serves as a guarantee to the traffickers and makes it 

unlikely for illegal migrants to default on their debts (Guild & Carrera, 2007).  

The described model is to some extent applicable to the current situation in Europe and might be 

even more relevant with regard to the large wave of irregular migrants on the territories of the 

Union, as both smuggling and trafficking of human beings are acknowledged as activities often 

undertaken by organised crime groups procuring safe crossing of the external borders (Ibid.: 55-

61). Moreover, some research indicates that enforcement of employer sanctions is relatively weak 

– around two percent of all companies are inspected annually on average in EU, whereas at least 

ten percent should be checked in order to achieve the desired effect of this measure (Ibid.). 

However, the suggested model has limited explanatory power in regards to cases where trafficking 

occurs within the Schengen area and involves European citizens, as well as to certain types of 

trafficking, such as trafficking in children for example.  

In any case, it could be concluded that the tightening of immigration policies and the restricted 

access to labour markets in the EU pushes potential migrants into the informal economy and in the 

hands of organised crime. Hence, the tightening policy approach also indirectly increases the 

corruption pressure over public authorities, as corruption remains one of the main instruments of 

organised crime to circumvent stricter regulations. 

                                                 
23 Davies & Davies (2008) and Djadjic & Vinogradova (2013) assume that debt-bonded migration is a rational choice 
involving the consent of the illegal migrant and therefore something distinct from human trafficking and rather a form of 
human smuggling. On the other hand debt bondage is explicitly defined as one of the major forms of forced labour under 
the ILO Convention on Abolition of Forced Labour and recognised as a form of exploitation as per the Palermo Protocol 
to Prevent, Supress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children. Therefore it should rather be 
considered human trafficking. 
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Corruption 

The analysis on the link between THB and corruption should also take into account the EU legal 

framework on corruption. At the European level, two legal documents on the problem of corruption 

have been drawn up. The Convention against Corruption Involving Officials, drawn up on the basis 

of Article K.3 (2) (c) of the Treaty on European Union on the fight against corruption involving 

officials of the European Communities or officials of member states of the European Union. The 

Convention aims at establishing a framework for combatting the corruption of officials of the 

European Union or national officials of the member states. The Convention obliges parties to 

criminalise passive and active corruption and to cooperate where needed for the successful 

investigation and prosecution of corruption.  

Council of the European Union Framework Decision 2003/568/JHA on Combating Corruption in 

the Private Sector is the other major EU document on corruption. The decision requires member 

states to criminalise the acts of corrupting a person or demanding an undue advantage in both 

their passive and active forms, when done directly or through intermediaries. These acts are 

penalised when carried out intentionally by legal or natural persons. Natural persons should be 

punished by a maximum of one to three years imprisonment, whereas criminal or non-criminal 

penalties can be imposed on legal persons, together with other penalties applicable to companies.   

Prostitution 

Exploitation is a key qualifying element for the offence of human trafficking. Considering that the 

majority of human trafficking victims in Europe are exploited for sexual services (UNODC, 2014a), 

the analysis of the link between corruption and THB also requires to take into account the legal 

regulations against prostitution in the members states. The European Union has not taken any 

uniform position, legislative or policy action with regard to prostitution. Nevertheless, two judicial 

decisions by the European Court of Justice are of note here. In 1982, the ECJ ruled that expulsion 

of a foreigner from another member state due to immoral behaviour, which did not carry sanctions 

when engaged in by residents of the host country is unlawful (Rezguia Adoui v Belgian State and 

City of Liège; Dominique Cornuaille v Belgian State, 1982). In 2001, the ECJ declared prostitution 

as an economic activity performed by a self-employed person and it was included in the 

Association Agreements of the countries of origin of the plaintiffs (Aldona Malgorzata Jany and 

Others v Staatssecretaris van Justitie, 2001). Thus, at least to a certain extent, prostitution can be 

regarded as a labour activity.  

Compared to illegal border crossing, prostitution is not a criminal offence within the majority the EU 

countries. Rather, a variety of policies are adopted by member states, which fall in four general 

categories based on the view they take with regard to the legality of selling sex (Hancilova & 

Massey, 2009): legalized prostitution and regulated market (e.g. the Netherlands and Germany), 

prohibition of the purchase of sex services (e.g. Sweden, Norway), legal sale and purchase of sex 

services between consenting adults but criminalisation of related acts such as inducement to 

prostitution, renting premises for lewd acts, etc. (e.g. Belgium, France) and criminalisation of 

prostitution (e.g. Kosovo).  

The Swedish model and the legalised model have raised most debate for their handling of the 

issue of prostitution. The Swedish government, outlawed the purchase of sex services in 1999. 

Several evaluations have suggested a positive effect of the change – decrease of street 

prostitution (Holmström & Skilbrei, 2008) drop in prices (Danna, 2012), as well as more restraint 
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from buyers of sex and a decrease in social acceptance of prostitution (Kousmanen, 2011). 

Evidence from intercepted phone conversations of traffickers, suggests that trafficking might also 

have been reduced (Ibid.).These successes have led other countries such as Norway and Finland 

to enact similar laws. However, doubts about the positive effects of this model remain. Sweden’s 

climate is not conductive to street prostitution and only an estimated quarter of all prostitution takes 

places outdoors (Danna, 2012) and the legislation might have driven prostitution further indoors. 

Furthermore, prostitutes now take larger risks and are exposed to more violence than before 

(Holmström & Skilbrei, 2008). Data on trafficking for sexual exploitation is notoriously difficult to 

obtain, a problem which is likely to be compounded in contexts where prostitution is illegal and/or 

highly stigmatised. In addition, the ban can lead to better profits due to higher prices of indoor 

prostitution for more sophisticated traffickers who can evade the authorities (Swedish National 

Council for Crime Prevention, 2008). Last but not least, the often bold claims made by proponents 

of the criminalisation have been subjected to serious criticism regarding their scientific rigour 

(Dodillet & Östergren, 2011).  

On the other hand, the legalisation of prostitution is sometimes heralded as an enlightened 

approach which could ensure better conditions for prostitutes and stem criminal elements within 

the sex market.  Evidence for the merits of this labour policy approach, however are contradictory. 

In the Netherlands, a large scale study found that municipalities had established licensing 

schemes and regular checks were carried out, which showed that most business owners were in 

compliance and that the number of prostitutes without necessary documents had decreased 

(Flight, 2006). Another study showed that stricter enforcement had not led to a shift in unregulated 

forms of prostitution (Biesma, 2006). However, other research suggests that labour relations 

between prostitutes and other actors like window space owners were far from clear (Verhoeven, 

Gestel, & Kleemans, 2013) and that around 70% of prostitutes did not pay taxes (Dekker, Tap, & 

Homburg, 2006). Furthermore, prostitution in the Netherlands was found to retain many of the 

features of an illegal market (Ibid).  

The effect of prostitution legislation on trafficking is not easily ascertainable. It should be noted that 

specific demand for sexual services by trafficked persons does not seem to exist (Hancilova & 

Massey, 2009). Nevertheless, some large scale statistical studies have suggested that legalising 

prostitution leads to higher rates of reported trafficking (Van Dijk & Van Mierlo, 2010; Cho, Dreher 

& Neumayer, 2012). Hughes (2000), Farley (2009) and Marinova & James (2012) also find 

evidence of increases in THB in countries with legalised prostitution. Still, despite the fact that 

researchers apply a number of controls, it is problematic to use to these findings to inform policy. 

The use of data about registered cases of trafficking is highly misleading as it might assume police 

pro-activeness and effectiveness in investigation and prosecution. While Cho, Dreher, & Neumayer 

(2012) use the score of countries on indicators such as rule of law to control for this variable, this 

does not account for allocation of police resources to combat trafficking internally and for 

differences between source, transit and destination countries. The simple comparison in Table 1 of 

existing data on number of sex workers per capita within a given country and the number of 

identified victims of trafficking per capita clearly illustrates the difficulties in finding a specific link 

between the two phenomena. 

Table 1: Sex workers and victims of trafficking per 100,000 

Country Victims of trafficking per 100,000 Sex workers within country per 
100,000 

Romania 5.8 16.65 
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Netherlands 5 74.65 

Estonia 4.1 81.66 

Bulgaria 3.3 101.38 

Italy 2.7 83.87 

Belgium 1.8 162.38 

Slovenia 1.4 105.51 

Czech Republic 1.4 109.83 

Luxembourg 1.4 1033.49 

France 1.3 46.87 

Latvia 1 107.84 

Germany 0.8 486.51 

Lithuania 0.7 41.35 

Greece 0.7 89.18 

Denmark 0.5 101.54 

Finland 0.5 103.33 

Slovakia 0.5 138.86 

Austria 0.4 342.13 

Poland 0.2 26.24 

Portugal 0.2 90.97 

Hungary 0.1 121.92 
Source: TAMPEP (2009); Eurostat (2013) 

Some authors (e.g. Hardaway, 2003; Ditmore, 2011) have suggested that criminalising prostitution 

can lead to increases in corruption. Bezlov & Gounev (2012) state that corrupt police officers are 

essential to the operation of street level prostitution in nations which apply criminal penalties to 

aspects of the sex services market. However, evidence of prostitution-related corruption mostly 

consists of personal accounts and mentions in the literature without much further clarification. No 

studies seem to have tested this hypothesis in a targeted and comprehensive manner. 

Nevertheless, there is evidence that prostitution policy can alter the type of corruption utilised 

(Gounev, 2010). In countries where prostitution related activities are illegal, corruption pressure is 

likely to fall on police officers, while where it is legalised and regulated, administrative corruption is 

more relevant. Different types of prostitution are also likely to have a bearing on what type of 

corruption is encountered. Street prostitution is associated with low level police corruption 

(including police extortion), club prostitution can involve both low to middle level law enforcement 

and administrative corruption and elite prostitution is an instrument used to gain leverage over 

politicians and magistrates (Ibid.). 

Human Trafficking and Corruption  
The link between corruption and trafficking has been posited by academics (e.g. Lyday, 2001; 

Bales, 2005) and international organisations (UNODC, 2011a; OECD, n.d.). However, 

understanding is scarce both regarding the relationship between the two crimes and in terms of the 

types of corruption mechanisms used and actors involved at different stages of the process. 

Lyday (2001) finds strong correlation between the score given to a country according to the US 

Department of State Trafficking in Persons Report and Transparency International’s Corruption 

Perceptions Index (CPI). According to Zhang and Pineda (2008), corruption is among the most 

important factors behind THB and the most corrupt countries are the ones that consistently fail in 
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tackling trafficking. Indeed, compliance with anti-trafficking policies appears to diminish strongly as 

corruption increases (Cho, Dreher, & Neumayer, 2014; Van Dijk & Van Mierlo, 2010). The causal 

link between corruption and trafficking appears to be most significant when it comes to source 

countries. Bales (2005; 2007) finds government corruption to be the most important factor 

predicting trafficking from a country. Significant source countries for THB such as Brazil, where it is 

identified as a causal factor (Studnicka, 2010), and strong evidence of links from Thailand 

(Sakdiyakorn & Vichitrananda, 2010) and Nigeria (Agbu, 2003) confirm the importance of 

corruption for THB. Corruption in destination countries is also important but ranks second in 

predicting trafficking and its statistical significance is lower than the third and second factors 

influencing THB from a country (Bales, 2007).  

Other research supports the conclusion that the place that a country occupies in the trafficking 

chain matters with regard to the type of corruption which criminals need to use. Corruption in 

destination countries is more often related to administrative procedures (Gounev and Bezlov, 

2010). On the other hand, source countries are more prone to corruption at various levels of law 

enforcement, the judiciary and government (Ibid.).  

Human trafficking is not the exclusive purview of organised crime, yet OCGs have more resources 

to corrupt institutions. The level of criminal organization is therefore important. The distance over 

which victims are trafficked is an important dimension in accounting for differences. On this basis, 

the UNODC (2014a: 14) distinguishes between three types of trafficking and the perpetrators most 

often involved – domestic (one or few traffickers), sub-regional (small groups of traffickers) and 

transregional (OCGs). The larger the distance and borders to be crossed, the more criminal 

organization is required.   

. 

Institutions targeted by traffickers and methods employed 

Various institutional actors are targeted at the different stages of trafficking. Some corrupt 

transactions are associated with a particular stage in the trafficking process, while others are 

important during all stages. The sections below examine the need to use corruption by THB 

networks and which institutions they target most often drawing on evidence from academic 

research, as well as on the data collected within the current study in Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy and 

Kosovo.  

The need for corruption transactions 

Generally, recruitment is the least risky stage of the trafficking process for the perpetrators 

(UNODC, 2009). While this is not the case with all victims, still many of them come from 

disadvantaged areas and countries plagued by significant levels of unemployment (Europol, 2011) 

and therefore are vulnerable to deception with promises for a good job and a better future. Violent 

methods such as kidnapping have decreased in importance and more subtle methods such as 

deception and manipulation are now much more frequently used, especially with regard to victims 

coming from European countries in the last 15 years (Rusev, 2013). When agreeing to leave, the 

victims often do not realise that they will be exploited and therefore are not likely to seek any 

assistance from authorities (UNODC, 2009). In addition, often traffickers are friends or relatives or 

otherwise familiar with the persons they exploit. The ‘loverboy’ method is a well-documented 

strategy (Europol, 2011) involving the acquisition of affection and trust of the victim thus minimizing 

the possibility of problems with authorities.  
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Furthermore, many women actually know that they will be working in the sex services market but 

are deceived with regard to the working conditions and the part of their earnings they would be 

allowed to keep by the traffickers. Collected data indicates that many Bulgarian victims have been 

prostitutes before being trafficked to a foreign country (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016). 

This indicates that not all cases of trafficking involve deception and forced prostitution, as well as 

that the relations between traffickers and victims should not be considered as unidimensional.  

With regard to third country victims, the adoption of liberalised or relaxed visa regimes with most of 

the major origin countries for human trafficking (e.g. Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Serbia, Bosnia, 

Brazil, Moldova and Georgia) considerably lowered the risk for traffickers for moving victims across 

borders. Visa exempt travelling and the simplified procedures for obtaining visas, made obsolete 

the need for counterfeited personal identification documents, and for corrupting embassy and 

consular staff for obtaining visas under false pretences. Moreover, as already mentioned organised 

crime groups adapted their operations accordingly to the new situation and rely more often on 

deceiving the victims, rather than on coercion in the recruitment and transportation stages. The 

result is that in many cases border authorities might suspect trafficking, but the potential victims 

would not cooperate, as they are not aware that they would be exploited (CSD, 2007: 117). 

Therefore, victims from EU countries are less susceptible to threats based on their illegal status 

since they are entitled to freedom of movement within the EU. Certainly, for victims coming from 

countries which do not enjoy visa free access to the EU, the need for fraudulent documents 

persists. 

 With regard to the stage of exploitation, the most prolonged and risky stage, corruption is 

particularly important in ensuring lack of detection, investigation, prosecution and conviction. It is 

the stage where most often OCGs resort to corruption employing a variety of methods. 

Police corruption  

 

Police has always been one of the primary corruption targets of organized crime as they present a 

significant threat to criminal operations. In countries where prostitution is illegal, police corruption 

(mostly low level) is important for the existence of street prostitution (Bezlov & Gounev, 2012).. On 

the other hand, more sophisticated forms of prostitution, especially in countries where such 

activities are illegal, involve both low-to-mid level police and administrative corruption (Gounev & 

Bezlov, 2010). Thus data on the distribution of the sex service’s market can provide a glimpse of 

corruption relations criminals engage in. The overall percentage of sex work done indoor in Europe 

in 2008 was 65%, while for migrant workers, who are heavily represented in major destinations, it 

was 69% (TAMPEP, 2009). This suggests that corrupt relations with both low and mid-level police 

corruption are expected to exist.   

 

Corruption encounters can be one-off events, such as a policeman turning a blind eye to crime in 

return for payment. Such petty corruption exchanges, however, are more often associated with 

less organized forms of criminality as in the case of street prostitution (Sberna, 2016) Police can 

also provide a variety of long term services for traffickers, the main ones centred on protection and 

assistance in operations. Police tipping off criminals and traffickers for upcoming raids has been 

reported as a worrying development in Croatia (Podumljak, 2016). While protection or active 

support in recruitment activities by officials is rare, cases where policemen on the criminal payroll 

have intimidated persons charged with crime and have helped with recruitment of illegal 

immigrants have been recorded (Sberna, 2016).  
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During the stage of exploitation, the protection from investigations and prosecution becomes 

essential, since this is the most long lasting phase of the trafficking process. Obstructing 

investigation and avoiding arrest are the most frequently pursued goals by way of corruption. 

However, it should also be noted that in many of the cases  identified in the current analysis only 

unsuccessful attempts were made by traffickers to bribe police officials.. Still, these attempts are 

strongly correlated with less organized forms of crime and street prostitution and are aimed at 

avoiding the arrest of the prostitute or the perpetrator  (Sberna, 2016).  Contrary to the expectation 

that local police is easier to bribe, the evidence from Italy suggests that National Police forces are 

more often targeted.  

 

Sex and money are used in petty and occasional corruption transactions but can also be part of an 

established system of monthly payments rewarding corrupt police officers. Sex in this situation has 

the added benefit of exposing the victim to the complicity of law enforcement and so discourage 

victims from contacting law enforcement. More sophisticated criminals can also offer  support in 

procuring votes in elections and information in exchange for police protection (ibid.).There is 

evidence suggesting that more organized forms of exploitation, such as those using night clubs as 

fronts, establish more durable corrupt relations not only with police but also other public officials 

such as immigration services (Sberna, 2016).  

 

Sometimes high ranking police officers might abuse their position and become involved in the 

exploitation business themselves. Such cases have been identified in Croatia and involved tipping 

off criminal groups about rivals’ activitiesobstruction of investigations against them in exchange of 

monthly ‘protection fee’ (Podumljak, 2016). Evidence from cases identified in Bulgaria also 

suggests that trafficking activities in major source cities and regions require a degree of co-option 

of authorities in order to function (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016). Additionally, in some 

cases criminals are themselves extorted to pay a regular tax for their operation to be shielded from 

investigations. Payments tend to be both in cash and in kind, depending on the scale of operation 

of the criminal group and the resources that it has at its disposal. In kind payments can include 

designer clothing, expensive mobile phones, cars and real estate in Sofia or prime Bulgarian 

resorts, sometimes even abroad. Free sexual services from the women under the OCGs control 

are also often used as payment (ibid.).  

 

Administrative corruption  

   

Administrative corruption is most often related to corruption of consular and immigration authority’s 

staff, although it also might target labour inspection or municipal authorities. The use of forged 

documents, and obtaining of visas on false premises and corruption still remain important modi 

operandi for organized criminal groups trafficking people from third countries.  With regard to more 

sophisticated forms of trafficking, corruption still occurs with regard to acquiring licenses for 

nightclubs and documents needed to remain and work in the country such as residence and work 

permits.  This is especially relevant with regard to third country nationals. Evidence from Italy 

demonstrates that in a number of cases the immigration office of the police was involved in the 

fraudulent issuing of immigration and residence documents for victims of trafficking (Sberna, 

2016). It also points to instances, where the Italian Labour Inspection Authority was involved in the 

manipulation of work permits for non-EU citizens (Ibid.). However, these cases are usually 

associated with larger and better organized groups trafficking multiple women for sex work in night 

clubs and other similar establishments.  
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Visa liberalization in EU alters corruption pressure not only within EU, but also in neighbouring 

countries. A fine example in this regard is Kosovo. Up to 2007 the country used to be an important 

destination for THB victims coming mainly from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet republics. 

Several factors have reduced trafficking to Kosovo, one of them being the recently liberalized visa 

regimes of the EU for the majority of these source countries. This turned Kosovo to a less 

attractive destination in comparison to the lucrative Western European sex markets (Shaipi, 2016). 

Another important factor in this regard was also the reduction of the foreign peace keeping mission 

personnel (Friman & Reich, 2008). Nevertheless, in the past a number of allegations of bribery 

have been made with regard to issuing entry, residence and work documents – there is evidence 

that with regard to trafficked foreigners, corruption was used to secure permits and other 

documentation (Shaipi, 2016). Since trafficking of foreigners has declined, however, the issue of 

administrative corruption related to trafficking has also declined in importance.  

  

Judicial corruption 

Judicial corruption is relatively less often employed by THB networks in comparison to corrupting 

law enforcement or other public authorities. The use of corruption in these cases aims at avoiding 

or at least minimizing sentences. The data collected within the current study suggests that judicial 

authorities have been targeted more often in source countries. Criminals in these countries attempt 

to obstruct or obfuscate justice by either tampering with evidence and court proceedings or through 

direct bribing of magistrates with money, sexual services or other favours.  

A variety of strategies are employed by  OCGs to derail the pre-trial and court proceedings. Cases 

identified in Bulgaria point out to methods such as  intimidation of witnesses, bribing court 

administration in order to have evidence materials disappear, bribing and threatening expert 

witnesses to alter  their testimonies. Patterns for the obstruction of justice have also been identified 

in Kosovo, wherecriminal pre-trial proceedings were compromised due to insufficient protection of 

victims and witnesses, leading to the leaking of confidential information.  

Judicial corruption seems to be less common in destination countries. The data collected on Italy 

indicates that only 9% of all identified THB cases were linked to corruption of magistrates (Sberna, 

2016). Furthermore, unlike in source countries such as Bulgaria and Kosovo, the Italian cases 

rather involved offering of sex services and subsequent blackmail of the magistrates.   

Despite observations of relatively lesser corruption involvement of judicial authoritiesconviction rate 

and sentences for human trafficking also appear to remain low both in the studied four countries 

and in EU as a whole. Moreover, as data from Bulgaria indicates – even when traffickers are 

prosecuted and convicted - the convictions include a high proportion of settlements and custodial 

sentences with an average length of the sentence being two years. Around three years are given 

in cases involving organized crime (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016). However, while the 

low conviction rate can be a result of a number of factors not necessarily associated with 

corruption, it is nevertheless problematic.  

 

Figure 1: Convicted traffickers per 100,000 
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Source: Population data (World Bank, 2015); Convicted traffickers (US Department of State, 2015)24 

 

Political corruption 

Previous research argues that criminals have limited influence on politicians in European 

destination countries, whereas in source countries there is access mainly to local politicians 

(Gounev and Bezlov, 2012). The data collected on Italy found limited evidence for use of political 

corruption by THB networks. (Sberna, 2016). Nevertheless, offering  sexual services is pointed as 

a significant conduit used by criminals to establish corrupt political relations. Thus, human 

trafficking can itself be a significant enabler and facilitator of political corruption. Furthermore, 

recent developments In Italy indicate the active efforts of networks of traffickers which aim exploit 

prostitutes incorrupting politicians and high level officials. Evidence from other countries also 

indicates that politicians can ensure a more direct protection of trafficking operations. For example, 

in 2008 in Kosovo, the Vice-Minister of Internal Affairs was appointed as the government’s Anti-

Trafficking National Coordinator, despite the fact that he is a former Kosovo Information Service 

official - an organisation often linked to smuggling and other organized criminal activities (Qosaj-

Mustafa, 2015). Furthermore, German Intelligence services have alleged that the ex-prime minister 

and current president of the Republic of Kosovo has ties with organized crime, and involvement in 

organ trafficking during the war (Council of Europe Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights, 

2010).  

Private party corruption 

Even when traffickers cannot establish the necessary corrupt relationships with officials, they can 

use alternative routes and corrupt private parties. Europol (2016) indicates that trafficking is often 

connected to sham marriages and marriages of convenience. Such a connection has already been 

uncovered in destination countries such as the Netherlands (Gounev and Bezlov, 2012). Taxi 

drivers, hotel owners, travel agencies and other facilitators are also implicated in facilitating THB 

(Ibid).  Indeed, as the evidence from Italy suggests, a growing trend towards corrupting private 

parties has been noted (Sberna, 2016). In one of the corruption cases it was found that lawyers 

were paid off to mediate in finding elderly people for fictitious marriages. In another case, bribes 

are paid to entrepreneurs in hospitality and agriculture to issue fictitious employment contracts and 

                                                 
24 The figures on convicted traffickers for 2014 were not available for all countries. Therefore, for France, Germany, 

France, Lithuania, Norway and Switzerland data from 2013 was used. 
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so allow victims to acquire residence permits. There are other ways private actors can facilitate 

trafficking. For example, private agencies providing website hosting services become complicit by 

providing platforms for advertisements of sex services and negotiating deals with clients (Sberna, 

2016).  

Furthermore, in Italy, management and security of asylum-seekers centres have been outsourced 

to private organisations, giving traffickers an opportunity to circumvent officials and bribe private 

parties instead (Ibid). The change has made corruption more hidden and more difficult to curtail 

and control, especially when at the public procurement stage, the contracting  has been influenced 

by political corruption leading to little supervision and ineffective monitoring. Whether facilitated by 

asylum-seekers camp management complicity or when carried out outside of camps by omissions 

and in some cases also Mafiosi protection, trafficking occurs in the context of the migrant crisis 

(Ibid). Asylum-seekers are forced into exploitation in order to pay for their journey, to be smuggled 

to other destinations or for a mediation in the asylum procedure. So far, however, corruption does 

not seem to be the leading factor and seems to be a relatively rare occurrence.   

The role of intermediaries  
The collected data in Bulgaria also indicates that corrupt services in avoiding and obstructing 

investigation are often secured through intermediaries rather than direct approaching of public 

officials (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016). The need for such ‘corruption brokers’ arose with 

the increased consolidation of the law enforcement and criminal justice institutions and their fight 

against organized crime and corruption coupled with efforts of the Bulgarian governments to 

demonstrate that the country is ready to become a EU Member State. In this new situation direct 

influence on institutions became more risky and this created the demand for such intermediaries 

which could mediate the risks (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016).  

 

The social background of intermediaries in Bulgaria appears to be diverse and therefore their 

access to different institutions varies a lot (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016). Generally, they 

are private parties with ties to public officials and politicians. The first category of intermediaries 

are the so called ‘black lawyers’25. Usually these are legal professionals, who very often have 

worked in the police or in the prosecution. They operate on the local level and have extensive 

contacts in the local law enforcement and criminal justice authorities. Using their social capital they 

can assist in obstructing investigation through influencing police investigators and expert 

witnesses. On the other hand, more influential brokers can secure services such as suspension of 

investigations or information on undercover agents. This second type of intermediaries have a 

more varied background – former or active high rank police officers, former prosecutors, and 

former communist State Security employees. Their activities and connections are more covert and 

reach higher levels in local institutions. Local politicians or council members are a third category of 

intermediaries. Like many ‘black lawyers’, they also operate at local level. Their influence comes 

from the fact that they have a say in the appointments in local institutions (police, public 

administration) and thus have significant leverage to effect suspension of investigations. The 

success of intermediaries in protecting criminal groups is proportionate to their networking 

capabilities – a single broker can rarely secure successful outcome alone.  

 

A fourth, powerful group of intermediaries can secure even a change in legislation in order to 

minimize the sentence of their client. Such a case was identified also in Bulgaria, where a 

notorious trafficker was granted  a substantial reduction of his sentence through an amendment of 

                                                 
25 Black lawyers represent clients with criminal backgrounds and attempt to influence officials to secure a favorable 

outcome of proceedings (CSD, 2007).  
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the Criminal Code adopted by the Bulgarian Parliament, which entered into force while he was 

contesting his second instance court sentence at the High Court of Cassation.  The amendment 

was reached through the services of this influential category of intermediaries, which operate on 

national level and include diverse actors such as high rank magistrates and public administration 

officials, as well as politicians (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016).  

 

Social background of human traffickers and its impact on the use of corruption  

The typology of corrupt actors and methods used by organised crime provides a useful insight in 

the mechanisms of corruption. However, it has limited explanatory potential when it comes to the 

question why certain criminal groups have such a far reaching corruption grip with regard to 

particular institutions. Thus, the use of corruption by organized crime cannot be fully understood 

without taking into account the profile and social background of the crime networks that perpetrate 

it. Some similarities at least with regard to countries from the former communist bloc can be 

identified and used to explain the symbiosis between corruption and organised crime. 

 

The differences in the background and development of native OCGs engaged in THB sheds light 

on the access they have in corrupting high levels of government. In Bulgaria, Kosovo and Croatia, 

political, social and economic factors have converged to facilitate the emergence of flexible 

criminal groups engaged in a variety of activities.These involve former law enforcement officers 

who maintain connections with former colleagues after leaving their institutions, or criminals 

entering post-conflict governments or furthering their political careers after engaging in criminal 

activities during the wars. On the other hand, traditional Italian mafias seem to focus more on 

criminal activities where they have established themselves as dominant actors. In these activities 

the Mafia has enjoyed a certain degree of tolerance and collusion on part of politicians and officials 

(Paoli, 2003) as well as the population.26 Savona & Riccardi (2015) have found that Italian groups 

are heavily engaged in illegal gambling and match fixing, extortion racketeering and usury, where 

they dominate the criminal landscape. Italian OCGs are also engaged in other criminal activities 

such as drug trafficking (particularly cocaine), THB, fraud and organized property crime, but on a 

lesser scale. Moreover, in these activities they are far from the only actors, since a number of 

foreign OCGs are also involved (Ibid.). Thus, prostitution and THB seem not to be primary 

activities for Italian OCGs and the market is mostly populated by foreign OCGs.  

The effect of corruption on victims  

Perhaps the most detrimental effect of corruption on victims is the continuation of their exploitation 

through undermining trust in authorities. Victims are often used to provide sexual services and thus 

have a role to play in corrupting officials. Such practice has been recorded even in destination 

countries such as Germany and the Netherlands – it is an often utilized strategy to establish 

leverage over judiciary officials (Gounev and Bezlov, 2012).  Sexual services are provided to 

policemen and public officials as gifts or in exchange for a range of other services. They can be 

also recorded and subsequently used for blackmail . Another way to further victim’s exploitation, 

which can be aided by corrupt relations, is to use threats for prosecution under a certain offence. 

Despite recommendations to exempt victims from criminal liability contained in the EU Directive 

and in other international documents, when victims are not identified as such or this 

recommendation is not heeded, they can be prosecuted for different offences, for example related 

to prostitution.   

                                                 
26 In 2008, an estimated 80% of businesses in Palermo and Catania paid protection money (Asmundo & Lisciandra, 

2008, p. 227). 
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Third country nationals with irregular status or lacking documents can easily be held in the bonds 

of exploitation by the threat of criminal sanctions or deportation. Illegally residing migrants tend not 

to report even serious crimes perpetrated against them (FRA, 2014)As has already been 

mentioned, even in countries where prostitution itself is not illegal, sex workers can and are 

prosecuted for associated offences. In Bulgaria, there are cases of victims of trafficking who have 

been charged with lacking identification documents and with illegal border crossing (Dobreva, 

2013). In other cases, the traffickers working together with corrupt police officers can also trap a 

victim and use the threat of prosecution for an offence not directly related to the purpose of 

exploitation (Podumljak, 2016). Corruption of private parties can also aid in facilitating and 

furthering exploitation. In Italy such corrupt relations are becoming more significant as illustrated by 

the case of wide spread sexual exploitation in an asylum-seekers’ centre, which is unlikely to not 

have been known about by the organisation tasked with managing the establishment (Sberna, 

2016).   

Factors such as low conviction rates for trafficking and the common use of corruption in order to 

evade justice strongly discourage victims fromcooperating with authorities, especially in source 

countries. Moreover, corruption schemes often expose victims to threats for their safety. Evidence 

from Kosovo (Podumljak, 2016) and Bulgaria (Bezlov, Yordanova, & Stoynova, 2016) points out 

that protection of anonymity of victims is often compromised in pre-trial and trial proceedings.  

Conclusion 

The differences in the trafficking and corruption levels between the countries analysed in the 

current paper challenges the notion that corruption is a causal factor for trafficking from source 

countries and second in importance with regard to destinations. Kosovo and Bulgaria for example 

are characterized by very high levels of corruption. Despite that, trafficking in Kosovo, even when 

accounting for differences in population, is of a much smaller scale compared to other source 

countries like Bulgaria. Such conclusions, however, should be made cautiously, as using data on 

identified victims and traffickers to make comparisons raises problems due to the dark number of 

actual trafficking and divergent methodologies used in deriving estimates.  

On the other hand, the evidence corroborates  findings of other research that corruption is more 

endemic and reaches higher levels and in more institutions in source countries compared to 

destinations. Kosovo and Croatia have relatively limited scale of international and domestic 

trafficking. Related corruption, however, appears to penetrate higher in the institutions compared to 

major destination such as Italy, which experiences high levels of trafficking. 

The analysis suggests that there is a delicate equilibrium between existing administrative or 

criminal justice measures against human trafficking and corruption pressure on public authorities 

enforcing them. More regulative barriers on the path of traffickers seem to reduce trafficking at 

least to some extent, but they also foster the development of better organized criminal groups. In 

Italy, a major destination country, corruption is mainly an enabler of human trafficking, instead of a 

main driver for THB (Sberna, 2016). Nevertheless, the better organized criminal groups are those 

that manage to establish lasting corrupt relations with officials and even get some of them on the 

payroll. Groups that traffic third country nationals are more likely to fall within this category, as they 

face more hurdles than criminals who traffic victims from within the EU.  

Considering these observations, it can be argued that strengthened control has the effect of 

“weeding out” the criminals and groups that do not have enough resources (including such that can 

be used to corrupt officials) in order to overcome barriers and vice versa. A more liberal regime for 

movement of people across borders renders obsolete the need of corruption and therefore of 
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sophisticated criminal organizations. A fine example in this regard is Bulgaria, where, among other 

factors, the waiving of the visa regime hallmarked the beginning of the disintegration of the large 

criminal conglomerates which were replaced by a number of looser networks. At the same time, 

however, the removal or simplification of border control has generally led to an increase in 

trafficking (Bąkowski, 2014) together with the decrease in corruption pressure (Rusev, 2013).  

Enforcement of administrative and criminal justice measures is also a crucial factor. As becomes 

clear from the Italian data, whenever there is a lax enforcement of related legislation, such as 

regulations on illegal entry or residence, this provides criminal groups with more space to operate 

undisturbed and diminishes the need for use of corruption. Indeed, the geographical concentration 

and marginalization of foreign minorities has made it possible for organized criminal groups to 

traffic victims from the same nationality as them but it also appears to have limited the ability to 

create far reaching corrupt networks that native organized crime has.  

The origin of criminal groups, however is also an important factor in the spread of corruption.  Italy 

is one of the most corrupt countries among older EU member states (Sberna, 2016). This fact 

makes the conclusion that corruption in Italy plays a relatively minor role in THB surprising, 

especially considering the fact that Italy has well-established native organized criminal groups with 

far reaching influence and that political corruption is high (Ibid). The fact that even well organized 

criminal groups involved in trans-regional trafficking mostly reach the lower levels of certain 

institutions is intriguing. One possible reason is the fact that trafficking in Italy is an overwhelmingly 

foreign phenomenon – 87.4% of perpetrators are foreigners and 96.9% of victims are of non-Italian 

origin (Ibid.). Traffickers and victims are usually foreigners from the same nationality. As already 

mentioned, native criminal organizations in Italy do not engage in trafficking widely - only an 

estimated 8% of Mafia type OCGs’ revenue stems from human trafficking (Savona & Riccardi, 

2015). Even though the Mafia might assist traffickers by offering protection, the relative lack of 

cases where corrupt high level officials or politicians have been identified suggests that the Italian 

OCGs do not seem to act as ‘corruption brokers’ for foreign traffickers.  

 

Apparently natives have a better chance at influencing officials due to a variety of reasons. As 

mentioned above, many of the violent entrepreneurs that made up the large criminal organizations 

in the mid-nineties Bulgaria, which in a more fragmented form are still engaged in THB and other 

crimes, knew each other from having worked in law enforcement and intelligence services. Upon 

entering the criminal world they kept their networks and relations. For objective reasons it is 

difficult for foreign criminals to achieve such a level of penetration within institutions. This effect is 

complementary to the lack of “reinvestment” of criminal resources in destination countries, as 

proceeds are laundered in origin countries (Gounev and Bezlov, 2012). Thus, while in origin 

countries large criminal bosses are able to gradually enter the grey and legal economies (CSD, 

2007), lower level traffickers in destinations appear to stay in black markets.  

The new trends which have been identified in Italy in the context of the migration crisis – corrupting 

the private sector, including through intermediaries, as well as the use of sexual services of 

trafficked persons as a way to foster corrupt relations with politicians (Sberna, 2016) can be seen 

as an attempt by these growing criminal organizations to redress this shortcoming as they create 

significant criminal economies of scale and acquire more resources. Private parties can provide 

this bridge between politicians and foreign criminal groups in destination countries, which seems to 

have been previously largely unavailable, by linking their interests in a way that paying protection 

money to a well-connected Mafia members is unlikely to do. As the Italian case has shown, in 

some cases there are indications that the private companies are awarded public contracts through 
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political corruption to provide security to migrant camps (ibid). Any potential discovery of trafficking 

activities at these establishments can create negative publicity and threaten politicians 

necessitating for perpetrators to be shielded from investigation.. A similar effect can be created, if 

the victims are used to service senior public officials, even though Italian law so far does not 

criminalize the use of services of victims of trafficking. While the cases of corruption of private 

parties, similar to those of established connections to officials, are rare, they are nevertheless 

worrying as they might lay the groundwork for further development of corruption networks.  

Recommendations 

One of the main goals of the EU Strategy for Eradicating Trafficking in Human Beings 2012-2016 

is the increased detection and prosecution of traffickers, which considering the low conviction rates 

in EU countries still remains unachieved. Better functioning criminal justice system coupled with 

more effective mutual legal assistance and exchange of information on EU level, as well as an 

improved anti-corruption legal framework and infrastructure are crucial as they will contribute 

towards tackling these issues. The recommendations advanced below aim at preventing and 

countering the use of corruption mechanisms in THB-related cases. In addition to EU level policies, 

measures should be also undertaken by national governments both in order to tackle more 

effectively these crimes.  

Governments in member states should fully transpose and implement the provisions of Directive 

2011/36/EU. The European Commission needs to come up as soon as possible with the 

assessment of the transposition of the directive in the member states, as well as with an evaluation 

of its impact. The current analysis has identified a number of problem areas that still need to be 

properly addressed by the member states in line with the requirements laid down in the Directive.  

Firstly, the Directive inter alia foresees protection of victims of trafficking in human beings in 

criminal investigation and proceedings. It is crucial that victims reporting human trafficking have 

guarantees that they will not be charged with a crime themselves. All countries should adopt 

sufficient mechanisms to secure the privacy and anonymity of victims and other witnesses in order 

to prevent reprisals not only from traffickers but any identified corrupt officials and their networks. It 

is highly recommended that member states include any threats to the victim as an aggravating 

circumstance to the Criminal Code articles regulating human trafficking. With regard to victims that 

decide to testify openly, non-disclosure of addresses needs to be standard practice. Victims need 

to be thoroughly informed about their rights to protection and the available options. They need to 

be encouraged to take action in case they suspect that members of the police or the prosecution 

are aiding their traffickers. To enable victims to undertake such actions, the member states and 

specifically source countries such as Bulgaria and Romania can create a safe channels (e.g. hot 

lines) for the systematic gathering of complaints about pressure from police officers, prosecutors, 

lawyers or other persons, which could be managed by organisations or institutions independent 

from law enforcement and criminal justice authorities. 

Secondly, member states should ensure respecting the rule for non-prosecution and non-

application of penalties to victims of trafficking, especially with regards to charges and sanctions 

related illegal entry and illegal residence. Existing regulations on illegal immigration in member 

states should be harmonised with anti-trafficking legislation in order to provide proper and prompt 

protection to victims. 

Thirdly, the Directive foresees introduction of proper compensation mechanisms to the victims of 

trafficking. Apparently, compensation funds, even when they are in place, do not function 

effectively. The public funds available in Member States for compensation of victims should be 

expanded to cover immaterial damages and victims need to be made aware of its existence, since 

in some countries significant portions of these funds apparently remain unused. This, inter alia will 



 

105 

 

provide incentives for victims to alert and cooperate with institutions and will decrease re-

victimisation. EU should also extend such compensation to victims coming from third countries or 

support establishing similar compensation funds in the major source countries. 

Furthermore, in order to account for the links between human trafficking and corruption there is a 

clear need to acknowledge this in key policy documents such as the forthcoming new EU Strategy 

for Eradicating Trafficking in Human Beings, but also in the Directive 2011/36/EU and respective 

national legislation. At present, corruption and human trafficking are investigated and prosecuted 

separately. However, considering that corruption often complements trafficking, it is important to 

look for one type of crime when investigating the other. Law enforcement and judiciary authorities 

in Member States should introduce in their protocols for investigating trafficking cases compulsory 

probing of potential corruption channels facilitated by organised crime networks. This can be done 

inter alia through more robust financial investigations into the criminal financial flows and proceeds 

of crime, including inquiries in corruption mechanisms when questioning victims and other 

witnesses and probing into connections between traffickers and public officials. 

Specific measures to enhance accountability at institutions most at risk of corruption pressure 

should be foreseen and implemented. This is especially needed in source countries such as 

Bulgaria and Romania, where levels of corruption in general remain high. The anti-corruption 

efforts should target the most vulnerable institutions – in destination countries these appear to be 

mostly low level administrative officials and the police, as well as private parties, whereas in source 

countries more entrenched corruption is observed both on low and high levels of police and 

judiciary and even politicians. Active and consequential oversight at personnel in such institutions 

at risk of corruption is needed, especially when there is evidence of dubious connections and 

loyalties. Possible steps in this direction could be strengthening capacities anti-corruption bodies 

and introducing mechanisms for verifying asset and tax declarations.  

The results of this study also suggest that enhanced international police and judicial cooperation, 

including through joint investigation teams and the involvement of EU agencies (Europol and 

Eurojust) in all cross-border trafficking cases should be prioritised, since these appear to act as 

protective factors against corruption pressures.  
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