
Future trends in human trafficking in Europe

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY - TRACE (TRafficking as A 
Criminal Enterprise) is a two-year project funded by the 
European Commission that runs between May 2014 and 
May 2016. TRACE aims to support stakeholders in 
combating and disrupting human trafficking (THB) by 
assessing and consolidating information surrounding the 
perpetrators and the wider trafficking enterprise.
The purpose of this report is to provide a preliminary 
overview of emerging trends and predict future trends 
relating to human trafficking as a criminal enterprise in 
Europe. In addition, a number of policy recommendations 
are made for emerging issues generally, as well specific 
issues that may arise in relation to trafficking routes; modus 
operandi; profiles of traffickers; and the impact of law 
enforcement and other policies.
The TRACE-project has identified three emerging issues 
of concern, which are likely to impact the development and 
implementation of European anti-trafficking policies and 
laws. 
• There is growing evidence that traffickers are increasingly 
exploiting victims for forms of trafficking, such as for begging 
and for criminal activities such as organised property crime 
(e.g. shoplifting, pickpocketing, ATM  thefts, burglaries etc.), 
drug production and distribution as well as for benefit or 
identity fraud and forced or sham marriages. It is expected 
that more such cases will be identified in the future.
• Moreover, an unprecedented increase in the number of 
migrants and refugees attempting to enter Europe in 2015 
poses great challenges to  state authorities in terms of both 
human rights protection and issues related to human 
trafficking.
This situation sees hundreds of thousands of people, 
including large numbers of women and children,  seeking 
every opportunity to enter the EU and being stranded at 
country borders increases their vulnerability to abuse, 
particularly by way of exploitation by trafficking. It is likely 
that these trends will continue in the  future and therefore, 
targeted prevention measures are needed to address this 
issue.
Targeted prevention measures include establishing outreach 
services with mobile units and cultural mediators to work 
with vulnerable populations, referring them to support, and 
promoting reintegration.
• Recent studies have also shown that labour exploitation, 
including trafficking for forced labour, is widespread in a 
variety of economic sectors in Europe, particularly 
agriculture, construction, hotel and catering, domestic work, 
and manufacturing. It is forecasted that such trends will 
continue in the future, especially given the ongoing 
economic crisis in the EU, and must be addressed in order 
to tackle this form of trafficking and to make sure its victims 
are offered access to justice and compensation
This report identifies future trends in relation to travel 
routes used by the traffickers to transport victims from 
countries of origin to countries of destination. It is forecasted 
that transport routes will continue to be diverse in order to 
secure legal and illegal entry into countries within Europe. 
The traffickers will most likely use those routes and methods 
of transportation that prove to be the most convenient and 
affordable for them. It is also expected that recruitment will 
become more global due to development of communication 
technologies, and the victims will travel by air on their own 
without escorts. In response to these forecasted hypotheses, 
the Member States should develop initiatives for 
dissemination of information on safe and legal migration 
opportunities, such as through TV, radio, and social media 

as well as through outreach at places of departure and 
arrival (e.g. at train and bus stations, seaports and airports).
This report also provides forecasted hypotheses  regarding 
the modus operandi of traffickers. It is expected that the 
regularly used modus operandi and composition of groups 
involved in trafficking will not change considerably in the 
near future. However, some new trends and practises in 
modus operandi will appear. More frequently, individuals 
might act alone or in a small group, and be directly involved 
in the recruitment and exploitation of trafficked persons, 
without the support of larger criminal groups. It is also 
expected that non-violent and non-aggressive means of 
recruitment will continue to be employed and will target 
additional vulnerable groups, including homeless persons, 
persons with substance dependencies, learning disabilities 
and credit problems as well as refugees and asylum 
seekers. The policy response to these forecasts should 
focus on a multitude of issues, including making sure that 
law enforcement better focus their investigations on the 
totality of environment and circumstances in which human 
trafficking is occurring and by paying greater attention to the 
use of social media sites by traffickers as a recruitment tool. 
Regarding the profiles of traffickers, it is expected that the 
increasing levels of social exclusion combined with poor 
economic conditions will motivate an increasing amount of 
individuals to become involved in the crime of human 
trafficking.
However, traffickers do not comprise a homogenous group, 
but include different types of persons with differing 
backgrounds.
Their commonality is that they aim to sustain a lifestyle that 
may require them to exploit other persons in order to 
maximise their profits. 
Traffickers will also operate on a smaller scale, individually 
or as a family business. It is also expected that children who 
grow up in families and environments involved in the 
business of human trafficking are at a risk of becoming 
involved in the crime. When designing policy responses, it is 
important to acknowledge that traffickers become involved in 
the crime for different reasons and make sure they are 
treated in a way that recognises their unique issues, 
preferably through well-designed diversion programs. 
Officials should also establish working relationships with 
communities where traffickers are known to operate in order 
to collect intelligence and to engage in preventive work at 
the grass-root level.
As regards the impact of law enforcement and other policies, 
it is noted that anti-trafficking policies may have unintended 
or contrary consequences. For example, legal efforts to 
suppress the supply of particular services, such as sexual 
services and cheap labour, may lead to traffickers acting in 
evasion of such efforts and creating new avenues or 
methods of exploitation. Moreover, the implementation of for 
example migration or labour policies can contradict specific 
anti-trafficking policies.
Ultimately, it will be important for EU Member States to 
review their policies, laws and regulations especially in the 
field of law enforcement as well as migration, labour and 
business practices to foster coherence of action, avoid the 
risk of compromising the protection of human rights and 
ensure that they do not  unintentionally contribute to human 
trafficking.


