
Where are the victims of trafficking?

to be made aware of the issues, 
and specialised units within these 
bodies need to be trained in victim 
identification. This needs to be 
done in a systematic way rather 
than on an ad hoc basis as is often 
the case now.

Concurrently, those whose primary 
concern is protection of the rights 
of trafficked persons should 
also advocate for the rights of all 
migrants. This may not in and of 
itself directly contribute to better 
identification but the danger in 
ignoring broader migrant rights 
in the currently highly charged 
migration environment is that, by 
eliciting acceptance of the fact that 
a trafficked person is a victim, we 
risk further demonisation of those 
not recognised as victims. And that 
in turn will further compromise 
the protection of those victims of 
trafficking who – regrettably but 
invariably – will fail to be identi-
fied.  

While we continue to develop more 
effective tools for victim identi-

fication, a rights-based approach 
should condition the treatment of 
all irregular migrants. This does 
not imply that identified victims 
of trafficking should be treated 
according to a lowest common 
denominator. Their special psycho-
logical, physical and social needs 
in both the immediate and long 
term must be met, their physi-
cal security guaranteed and their 
traffickers severely punished as 
befits the horrendous nature of 
the crime. At the same time all 
irregular migrants should be given 
the opportunity to demonstrate 
protection needs and, where these 
exist, receive appropriate protec-
tion. Such an approach, with the 
implicit building of trust it in-
volves, would almost certainly lead 
to more trafficked persons coming 
forward and identifying them-
selves. And then, perhaps, we may 
begin to have better answer to the 
question “Where are the victims of 
trafficking?”

Richard Danziger is Head of 
Counter Trafficking, Internation-

al Organization for Migration. 
Email: rdanziger@iom.int. 

For further information about 
IOM’s anti-trafficking pro-
grammes, see: www.iom.int/en/
what/counter_human_trafficking.
shtml
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The trafficking of people 
for sexual exploitation and 
forced labour is one of the 

fastest growing areas of interna-
tional criminal activity and one 
that is of increasing concern to the 
international community. Gener-
ally, the flow of trafficking is from 
less developed to more developed 
regions and countries. While much 
of the attention on trafficking 
has focused on those who cross 
international borders, trafficking 
within countries is also very com-
mon. Victims of forced prostitu-
tion usually end up in large cities, 
sex tourism areas or near military 
bases, where the demand is high-
est. Victims of forced labour may 
be found throughout a country, 
in agriculture, fishing industries, 
mines and sweatshops.

Recognising the growth in traf-
ficking operations, states adopted 

the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children,1 
which supplements the UN Con-
vention against Transnational 
Organized Crime. At the same 
time, they adopted the Protocol 
against Human Smuggling. These 
instruments require international 
cooperation in combating smug-
gling and trafficking and encour-
age states to pass measures for the 
prevention of those who have been 
trafficked. The trafficking protocol 
entered into force on 31 December 
2003 and the smuggling protocol 
on 28 January 2004. While the 
smuggling protocol refers only to 
movement across international 
borders, the Trafficking Protocol 
applies to trafficking that is purely 
domestic.

Internal trafficking shares many 
common elements with internal 

displacement and one could argue 
that internal trafficking victims are 
internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
The Guiding Principles on Inter-
nal Displacement describe IDPs 
as “persons or groups of persons 
who have been forced or obliged to 
flee or leave their homes or places 
of habitual residence…and who 
have not crossed an internationally 
recognized international bound-
ary.” The Handbook for Applying 
the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement makes clear that 
“the distinctive feature of inter-
nal displacement is coerced or 
involuntary movement that takes 
place within national borders. The 
reasons for flight may vary and 
include armed conflict, situations 
of generalized violence, violations 
of human rights, and natural or 
human-made disasters.”2  

Human trafficking involves forced 
or coerced movements. Sometimes 
people are kidnapped outright and 
taken forcibly to another location. 
In other cases, traffickers use    

Internal trafficking          by Susan Martin

Trafficking of people within countries has been relatively 
neglected. Should those who are internally trafficked be 
regarded as IDPs?
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deception to entice victims to 
move with false promises of well-
paying jobs such as models, danc-
ers or domestic workers. In some 
instances, traffickers approach vic-
tims or their families directly with 
offers of lucrative jobs elsewhere. 
After providing transportation to 
get victims to their destinations, 
they subsequently charge exorbi-
tant fees for those services, creat-
ing debt bondage. What begins 
as voluntary movement ends up 
coerced.

Internal trafficking and internal 
displacement intersect in other 
respects. Persons who have been 
internally displaced by conflict, 
violations of human rights and 
natural or human-made disasters 
are more vulnerable to traffick-
ing. IDPs often lack family and 
community networks as well as 
economic opportunities, making 
them vulnerable to promises of 
better situations elsewhere. The 
Guiding Principles call for protec-
tion of IDPs from slavery, includ-
ing sale into marriage, sexual 
exploitation and forced labour 
of children. Conflict also precipi-
tates direct forms of trafficking. 
Internally displaced children who 
are abducted or forcibly recruited 
as soldiers, for example, are also 
victims of trafficking, as are those 
who are coerced into forced labour 
or prostitution. A sudden increase 
in trafficking for sexual exploita-
tion often occurs when peacekeep-
ing forces are deployed in conflict 

zones. While one of the responsi-
bilities of these troops may be to 
protect IPDs, their use of brothels 
may contribute to both internal 
and international trafficking.

The victims of trafficking resemble 
IDPs demographically. While there 
is no single victim stereotype, a 
majority of trafficked persons 
are believed to be under the age 
of 25, with many in their mid to 
late teens. Most are believed to be 
female. Fear among customers of 
HIV/AIDS has driven traffickers to 
recruit younger women and girls, 
some as young as seven. Victims 
of severe forms of trafficking face 
many of the abuses faced by other 
IDPs. They are often subject to 
cruel mental and physical abuse in 
order to keep them in servitude, 
including beating and batter-
ing, rape, starvation, forced drug 
use, confinement and seclusion. 
Once victims are brought to their 
destinations, their identity docu-
ments are often confiscated. Many 
victims suffer trauma and are 
exposed to sexually transmitted 
diseases, including HIV and AIDS.

Taken together, the Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displace-
ment and the Trafficking Protocol 
provide for a broader framework 
for addressing the needs of 
internal trafficking victims than 
either does on its own. As binding 
international law ratified by more 
than 90 countries, the Trafficking 
Protocol requires states to take 

specific actions to prevent traf-
ficking and prosecute traffickers, 
including those who prey on the 
internally displaced. Moreover, 
state parties must endeavour to 
provide for the physical safety of 
trafficking victims. The Protocol 
encourages (but does not require) 
state parties to adopt provisions 
to address other problems faced 
by trafficking victims: “Each State 
Party shall consider implement-
ing measures to provide for the 
physical, psychological and social 
recovery of victims of traffick-
ing in persons.” By contrast, the 
Guiding Principles are not binding 
international law (although drawn 
from human rights and humanitar-
ian law) but they are more detailed 
than the Protocol in setting out the 
type of measures that are needed 
to protect and assist those who 
have been internally displaced by 
traffickers, including principles 
related to longer-term solutions 
such as return, local integration or 
resettlement.

In some respects, internal traffick-
ing is to transnational trafficking 
what internal displacement is to 
refugee movements. Although 
the numbers of those displaced 
internally are larger than those 
forced to move internationally 
(and the same is probably true of 
trafficking), international atten-
tion, legal frameworks and insti-
tutional responses have tended to 
come into play in a more robust 
way when the victims have been 
forced to cross borders. Certainly, 
constraints of sovereignty make 
it far more difficult to address 
trafficking as well as other forms 
of displacement when they oc-
cur within national boundaries. 
Understanding the interconnec-
tions between internal trafficking 
and internal displacement is a first 
step, however, towards developing 
a more comprehensive approach 
to these twin scourges.

Susan Martin is Executive Direc-
tor of the Institute for the Study 
of International Migration, Geor-
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Email: martinsf@georgetown.edu
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Internal trafficking

Escaping desper-
ate conditions of 
forced labour and 
political repres-
sion at home, 
these Burmese 
labourers look to 
commercial fish-
ing in Thailand 
as a way to a 
better life. 
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