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Human traffi cking

The traffi cking of human beings has burgeoned 

into a multi-billion-dollar industry that is so 

widespread and damaging to its victims that it 

has become a cause of human insecurity. 

Associated with the worldwide liberalisation of trans-

port, markets and labour, the breakup of the Soviet Union, 

and a doubling in world migration over the past 40 years, 

human traffi cking has become a major source of revenue 

for organised crime. 

According to the US State Department, ‘Human traf-

fi cking is the third largest criminal enterprise worldwide, 

generating an estimated $9.5 billion in annual revenue.’ 57

The State Department’s estimate is just for the rev-

enue generated by traffi cking itself. The illicit profi ts 

for the traffi ckers generated by the victims after they 

arrive in the country of destination are many times 

higher. A recent report by the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) estimated these to be some US$32 

billion a year.58

The US State Department claims that ‘at least’ 600,000 

to 800,000 individuals are traffi cked across national 

frontiers each year. Of these, it is believed that approxi-

mately 80% are women and girls and up to 50% are 

minors.59 If those who are traffi cked within borders are 

included, the total number of victims could be as high 

as 4 million. 

But the illegal nature of the trade, the low priority 

given to data collection and research, and the frequent re-

luctance of victims to report crimes, or to testify for fear of 

reprisals, combine to make gauging the numbers traffi cked 

each year extremely diffi cult. 

According to an analyst from the UN’s Global 

Programme against Traffi cking in Human Beings, ‘Even 

though some high-quality research exists most of the data 

are based on “guesstimates”, which, in many cases, are 

used for advocacy or fund-raising purposes’.60

According to the US State 
Department, ‘human traffi cking 
is the third largest criminal 
enterprise worldwide’.

Recent research by the International Organization for 

Migration’s (IOM) Counter-Traffi cking Service shows that 

between 2001 and 2003 the number of victims of interna-

tional traffi cking referred to the IOM decreased in Kosovo 
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by 67%, in Macedonia by 46% and in Moldova by 35%. 

In Albania the decline was 90% between 2000 and 2003. 

Numbers of victims receiving ‘assistance’ from the IOM in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina declined by 75% between 2001 

and 2003.61

These findings do not necessarily mean that trafficking 

has declined—there are other possible explanations—but 

at the very least they raise questions about the convention-

al wisdom that it is steadily increasing. 

What is human trafficking? 
These findings do not necessarily mean that trafficking has 

declined—there are other possible explanations. But at the 

very least these data raise questions about the claim that 

the trade in human beings is steadily increasing.

In November 2000, the UN General Assembly adopted 

a new protocol that defines trafficking (including traffick-

ing within countries) as:

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 exploita-

tion. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the ex-

ploitation 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.62 

Cross-border trafficking should not be confused with 

people-smuggling. Traffickers seek to exploit their victims 

for long-term profit. People-smuggling ends once human 

cargoes are delivered across borders.63

However, as the ILO has noted, in practice ‘it is often 

difficult to distinguish ... between workers who have en-

tered forced labour as a result of trafficking and those who 

have been smuggled.’ 64

Trafficking takes place in three stages: recruitment, 

transportation and exploitation. 

Recruitment 

Cross-border traffickers frequently use false promises  

of well-paid overseas employment to recruit their vic-

tims. Positions are advertised in legitimate employment 

agencies, in mainstream magazines, in newspapers or on  

the Internet.

Women are the major victims of trafficking, and most 

are trafficked into some form of prostitution. Some are 

aware that they will be employed as sex workers, but few 

understand the degree to which they may be indebted, in-

timidated, exploited and controlled.65

These findings raise questions  
about the conventional wisdom  
that trafficking is steadily increasing. 

An IOM study reported that among trafficked females 

who had been interviewed by researchers, 10% had been 

kidnapped.66 Another study estimated that 35% of mi-

nors trafficked from Albania were abductees.67 Abductors 

are often acquaintances, relatives or friends of the family.  

In some cases, children are simply sold by their parents  

or guardians.68

Transportation

The second stage in cross-border trafficking is trans-

portation to the target country—which is usually, but 

not always, the promised destination. Here, traffickers 

often use people-smuggling networks, relying on cor-

rupt police and bribed border guards and customs of-

ficials to help move their human cargoes expeditiously  

across frontiers.

But increasingly, trafficked persons travel openly, on 

legal or forged travel documents, which are often obtained 

with help from their traffickers.69

Exploitation

The final stage in the trafficking chain is ‘employment’ in 

a wide variety of businesses that seek cheap, compliant 
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workers, and whose operators ask few questions about the 

origin of their employees. 

A study by the United Nation’s Office on Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC) found that 85% of women, 70% of  

children and 16% of trafficked men are used for sexual 

exploitation.70 The ILO, on the other hand, estimates that 

only 43% of victims are trafficked into commercial sexual 

exploitation.71 The fact that two separate UN organisations 

come out with such different figures serves again to remind 

how uncertain all estimates in this area are. 

Male victims tend to be exploited as forced labour, 

drug vendors and beggars—even as combatants in  

armed conflicts. 

Controlling victims
To realise their profits, traffickers must ensure that their  

‘investments’ are safeguarded, making the control of vic-

tims a top priority.

Debt bondage is one of the commonest methods. 

Victims are often grossly overcharged for transportation, 

and when the costs of accommodation, food and cloth-

ing are added to this debt and exorbitant interest rates  

are charged, escape from indebtedness can become virtu-

ally impossible. 

Wartorn countries may be used as 
transit routes. Mass displacement 
and loss of livelihoods create a huge 
potential supply of victims.

Violent coercion—rape, beatings and threats to fam-

ily and loved ones—is also often used to intimidate the 

victims. One study of trafficked women assisted by  

the IOM found that some 55% had been beaten and  

sexually abused.72

To discourage escape, traffickers may withhold their 

victims’ identification and travel documents, reduc-

ing the prospect of successful escape and return home. 

Victims without legal residency rights in their destina-

tion country are reluctant to appeal to the authorities for 

help, in case doing so puts them at risk of prosecution,  

deportation, or both. 

Human trafficking and conflict 
Armed conflicts create new opportunities for traffickers. 

Wartorn countries may be used as transit routes, while 

mass displacement and loss of livelihoods create a huge 

potential supply of victims.73 Women and girls are frequent-

ly trafficked within and across borders to provide sexual 

services to combatants and to work as cooks, cleaners and 

porters. The longer a war persists, the more extensive the 

displacement, and the more prolonged and widespread 

the suffering and poverty, the greater the opportunities  

for traffickers.

A 2002 report from the US State Department described 

abuse by government-backed militias in the long-running 

civil war in impoverished southern Sudan. This included 

’capture through abduction (generally accompanied by 

violence); the forced transfer of victims to another com-

munity; subjection to forced labor for no pay [and] denial 

of victims’ freedom of movement and choice’.74

The aftermath of war also provides opportunities for 

traffickers. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sierra Leone and 

other societies struggling with post-war reconstruction, 

peacekeepers and humanitarian and aid workers generate 

a strong demand for sex workers, one that traffickers have 

been quick to meet. Involvement of UN peacekeepers in 

trafficking has become a major source of concern for the 

UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Operations.

Human trafficking and poverty 
The victims of trafficking mostly originate in countries 

plagued by weak or corrupt governments, economic de-

cline, poverty, social upheaval, organised crime and vio-

lent conflict. In failing states and some former communist 

countries, weak law enforcement has permitted the or-

ganised crime networks involved in trafficking to flourish 

largely unchallenged.

Poverty appears to be the single most significant driv-

er of human trafficking. In a 2001 report on nine coun-
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tries in West and Central Africa, the ILO’s International 

Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour found that 

‘countries that have widespread poverty, low education 

levels and high fertility rates tend to be those from which 

children are traffi cked.’ 75

In Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, high 

unemployment, low wages and the disappearance of so-

cial safety nets following the collapse of communism have 

made the blandishments of traffi ckers more attractive to 

potential victims, while governments have done little to 

try to control the trade. Traffi cking of women and girls is 

also driven in part by sexual and ethnic discrimination.

Responsibility for traffi cking does not rest solely with 

the traffi ckers. Without the strong demand for traffi cked 

labour from brothel owners, sweatshop operators and 

others, there would be no trade in human beings. And 

without demand from consumers for cheap sex and the 

goods made by ultra-cheap labour, there would be no 

brothels or sweatshops. 

Responsibility is also shared by governments in recipi-

ent countries, which have done little to combat the trade.

Combatting traffi cking
Over the last few years, in part as a result of increased me-

dia attention, there have been signs that the problem is 

being taken more seriously. In Europe, for example, there 

has been a concerted effort to create and harmonise legis-

lation aimed at bringing down the criminal organisations 

that run the big traffi cking networks. 

Recognition of the need to combat traffi cking is grow-

ing in the rest of the world as well. By August 2005, 117 

countries had signed, and 87 countries had become par-

ties to, the new UN traffi cking protocol, which entered into 

force in December 2003.76

This new protocol makes a strong call for the pro-

tection of victims. But Europol, in its 2003 report, Crime 

Assessment: Traffi cking of Human Beings into the European 

Union, notes that, notwithstanding this commitment, it 

is still the victims of traffi cking that too often bear the 

brunt of legal censure, while their exploiters walk free. 

‘Women soliciting in public are criminalised, initially 

for offences related to the selling of sexual services and 

subsequently for offences arising from their illegal entry 

to and residence in the country and lack of valid docu-

mentation.’77

The case for a more victim-sensitive approach to com-

batting traffi cking is pragmatic as well as moral. Prosecuting 

traffi ckers—and dismantling the networks that support 

them—is far more likely to succeed with the cooperation 

of victims. No one is better positioned than the victims to 

identify—and testify against—the exploiters. 

Kosovo: women forced into prostitutions have often 
been traffi cked from the former Soviet Union.

Teun Voeten / Panos Pictures



H U M A N  S E C U R I T Y  R E P O R T  2 0 0 590

Creating a human security index? 

It is not possible at present—and may not even 

be desirable—to produce a reliable human secu-

rity index. But it is possible to determine which 

countries are most threatened by political vio-

lence, human rights abuse and instability.

Every year the much-cited Human Development Report 

produced by the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) ranks countries around the world according to 

their citizens’ quality of life. It draws on data about life 

expectancy, educational achievement and income to cre-

ate a single composite measure that it calls the Human 

Development Index (HDI). 

UNDP’s annual ranking exercise generates intense in-

terest, a great deal of media coverage—and considerable 

controversy. In 2004 Norway, Sweden and Australia ranked 

on top of the index, while Sierra Leone, Niger and Burkina 

Faso took the bottom places.

Composite indices like the HDI can serve a number of 

purposes. They can:

 ° Encapsulate in a single measure a range of 

complex data.

 ° Facilitate comparisons between countries over time.

 ° Stimulate public discussion.

 ° Be used to bring pressure to bear on governments.78 

In recent years there has been considerable debate 

about creating a human security index, and two such in-

dices have already been developed. Both focus primarily 

on development issues; neither includes any measure of 

violence; neither is regularly updated.79

There are a number of possible measures of human 

insecurity that might be combined to make a composite 

index, including battle-related death rates, ‘indirect’ death 

rates, and homicide and rape rates. 

In recent years there has been 
considerable debate about creating 
a human security index.

Is it possible to combine indicators of this kind into a 

single composite human security index? 

The short answer is that it is certainly not currently 

possible, and that it is probably not desirable.

There are a number of practical challenges. The most 

serious is that the existing datasets used to measure 

human insecurity are not comprehensive enough—
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and many are not updated annually. Data on homi-

cide and rape are missing for most of the least secure  

countries in the world and there are no global data on 

indirect deaths—those deaths caused by disease and  

the lack of food, clean water and health care that result 

from war. 

Moreover, even if it were possible to create a sin-

gle composite human security index, it is not clear that  

doing so would be desirable. While composite indices 

have distinct advantages, simplicity also has a downside. 

Composite indices can conceal more information than they 

convey. Presenting the data from individual human secu-

rity datasets separately, rather than aggregating them into 

a single index, conveys more information—and conveys it 

more clearly.

Aggregating very different measures—death rates and 

rankings of human rights violations, for example—also 

raises difficult questions about how to weight the different 

measures when combining them.

And while providing useful insights into the least se-

cure countries, such measures are not very useful for de-

termining the most secure countries, the majority of which 

are found in the developed world. 

Here the difficulty is that there is not much insecurity 

to measure. By definition, highly secure countries rarely ex-

perience warfare, so very few suffer battle-related deaths. 

And human rights measures for some of the most secure 

countries are also missing from the Political Terror Scale 

dataset. The World Bank instability indicator does include 

the more secure industrialised countries, but it is too nar-

row to serve as a useful measure on its own. Differentiating 

among countries that are not afflicted by war, are highly 

stable politically and have very low levels of political re-

pression is extraordinarily difficult.

Nevertheless these two datasets, along with the 

Uppsala/Human Security Centre dataset, measure impor-

tant dimensions of human insecurity. The statistics they 

provide form the basis of Figure 2.11, and give three paral-

lel measures of the world’s least secure countries:

 ° The Uppsala/Human Security Centre dataset. The 

figures shown are the ‘best estimates’ of death 

rates from political violence in 2003. They include 

both battle-related deaths and deaths from one- 

sided violence. 

 ° The Political Terror Scale from the University of North 

Carolina, Asheville, which measures core human rights 

abuse. Countries are scored on a scale from 5 (worst) to 

1 (best), based on human rights violations in 2003.80

 ° The World Bank’s composite Political Instability and 

Absence of Violence Index,81 a measure that gauges the 

probability that a government ‘will be destabilised  

or overthrown by possibly unconstitutional and/or vi-

olent means, including domestic violence and terror-

ism.’82 Countries are ranked on a scale from 0 (worst) 

to 100 (best).

Are these the world’s least secure countries?
Figure 2.11 reveals a remarkable overlap between these 

three measures of human insecurity. Countries plagued by 

high levels of political violence and human rights abuse 

tend also to be politically unstable, and vice versa.

But the absence of any measure of criminal violence 

is a major concern. A number of countries that experience 

neither wars nor political instability nevertheless have very 

high levels of criminal violence. 

The Ipsos-Reid survey finding that many people fear 

criminal violence more than they fear political violence 

(see Part I) gives further weight to the argument that 

criminal violence data should be included in any compos-

ite index of human security. 

An even bigger omission is the absence of any data on 

indirect deaths. As we show in Part IV of this report, war-

related disease and malnutrition kill far more people than 

combat does.
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Figure 2.11 The world’s least secure countries?

Fatalities from political violence Core human rights abuses Political instability/violence

Rate per 
100,000 
(2003)

Amnesty 
International 

(2003)

State 
Dept. 
(2003)

Average 
ranking 
(2003)

World 
Bank 

(2002)

Liberia 59.4 Colombia 5 5 5 DRC 0.0

Iraq 35.1 DRC 5 5 5 Liberia 0.5

Burundi 16.2 Iraq 5 5 5 Afghanistan 1.1

Sudan 8.5 Sudan 5 5 5 Burundi 1.6

Uganda 6.5 Algeria 5 4 4.5 Côte d’Ivoire 2.2

Israel/Palestinian Terr. 5.8 Indonesia 5 4 4.5 Sudan 2.7

Nepal 4.4 Israel 5 4 4.5 Somalia 3.2

DRC 4.2 Liberia 5 4 4.5 Colombia 3.8

Somalia 3.9 Afghanistan 4 4 4 Palestinian Terr. 4.3

Colombia 1.6 Angola 4 4 4 Iraq 4.9

Philippines 1.4 Brazil 4 4 4 CAR 5.4

Eritrea 1.3 Myanmar (Burma) 4 4 4 Georgia 5.9

Afghanistan 1.1 Burundi 4 4 4 Nepal 6.5

Côte d’Ivoire 0.7 Cameroon 4 4 4 Congo-Brazzaville 7.0

Algeria 0.7 CAR 4 4 4 Algeria 7.6

Senegal 0.4 China 4 4 4 Zimbabwe 7.6

Russia 0.4 Congo-Brazzaville 4 4 4 Nigeria 8.6

Ethiopia 0.3 Côte d’Ivoire 4 4 4 Angola 9.2

Indonesia 0.2 Ethiopia 4 4 4 Chad 9.2

Ecuador 0.2 India 4 4 4 Uganda 10.3

India 0.2 Nepal 4 4 4 Israel 10.8

Saudi Arabia 0.2 North Korea 4 4 4 Indonesia 11.4

Turkey 0.2 Pakistan 4 4 4 Rwanda 11.9

Nigeria 0.2 Palestinian Terr. 4 4 4 Guinea 12.4

Morocco 0.2 Philippines 4 4 4 Pakistan 13.0

Pakistan 0.1 Russia 4 4 4 Yemen 13.0

Sri Lanka 0.1 Somalia 4 4 4 Sierra Leone 14.1

Thailand 0.1 Uganda 4 4 4 Haiti 14.6

Myanmar (Burma) 0.1 Zimbabwe 4 4 4 Myanmar (Burma) 15.1

Source: Human Security Centre, 2005

Three different measures of human insecurity give three separate ‘least secure’ rankings. There is a high 

degree of overlap between the rankings.83
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part ii
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