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Vulnerability of migrants: from violence to modern slavery 

 

Migrants are one of the most vulnerable groups to violence and exploitation, 

especially in situations where the state and social institutions fail to ensure their 

protection. This can result from insufficient capacity of state structures, gaps in 

legislation, or simply a lack of respect for migrants’ rights. 

Risks are particularly high when people are forced to flee violence and armed 

conflict. In such cases, state protection mechanisms may be destroyed and society 

may be in crisis. Even if migrants escape imminent danger, they often face isolation, 

loss of family support, and inability to obtain legal status, access to legal 

employment, and social protection. 

The risks of exploitation increase even more when migrants are forced to cross 

borders or work illegally. Their irregular status makes them dependent on 

intermediaries and employers who may abuse their desperate situation. Migrant 

workers in closed or hard-to-reach employment sectors, such as the maritime industry 

or domestic work in private households, are particularly vulnerable. In such 

circumstances, employers and agents may have almost complete control over their 

ability to maintain their visas, change jobs, control working and living conditions, 

and restrict their mobility. 
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According to the Global Estimates on Modern Slavery (2022), migrant workers 

are three times more likely to be forced into private-sector exploitation than local 

workers. Moreover, migrants are particularly vulnerable to trafficking during their 

migration journey (1). 

Human trafficking is a form of modern-day slavery where a person is recruited 

or moved through force, fraud, or deception for exploitation. Victims may be forced 

into forced labour, sexual exploitation, or involved in criminal activities. In some 

cases, people are trapped in modern-day slavery through debt bondage or threats 

against their families. 

Globalisation has changed not only the movement of goods and services but 

also the migration flows of people. Human trafficking criminals have taken advantage 

of these changes by moving people from regions with low wages or vulnerable 

communities to places with high demand for cheap labour (2). 

In some cases, victims of trafficking are made aware of their situation from the 

outset, through the use of violence, coercion, threats, or close surveillance. They may 

be deliberately trafficked across borders for exploitation, for example in the sex trade, 

forced labour, or forced marriage. In other cases, they only learn about their situation 

during the process of trafficking or after they arrive in the destination country. 

Although migration, human smuggling and trafficking are distinct phenomena, 

they are closely related. When “immigration laws limit opportunities for legal 

movement, people are forced to resort to illegal routes. This, in turn, can make them 

dependent on smugglers or even traffickers, increasing the risk of exploitation and 

modern slavery” (3). 

When governments tighten immigration restrictions, they often unknowingly 

contribute to the growing profitability of the shadow business of smugglers and 

traffickers. As a result, the most vulnerable migrants find themselves in even more 

dangerous conditions. 

There are several reasons why the detection of human trafficking among 

migrants remains limited: 
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- Problems with victim identification due to the gap between asylum, 

migration, and anti-trafficking procedures. 

- Misperception of the transit country - in many countries, both migrants and 

authorities believe that migrants are only staying temporarily, so they do not seek 

help. 

- Lack of evidence to prove the fact of human trafficking, which complicates 

legal proceedings. 

- Lack of proper statistics, which reduces attention to the problem and limits 

resources to address it. 

To reduce the risks of modern slavery, safe and legal migration must be 

supported. This means: 

- Creating more legal pathways for migration to reduce migrants’ dependence 

on smugglers and intermediaries. 

- Informing migrants about their rights so they can protect themselves from 

exploitation. 

- Collaboration between governments, civil society, and employers to create 

ethical working conditions and mechanisms to protect migrants. 

- Providing mechanisms for anonymous reporting of cases of forced labour or 

exploitation. 

Only through a comprehensive approach can the risks of human trafficking be 

minimised and the rights of migrants around the world be ensured. 
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