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Dear Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished participants, 

 

On behalf of the ILO’s Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour I would 

like to thank the Danish Anti-Human Trafficking Centre for the invitation to speak at this 

important conference. I have been asked to explain the concept of forced labour which is 

enshrined in one of the oldest ILO Conventions, the Forced Labour Convention adopted in 

1930. I will do so by presenting three cases in which workers have been subjected to coercive 

and exploitative labour practices.  In the second part of my presentation, I will briefly discuss 

responses to prevent and prosecute forced labour. 

 [pwp slide] But let me start straight away with a case from the United Kingdom. In 2008, 

the UK Human Trafficking Centre, Police and other agencies, carried out a joint enforcement 

operation which led to the arrest of thirteen persons. They are being charged with labour 

trafficking and money laundering offences, and prosecution is still under way. The defendants 

lured people from several Eastern European countries into the UK to pick leeks. Migrants were 

housed in overcrowded and unsafe accommodation. Testimonies of workers further revealed 

that their identity documents were withheld and illegal deductions were made for housing and 

transport costs.  

[pwp slide] Another case is from Germany involving Chinese “specialty cooks” who 

enter the country under perfectly legal visa arrangements. The candidates have to pay a high 

recruitment fee of up to 10.000 US$ to the China International Contractors Association. Upon 

arrival in Germany, some of them are made to work extremely long hours, seven days per week, 

under threat of dismissal. In addition, illegal deductions are made for shabby accommodation 

and food, and wages are much lower than specified in their contracts. Since these Chinese 

migrants have incurred high debts, and are unaware of their rights, many endure these 

exploitative working conditions without ever seeking legal assistance. 
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[pwp slide] Perhaps the biggest alleged labour trafficking case that recently hit news in 

Europe happened in Azerbaijan involving more than 700 workers. Migrants were recruited by 

dubious agencies in Cafés across Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia. They were made to sign 

contracts that were later substituted or ignored entirely. Testimonies of workers provided 

evidence about severe abuse, threats, non-payment of wages, retention of identity documents 

and appalling housing conditions. When some of them turned to a local NGO to seek assistance 

the construction company tried to cover up by sending them home. Fortunately, international 

organisations, NGOs and trade unions intervened, and Governments of the concerned countries 

have started criminal investigations.  

 

In none of those cases have workers been forced to work at gunpoint though threats of 

dismissal are a powerful force to retain workers in bad jobs against their will. The most common 

element to labour trafficking cases is that workers are cheated of their wages and threatened with 

dismissal. They may also be forced to render their identity documents. Sometimes, their 

movements are tightly monitored. Those are all medium to strong indicators of deceptive 

recruitment and coercive employment practices. And yet, there is often a blurred line between 

forced labour and exploitation. While the Palermo Protocol offers a broad definition of 

trafficking for the purpose of exploitation of which forced labour is one serious form, the ILO’s 

definition of forced labour defines the offence through four elements [pwp]: 

• Any type of work or service (even if it is illegal) 

• That is exacted from any person (men, women or child) 

• Under the menace of any penalty (such as loss of wages or other rights) 

• And for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily. It is important to 

keep in mind that consent is irrelevant if the person had been misinformed. 

Furthermore, a worker has to be free to revoke an employment agreement at any 

time.  
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[pwp] In 2005, the ILO published the first global figures on forced labour. It estimated 

that forced labour as a result of human trafficking involves at least 2.4 million victims globally 

and 570,000 in industrialised and transition countries alone. In May 2009, the ILO’s latest global 

report on forced labour, The Cost of Coercion, revealed new figures on the “opportunity cost” of 

coercion. We estimate that victims of forced labour lose over US$ 20 billion due to illegal 

recruitment fees or lost wages. And yet very few labour trafficking cases have been identified 

across Europe, and the number of prosecutions is even lower.  

So what is the problem? Are we only discovering the tip of the iceberg, or are our 

estimates wrong? I have been told that forced labour cases have not been in the Danish news as 

of now and cases have not yet been identified through the legal system. This prompts me to ask: 

Is it because Denmark has a particularly well functioning labour market in which migrant 

workers are not subject to exploitative and coercive labour practices? Or is it because the right 

mechanisms are not yet in place to detect cases of labour trafficking? In May 2007, the ILO 

helped organize a Nordic Expert Seminar on Trafficking for Forced Labour, on the initiative of 

the Swedish Ministers of Justice and Labour. Its goal was to bring together experts from these 

ministries, law enforcement, labour and migration from Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. 

It seemed in advance that Scandinavia, with its well entrenched systems of social protection, was 

the very last place in Europe where problems were likely to be detected. But an intense 

discussion, focusing on demand reduction in trafficking for labour exploitation in the Nordic 

countries, unearthed a range of concerns, such as the need to improve regulation of labour 

recruitment and contracting agencies. The recent initiative of the Finish Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs to prohibit the entry of berry pickers who are on the payroll of foreign based labour 

leasing companies is an example of righter regulation that was needed to prevent exploitation in 

this particular sector.  
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 In the remaining part of my presentation I want to make you familiar with some 

initiatives undertaken by ILO and its various partner organisations.  

 

To start with ILO has pioneered quantitative and qualitative research on trafficking for 

labour exploitation in a number of European source and destination countries. Most data 

collection efforts to date are hampered by diverging operational indicators and a lack of a 

European-wide consensus on what constitutes “coercion”, “deception”, “fraud” or 

“exploitation”. A joint EC-ILO project was established to implement the Delphi method to 

reach consensus among European experts on what indicators should be used to characterise the 

various elements of the definition of trafficking for data collection purposes. The results of the 

Delphi survey have been published by ILO and the EC in March 2009. In source countries, such 

as Moldova and Armenia, the ILO has assisted National Bureaus of Statistics to integrate a 

module on trafficking in national labour force surveys. We found that between 5 – 10 percent of 

returned workers were in a situation of forced labour while working abroad, while many more 

had been exploited. If you extrapolate the figure to the overall population we are talking about 

ten thousands of workers in forced labour at a given point in time. This begs the questions: 

Where have they been if only so few of them were identified in destination countries? 

In most European countries, laws have been revised in accordance with the Palermo 

Protocol and ILO’s Conventions. Just last month, the UK introduced a new offence of forced 

labour and servitude. So if we can assume that the right laws and policies are in place, a key 

answer to the problem is better training and awareness of law enforcement agencies. The ILO, in 

cooperation with its national and international partners, focuses on three dimensions of 

enforcement: first, improved regulation and monitoring of recruitment agencies, including cover 

agencies and individual intermediaries that recruit under false pretences; second, training of 

labour inspectors on the application of anti-trafficking laws in their regular inspection activities; 

and third, sensitization of judges and prosecutors on ILO as well as national jurisprudence on 
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forced labour. A series of training materials have been developed, widely translated, adapted to 

national circumstances and are now used in various training activities. For example, ILO and the 

Italian Department for Equal Opportunities jointly implement a labour inspection training 

project that covers Portugal, Poland and Romania.  

 

Given ILO’s tripartite structure, the office works closely with workers’ and employers’ 

organisations. Though often absent from national debates and policies against human trafficking, 

they are valuable partners, especially in the prevention of trafficking and provision of victim 

support. In 2007, the General Council of the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 

endorsed a plan of action for future trade union activities in the areas of forced labour and 

trafficking. Since then, ILO, ITUC, affiliates of the ETUC and national trade union federations 

have closely collaborated to raise awareness of trade union members and workers at risk. In the 

alleged labour trafficking case in Azerbaijan which I mentioned in the beginning of my 

presentation, trade unions are providing legal assistance to victims. Azeri and Bosnian 

construction trade unions have also signed a cooperation agreement last month to better protect 

workers at risk of trafficking.  

 

ILO, in collaboration with the International Organisation of Employers has also 

mobilized employers through its “Business Alliance against Forced Labour”. A handbook for 

employers has been published in many languages, which was widely praised by business 

representatives as being a useful tool in preventing forced labour and trafficking. The handbook 

includes guiding principles, a checklist for assessing compliance, good practice case studies and 

tips for taking action. A series of regional workshops have since taken place to launch the 

handbook and to discuss areas of action with representatives of national employers’ 

organisations and individual companies.  
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With my presentation I was only able to offer you a snapshot of initiatives undertaken by 

the ILO and its partner agencies to prevent and combat forced labour in Europe. Experience has 

shown that only serious research, including quantitative surveys based on ILO’s forced labour 

indicators, will shed light on criminal practices that usually occur at the margins of European 

labour markets. Increased awareness of law enforcement agencies, including labour inspectorates 

and social partners is also essential to unearth evidence below the “tip of the iceberg”. 

[pwp slides on project activities in the Caucasus – working /living conditions in Georgia ] 

[movie on FL interventions by the carabinieri in Italy as a good practice –  discussed and 

commented on during the Q&A session with the participants] 

Many thanks for your attention.  

 
For more information, please, contact: 
Undine Gröger 
ILO Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour 
groeger@ilo.org 
Tel.: +41-22-7996218 


