
“In the Effort to Combat the Pandemic of trafficking in persons, 
what has the Government of the Netherlands done so far or is 

doing vis-à-vis Protection, Liberation, the Rehabilitation of 
Individuals and Prosecution of Perpetrators?” 

 
 
Dear Sister Sheila and father Felix, thank you for putting this on the agenda.  
 
Human trafficking undermines society, not only victims are affected directly, their 
families and people close to them are victims too. Human trafficking is a topic that 
has no political or religious color: we all want to find a way to combat this 
pandemic.    
 
The Netherlands is one of the first countries to have a National Rapporteur for 
Human Trafficking and Exploitation. The current Rapporteur writes critical reports 
every year informing and advising our government. His approach is about awareness, 
detection of victims and proposing laws. The following comes from one of his reports.  
 
 General image of human trafficking  
  
In human trafficking, the greatest share of reported victims are in sexual 
exploitation (2016: 523 reported cases). However, the number of victims of 
trafficking in human beings outside the sex industry has been increasing for a 
number of years. When considering the nationality of the victims, it is striking that the 
proportion of victims with Dutch nationality is still the largest in 2016 (30.3%). 
Victims with the Dutch nationality are mainly exploited within the sex industry.  
   
In 2017, the amount of registered victims went down, but this does not mean that the 
situation is improving. it appears that there are five times more victims in the 
Netherlands than are registered. The police are overburdened with registering 
refugees, and have less manpower to focus on combatting human trafficking. They 
are about 100 people short to deal with this. Also, less foreign victims report 
themselves, as they rather opt for the asylum procedure, because of greater legal 
protection and the chance of long-term residence.  
  
Trafficking in human beings within the sex industry  
  
Non-Dutch victims of exploitation: are most often Romanian, Hungarian and Nigerian 
nationals. Prostitution can take place in the visible - more traditional - places, such 
as in brothels and sex clubs, but increasingly also in less visible locations, such as 
(private) homes and hotels.  
  
Four developments that have occurred with regard to human trafficking within the 
sex industry:  
 



1. Regulation of the prostitution sector: There are more uniform laws that bind 
municipalities, to promote one standard and uniform approach. 

2. Role of clients: There is now a law under consideration which provides for the 
criminalization of clients who know, or have a serious reason to suspect, that they 
are taking sexual services from a person who is forced to do so. This law is a 
deterrent.  

3. Attention to vulnerable groups: vulnerability of lesbian, homosexual, bisexual, 
and transgender children. Attention is particularly paid to boys victims. Their 
position as ‘victim’ is less recognized,  because (a) they do not see themselves 
as victims or (b) professionals are not trained to talk with boys about their sexual 
development and orientation. Also Child marriage and persons with a (slightly) 
intellectual disability are very vulnerable. Thus we are developing awareness and 
tools to detect them. 

4. Digitalization of Society is a major challenge: Think of recruitment of victims, 
traffickers now frequently use social media to approach potential victims; control 
of victims (threatening to convey nude pictures or films); trafficking on-line 
(prostitution websites). Also, continuous technology has an influence on the form 
of sexual exploitation: webcam.  

 
Technology also offers opportunities for tackling human trafficking. In Rotterdam, 
the police and the municipality have been using 'web voyager ' since 2017 that 
scans online sex ads and automatically assesses the risk of trafficking in human 
beings. Currently this is being developed nationally.  
  
Trafficking outside the sex industry  
  
This involves:  
1. Labor exploitation: Agriculture; construction; transport; hotels and in homes.   
2. Forced services: which are atypical work, such as selling street newspapers or 

begging. It is difficult to speak of a 'sector' in these cases, or of 'sector 
organization'.  

3. Criminal exploitation, involving the smuggling of drugs or the cutting of hemp. 
Forced shoplifting is another example of criminal exploitation. 
  

One of the challenges is identifying cases of human trafficking. Designing the 
policy on trafficking in these sectors remains a big challenge. Because of the number 
of sectors, organizations and types of exploitation that are involved.  
 
• Municipal government: 65% of the municipalities say they know whether 

trafficking occurs within their municipalities, the remaining 35% need greater 
awareness and detection skills.  

• The medical sector sees a signaling role for itself. This is a new partner.  
• Also the media have taken up the subject of human trafficking. They have an 

important role in increasing social awareness and creating a sense of urgency.  
 



A second challenge is the role of companies. The Dutch Government signed 
covenants with companies, based on the UN and the OECD guidelines for corporate 
social responsibility for multinational companies. These companies have to conduct 
due diligence on their supply chains and focus on, for instance, preventing child 
labor. Think on companies in the clothing business that source in countries with little 
governance and oversight.  
  
A third challenge is applying the non- punishment principle. we cannot focus on 
punishing those who have been forced to commit a crime. We should work with them 
to identify the human traffickers.  
 
 Trafficking in human beings and organ removal  
  
Organ trade can be related to human trafficking. But there is little information about 
this phenomenon.  
The shortage of organ donations, is the basis of organ trade. We just passed a law 
that every citizen is automatically a donor, unless he/she indicates that they do not 
want to. Previously it was the other way around.  
 
Adjacent phenomena  
  
Some phenomena are related to human trafficking, namely:  
Migration. There has been an increase in the number of refugees and migrants 
entering the Netherlands: 22,000 first asylum applications were made in the 
Netherlands in 2014, this doubled to over 43,000 in 2015. Most of the asylum 
applications were submitted by Syrians, then from Eritrea, Iraq and Afghanistan.  
 
The number of unaccompanied minors increased from about 1000 (2014) to nearly 
4000 (2015) and back down to 1700. This is still twice as high as in 2014. They 
came from countries like Syria, Eritrea and Afghanistan. These children are 
particularly vulnerable to human trafficking. IOM shows that 76% of the migrants and 
refugees surveyed who reached Italy by boat in 2016 identified one or more 
indicators of trafficking.  
 
The Netherlands is currently in the UN Security Council: next week we will propose 
sanctions against known human traffickers in Libya.  
 
Conclusion:  
 
• Unique role of an independent National Rapporteur: awareness, continuous 

learning and advise.  
• Netherlands does not shy away from facing reality and devising necessary policy.  
• Human traffickers are inventive, make increasing use of technology and it is a 

lucrative business. Human trafficking is about money, a lot of money. The 
government must also be inventive in its approach.  


