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Labor Exploitation vs. Labor Trafficking

While the terms 'labor trafficking' and 'labor exploitation' are often used
interchangeably, they refer to distinct forms of abuse. Understanding the difference
is crucial for accurately identifying violations, ensuring appropriate protection for
workers, and providing targeted support to survivors. Labor trafficking involves
coercion, deception, or force to compel someone to work, whereas labor
exploitation may involve unfair or illegal working conditions without the element of
coercion that defines trafficking.

It is any situation that does not meet labor standards relevant to the situation and
therefore generates a disproportionate benefit to the employer. It involves unfair or
abusive treatment of workers, often in violation of labor standards or human
rights. Labor exploitation does not necessarily constitute the crime of trafficking.

LABOUR EXPLOITATION
can include:
Pay is less than agreed Hazardous work environment
Working longer hours than agreed Lack of water and sanitation at site
No meal breaks No written contract

N/

LABOUR TRAFFICKING

can include:
Intimidation and control
Use of violence
Sexual assault

Held against will
Threatened to pay debt
Threats to violence

As soon as the person is not free to leave the exploitative situation, it becomes a
situation of labor traffickign. Labor exploitation is a gateway to trafficking, especially
when workers are vulnerable and protections are weak.
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The chart maps the severity of key control factors

Differences at Glance

Often initial consent is obtained, but later
withdrawn under coercion or false
promises

Workers may consent to exploitative work

Consent to work .
due to lack of alternatives

. . Coercion, threats, deception, debt
Often economic pressure, fear of job loss, el ' pu

» Migrant

Means of control

or informal work status

bondage, abuse of legal status,

Barriers to identification of labor
exploitation

» Long delays between when exploitation
occurs and when it's actually reported.

» Exploited individuals—especially migrant
workers —are often isolated from
support networks and authorities, making
reporting difficult.

« Many countries lack strong labor laws or

effective  enforcement  mechanisms;
inspectors are under-resourced or face
corruption.

« Employers may actively prevent detection
by hiding workers during inspections,
confiscating documents, using
intimidation, or bribing inspectors.

» Many workers don't know their rights or
even understand they are being
exploited; especially migrants unfamiliar
with local laws or language.

Examples of Labour Exploitation

« Workers in fast-fashion supply chains

in the UK were found making clothes for
far below the minimum wage, facing long
shifts, unsafe environments, and pressure
not to speak out.

- Seasonal migrants picking tomatoes

and/or stranwberries in ltaly and Spain
often live in overcrowded, unsanitary
housing, with underpayment or withheld
wages.

- Seasonal restaurant waiters — usually

young migrant, or student workers, making
them less likely to know their rights or
challenge exploitation.

workers, sometimes
undocumented, work in  hazardous
conditions with high injury rates in
meatpacking plants in the US. Children as
young as 13 cleaning slaughterhouse
equipment were found at night.

Why the distinction matters?

= Prevents normalization of abuse

= Ensures proper legal and service response
= Protects vulnerable workers

= Helps identify early warning signs

Learn more at
www.antitraffickingresponse.org

surveillance

Freedom to leave

Free to leave, but may fear losing income
or housing

Restricted (e.g., locked in, monitored,
threatened, or too indebted to escape)

Legal framework

Covered by labor law, employment
regulations, and civil remedies

Covered by anti-trafficking and criminal law
(e.g., Palermo Protocol, ILO Forced Labor
Convention)
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