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Abstract. This study aimed to investigate the impact of the European Unionʼs freedom of movement on the prevalence 
of human trafficking and to identify the associated legal problems. The research technique integrated comparative legal 
analysis, content analysis of European Union legislation and case law, and the evaluation of statistical data and case studies 
related to the operation of the freedom of movement. The research examined the legal frameworks in France, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, and the Baltic States, facilitating the identification of both commonalities and divergences in national 
methodologies for adapting European rules. The studyʼs primary findings indicated inadequate interstate coordination, 
deficiencies in regulating individual travel, and the reliance of anti-trafficking efficacy on the institutional ability of each 
state. It was noted that criminal organisations often utilise freedom of movement to lawfully transport victims inside the 
European Union, particularly via labour migration pathways or by misusing residency privileges. National responses differ: 
France advocates for an interagency model; the United Kingdom employs a criminal law-based approach incorporating 
non-state players; Italy prioritises humanitarian assistance for victims; and the Baltic States implement a constrained, 
minimalist model dependent on external resources. The researchʼs practical value is evident in its recommendations for 
enhancing European Union legislation and state frameworks, particularly through the harmonisation of legal methods, the 
establishment of a unified database, and the fortification of legal protections for victims
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Introduction
The importance of this study arises from the need to reas-
sess the balance between freedom of movement – one of the 
fundamental tenets of the European Union (EU) – and the 
imperative to effectively combat transnational crime, such 
as human trafficking. The current open borders policy cre-
ates new opportunities for EU residents, while also introduc-
ing security challenges that require enhancements to legis-
lative and institutional structures. The primary study issue 
pertains to the intrinsic conflict between the enforcement of 
freedom of movement within the EU and the duty to provide 
sufficient safeguards against criminal exploitation. Notwith-
standing the presence of supranational rules, Member States 
persistently encounter substantial challenges in the identi-
fication, prosecution, and prevention of human trafficking. 
These issues arise from legislative deficiencies, inadequate 
coordination, and the intricate practical implementation of 
legal principles inside the EUʼs Area of Freedom, Security, 

and Justice. Although a regulatory framework exists at the 
EU level to combat human trafficking, the ongoing challeng-
es encountered by Member States indicate that these proce-
dures are not consistently effective in practice.

Criminal organisations frequently utilise lawful avenues 
for mobility, residency regulations, and procedural deficien-
cies in victim recognition. In many instances, individuals are 
trafficked and exploited in other Member States, where their 
access to legal protection is obstructed by language, legal, 
or social hurdles (Urpí, 2023). This scenario exemplifies the 
paradox between the actualisation of freedom of movement 
as a protector of human rights and the necessity to ensure 
security and protection against criminal activities. The need 
for a thorough review stems from both legal inadequacies 
and the challenges of applying current policies in practice 
among open internal borders. Consequently, the matter ne-
cessitates a comprehensive examination, especially regarding  
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classified as personal, given the varying degrees of identifi-
ability and sensitivity. These findings are particularly perti-
nent to the legal management of data concerning vulnerable 
populations, such as trafficking victims, where the equilib-
rium between protection, identification, and data sensitivity 
is crucial within the framework of EU freedom of movement. 
F. Tammone  (2024) examined the viability of Article 4 of 
the European Convention on Human Rights (1950) as a legal 
instrument to contest external migration policies that could 
enable trafficking. The author suggested innovative judicial 
methods for safeguarding victims using international legal 
frameworks. I. Rossoni and R. De Massol De Rebetz (2025) 
examined the influence of political and media discourse in 
shaping the archetypes of the “convenient criminal” and the 
“typical victim.” These preconceptions, they contend, foster 
the rise of “anti-politics” that prioritises control above pro-
tection, ultimately marginalising genuine victims of human 
trafficking. Collectively, these studies underscored the imper-
ative for a sophisticated legal and policy response to the un-
foreseen ramifications of freedom of movement inside the EU.

This study aimed to investigate the legislative deficien-
cies that enable the exploitation of freedom of movement 
inside the EU for human trafficking purposes. The objectives 
of the study were: to examine the impact of the principle 
of freedom of movement within the EU on the extent and 
dynamics of human trafficking, addressing both its benefi-
cial and detrimental effects; to analyse the current EU legal 
framework for combating human trafficking, pinpointing 
significant gaps and deficiencies in enforcement and effica-
cy; and to suggest enhancements to legal mechanisms and 
international collaboration, striving to balance the safe-
guarding of fundamental rights  – particularly freedom of 
movement  – with the necessity for sufficient security and 
effective measures against transnational crime.

Materials and methods
The study utilised a multidisciplinary methodology, inte-
grating a comparative legal approach with the examination 
of official statistical data. A comparative legal analysis was 
conducted to evaluate the legislative and law enforcement 
frameworks addressing human trafficking in France, the 
United Kingdom (UK), Italy, and the Baltic States. Special em-
phasis was placed on the parallels and differences in national 
strategies for the adoption and implementation of EU regula-
tions. The primary legal sources analysed included: Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFREU) (2000), 
Treaty establishing the European Community  (2002), di-
rectives and regulations of the European Parliament and 
of the Council No.  2004/38/EC  (2004), No.  2011/93/
EU  (2005), No.  2011/36/EU  (2011), No.  2012/29/
EU  (2012), No.  2016/399  (2016), case law of the Court 
of Justice of the European Union (CJEU), including judge-
ments in the cases No. C-2/74 (1974), No. C-415/93 (1995), 
No.  C-384/93  (1995), No.  C-145/09  (2010), 
No. C-34/09 (2011), No. C-333/13 (2014). Empirical data 
were drawn from the Council of Europeʼs Group of Experts 
on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) 
and related reports (Council of Europe,  2024). The case 
study method was used to provide an in-depth examina-
tion of landmark judgments of the European Court of Hu-
man Rights, including cases Case of Rantsev v. Cyprus and 
Russia (2010) and Commissioner General for Refugees and 
Stateless Persons v. Mostafa Lounani (2017), which illustrate 

legal protection mechanisms, accountability structures, and 
international collaboration. It is crucial to examine both 
the regulatory and practical aspects of this issue to develop 
balanced, effective solutions that uphold the fundamental 
principles of the Union while improving the safeguarding of 
vulnerable individuals against trafficking and exploitation.

An examination of contemporary academic methodol-
ogies regarding the study of freedom of movement inside 
the EU indicates that the topic is meticulously analysed in 
connection with social rights, migration policy, and secu-
rity issues, including human trafficking. N.  Tietze  (2025) 
examined the relationship between social rights and labor 
mobility within the EU citizenship regime, focusing on how 
the concept of social citizenship evolved during the 2000s 
and 2010s. By analysing three European Court of Justice 
(ECJ) judgments, the author explored the determination 
of worker status, the non-discrimination principle, and so-
cial entitlements granted or denied to plaintiffs. Research-
er concluded that while the ECJ initially supported a social 
citizenship approach to labor mobility, it later dismantled 
it, reflecting a flexible, fragmented view of intra-European 
migrant workersʼ social citizenship aligned with changing 
labor market policies and economic goals. J. Ramji-Nogales 
and I.G. Lang (2020) examined the nexus between freedom 
of movement, migration, and state borders. They argued 
that, despite the formal openness of borders within the EU, 
significant asymmetries in access to rights and protections 
persist, increasing the risk of exploitation  – especially for 
persons in precarious or border situations and for vulnerable 
groups. Similarly, A. Voivozeanu and J.-M. Lafleur  (2023) 
introduced the concept of “welfare brokers”  – actors who 
mediate between migrants and the social protection systems 
of EU Member States. These intermediaries may facilitate 
legal access to services, but can also create informal and 
potentially exploitative arrangements that may be used to 
control or abuse individuals.

Although D. Howarth and J. Schild (2021) focused on 
the creation of a fiscal union within the EU, their macroeco-
nomic analysis highlights broader structural constraints and 
political-legal barriers to integration. They argued that lim-
ited fiscal solidarity and the lack of a harmonised approach 
to the redistribution of resources within the Union hinder ef-
fective policy coordination in areas such as the fight against 
cross-border crimes, including human trafficking. These in-
sights can be extrapolated to the issue of fragmented pro-
tections for vulnerable individuals who move freely within 
the EU, underscoring the need for deeper institutional coop-
eration among Member States. D.E. Efthymiou (2022) chal-
lenged the justification for restrictions on EU immigrantsʼ 
access to welfare rights, which are often based on the prin-
ciple of reciprocity among member states. The author used a 
veil of ignorance device to argue that the current approach 
to reciprocity is flawed, suggesting that EU member states 
should adopt welfare policies that do not assume prior con-
tributions, but instead consider what would be fair under 
conditions of uncertainty about migrantsʼ contributions. The 
Article  concluded that a fairer approach to reciprocity in 
welfare rights would require EU member states to adopt pol-
icies that account for the uncertainty of migrantsʼ contribu-
tions and prevent member states from exploiting loopholes 
in the welfare system.

J.  Rahnasto  (2023) contended in a legal examination 
of genetic data that not all such data should be inherently 
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the application of international standards in protecting the 
rights of trafficking victims.

Special attention was paid to the legal developments fol-
lowing Brexit, particularly concerning the regulation of free-
dom of movement and anti-trafficking efforts. This analysis 
was conducted with reference to the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement between the EU and the European Atomic Energy 
Community, of the one part, and the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland, of the Other Part (2021) and 
the Immigration and Social Security Co-ordination (EU With-
drawal) Act (2020). Specific issues examined included new 
restrictions on the mobility of EU citizens, changes to victim 
identification procedures, and emerging challenges in inter-
state information exchange and law enforcement cooperation.

Results
The freedom of movement inside the EU is firmly estab-
lished in both core EU legislation and the case law of the 
CJEU. It includes the unrestricted movement of individuals, 
labourers, service providers, and entrepreneurs, constitut-
ing a fundamental element of the EU internal market. The 
principal legal foundation supporting this right is the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (2017). 
Article 21 Treaty confers upon every Union citizen the fun-
damental freedom to move and reside freely within the ter-
ritories of the Member States. This provision underpins the 
formulation of secondary legislation and the interpretative 
jurisprudence of the CJEU, encompassing the conditions un-
der which this right may be legally constrained. Significant 
emphasis is placed on the unrestricted mobility of workers, as 
stipulated in Article 45 Treaty. This Article forbids discrimi-
nation based on nationality for employment, compensation, 
and other working circumstances. The CJEU has generally 
construed this Article broadly. In the ruling of Judgment of 
the European Court of Justice in Case No. C-415/93 (1995), 
the Court determined that transfer regulations in profes-
sional football infringed upon the freedom of movement of 
workers by imposing unwarranted constraints on mobility 
between Member States.

Articles  49 and 56 TFEU enshrine the freedom of es-
tablishment and the right to supply services, respectively. 
These laws ensure that individuals and businesses possess 
the freedom to participate in economic activities in other 
Member States without unwarranted obstacles. According 
to the ECJ Decision No.  Judgment of the European Court 
of Justice in Case No. C-2/74 (1974), Article 49 possesses 
immediate effect and can be asserted by people in national 
courts. The Judgment of the European Court of Justice in 
Case No. C-384/93 (1995) affirmed that Dutch regulations 
prohibiting brokers from cold calling perspective clients in 
other Member States violated the freedom to provide ser-
vices, despite the invocation of national consumer protec-
tion objectives. The CFREU (2000), which acquired binding 
primary law status after the Treaty of Lisbon, supplements 
these treaty articles. Article 45 of the Charter asserts the en-
titlement of Union citizens to travel and reside freely inside 
the EU. It underscores the essential nature of freedom of 
movement and its inherent link to EU citizenship as a dis-
tinct legal category.

The case law of the CJEU has been significant in defin-
ing the extent and boundaries of this freedom. In the rul-
ing of Judgment of the European Court of Justice in Case 
No.  C-413/99  (2002), the Court determined that an EU  

citizen maintains the right of residence even without eco-
nomic activity, as long as they have adequate finances and 
health insurance. This verdict affirmed the interpretation 
of EU citizenship as a source of rights independent of eco-
nomic position. In the Judgment of the European Court of 
Justice in Case No. C-34/09 (2011), the Court elaborated on 
this principle, determining that a Member State could not 
undertake actions, such as expelling third-country national 
parents of minor EU citizens, that would inhibit the citizenʼs 
genuine enjoyment of their rights under EU law. These ver-
dicts collectively demonstrate the progressive and broad in-
terpretation of freedom of movement in EU law, confirming 
it as a fundamental value of Union membership and a guid-
ing precept in the evolution of the EUʼs legal framework.

The legal foundation for freedom of movement inside the 
EU is multifaceted, comprising treaty provisions, fundamen-
tal rights, and complex judicial interpretations. This freedom 
is regarded not just as an economic entitlement but also as 
a personal right, reinforcing European integration and legal 
consistency among Member States. The implementation of 
freedom of movement within the EU is closely connected to 
the functioning of the Schengen Area, the core principles of 
the internal market, and the governance of labour mobility 
and migration trends. Despite variations in breadth and legal 
character, these features establish a cohesive framework en-
abling EU nationals to travel, work, and dwell freely within 
Member States devoid of internal borders.

The Schengen Area exemplifies a significant accomplish-
ment of EU integration by eliminating internal border con-
trols among member states. This advancement has markedly 
enhanced citizen mobility and fostered increased contact in 
tourism, commerce, and social domains. The elimination of 
internal border inspections has thus presented new security is-
sues, especially with terrorism, transnational crime, and mass 
migration. In response, Member States have intermittently 
reintroduced temporary border controls, as authorised by Ar-
ticles 25-30 of the Schengen Borders Code (Regulation of the 
European Parliament and the Council No. 2016/399, 2016). 
During the 2015 refugee crisis, nations including Germa-
ny, Austria, and Sweden reinstated internal controls, cit-
ing concerns regarding public order and internal security.

The exercise of freedom of movement is inherently con-
nected to the four fundamental freedoms of the EU internal 
market, especially the free movement of individuals. This in-
dependence includes the abolition of physical boundaries as 
well as the eradication of administrative and legal obstacles 
(Tovias, 2024). Essential elements encompass the reciprocal 
acknowledgement of professional credentials, equitable ac-
cess to the employment market, and streamlined residency 
registration processes. A notable example illustrating the ju-
dicial defence of these principles is the case Commission v. 
Luxembourg (2004), where the CJEU held that Luxembourg 
had infringed the freedom to provide services. The state had 
imposed disproportionately burdensome conditions for the 
recognition of foreign engineering qualifications, thereby 
obstructing the ability of professionals from other EU Mem-
ber States to exercise their rights within its territory. These 
developments underscore that while freedom of movement 
remains a cornerstone of EU integration, its practical appli-
cation continues to be shaped by evolving legal standards, 
national interests, and security considerations.

A further tangible expression of freedom of movement 
within the EU is the mobility of labour. The capacity to  
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pursue and get employment in any Member State fosters eco-
nomic growth and improves employment prospects through-
out the Union. For governments facing population decline 
or employment shortages, this mobility provides a means to 
occupy vacancies with individuals from other EU nations. 
However, such patterns of intra-EU migration can also pro-
duce conflicts in host nation labour markets. Before Brexit, 
the UK consistently expressed apprehensions regarding the 
effects of workforce migration from Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. These concerns influenced public sentiment and polit-
ical backing for the UKʼs exit from the EU. The Judgment of 
the European Court of Justice in Case No. C-333/13 (2014), 
affirmed the authority of Member States to limit access to 
social assistance for economically inactive EU residents who 
do not meet the requirements for legitimate residence.

The ruling emphasised that the principle of freedom of 
movement does not absolutely encompass the entitlement 
to social assistance. Migration movements inside the EU 
are also heavily driven by economic differences between 
Member States. A significant problem is the “brain drain”, 
in which experienced individuals from less economically 
developed nations, such as Bulgaria or Romania, migrate 
to more affluent Member States, notably Germany and the 
Netherlands. This mobility enhances integration and the ef-
ficient distribution of human capital, while it also intensifies 
regional disparities and imposes more strain on the labour 
markets and public services of both origin and destination 
nations. In reaction to these issues, the EU has implemented 
measures to improve coordination in employment and so-
cial protection. The establishment of the European Labour 
Authority is a step designed to enhance transparency, en-
sure adherence to EU labour legislation, and promote equity 
within the internal labour market (Cremers, 2020).

The execution of freedom of movement within the EU 
constitutes a complex procedure with legal, economic, and 
security dimensions. It advances the momentum of Europe-
an integration while requiring a careful balance between 
individual rights and the legitimate regulatory interests of 
Member States. The freedom of movement inside the EU, 
while a fundamental principle of European integration, is 
not absolute. The TFEU (2017) and related secondary legis-
lation impose substantial restrictions on this right, especially 
regarding national security, public order, or the protection 
of public health (Bruzelius, 2018). These exceptions are nar-
rowly construed and may only be applied based on valid, 
justified, and proportionate assessments, which are subject 
to judicial review at both national and European levels. The 
legal basis for these restrictions is delineated in Article 45(3) 
TFEU concerning the freedom of movement of workers, and 
specifically in Article 27 of Directive of the European Par-
liament and of the Council No. 2004/38/EC (2004), which 
regulates the rights of Union citizens and their family mem-
bers to move and reside freely within Member States. Mem-
ber States may restrict entry or residency rights alone if 
the individual poses a genuine, imminent, and sufficiently 
substantial harm to one of societyʼs core interests. Such a 
threat must be authentic and current, not hypothetical or 
just based on past actions.

The CJEU has frequently underlined the necessity for a 
stringent and restrictive interpretation of the principles of “pub-
lic order” and “national security”. In case Yvonne van Duyn 
v Home Office” (1974), the Court affirmed a limitation pred-
icated on ideological association, specifically the applicantʼs  

passive membership in the Church of Scientology, acknowl-
edging that a Member State may intervene if it can substanti-
ate that the organisationʼs activities contravene public order. 
Subsequently, the Court clarified its stance in further case 
law. In case Regina v. Bouchereau (1977), it was determined 
that prior criminal convictions alone do not warrant expul-
sion unless there is demonstrable proof of a present and 
substantial threat to public order. These cases demonstrate 
that although Member States possess a degree of latitude in 
protecting public interests, the application of this discretion 
is limited by the fundamental principles of EU law, including 
proportionality, individual assessment, and judicial scrutiny.

Public health measures are a significant category of 
possible limitations on freedom of movement inside the EU. 
Such measures may encompass quarantine mandates, ob-
ligatory medical assessments, or even provisional entrance 
prohibitions, but solely in instances of significant hazards – 
especially during epidemics of infectious diseases (Hu  et 
al.,  2021). Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, some EU 
Member States enacted limitations on migration and bor-
der crossings, inciting legal discourse concerning the pro-
portionality and constitutionality of these actions. Although 
these activities were executed in accordance with Article 29 
of Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council 
No. 2004/38/EC (2004), they were nonetheless mandated to 
adhere to the criteria of necessity, minimal interference, and 
non-discrimination.

In its ruling in Judgment of the European Court of Jus-
tice in Case No. C-808/18 (2020), the CJEU reiterated that 
measures purportedly justified by public security or health 
cannot serve as a pretext for systematic or disproportion-
ate infringement of the rights of Union citizens. This judge-
ment affirmed the Courtʼs resolute position that any devia-
tion from core EU freedoms must be rare, substantiated by 
evidence, and reasonable. Legal instruments for enforcing 
limits encompass expulsion orders and re-entry prohibitions. 
Nonetheless, these measures must adhere to the procedural 
safeguards delineated in Directive No.  2004/38/EC of the 
EPC (2004). These protections encompass the right to appeal, 
written notification, and a tailored evaluation of the individ-
ualʼs circumstances, including duration of residence, degree 
of integration, and familial connections. In Judgment of the 
European Court of Justice in Case No. C-145/09 (2010), the 
Court determined that restrictions on the right to free move-
ment are permissible, even in instances of significant crim-
inal conduct such as drug trafficking, only if the individual 
presents an immediate and tangible threat to public order. 
Furthermore, any decision must be evaluated in accordance 
with the idea of proportionality, especially with its effects on 
an individualʼs private and family life.

Consequently, limitations on freedom of movement un-
der EU law are uncommon and may only be employed as a 
final recourse. They must be based on explicitly stated legal 
principles, undergo stringent judicial examination, and con-
sistently adhere to fundamental rights, especially the respect 
for human dignity, private life, and family life, as articulated 
in the CFREU  (2000). The UKʼs exit from the EU (Brexit) 
has significantly affected the right to freedom of movement, 
which was formerly assured to both UK citizens living in the 
EU and EU people living in the UK. Brexit has profoundly im-
pacted the legal status of individuals, border control proce-
dures, and migration dynamics, with extensive consequences 
for the combat against human trafficking (Sredanovic, 2020).
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The legal right to free movement between the UK and 
the EU officially ended at the conclusion of the transition 
period on 31 December 2020. A points-based immigration 
system was established, uniformly applicable to all foreign 
nationals, regardless of nationality. As a result, EU nationals 
no longer have an automatic right to enter, reside, or work 
in the UK. The only exception applies to individuals who 
successfully applied under the EU Settlement Scheme, as 
outlined in the Withdrawal Agreement – specifically Articles 
15 to 18 – which ensures the retention of certain rights for 
EU nationals who were lawfully residing in the UK before 
the end of the transition period (Portes & Springford, 2023).

The alteration of the freedom of movement framework 
has resulted in stricter border controls. The UK has exited the 
Schengen Information System (SIS) and ceased participation 
in the Common European Entry/Exit System. As a result, UK 
border authorities now possess complete discretion in reg-
ulating entry into the Kingdom, including the authority to 
deny access to EU residents who fail to meet the new immi-
gration criteria (Fürst,  2023). The Immigration and Social 
Security Co-ordination (EU Withdrawal) Act  (2020) estab-
lishes the legal basis for the new border control system, con-
solidating the UKʼs immigration strategy following Brexit. 
Furthermore, the government has instituted more stringent 
entrance regulations, which opponents argue have created 
further obstacles for visitors, students, and seasonal workers 
from the EU. These developments indicate a substantial shift 
from prior EU-UK mobility agreements and have repercus-
sions for the identification, prevention, and prosecution of 
human trafficking, especially due to the relaxation of infor-
mation-sharing frameworks and cross-border cooperation 
mechanisms that were previously established.

The ramifications of Brexit in the realm of migration 
have been complex. The imposition of mobility restrictions 
has resulted in a significant decrease in the influx of EU cit-
izens seeking employment in the UK. This reduction has no-
tably impacted sectors traditionally dependent on migrant 
workers, including agriculture, healthcare, and services. The 
UK Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported a notable 
decline in worker migration from Eastern Europe from 2021 
to 2023, leading to severe manpower shortages in various 
critical sectors (Portes, 2025). The enhancement of border 
restrictions and the cessation of access to European migrant 
protection systems post-Brexit have markedly heightened 
the susceptibility of some demographics, particularly mi-
grant workers pursuing employment in the UK. The revised 
immigration regulations have rendered it more challenging 
for EU residents, especially those from Eastern Europe, to 
lawfully enter and work in the UK, resulting in an increase in 
unreported employment, labour exploitation, and restricted 
access to social safeguards. The lack of organised collabora-
tion with EU entities has diminished the ability to address 
labour rights infringements and has established obstacles 
to lodging complaints or obtaining legal support, thereby 
heightening the danger of discrimination and exploitation.

Concerning the battle against human trafficking, Brex-
it has posed supplementary hazards. The dissolution of the 
joint EU legal framework has obstructed cross-border collab-
oration in this domain. The UK has forfeited direct access 
to essential tools like Europol and the Rapid Alert System, 
which formerly facilitated the swift discovery and prose-
cution of transnational trafficking networks (Landman  et 
al., 2024). The UK maintains involvement in certain security 

cooperation frameworks established by the Trade and Co-
operation Agreement between the EU, the European Atom-
ic Energy Community, and the UK  (2021); however, their 
efficacy is constrained relative to the advantages provided 
by complete EU membership. The introduction of new en-
try and residency laws has heightened the vulnerability of 
specific groups, including EU nationals who were unable 
to apply for status regularisation or had adequate evidence 
of legitimate presence. This has increased the likelihood of 
irregular migration and exploitation, both of which are sig-
nificant contributors to human trafficking. In this context, 
international organisations, such as GRETA (Council of 
Europe,  2024), have urged UK authorities to enhance the 
safeguarding of victimsʼ rights and to refine procedures for 
identification, support, and legal recourse.

Brexit has profoundly transformed the UKʼs stance on 
freedom of movement, transitioning from a participant in 
an integrated European legal framework to an independent 
state with complete control over its immigration policy. The 
ramifications of this transition are unclear: although the UK 
has attained enhanced authority over its borders and migra-
tion policies, it has concurrently become more vulnerable 
to challenges, including heightened risks of human rights 
infringements and increased difficulties in combating trans-
national crime, such as human trafficking.

The combat against human trafficking continues to be 
a fundamental objective within the EUʼs legal and regulato-
ry framework. This dedication is shown through a thorough 
array of regulatory measures designed to establish a cohe-
sive legal framework for the prevention of trafficking, the 
prosecution of perpetrators, and the safeguarding of victimsʼ 
rights. The core of this framework is Directive of the Europe-
an Parliament and of the Council No. 2011/36/EU (2011), 
which superseded the previous Framework Decision and 
established a rights-based methodology for addressing hu-
man trafficking. Directive of the European Parliament and 
of the Council No. 2011/36/EU (2011) offers a standardised 
definition of trafficking, which includes sexual and labour 
exploitation, forced begging, organ removal, and coerced 
employment. The Directive emphasises the protection of 
vulnerable populations, particularly children, and requires 
Member States to ensure: efficient criminal prosecution 
(Articles  2-5), the establishment of national coordination 
mechanisms (Article 19), the availability of specialised sup-
port services (Article  11), and the development of reinte-
gration programs for victims. Article 8 is significant since it 
allows for the non-prosecution of victims for offences they 
were compelled to commit as a result of their exploitation. 
This principle aligns with the reasoning of the landmark 
Judgment of the European Court of Humar Rights in Case 
No.  25965/04  (2010) rendered by the European Court of 
Human Rights. Although not a ruling from the CJEU, Rant-
sev established that States had a positive obligation to proac-
tively identify, protect, and help victims of trafficking.

The Directiveʼs implementation is bolstered by strategic 
initiatives, particularly the Communication from the Com-
mission to the European Parliament, the Council, the Euro-
pean Economic and Social Committee, and the Committee 
of the Regions  (2021), released by the European Commis-
sion. This strategy prioritises four key objectives: reducing 
demand for exploitative services, destroying criminal net-
works, protecting and empowering victims, and strengthen-
ing international cooperation. The policy underscores the 
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imperative for digital interventions to combat rising forms of 
exploitation, including online trafficking and the grooming 
of minors via social media platforms. The policy is imple-
mented through the European Platform for the Coordination 
of Interstate Cooperation, alongside the increased involve-
ment of Europol in international investigations.

The Joint Action Day operation sought to discover 
workforce exploitation within the construction and agricul-
ture sectors. In addition to the major legislative frameworks, 
various other important EU legal instruments contribute to 
the fight against human trafficking. Directive No. 2004/81/
EC  (2004) mandates the issuance of temporary residence 
permits to third-country nationals who are victims of traf-
ficking and cooperate with law enforcement authorities. 
This Directive guarantees access to medical care, psycho-
logical support, and legal assistance within a Member State, 
and it includes a period for recuperation and contemplation 
during which the victim may opt to cooperate with the au-
thorities. The justification for this victim-centered approach 
was affirmed in the CJEUʼs judgment in case Commission-
er General for Refugees and Stateless Persons v. Mostafa 
Lounani (2017), in which the Court emphasised the impor-
tance of an individualised assessment of each victim in de-
termining their right to residence. This ruling emphasises 
the imperative of treating trafficking victims with dignity 
and in alignment with their specific situations.

Directive No. 2011/93/EU (2011) is significantly perti-
nent to child protection. The primary aim is to protect minors 
from sexual offences, while also addressing child trafficking 
laws, with a focus on protection, investigation, and prosecu-
tion. Directive No. 2012/29/EU (2012) provides enhanced 
protection by setting minimum standards for the rights, as-
sistance, and protecting of crime victims. This Directive en-
sures that victims of trafficking are informed of their rights 
and legal processes, provided with assistance and secure 
accommodation, and protected from re-traumatisation dur-
ing criminal investigations. The EUʼs legal framework for 
addressing human trafficking is based on a comprehensive 
approach that integrates criminal prosecution, victim pro-
tection, prevention, and international collaboration. These 
instruments are perpetually advancing to tackle develop-
ing difficulties, such as the digital transformation of crime, 
heightened migratory patterns, and the escalating necessity 
for cross-border coordination. The institutional framework 
underpinning the EUʼs anti-trafficking initiatives comprises 
multiple essential entities collaborating closely.

Europol, the body tasked with assisting Member Statesʼ 
law enforcement in the fight against severe and organised 
crime, plays a crucial role. Europol enables information 
interchange, assists in collaborative operations, and offers 
strategic and operational analysis. During Joint Action Days, 
Europol orchestrates focused efforts to identify trafficking 
victims around the EU (Maftei, 2023). In conjunction with 
Europol, Eurojust is crucial in coordinating the investigation 
and prosecution of trafficking offences on a transnational 
scale. Eurojust facilitates the formation of Joint Investiga-
tion Teams (JITs), uniting prosecutors and law enforcement 
personnel from several Member States. The CIA has orches-
trated multiple extensive operations to eliminate trafficking 
networks engaged in sexual exploitation and forced labour. 
The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) is 
another crucial agency. Frontex aids anti-trafficking initia-
tives by bolstering external border management, aiding in 

the identification of trafficking victims, and enabling evi-
dence collection. Moreover, Frontex provides training pro-
grams for border guards, emphasising the identification of 
trafficking signs and the safeguarding of victims throughout 
border processes.

The EU Anti-Trafficking Coordinator oversees the strate-
gic coordination of anti-trafficking efforts inside the EU. The 
primary duty of this role is to facilitate collaboration among 
EU institutions, Member States, and international partners. 
The coordinator is responsible for developing strategic pol-
icy documents, specifically the European Union Strategies 
on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings, managing their 
implementation, and promoting the sharing of best practices 
across the Union (Nordquist, 2024). The Council of Europe 
Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Be-
ings (2005) is an essential legislative tool for international 
collaboration. This Convention has laid the foundation for 
the development of European standards on victim protection, 
the criminalisation of all forms of human trafficking, and the 
effective prosecution of offenders. Unlike many other inter-
national treaties, the Convention adopts a victim-centered 
approach and establishes a distinct monitoring structure. 
GRETA, the Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking 
in Human Beings, oversees compliance with the Convention. 
GRETA conducts systematic evaluations of State Partiesʼ 
compliance with their obligations and offers recommenda-
tions to improve national legislation and policies. Recent 
studies indicate that GRETA has emphasised the necessity of 
improving access to compensation procedures for trafficking 
victims in several European nations (Novika  et al.,  2020).

The EU actively collaborates with foreign organisations, 
including the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) and the foreign Organisation for Migration (IOM). 
Collaborative efforts encompass the formulation of method-
ological standards, training programs for law enforcement 
personnel and judiciary members, and the creation of vic-
tim identification protocols, especially for refugees and mi-
grants. The EU collaborates with Office to support world-
wide initiatives aimed at improving legislative frameworks 
and bolstering transnational cooperation in combating hu-
man trafficking.

Cooperation with third countries represents another es-
sential dimension of the EUʼs external anti-trafficking strategy. 
Through joint technical assistance programmes, such as the 
EU Action against Trafficking in Human Beings in South and 
Southeast Asia, the Union supports the capacity-building of 
local law enforcement and judicial institutions (McGregor et 
al., 2025). These efforts are often complemented by bilateral 
agreements and regional dialogues on trafficking preven-
tion, information exchange, and the repatriation of victims, 
conducted with full respect for victimsʼ rights and dignity. In 
sum, the EUʼs institutional architecture for combatting traf-
ficking in human beings is multi-level and comprehensive, 
encompassing both internal coordination among EU agen-
cies and extensive international engagement. This structure 
enables the Union to adopt a holistic, cross-sectoral approach 
to tackling trafficking, addressing not only prosecution but 
also prevention, protection, and international collaboration.

The strategies delineated in the EUʼs external action plan 
to combat human trafficking, especially its collaboration 
with third countries, seem to be efficacious in tackling the 
intricate issues associated with human trafficking. The EU 
is enhancing the capabilities of local law enforcement and  
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judicial authorities through collaborative technical assistance 
initiatives, such as the EU Action to Combat Trafficking in 
Human Beings in South and Southeast Asia, thereby increas-
ing these nationsʼ efficacy in addressing human trafficking. 
These initiatives, backed by bilateral agreements and region-
al discussions on preventing human trafficking, contribute to 
improving information sharing and victim repatriation pro-
cedures. In addition, the EUʼs multi-level institutional struc-
ture, which combines internal coordination between EU insti-
tutions with broad international participation, facilitates the 
implementation of a comprehensive cross-sectoral strategy. 
This strategy focuses not only on prosecution but also on pre-
vention, protection, and international cooperation, thereby 
addressing the problem of human trafficking from all angles. 
Taking into account the rights and dignity of victims in these 
approaches enhances their effectiveness, ensuring compre-
hensive measures to address a multifaceted global problem.

In France, the combat against human trafficking is an-
chored on a comprehensive legislative framework, particu-
larly the Penal Code of France (2025) and the Code of Entry 
and Residence of Foreigners and the Right to Asylum (2025). 
Articles  225-4-1 et seq. of the Penal Code explicitly crim-
inalise diverse forms of human trafficking, encompassing 
exploitation, forced work, and sexual exploitation, and stip-
ulate stringent punishments upon conviction. The Code on 
Entry and Stay delineates particular safeguards for interna-
tional trafficking victims, including the potential to acquire 
a residence permit dependent on their collaboration with in-
vestigative and prosecuting entities. France has established 
a comprehensive system for identifying and assisting vic-
tims, comprising cooperation between official entities and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Non-governmental 
organisations frequently serve as initial responders in sus-
pected trafficking incidents and play a crucial role in offer-
ing interim housing, psychological support, legal assistance, 
and safeguarding against forced repatriation, which may 
subject victims to re-exploitation. Special emphasis is placed 
on high-risk populations, particularly migrants, unaccompa-
nied adolescents, and women vulnerable to sexual or labour 
exploitation (Sabaj-Sidur, 2019). Franceʼs geographical loca-
tion, providing direct access to the Atlantic Ocean and the 
English Channel, renders it both a transit and destination 
nation for trafficking victims. Although numerous persons 
want to utilise French territory as a launchpad for access to 
the UK or other European nations, a considerable proportion 
are subjected to exploitation within France itself.

In the wake of the United Kingdomʼs exit from the EU 
(Brexit), its national migration policy has experienced sig-
nificant alterations, which have indirectly impacted its an-
ti-trafficking frameworks. The withdrawal from EU-level 
information exchange platforms and the facilitation of free 
movement has led to increased border controls and the im-
plementation of a new points-based immigration system 
aimed at prioritising the UKʼs economic interests. This ap-
proach has restricted legal avenues for admission, especially 
for low-skilled migrants, hence unintentionally heightening 
the susceptibility of specific groups to recruitment by crim-
inal organisations (Landman et al., 2024). The National Re-
ferral Mechanism (NRM) serves as the primary institutional 
framework for the identification and safeguarding of traf-
ficking victims in the UK. The evaluation process consists 
of two stages: the initial phase ascertains whether there 
are “reasonable grounds” to suspect that an individual is a  

trafficking victim, followed by a definitive determination 
confirming the victimʼs status. The NRM provides access to 
several protection measures, including medical assistance, 
legal support, and the opportunity to acquire a resident per-
mit. Nonetheless, the NRM has encountered criticism due 
to its protracted procedures, insufficient knowledge among 
possible victims, and discrepancies in execution, which 
have diminished its efficacy in victim identification and as-
sistance. Post-Brexit border reforms have produced a dual 
effect: enhanced border security has complicated human 
smuggling, yet it has concurrently exacerbated the margin-
alisation of vulnerable populations, who may now turn to 
irregular and perilous migration routes, thereby elevating 
the risk of exploitation and trafficking.

Italy, owing to its strategic geographical position in the 
Mediterranean, continues to serve as a principal entrance 
point for irregular migrants into Europe. The connection be-
tween irregular migration and human trafficking in Italy is 
clear, since a substantial number of individuals coming by 
sea are at increased risk of being exploited by criminal or-
ganisations for forced labour or sexual exploitation (Punzo 
& Scaglione, 2024). One of Italyʼs most urgent challenges in 
this area is the prompt identification of trafficking victims 
among asylum seekers. A multitude of victims refrain from 
revealing their exploitation experiences owing to apprehen-
sion of retaliation, scepticism towards authorities, or ongo-
ing coercion by traffickers. The overcrowding of reception 
centres and the scarcity of trained workers exacerbate these 
challenges, so restricting the ability for efficient screening 
and victim support. Notwithstanding these challenges, Ita-
ly has established an extensive protection and reintegration 
framework for trafficking victims. Initiatives encompass ac-
cess to temporary housing in specialist shelters, medical and 
psychological care, vocational training, and employment aid 
programs. Victims who collaborate with law enforcement 
may receive a residence permit, facilitating social integra-
tion or, when applicable, safe voluntary repatriation.

The Baltic nations, namely Lithuania, Latvia, and Esto-
nia, predominantly serve as countries of origin for victims 
of human trafficking. Citizens of these countries – especially 
women and children – are frequently subjected to forced la-
bour, sexual exploitation, and trafficking for the purpose of 
begging, predominantly within Western European states. In 
recent years (2021-2025), the role of the Baltic States with-
in the broader EU trafficking landscape has evolved. While 
they continue to function mainly as countries of origin, there 
is increasing evidence of their involvement as transit and 
even destination countries, signalling a shift in their posi-
tion within intra-European trafficking dynamics. Latvia has 
actively developed its legislation regarding the fight against 
human trafficking, particularly through the adoption of new 
legal frameworks and alignment with European standards. 
The Penal Code of Latvia (2004) includes provisions for hu-
man trafficking (Articles 154-1 and 154-2), with a maximum 
prison sentence of up to 15 years. However, these provisions 
are sometimes accompanied by suspended sentences, rais-
ing concerns about the effectiveness of punishment. In 2016, 
there were 11 criminal cases initiated under Article 154-1, 
four of which resulted in suspended sentences without real 
imprisonment. This highlights the need for improvements in 
judicial practices and stronger accountability for such crimes. 
In 2022, the Latvian government initiated the development 
of a new action plan to enhance the fight against human  
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trafficking (Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in 
Human Beings, 2022). This plan includes expanding training 
for front-line workers, developing new tools for identifying 
victims, and strengthening inter-agency cooperation. It also 
includes the implementation of a European directive that 
criminalises knowingly using services provided by victims 
of human trafficking, with stricter penalties, including up to 
ten years of imprisonment in severe cases. These measures 
aim to increase the effectiveness of the fight against human 
trafficking and provide better protection for victims.

Estonia defines human trafficking as a serious crime, 
with penalties ranging from one to seven years in prison. 
However, unlike Latvia, Estonia does not have a dedicated 
law specifically addressing human trafficking. This absence 
of specialised legislation may complicate effective action 
against the issue, as a lack of clear legal definitions and pro-
cedures can hinder investigations and judicial proceedings. 
In 2021, the Estonian government adopted the Agreement on 
Violence Prevention for the Period Until 2025 (2021) which 
includes a section dedicated to human trafficking. This 
agreement provides a comprehensive approach to combat-
ing human trafficking, covering prevention, victim identifi-
cation, assistance, and prosecution of perpetrators. However, 
the absence of a dedicated law may limit the full imple-
mentation of these measures, reducing their effectiveness.

Lithuania possesses a robust legislative framework for 
addressing human trafficking. The Penal Code of Lithua-
nia  (2000) stipulates penalties for human trafficking, with 
a maximum incarceration period of 12 years. The Law on 
Assistance to Victims of Crime (2021) established a support 
system for victims of crime, including trafficking victims. 
This legislation guarantees that victims receive psychiatric, 
medical, legal, and other essential support services. Lith-
uania incorporates a “reflection period” provision for for-
eign nationals who have fallen victim to human trafficking. 
This duration permits victims to remain in the nation for 
30 days to determine whether to collaborate with law en-
forcement. This method facilitates improved identification 
and safeguarding of victims while augmenting the efficacy 
of investigations. Consequently, the Baltic nations exhibit 
varying strategies in addressing human trafficking. Latvia 
and Lithuania have established legislative frameworks and 
specialised methods to tackle this issue, whereas Estonia, de-
spite its active involvement, lacks a specific law addressing 
human trafficking.

A comparative analysis of the anti-trafficking frame-
works in France, the UK, and Italy reveals both commonali-
ties and distinctive features, predominantly shaped by each 
countryʼs legislative framework, migration policy, and insti-
tutional arrangements. All three nations uniformly classify 
human trafficking as a criminal offence within their legal 
frameworks. Each nation has enacted specific laws that crim-
inalise certain types of trafficking and specify corresponding 
penalties. A common feature is the victim-centered approach 
adopted in legal systems and practices: in France, the UK, 
and Italy, victims who cooperate with law enforcement are 
granted protection, which includes medical assistance, le-
gal support, and the possibility of obtaining residence per-
mits. However, considerable inconsistencies remain in the 
implementation of these procedures. France emphasises the 
cooperation between governmental and non-governmental 
organisations, particularly in the identification and protec-
tion of at-risk groups, including adolescents and migrants.

The National Referral Mechanism (NRM) in the UK 
functions as the principal framework for the formal ac-
knowledgement of trafficking victims. Although it offers ac-
cess to several support services, it has faced criticism for its 
protracted procedures and bureaucratic delays, which may 
diminish its efficacy. Italy, in contrast, has its most pressing 
difficulty in the prompt identification of victims, particular-
ly among migrants coming by sea; yet, it has established 
one of the EUʼs most extensive reintegration programs, pro-
viding long-term support to acknowledged victims. France 
exhibits a significant degree of conformity with European 
standards, particularly with EU and Council of Europe in-
struments, including the Council of Europe Convention on 
Action against Trafficking in Human Beings  (2005) and 
Directive No.  2011/36/EU  (2011). Italy has incorporated 
the fundamental elements of EU law into its national laws; 
nonetheless, the effective implementation is sometimes ob-
structed by the excessive demands on migration services and 
limited resources.

The UK, post-Brexit, is no longer formally required to 
enact EU directives. Nonetheless, it upholds stringent an-
ti-trafficking standards via its domestic laws and interna-
tional obligations, persistently engaging in global coopera-
tive frameworks like as those orchestrated by GRETA and 
the United Nations. The comparison research reveals mul-
tiple systemic difficulties common to all three jurisdictions. 
This encompasses: challenges in the prompt identification 
of victims, especially among migrants and asylum seekers; 
inadequate awareness among victims about their rights and 
available assistance; insufficient collaboration among law 
enforcement, social services, and non-governmental organ-
isations; and protracted administrative processes concern-
ing protection and status determination, which frequent-
ly intensify victimsʼ vulnerability. In conclusion, whereas 
France, the UK, and Italy have established unique national 
frameworks for addressing human trafficking, they encoun-
ter same structural constraints. Resolving these difficulties 
necessitates refined identification systems, expedited admin-
istrative procedures, and strengthened inter-agency collabo-
ration at both national and international levels.

A comparative analysis of the strategies employed by 
France, the UK, Italy, and the Baltic States in addressing 
human trafficking uncovers varied models of adaptation to 
European standards, influenced by each nationʼs legal tra-
dition, political context, and administrative framework. In 
France, a nation rooted in the continental legal tradition, the 
stipulations of Directive No. 2011/36/EU (2011) were inte-
grated via amendments to the Penal Code of France (2025) 
and the creation of an inter-agency coordination body, the 
Interministerial Mission for the Protection of Women against 
Violence and the Fight against Trafficking in Human Beings 
(MIPROF). Franceʼs model prioritises inter-agency collabora-
tion, victim safeguarding, and public awareness initiatives, 
demonstrating a preventive and protective approach. In con-
trast, the UK formulated an own anti-trafficking plan before 
its exit from the EU. The enactment of the Modern Slavery 
Act (2015) constituted a pivotal legislative achievement and 
is acknowledged as one of the most extensive regulatory 
frameworks in this domain.

The UKʼs strategy emphasises the prosecution of traffick-
ers, the implementation of a formalised National Referral 
Mechanism (NRM) for victim identification, and substantial 
partnership with non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
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Despite the UKʼs retention of certain European norms  
following Brexit, its enhanced authority over migration pol-
icy has led to stricter border restrictions, which, according 
to expert evaluations, may restrict access to protective meas-
ures for prospective trafficking victims. Italy, located on sig-
nificant Mediterranean migration pathways, implements a 
humanitarian strategy based on the Victimsʼ Rights Directive 
(Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council 
No. 2012/29/EU, 2012). Italian laws provide an extensive 
array of support measures, including temporary residence 
permits, social protection programs, and reintegration ser-
vices, available even in the absence of victimsʼ coopera-
tion with law enforcement agencies. Notwithstanding this 
rights-based framework, Italyʼs anti-trafficking system has 
faced criticism for bureaucratic inefficiency and restricted 
accessibility of victim support programs, especially in over-
whelmed migration hotspots.

In the Baltic States anti-trafficking initiatives have pre-
dominantly emphasised prevention over post-exploitation 
rehabilitation, indicative of their historical role as nations 
of origin. A significant portion of the operational tasks in-
volved in identifying and assisting victims is conducted by 
international organisations and NGOs, as governmental sys-
tems often experience constraints in funding and institution-
al capacity. Prevention measures are generally focused on 
public information campaigns and anti-recruitment initia-
tives. Nevertheless, as migratory flows escalate, the Baltic 
nations are gradually evolving into transit and even desti-
nation countries, requiring a realignment of national policy 
and the enhancement of internal protection infrastructure. 
Despite all analysed countries legally adhering to European 
norms, the processes of implementation vary considerably. 
France exemplifies a centralised, inter-agency coordination 
model; the UK adopts a criminal-legal strategy marked by 
significant NGO involvement; Italy adheres to a humanitari-
an model with a strong social assistance component; the Bal-
tic States embody a minimalist, externally supported mod-
el, dependent on international partnerships and targeted  

prevention efforts. These disparities highlight the necessity 
of accounting for national contexts when developing a uni-
fied and coordinated EU policy to combat human traffick-
ing. An effective Union-wide strategy must possess adequate 
flexibility to integrate various administrative systems while 
guaranteeing uniform minimum standards of protection, 
prosecution, and prevention among all Member States.

Criminal networks exploit the spheres of freedom, secu-
rity, and justice to legitimise the global trafficking of victims 
(Khamzin et al., 2022). They often employ lawful mobility 
options, such as temporary residence or work permits, and 
frequently rely on fraudulent documentation or identity 
theft to enable movement with diminished chance of detec-
tion. Upon arrival, they faced labour or sexual exploitation. 
For instance, when a victim travels from Lithuania through 
Poland to a destination in Western Europe, law enforcement 
agencies in each jurisdiction may lack timely intelligence 
or legal authority to intervene effectively, especially in the 
absence of clear legal infractions during the transit. The 
Baltic States have always been regarded as source countries 
for trafficking victims. Recent trends indicate that they are 
progressively transforming into transit and, in certain cases, 
destination countries, thereby complicating their national 
anti-trafficking strategies. While freedom of movement is 
not a direct catalyst for trafficking, it fosters an environment 
that allows trafficking networks to modify their strategies 
within a borderless Europe. This requires augmented surveil-
lance systems, strengthened cross-border collaboration, and 
more efficient early detection measures for possible victims.

To comprehend the influence of freedom of movement 
on trafficking dynamics, it is beneficial to compare the na-
tional strategies of specific EU Member States. Table 1 pre-
sents a comparative analysis of the legislative frameworks, 
victim identification and protection methods, and the special 
issues faced in France, the UK, and Italy. This comparative 
analysis elucidates the various ways in which freedom of 
movement, among other legal and policy considerations, has 
impacted the efficacy of national anti-trafficking measures.

Country Legislative 
regulation Victim identification Access to 

protection
Impact of freedom of 

movement
Specific 

problems

France High compliance 
with EU standards

Well developed through 
partnership with 

Non-Governmental 
Organisation (NGO)

Guaranteed

Increased migration 
through open borders has 
made it more difficult to 

identify victims

Shelter 
overcrowding

Great Britain Separate national 
law after Brexit

Complex two-step 
procedure (NRM)

Guaranteed, but 
the procedure 

was long

Increased controls after 
Brexit have reduced 

migrant mobility

Delays in 
recognising 
victim status

Italy Implementation of 
European standards

Complicated among 
migrants and asylum 

seekers
Guaranteed

Freedom of movement 
facilitated the transit 
of victims through the 

country

Lack of resources 
for reintegration

Table 1. Comparison of approaches of France, Great Britain and Italy to combating Human Trafficking

Source: compiled by the author

The comparative analysis indicates that France, the UK, 
and Italy exhibit a collective dedication to upholding elevat-
ed standards of victim protection regarding human traffick-
ing; yet, each nation encounters unique practical obstacles in 
execution. In France, the victim identification system is com-
paratively advanced and bolstered by inter-agency collabora-
tion procedures. The rising influx of migrants has significant-
ly strained social services, impacting the speed and quality of 

care provided to victims. The UK, subsequent to its exit from 
the EU, has enhanced border control protocols. Nonethe-
less, it has ongoing difficulties due to procedural delays and 
backlogs within the National Referral Mechanism (NRM).

The complications arise chiefly from the intricate na-
ture of the evaluation and identification procedure, which 
frequently delays victimsʼ access to protection. Italy, as both 
a transit and destination nation for migrants, continues to 
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encounter a significant deficiency in resources for the reinte-
gration of victims. Successful reintegration necessitates sig-
nificant investment in housing, healthcare, legal assistance, 
vocational training, and employment support. The restricted 
financial and institutional capabilities of both governmental 
entities and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) signif-
icantly impede the execution of these vital programs. This, 
consequently, impedes initiatives to assist in the rehabili-
tation and sustained recovery of trafficking victims. These 
country disparities highlight the necessity for further har-
monisation of victim protection systems throughout Europe 
and more vigorous interstate collaboration in tackling the 
intricate, transnational aspects of human trafficking.

To better understand the systemic challenges confront-
ing individual Member States, it is useful to identify the re-
curring barriers in victim protection. In France, the early 
identification of victims of violence and abuse remains a 
major challenge, with studies indicating that only 20-25% 
of victims are identified at the initial point of contact with 
medical, social, or law enforcement services (INSEE, 2024). 
Protection procedures, including emergency protection or-
ders and long-term support mechanisms, often face delays, 
with an average processing time of 4 to 8 weeks depending 
on the jurisdiction. Resource limitations significantly affect 
victim assistance: according to the report by the French Na-
tional Consultative Commission on Human Rights  (2022), 
nearly 40% of victim support organisations report insuffi-
cient funding and staff shortages. Furthermore, coordination 
between judicial, medical, and social services remains frag-
mented, leading to repeated interviews and case mismanage-
ment. As a result, secondary victimisation affects a signifi-
cant proportion of individuals – over 30% of victims report 
feeling re-traumatised by the justice system itself (French 
National Consultative Commission on Human Rights, 2022).

In the UK, identifying victims early remains a significant 
challenge – research has found that police data systems of-
ten lack basic victim details, hindering timely detection and 
referral. Once cases are flagged, protection procedures can 
be slow: for example, average times to charge or summons 
in sexual offences reached 423 days for rape and 277 days 
for broader sexual crimes in the year ending March 2024 
(Crime outcomes…, 2025). Resources for victim support are 
stretched – 43% of domestic abuse survivors in England and 
Wales reported not reporting incidents due to lack of trust or 
confidence in authorities, citing overstretched services and 
insufficient legal aid. Coordination between agencies is also 
weak: major inquiries such as in Rotherham, Telford, and 
Rochdale have repeatedly exposed fragmented inter-agency 
communication, cultural barriers, and data gaps. As a direct 
consequence, secondary victimisation is widespread – Vic-
tim Support and academic studies highlight that insensitive 
interactions with police, courts, and other agencies often 
exacerbate trauma, with victims citing repeated interviews, 
disbelief, and poor risk assessments.

In Italy, the early identification of victims – especially 
trafficking, domestic violence, and child abuse – remains a 
significant challenge due to strict trafficker control, victimsʼ 
fear or lack of awareness, and fragmented referral systems. 
Protection procedures, including restraining orders and 
pre-trial hearings, can take weeks or months before imple-
mentation, with specialised “special evidence pre‑trial hear-
ings” rarely invoked without NGO intervention. Resourc-
es are insufficient: although around 486 shelters operate  

nationwide (with ~1,045 beds), anti‑violence centres and 
support networks are unevenly distributed and lack com-
prehensive services – often missing legal, psychological, and 
economic aid (VICToRIIA, 2021). Coordination between au-
thorities (judiciary, social, health, law enforcement) is weak 
and inconsistent across regions, lacking a unified national 
protocol and systematic victim referrals. Consequently, sec-
ondary victimisation remains widespread: victims report re-
peated interviews, re‑traumatising cross-examinations, and 
disrespectful court treatment – often blamed for their situa-
tion or inadequately protected under procedural safeguards.

Thus, France, the UK, and Italy have systemic deficien-
cies in victim protection, characterised by persistent issues 
in early identification, procedural delays, inadequate re-
sources, and disjointed inter-agency collaboration. These in-
stitutional deficiencies hinder access to prompt and effective 
protection and also lead to elevated rates of secondary victi-
misation, wherein victims are re-traumatised by the systems 
designed to assist them. Notwithstanding national dispari-
ties, a consistent pattern emerges: in the absence of compre-
hensive protocols, continuous funding, and trauma-informed 
practices, victim protection remains insufficient across these 
Member States.

Discussion
The examination of the effects of freedom of movement in-
side the EU on the proliferation of human trafficking has 
uncovered significant patterns, national vulnerabilities, and 
systemic legal and practical obstacles. The freedom to free 
movement offers considerable advantages for EU residents; 
nonetheless, the findings indicate that it concurrently gener-
ates structural vulnerabilities that are increasingly exploited 
by organised trafficking networks. Open borders facilitate 
the unimpeded transnational movement of victims, com-
plicating the identification of at-risk individuals, inter-state 
coordination, and the provision of prompt protection and 
support (Ismayilov et al., 2024).

The comparative analysis of France, the UK, and Italy 
illustrates that these countries encounter the same core chal-
lenges, albeit with varying intensity: difficulties in early vic-
tim identification, prolonged protection procedures, inade-
quate resources, limited inter-agency coordination, and risks 
of secondary victimisation. Among the three, Italy – a prin-
cipal transit country for migratory flows – exhibits the high-
est levels of concern regarding resource shortages (notably 
uneven service distribution and inadequate shelter capacity) 
and victim identification difficulties due to trafficker control 
and fragmented referral systems. These findings align with 
the research of S.R. Bell and R.W. Frank (2022), who argue 
that geographic proximity to migration routes and Schengen 
liberalisation increase exposure to trafficking risks, particu-
larly in the southern regions of Europe. The case of the UK, 
which introduced stricter border controls post-Brexit, pre-
sents a contrasting yet instructive example.

Despite a reduction in cross-border migration volumes, 
the complexity and length of protection procedures under 
the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) remain a substan-
tial issue, with average times to charge reaching 423 days 
for rape cases. This outcome supports the claims of D. Her-
nandez and A. Rudolph (2015), who contend that restrictive 
migration policies alone do not reduce trafficking in human 
beings unless supported by robust identification and support 
frameworks. A particularly sensitive issue in this context is 



319
B. Kamilova

the balance between the right to freedom of movement and 
the need for restriction in the interest of victim protection. 
S.V. Prodyvus (2023) notes that international human rights 
standards permit the legitimate restriction of freedom of 
movement when such limitations are necessary to safeguard 
individuals at risk, especially victims of trafficking. Although 
the EU remains reluctant to impose such restrictions for po-
litical reasons, the study suggests that targeted measures, 
such as enhanced monitoring of migration flows, may be 
both justified and consistent with the European Convention 
on Human Rights (1950). Relevant in this discussion are the 
insights of S. Nordquist (2023), who demonstrated that state 
welfare policies directly influence the level of vulnerability 
to trafficking. Countries with more comprehensive victim 
support systems tend to report lower rates of secondary vic-
timisation. This is reflected in the current study: in France, 
where NGOs play an integral role in victim assistance, the 
rate of secondary victimisation is approximately 30%, com-
pared to over 30% in the UK and significantly higher in 
Italy, where institutional support remains fragmented and 
under-resourced. Some of the findings, however, challenge 
prevailing scholarly claims.

For instance, A. Sojka et al. (2023) argue that EU citi-
zens are often unwilling to extend the right to freedom of 
movement to third-country nationals, potentially deepening 
structural inequalities. The present research suggests that 
the greater obstacle lies not in public sentiment, but rather 
in the institutional inability of states to promptly identify 
and protect vulnerable migrant groups, regardless of their 
citizenship status. Further insight is offered by F.  Tam-
mone (2024), who explores the application of Article 4 of 
the ECHR (1950) as a legal avenue to protect victims of traf-
ficking. He argues for the strengthened judicial enforcement 
of victimsʼ rights through international legal mechanisms, a 
direction this study affirms as essential to enhancing Euro-
pean anti-trafficking systems. Likewise, V. Turanjanin and 
J. Stanisavljević (2024), in their in-depth analysis of forced 
prostitution under Article  4, advocate for an evolution in 
legal interpretation that reflects contemporary forms of 
exploitation. The present findings reinforce their position: 
legal obligations must be translated into operational mech-
anisms at the national level  – ranging from early identifi-
cation and protection to long-term rehabilitation. In sum, 
the study underscores the complex interplay between free-
dom of movement, migration policy, legal frameworks, and 
victim protection systems. Addressing the root causes and 
systemic enablers of trafficking will require not only strong-
er legal instruments but also their effective implementation, 
coupled with a commitment to cross-border coordination, 
resource allocation, and judicial accountability. Strengthen-
ing national and European mechanisms to protect victims 
must remain a core priority in the ongoing evolution of EU 
policy in this area (Zhukorska, 2024).

M. Stobb and C. McDonald (2019) focus on the condi-
tions influencing the implementation of legislative initia-
tives aimed at protecting victims of trafficking in EU Mem-
ber States. Their study reveals that EU membership status 
exerts a significant “conditional effect” on the fulfilment of 
obligations to protect victims. The authors argue that Mem-
ber States are generally more effective in implementing Eu-
ropean obligations, as they are embedded within a common 
legal framework. However, the study also highlights serious 
challenges in ensuring effective anti-trafficking responses, 

primarily due to the lack of uniform standards in the ap-
plication of legal norms across different national jurisdic-
tions. This disparity is, in part, a consequence of the EUʼs 
open-border policy, which allows criminal groups to legiti-
mately transfer victims between states, exploiting gaps in le-
gal protection systems (Shcherbatiuk et al., 2024). In a com-
plementary analysis, M.  Počuča and J.  Matijašević  (2021) 
examine the impact of migration processes on EU security, 
with particular emphasis on the rise in human trafficking 
cases. While acknowledging that freedom of movement con-
tributes to economic integration, the authors note that it also 
creates significant security vulnerabilities, including the fa-
cilitation of trafficking networks.

Migration flows, they argue, increase individual vulner-
ability, particularly among persons with limited access to 
legal assistance or protection, often due to language barriers, 
cultural differences, or uncertainty regarding their legal sta-
tus. Furthermore, open internal borders have contributed to 
the expansion of trafficking transit routes, which complicates 
victim identification and the implementation of protective 
measures (Dzhuzha et al., 2025). The study concludes that 
addressing these risks requires a holistic strategy, combining 
national protection frameworks with enhanced cross-border 
cooperation to effectively dismantle trafficking networks 
that exploit mobility rights within the EU. Both studies 
underscore the necessity of developing common standards 
and mechanisms for combating trafficking in human beings 
across the EU. While freedom of movement is a cornerstone 
of European integration and a tool for promoting human 
rights, it can also be exploited as a vector for organised crime 
(Oldak, 2023). Thus, it is not only the legal provisions that 
must be improved, but also the practices and procedures as-
sociated with their enforcement. This includes reinforcing 
victim identification systems, enhancing cross-border col-
laboration, and introducing more effective mechanisms for 
monitoring movement within and across Member States.

The present analysis confirmed that freedom of move-
ment has a tangible impact on the spread of human traf-
ficking in the EU. However, the effectiveness of national 
responses varies considerably. In France, social support sys-
tems are under strain due to high migrant inflows, which 
limits the stateʼs capacity to provide adequate assistance. The 
UK, following the introduction of tighter border controls, 
is challenged by protracted victim recognition procedures 
under the National Referral Mechanism. Italy, as a critical 
transit country, suffers from an acute shortage of resources 
to support the reintegration of victims, particularly in the 
face of sustained migratory pressure. The findings suggest 
that freedom of movement without adequate control mech-
anisms creates enabling conditions for trafficking. Howev-
er, the restriction of movement alone is not a sufficient or 
effective countermeasure. Instead, a comprehensive and 
rights-based approach is essential. This should encompass: 
preventive measures targeting recruitment and exploitation; 
streamlined identification procedures; expedited recognition 
of victim status; increased funding for support and reinte-
gration programmes; and strong interagency coordination at 
both the national and EU levels. Moreover, the development 
of judicial and human rights mechanisms must align with 
international legal standards, ensuring that victims receive 
not only protection but also access to remedies, restitution, 
and long-term rehabilitation. These integrated efforts will 
enhance the resilience of Member States against trafficking 
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networks and uphold the foundational human rights values 
upon which the EU is built.

Conclusions
This research on the influence of freedom of movement in-
side the EU on the proliferation of human trafficking has 
highlighted numerous critical aspects contributing to the is-
sue, as well as the primary problems encountered by various 
EU Member States in their anti-trafficking initiatives. The 
analysis affirms that, although freedom of movement is a 
fundamental principle of the EU, it simultaneously height-
ens the susceptibility of migrants to exploitation. The lack of 
internal border controls enables the transnational mobility 
of victims, so complicating their identification, monitoring, 
and protection. The findings indicate that unregulated and 
uncoordinated freedom of movement can lead to unforeseen 
adverse effects. Effective counteraction necessitates supple-
mentary measures in the domains of regulation, intergovern-
mental collaboration, and prompt intervention.

The quantitative data gathered in the study revealed no-
table issues specific to each country: In Italy, the primary 
challenges pertain to resource deficiencies and victim iden-
tification, mostly attributable to the nationʼs status as a sig-
nificant migratory transit hub and the disparate allocation 
of support resources. In the UK, notwithstanding enhanced 
border controls following Brexit, the principal challenges 
persist in the protracted duration of victim recognition pro-
cesses – averaging 423 days to charge in rape cases – and 
inadequate inter-agency coordination, as evidenced by nu-
merous prominent inquiry outcomes. France, leveraging ro-
bust collaboration with NGOs, demonstrates comparatively 
more effective protection procedures. Nonetheless, systemic 
overburden remains a considerable obstacle to prompt help 
and case processing, with about 20-25% of victims recog-
nised at the initial point of contact. The results confirm that 
the principle of freedom of movement inside the EU necessi-
tates strong safeguards, including measures for: swift victim 
identification; immediate response and aid; and improved 
inter-agency collaboration across national systems.

The study also examined the Baltic States which face 
distinct challenges in addressing human trafficking within 
the framework of EU mobility. Limited financial and hu-
man resources, combined with high levels of transit migra-
tion and unclear legal status of many individuals, hinder 
the identification and protection of victims. In Latvia and 
Lithuania, weak coordination between law enforcement and 
social services exacerbates this problem, while the geopolit-
ical location of these countries – bordering Russia and Bela-
rus – further increases their importance as transit corridors 
for trafficking operations. Compared to larger EU Member 
States, the Baltic countries also face limited funding and 
technological capacity, particularly in the development of 
digital monitoring systems to track migration flows. Conse-
quently, improving the response in these countries requires: 
strengthening the legal framework; enhancing interdepart-
mental collaboration; and allocating additional resources to 
support victim identification and rehabilitation programmes.

One limitation of the present study lies in the restrict-
ed geographical coverage, which does not allow for com-
prehensive generalisations across the entire EU. To achieve 
a more accurate and representative assessment, future re-
search should seek to include a broader range of Member 
States and regional contexts. Additional inquiry is necessary 
regarding the function of digital technology in address-
ing human trafficking. In particular, research should focus 
on how data-driven tools, AI-supported monitoring, and 
cross-border information exchange can strengthen cooper-
ation among technical, human rights, and law enforcement 
agencies.
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Вплив свободи пересування в Європейському Союзі  
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Бегімай Камілова
Аспірант
Дипломатична академія Міністерства закордонних справ Киргизької Республіки імені Казі Дікамбаєва
720040, просп. Еркіндіка, 36, м. Бішкек, Киргизька Республіка
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-6421-4155

Анотація. Метою цього дослідження було вивчення того, як реалізація свободи пересування в межах Європейського 
Союзу впливає на масштаби торгівлі людьми, а також визначення правових проблем, що виникають у звʼязку з 
цим явищем. Методологія дослідження поєднала порівняльно-правовий аналіз, контент-аналіз нормативних актів 
Європейського Союзу та судової практики, а також вивчення статистичних даних та тематичних досліджень щодо 
функціонування свободи пересування. Досліджувалися нормативні база Франції, Сполученого Королівства, Італії 
та країн Балтії, що дозволило виявити як спільні риси, так і відмінності в національних підходах до адаптації 
європейських норм. Основні результати дослідження виявили недостатню міждержавну координацію, прогалини 
в контролі за пересуванням осіб та залежність ефективності боротьби з торгівлею людьми від інституційного 
потенціалу кожної держави. Було зазначено, що свобода пересування часто використовується злочинними 
групами для легального переміщення жертв у межах Європейського Союзу, зокрема через канали трудової 
міграції або шляхом зловживання правом на проживання. Національні відповіді різняться: Франція надає перевагу 
міжвідомчій моделі; Сполучене Королівство застосовує підхід, заснований на кримінальному праві, що включає 
недержавні субʼєкти; Італія наголошує на гуманітарній підтримці жертв; а країни Балтії застосовують обмежену, 
мінімалістичну модель, що залежить від зовнішніх ресурсів. Практичне значення дослідження полягає в його 
пропозиціях щодо вдосконалення законодавства Європейського Союзу та національних рамок, зокрема, шляхом 
гармонізації правових підходів, створення єдиної бази даних та посилення правових гарантій для жертв

Ключові слова: трудова експлуатація; захист прав жертв; транскордонна злочинність; співпраця правоохоронних 
органів; гармонізація законодавства; боротьба із сучасним рабством
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