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Human trafficking is an extreme human rights violation that impacts all populations across
the globe and is characterized by force, fraud, and coercion intended for exploitation (Palermo
Protocol 2000). Currently, human trafficking research is particularly limited by non-standard
terminology and a clandestine research population. While estimates of the number of trafficked
persons vary widely and are notoriously unsubstantiated, we can still arrive at some conclusions
regarding the overall number of trafficked persons. One low estimate suggests that in 2005, at least
2.4 million people had been trafficked into forced labor situations and approximately 12.3 million
people were victims of forced labor (International Labor Organization 2005). In addition to
compiling comprehensive data on the number of trafficked persons, researchers and policymakers
must identify who is trafficked. Basic quantitative data on the raw numbers of trafficked persons is
not enough; qualitative data is also required in order to combat this human rights violation. That is,
what are the characteristics of trafficked persons; what do they have in common; and do those
commonalities contribute to exploitation?
Research indicates that trafficked persons are typically poor, have few job prospects, limited
access to education and may come from rural areas, depending on the country of origin (Omelaniuk
2005). As a result of these disadvantages, they are often compelled to migrate within or outside of
the country for better economic opportunities (Laczko and Danailova-Trainor 2009). Thus,
trafficked persons may willingly travel with an “employer” based on the promise of work as a
waitress, farm worker, domestic worker, or in other industries. However, upon arriving at their
destination, they may be refused wages or may be forced into another job entirely. In other cases,
the individuals received an advance on their salary and are then told they must work for free to repay
this debt, which is commonly known as debt bondage (Bedoya et al. 2009). Another common
scenario is that of children sold by their parents, or of individuals (primarily women and girls) who
were kidnapped or tricked by a boyfriend or family member, then sold to traffickers (e.g., Simkhada
2008). One of the underlying themes running through each of these scenarios is the desire for
economic prosperity. Although existing research easily identifies the vital role of economics in
human trafficking, it has failed to probe the complex relationship between poverty, discrimination,
and other socio-cultural factors such as minority status. Consequently, there is a distinct lack of
research relating to traditionally disadvantaged groups and systemic discrimination within the body
of human trafficking literature.
One potentially significant, but often overlooked, criterion in anti-trafficking research is
minority group membership. Although there is no internationally recognized definition of
minorities (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 2008), the United
Nations (UN) commonly identifies them as “persons belonging to national or ethnic, religious and
linguistic minorities” (United Nations 1992). Alternatively, a definition created in 1977 by the
Special Rapporteur of the UN Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and Protection
of Minorities, provides a clearer picture of what traditionally constitutes the term “minority:”
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A group numerically inferior to the rest of the population, in a non-dominant
position,
[…] possessing distinct ethnic, religious or linguistic characteristics and showing a
sense of solidarity aimed at preserving those characteristics (OHCHR 2008).
Although minority status is often tied to numerical inferiority, population size is not always a
factor; indeed, majority members may experience systemic discrimination based on characteristics
such as ethnicity, religion, and gender. Minority status and experience is also contextual based on
location, with gender being the quintessential example. Gender affects women to varying degrees
based on the country they live in, and in some cases women may suffer discrimination similar to that
experienced by minorities. Thus, the historical definition of “minority” does not adequately reflect
reality and limits the way we approach the trafficking of minorities. By broadening the term to
encompass any group that suffers discrimination or marginalization, we enhance our ability to
identify persons susceptible to trafficking.
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities focuses on protecting minority groups’ culture and identity, but
glosses over the myriad disadvantages that minorities face by virtue of group marginalization. Most
commonly, minorities tend to be economically and politically disadvantaged, which leads to further
inequalities, such as a lack of education (McDougall 2006). Minorities are disproportionately
affected by poverty, thus, they may be more likely to migrate for better economic opportunities
(Omelaniuk 2005). If we accept that susceptibility to trafficking is impacted and increased by
powerful “push factors” like poverty, disenfranchisement, lack of education, and so on, then it
follows that minority populations are likely to be prime targets for human traffickers. Although
membership in a minority group may not be the primary reason for exploitation, it may increase
vulnerability to trafficking. For example, indigenous peoples in Peru, Bolivia, and Paraguay are
discriminated against in the work force and this prejudice is cited as the primary reason for income
disparity between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples (Bedoya et al. 2009, 37). Furthermore,
indigenous populations have historically experienced debt bondage in all three of these countries
(Bedoya et al. 2009, 37.) This suggests that these marginalized groups are likely exploited by nonminority members after systemic inequality severely limits their job prospects. Essentially, poverty is
compounded by discrimination. The Roma, a minority group concentrated in Europe, is subjected
to virulent bigotry and studies indicate that they are at an increased risk of being trafficked within
Albania, Romania, and Bulgaria (Omelaniuk 2005, 5).
Although evidence within the extant literature is suggestive of a link between disadvantaged
populations and susceptibility to trafficking, this correlation has been insufficiently investigated.
Indeed, it is surprising how little research has been done to explore human trafficking through the
lens of minority discrimination. Before policymakers can produce sustainable prevention and
development policies, research must identify the strongest indicators of trafficking experienced by
marginalized groups. This includes expanding the current ideology on minority groups in order to
encompass the endemic bias and the resulting consequences they experience. We are likely to find
that as a result of systemic inequality born of discrimination, minorities are at an increased risk of
being trafficked and therefore minority group membership should be considered a risk factor for
trafficking. Our understanding of each nuance of trafficked persons is vital if we intend to stem the
flow of human trafficking.
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defined in the conventions to include other means by which persons become stateless,
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problems and solutions for stateless persons are only briefly discussed; however, this article
warrants reading based on the clear descriptions of de facto and de jure statelessness as they
relate to policy.
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