
ww

MARCH 2023

THE VULNERABLE 
MILLIONS
ORGANIZED CRIME RISKS IN 
UKRAINE’S MASS DISPLACEMENT



© 2023 Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime.  
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted  
in any form or by any means without permission in writing from  
the Global Initiative. 

Cover: Evacuees fleeing the city of Irpin, north-west of Kyiv, 7 March 2022. 
© Dimitar Dilkoff/AFP via Getty Images. 
Cartography: Liezel Bohdanowicz

Please direct inquiries to: 
The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 
Avenue de France 23 
Geneva, CH-1202 
Switzerland 
www.globalinitiative.net

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
This report was authored by the Global Initiative Against Transnational 
Organized Crime (GI-TOC)’s Observatory of Illicit Markets and the Ukraine 
Conflict, established in March 2022 with GI-TOC core resources, as well as 
contributions from two financial partners. The GI-TOC would particularly like 
to thank the NGOs who took the time to speak to us while tirelessly working to 
protect people both inside Ukraine and in Europe. We would also like to thank 
our growing network of journalists, analysts, civil society and local authorities 
with whom we consulted across the region. Finally, we hope that all those who 
have been displaced as a consequence of the Russian invasion may find their 
way home safely and soon.



CONTENTS

Introduction: Tragedy and opportunity���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������2
Crimes of the shadows: Human trafficking and smuggling������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������3

Forced from home: Risks in Ukraine���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������6
Human trafficking��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������8
Human smuggling����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 15

A people abroad: Risks in Europe����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 19
Human trafficking����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 19
Human smuggling����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 25

Future risks�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 27

Notes�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������30



2

INTRODUCTION: TRAGEDY 
AND OPPORTUNITY

On 24 February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine that was clearly 

designed to bring the country to its knees. An armoured column almost 65 kilometres 

long headed for the centre of Kyiv, with President Volodymyr Zelensky claiming that 

Russian special forces had infiltrated the city and were hunting down the country’s leaders. Fierce 

fighting was reported across the north, east and south of the country, centring on the major cities of 

Mariupol, Kherson and Kharkiv. Russian missiles pounded apartment blocks, schools and hospitals. 

The fall of Ukraine seemed inevitable.

Faced with this threat to their homeland, millions of Ukrainians fled in fear of their lives. Some moved 

to regions further away from the ever-encroaching front line, others headed for the border with 

Poland, Hungary, Moldova, Romania or Slovakia: the gateways to the EU. At crowded train stations, 

husbands, fathers and sons said goodbye to their loved ones, prevented from leaving by Kyiv’s order 

to mobilize. Ukraine was on the move, at a speed and scale beyond anything witnessed in Europe 

since the Second World War.1 

Behind the statistics were countless individual stories of tragedy and hardship. Often taking only what 

they could carry, these refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) struck out without knowing 

what awaited them. They left behind jobs and education, family and friends, unsure when they would 

be able to return, or what would become of their country in the interim. Henceforth, these vulnerable 

millions would be reliant on the kindness of strangers to survive.

But amid this tide of vulnerability, there were those who assessed the situation in a very different 

light. ‘For predators and human traffickers,’ said UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres in March 

2022, ‘war is not a tragedy. It is an opportunity.’2 This report will assess the extent to which those 

criminal actors succeeded in exploiting the opportunities within Ukraine and in Europe in 2022 – and 

where future risks may lie.
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Crimes of the shadows: Human trafficking and smuggling
Human trafficking and human smuggling encompass an array of very different crimes, each of which 

requires their own responses. Human trafficking crimes are predicated on the exploitation of people 

to render various services under duress, using threats, violence or manipulation.3 Trafficking may take 

place within a country or transnationally, in a single room or in a factory (or other large-scale place of 

work), where exploitative conditions are baked into business models and ‘employees’ have no legal 

recourse or viable opportunity to escape. The cyber sphere has also become increasingly significant in 

regard to sexual exploitation, enabling traffickers to reach a global marketplace from a fixed location. 

Human smuggling, by contrast, is at heart an arrangement between client and service provider, who will 

assist the client in overcoming obstacles to movement, be these geographic, legal or political. (It should 

be noted that consent is not a discriminating factor between trafficking and smuggling: trafficking 

victims may give ‘consent’, while smuggled people may be escaping from desperate conditions with 

no other alternative but to move.) 

Yet for all their differences, these two areas of crime are highly mutable and share several areas 

of overlap. The same routes, means of transportation and even criminal actors may be involved in 

smuggling and trafficking.4 This mutability is reflected in the fact that one form of crime can merge 

into the other. Owing to their highly vulnerable situations, smuggled ‘clients’ may be trafficked on 

their journey, even at the hands of their former smugglers. 

Detection of victims is also very difficult, given that traffickers work to prevent their victims from 

speaking out or seeking help – indeed, many victims are not even be aware that the exploitative 

Refugees from Ukraine queue to board buses outside a train station near the Ukrainian–Polish border in 
March 2022. Millions have fled Ukraine since the start of the Russian invasion in February 2022.
© Louis Gouliamaki/AFP via Getty Images
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conditions under which they are living or working are in fact a form of human trafficking. As such, 

trafficking may take place in the shadows for years before trends are detected. The wide range of 

trafficker actor types also makes this a difficult crime to address: some traffickers may be professional 

criminals, highly organized and operating as part of transnational syndicates, others may be parents 

sexually abusing their children and uploading the footage online. Moreover, as the context of the 

Russo-Ukrainian war highlights, states themselves may be the direct sponsors of human trafficking, 

in contravention of international law. 

Raising the alarm in 2022
The risks of human trafficking were quickly flagged by many in the international community in the 

early days in the war, for two reasons. Conflict has long been recognized as a driver of trafficking,5 

both in the shape of non-conflict forms (such as labour and sexual exploitation) and conflict-specific 

types (such as the recruitment of child soldiers). Indeed, such trends have been witnessed in Ukraine 

itself since 2014, with the outbreak of Donbas conflict and Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea. 

These events displaced some 1.4 million people,6 fuelling an increase in sexual and labour exploitation 

in Russia, Ukraine (including the so-called people’s republics of Luhansk and Donetsk – LDNR) and 

Europe.7 In Russian-controlled areas, children were reportedly used in the armed conflict as fighters 

and to serve as guards, mail persons and secretaries.8 

The second reason for concern is based on the deeply entrenched nature of these crimes within 

Ukraine before the invasion. According to the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 

(GI-TOC)’s Global Organized Crime Index 2021, human trafficking and smuggling were respectively 

the first and second most pervasive illicit markets in Ukraine prior to the Russian invasion, with the 

country a prominent source, transit and destination node for various crime types, including forced 

labour and sexual exploitation.

A father joins hands with his family through the window as he says goodbye at the central train station in 
Odesa on 7 March 2022. © Bulent Kilic/AFP via Getty Images
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It was therefore clear that swift action was required to prevent the humanitarian crisis from becoming 

a criminal bonanza. With unprecedented speed, the EU agreed to activate its Temporary Protection 

Directive (TPD) in March 2022, which granted Ukrainian refugees the right to a residence permit, 

access to the labour market and housing, medical assistance, and education for children in any 

EU country.9 Then, in May 2022, it launched the Common Anti-Trafficking Plan to strengthen awareness 

on the risks of human trafficking, reinforce prevention, enhance law enforcement and judicial responses 

and improve the identification, support and protection of victims, as well as address trafficking risks in 

Ukraine and Moldova.10 On the ground, state agencies, NGOs, civil society organizations and private 

volunteers sought to limit opportunities for exploitation at reception centres and other vulnerable 

nodes, through the provision of support and information. Vast quantities of financial aid flooded in: as 

of February 2023, the EU had dispersed €17 billion in support for member states hosting refugees.11 

Yet although much excellent work has been done, it is undeniable that the war has also hindered the 

delivery and availability of and access to institutional support and/or domestic and state-led protection 

mechanisms, including child protection systems, social safety nets and anti-trafficking responses.12 

Some anti-trafficking Ukrainian and Polish civil society actors switched to providing humanitarian 

responses and emergency support to displaced populations, diverting attention and resources from 

anti-human trafficking initiatives.13 Many NGO staff based in Ukraine reported that they too had 

become IDPs, impacting their ability to continue their work.14 On 4 March 2022, Ukraine sent a 

communication to the UN stating that it would be ‘unable to guarantee the full implementation of 

its obligations’ under the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime Human Trafficking 

Protocol, due to Russian aggression and the imposition of martial law, until the territorial integrity of 

Ukraine is restored.15 The general conditions of war have also made investigating such crimes a highly 

challenging task, particularly in eastern Ukraine, where the majority of IDPs are based and fighting 

is concentrated. 

At the time of writing, the extent to which this vast new pool of vulnerability was exploited by 

human traffickers and smugglers in 2022 remains little understood. There were many instances of 

opportunistic trafficking of IDPs in Ukraine and refugees across Europe, but little in the way of hard 

data on trends. Given the above-mentioned difficulties in detection, however, a lack of evidence does 

not necessarily indicate a lack of criminal activity.16 The fragmentary patterns seen in 2022 – outlined 

in the sections below – may represent the tip of the iceberg, the scale and severity of which will only 

reveal itself in the coming months and years. It is also true that trafficking risks are likely to increase 

in the coming months and years as state support is rolled back, and refugees and IDPs either allow 

their registrations with their host countries to lapse, relocate nationally or internationally in the search 

of a new life, or try to integrate into local economics in ways that risk predation and exploitation.

Overall, it can be argued that the anti-trafficking response may have greatly reduced the space for 

exploitation in 2022, but the issue of ‘delayed risks’ is now coming to the fore. How these risks 

manifest will depend greatly on local context, but it is too optimistic to hope that they can ever be fully 

contained. The issue of human trafficking in particular will be long-lasting, and states must prepare 

themselves for sustained levels of engagement and assistance that may prove more challenging to 

mount as fatigue sets in, priorities change and political will vacillates in the wake of the cost-of-living 

crisis and high inflation. At the same time, 2022 has proved a set of empathetic strategies to be 

effective, which may point the way not only for how to address the ongoing Ukrainian crisis but human 

trafficking and smuggling more generally.
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FORCED FROM HOME:  
RISKS IN UKRAINE

A lthough much of the world’s attention has focused on the millions of refugees heading to 

Europe, a comparable number of Ukrainians have found themselves internally displaced 

within their own country, adding to the more than 850 000 already displaced as a result 

of the fighting in the Donbas since 2014.17 In addition to IDPs, the conflict has also created millions 

of in-need non-displaced people (a population assessed at 6.9 million in December 2022), as well as 

millions of returnees throughout the second half of the year.18 

Unlike refugees, this population in Ukraine has faced no difficulty with language, but in all other 

respects their situation is just as serious, if not more so, for many are located in the east, where they 

are exposed to the dangers of active conflict. Financial hardship is widespread, with 64% of IDPs losing 

their jobs due to the war, leaving one in five surveyed IDPs with no income.19 Education has also been 

disrupted for almost 6 million children in Ukraine,20 with thousands of educational institutions and 

facilities damaged and hundreds more totally destroyed.21 Medicine has become increasingly expensive 

and increasingly difficult to access in general and particularly for IDPs and those in conflict zones, 

according to the World Health Organization.22 According to the UN Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs, no convoys of humanitarian aid have been allowed to cross the front line since 

the war began, and constraints to the provision of aid are judged high or moderate in many unoccu-

pied areas bordering the front line.23 In March 2023, the World Food Programme judged that some 

12.7 million people in Ukraine had insufficient food consumption, concentrated in east and central 

Ukraine.24

A large number of actors, especially Ukrainian civil society, have worked to alleviate the suffering of 

this population in Ukraine, but millions of people have endured extreme deprivation and poverty as 

a consequence of the Russian invasion. Desperate for money, food and other basics of life, some 

may have turned to less formal work to survive, leaving them vulnerable to exploitation, or to being 

preyed upon by traffickers. 

The picture for human smuggling is more complex, given the open borders policy of the EU, but the 

military draft announced by President Zelensky in February 2022 has generated a lucrative new 

market for conscript smuggling. 



7

Ukraine’s IDPs and returnees 
as of January 2023
	■ 5.35 million IDPs as of January 2023.25

	■ IDPs a long-standing and dynamic issue: almost 60% 
of IDPs displaced for six months or more as of Janu-
ary 2023; 12% displaced within past two months.26 

	■ IDPs concentrated in eastern Ukraine, both in terms 
of most IDPs originating from region and most IDPs 
hosted in region.27 
 
 

Damaged buildings in Kharkiv, March 2023. © Jose Colon/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images
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FIGURE 1 Numbers of IDPs due to conflict in Ukraine between March 2022 and January 2023.

SOURCE: IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, https://dtm.iom.int/ukraine, accessed February 2023. No data 
round conducted in November 2022.

SOURCE: https://dtm.iom.int/reports/ukraine-internal-
displacement-report-general-population-survey-round-
12-16-23-january-2023.
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Human trafficking

As mentioned in the introduction, human trafficking was already deeply embedded in Ukraine 

before the 2022 Russian invasion. The country was a source, transit and destination point for human 

trafficking, and one of the largest countries of origin for people subject to forced labour in Europe. 

Ukrainian women were subject to sexual exploitation, mostly abroad (see box: ‘From Odesa to 

Oslo’). According to the US State Department’s 2021 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report, the main 

destinations for Ukrainian trafficking victims were Russia, China, Kazakhstan, the Middle East and EU 

member states, especially Poland and Germany.28 In addition, some foreign nationals from Moldova, 

Russia and Uzbekistan were subject to forced labour in Ukraine in the construction, agriculture and 

manufacturing sectors, and in domestic work.29 

Overall, an estimated 46 000 Ukrainians were trafficked between 2019 and 2021, among whom 

17 000 were exploited within Ukraine and 29 000 abroad.30 Children were a particularly high-risk 

population, as Ukraine had among the highest rates of children in state-run orphanages in Europe 

during this period – over 100 000 children or 1.3% of all Ukrainian children31 – and several children 

in institutional care were reportedly trafficked for sexual and labour exploitation, in some cases with 

the complicity of the officials caring for them.32 

As such, there were extensive trafficking structures in place to exploit victims within the country and 

to transport victims abroad at the time of the Russian invasion. How conflict dynamics in 2022 have 

fuelled human trafficking in Ukraine is not yet clear, but in depriving millions of livelihoods, security, 

and social and family support, the conflict will have created the ideal conditions for sexual and labour 

exploitation.

Sex trafficking
Past research into trafficking trends in conflict settings suggests that sex trafficking within Ukraine 

will see an increase due to heightened vulnerability of women and children, economic downturn 

and a rise in conflict-related sexual violence. According to a report by the NGO Stop the Traffik, the 

invasion has fundamentally changed the balance of trafficking in Ukraine: while before the invasion 

labour trafficking was predominant, now sex trafficking is the foremost type of human trafficking 

exploitation in Ukraine.33

Although evidence for such an increase remains circumstantial, there are telling indicators of the 

direction of travel. As outlined in the GI-TOC’s ‘New front lines’ report, the first year of the war saw 

the appearance of English-language listings of sexual service providers in major Ukrainian cities on a 

massive scale; before the war, these listings had predominately appeared in Ukrainian and Russian.34 

This new dimension suggests recognition of the growing international community in the country, which 

includes foreign fighters, international organizations and humanitarian agencies,35 who may be willing 

to procure sexual services, a proportion of which will be rendered by women in exploitative contexts. 

This pattern recalls dynamics seen in other fragile contexts, such as allegations of sexual exploitation 

by Oxfam staff in Haiti in 2011 after the earthquake, including workers sexually exploiting children 

as young as 12 in exchange for food.36

In a superficial analysis, official statistics in 2022 seem to suggest the contrary, showing a downward 

trend for several forms of sexual violence that may be linked to sex trafficking. There was, for example, 

a decrease in reported rates of rape in 2022 (250 cases) compared to 2021 (406 cases), while instances 

of sexual violence remained relatively stable (94 cases in 2022 and 85 in 2021).37 There was also a 
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decrease in sex trafficking-related crimes concerning the creation or maintenance of brothels (down to 

59 in 2022 compared to 133 in 2021) and pimping (193 recorded instances in 2022 compared to 266 

in 2021). The number of reported cases of human trafficking in 2022 (131) also declined compared to 

2021 (232), as did the number of detected victims (66 in 2022 compared to 163 in 2021). 

These declines are especially noteworthy given the rise in the overall number of crimes in 2022 (from 

321 443 in 2021 to 362 636 in 2022), yet war-related crimes may be distorting the reporting picture. 

Murders soared from 3 191 in 2021 to 21 460 in 2022; firearms-related offences increased ten-fold 

to over 7 000. Dramatic increases in the number of crimes against national security (17 422 in 2022 

from 520 in 2021) and against peace, human security and international legal order (62 128 in 2022 

compared to 253 in 2021) also confirm the ‘war bump’ in the statistics. 

From Odesa to Oslo: Transnational sex trafficking

The reach of some sex trafficking operations involving Ukrainian victims was revealed by one 
investigation in late 2021. In the investigation, Norwegian police uncovered a Norwegian–

Ukrainian criminal group that was recruiting women from Ukraine, transporting them to Poland 
and then Sweden before finally smuggling them across the border into Norway through the  
forest at night. Once in Norway, the women would work in brothels. Although many of the women 
came voluntarily (and, the organizer alleged, signed an employment contract), several women 
claimed they were forced to have sex, and others said they were threatened to prevent them from  
leaving.38 A similar network was also uncovered in Sweden in 2021 through the police investigation 

‘Operation Odessa’.39� ■

If law enforcement priorities have aligned with the trend in statistics, it may be that domestic and 

localized forms of exploitation have been able to operate with less attention and intervention than 

in past years. As such, fewer cases may not indicate decreased activity. It is also worth reflecting 

that in a highly volatile context, reporting is fraught with difficulty and complexity, and the published 

figures cannot hope to be comprehensive. For example, although rape and sexual violence crimes 

decreased, prosecutors reported in December 2022 that they had documented over 100 cases of 

sexual crimes as a result of Russian aggression.40 Subtracting this from the published cases of sexual 

crimes creates an even larger fall for non-occupied Ukraine in 2022. In addition, there is no data on 

the territories newly occupied by Russian forces in 2022 (where numbers are likely to be very high). 

These territories were included in the statistics before the invasion. 

As such, it appears that the reporting picture for crimes related to sex trafficking is fragmented and 

incomplete – not least because human trafficking in general remains a drastically underreported crime 

in Ukraine. Moreover, the issue of conflict-related sexual violence will only exacerbate the discrepancy 

between statistics and the true situation.41 Statistics in wartime are therefore of limited use: as UN 

Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict Pramila Patten commented, ‘If we wait for hard 

data and statistics [to guide action], it will always be too late.’42

A better indication of the trends, prevalence and modus operandi of sex trafficking in 2022 and early 

2023 may arguably be found in the reporting of law enforcement interventions, which disrupted 

several sophisticated schemes of sex trafficking, many of which were based in the capital, Kyiv.  
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In November 2022, an investigation in Kyiv detected a criminal group that targeted women who had 

participated in beauty contests, presented television shows or blogged on Instagram, and offered 

them modelling work in Morocco. In reality, the women were destined to be sexually exploited in 

Marrakesh. The group was broken up when police intercepted two traffickers attempting to take  

20 women across the border.43 Another transnational exploitation operation run by a Kyiv resident 

since 2022 sent women to Lithuania, the UAE and Monaco to render sexual services.44 In December 

2022, an organization headed by a woman who rented some 17 premises for sexual services in Kyiv 

was broken up. The organizer sought women and girls (including minors) in difficult financial situations, 

then advertised online for clients.45 

It is also likely that the trafficking of Ukrainian women has continued to the Gulf states, which were 

a significant destination for Ukrainian victims before the invasion.46 Exploitation has also taken place 

in Israel, where 15 000 Ukrainian refugees without Jewish ancestry have been able to claim only the 

most limited benefits and are not officially recognized as refugees in the country, leaving them unable 

to open bank accounts or find legal work.47 Since sex work is illegal in the UAE and (since 2020) in 

Israel, the level of criminal involvement is likely to be higher than in countries where sex work is legal.

Not all forms of sexual exploitation will involve such organized arrangements, however. For example, 

one woman who escaped from occupied territory with her child came to Ternopil Oblast in western 

Ukraine, where she was offered accommodation in exchange for domestic work. The owner of the 

house then threatened to evict her unless she paid rent, but the woman had no money and was 

forced to provide sexual services to be able to stay.48 This type of ‘transactional’ arrangement may 

become increasingly common as desperation increases. A 2022 report by UN Women highlighted 

that for many women, transactional sex may be one of the few ways they can source food or money 

for food in the desperate circumstances of war.49 This carries high risks, given that these women and 

girls ‘are more likely to be sexually exploited and abused and/or trafficked in search of employment 

or food, exposing them to associated risks, including unintended pregnancies, sexually transmitted 

infections and HIV, among others’.50

Displaced Ukrainians at the Medyka border crossing in Poland, March 2022. © Nick Paleologos/Bloomberg 
via Getty Images



11

Given Ukraine’s trafficking history, children will be especially vulnerable to sexual exploitation. 

According to a government official in August 2022, almost 3 200 children had been left without 

parental care since 24 February 2022, with 541 cases directly related to the war.51 Another at-risk 

group are the thousands of Ukrainian children who have been forcibly deported and sometimes 

adopted in Russia (see box: ‘Conflict-related exploitation’). 

Other exploitation risks involving children may play out within the home itself, as parents exploit 

children, either out of extreme desperation or in pursuit of criminal profit. One such instance of the 

latter came in February 2023, when a woman in Cherkasy was found guilty of trafficking her young 

daughter, whom she had forced to create pornography with an adult man, which she later sold.52  

International adoption of orphaned or abandoned Ukrainian children may also be a future risk. 

According to Ukrainian law, the Ministry of Social Policy53 is the only legal adoption body in Ukraine: 

Ukrainian adoption organizations and brokers are illegal, although such organizations and brokers 

operate internationally to help would-be adopters through the process in Kyiv. According to a Ukrainian 

researcher on adoption, corruption helps facilitate the placement of many children out of the coun-

try, especially in the US, with babies more expensive to secure than older children.54 US religious 

organizations play a significant role in helping arrange the transport of Ukrainian children to the US.55

International adoption has been banned since the outbreak of the war, but a prominent case emerged 

in March 2022 of a far-right American pastor, and former state representative, being put under 

investigation for allegedly attempting to bring 63 Ukrainian children to the US for adoption. The 

pastor claimed to have worked with a US non-profit that rescued the children from Mariupol, with 

the children then brought to Poland. But it emerged that the non-profit, which the pastor described 

as having helped Ukrainian orphans settle in the US for several years, was not registered with the 

relevant US adoption authorities, raising suspicions that the 63 children were at risk of being illegally 

adopted into the US.56

Forced labour
Before the Russian invasion, 90% of identified Ukrainian victims were reported as being trafficked for 

labour, the majority in Russia and Poland.57 Foreign nationals were also brought into the country as 

forced labour: according to an underworld source, for example, Vietnamese nationals were imported 

to work in textile factories in Kharkiv and Odesa, where they have been reported sewing fashion 

labels on counterfeit clothes.58 

As a result of the conflict, it is likely that many of the routes for the import and export of forced 

labour have been disrupted, at least in regard to flows to Russia. But the route to Europe will have 

remained open, with the millions of refugees providing a large pool of potential forced labour (see 

below: ‘Risks outside Ukraine’). 

Within Ukraine, the risks of forced labour remain acute, although as with sexual trafficking, statistics 

related to crimes that may be associated with forced labour witnessed a decrease in 2022 compared 

to 2021. There were decreases in the recorded number of violations of labour legislation (217 in 2022 

compared to 296 in 2021) and violations of safety rules during high-risk work (448 in 2022 compared 

to 874 in 2021), although these categories also do not necessarily imply evidence of forced labour. 

Yet setting aside this fall (which, as above, may reflect changing law enforcement priorities), it is clear 

that the latent conditions for forced labour have only become more pronounced due to the conflict. 

Some 2.4 million people lost their jobs in 2022 either through displacement or the economic impact 
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of war, and national income dropped by between 35% and 45%.59 Ukraine’s unemployment rate, which 

skyrocketed in 2022, is projected to remain high for several years (see Figure 2). IDPs have suffered 

acutely, having lost both jobs and homes.

FIGURE 2 Ukraine’s unemployment rate, 2023–2025 (projected).

SOURCE: Tatyana Bogdan, Analysis: 2022 Economic Results for Ukraine, Prospects for 2023, Kyiv Post, 
30 December 2022, https://www.kyivpost.com/post/6264; Interfax, NBU forecasts unemployment 
in Ukraine to remain at around 26% in 2023, 3 February 2023, https://interfax.com/newsroom/top-
stories/87623

In this economic context, offers of quick cash for informal work may be difficult to resist. According 

to a survey conducted by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), 59% of Ukrainians 

in 2022 were willing to accept at least one risky offer of work. There was also an increase in the 

percentage of people who would willingly accept work that clearly constituted forced labour, with 

13% of respondents willing to accept ‘work in confinement without a possibility to leave the workplace 

freely’ – up from 8% of such respondents in 2021.60 Such decisions may also be influenced by Ukraine’s 

long-standing tradition of ‘undeclared work’, with a third of survey respondents in 2017 estimating 

that at least half of all Ukrainians engaged in undeclared work.61 
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Construction workers rebuild a 
roof on an apartment building 
destroyed by Russian shelling. 
Ukraine’s construction sector will 
be at high risk of forced labour and 
other exploitative practices.
© Paula Bronstein/Getty Images
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The state has been attempting to warn people of the risks involved in such work through an extensive 

information campaign (see Figure 3). In partnership with the National Police and Ministry of Social 

Policy, the SURGe project (under the President of Ukraine) has produced dozens of information 

campaigns and materials.62 Labour inspectors have also worked to increase the awareness of IDPs 

regarding searching for safe work, including through the State Labour Service’s creation of the www.

pratsia.in.ua portal to provide information on employment in war conditions (including on how to 

recognize forced labour), which had registered 250 000 views by November 2022.63 But despite such 

warnings, economic necessity will be the deciding factor for many. A job – any job – will be seen as 

better than nothing. 

The real risks of forced labour may only manifest when reconstruction begins in earnest. The size of 

the works will be vast and centred on the highly vulnerable construction sector. Under pressure to 

deliver value for money – particularly if corruption claims a slice of the funds – managers may put 

increased pressure on desperate workers to work harder, longer and under worse conditions than in 

peacetime, justified by the shining ideal of rebuilding the country. 

Another issue connected to reconstruction will be to find and attract the necessary workforce, given 

that Ukrainians can earn at least three times as much in neighbouring Poland for the same work in 

better conditions. This means that local companies may try to use other, informal, incentives such as 

undeclared ‘envelope’ salaries. That would mean more risks and less social guarantees for the works, 

increasing the potential risk of labour exploitation.

FIGURE 3 Official information about the risks of forced 
labour in Ukraine. For many, however, the urgent need to 
make a living may impel Ukrainians to set aside such 
considerations. 

SOURCE: Ostroh City Council, Примусова праця: 
як розпізнати та уникнути, 6 June 2022, https://
ostroh-rada.gov.ua/news/469-prymusova-pracia-iak-
rozpiznaty-ta-unyknuty.html
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Conflict-related exploitation in Ukraine

Some Ukrainian communities, particularly 
those close to the front line, will be highly  

vulnerable to conflict-specific exploitation,  
including a dramatic increase in sexual violence 
perpetrated by soldiers (as was seen in the Donbas 
after 2014).64 Soldiers in Ukraine are well paid by 
Ukrainian standards: at the start of the conflict, 
monthly pay for front line soldiers in Ukraine was 
increased to 100  000 Ukraine hyrvnias (UAH) 
(US$3 400 at the time), giving them significant 
spending power in a country where the official 
average salary in September 2022 was UAH14 
500 (US$360) per month.65 As well as fuelling  
a nascent drug economy at the front line, this 
elevated spending power may give soldiers the 
financial ability to pay for sex with highly vulner-
able women. Foreign mercenaries are particu-
larly likely to seek sexual services, given their 
lack of national ties that might otherwise act as a 
restraining measure. The greater use of drugs and 
alcohol among soldiers will also increase risks of 
sexual violence and abuse.

There is already evidence of Russia using Ukrainian 
children as ‘spotters’ of Ukrainian military  
movements66 and engaging in forced adoption of 

 
thousands of Ukrainian children into Russia.67 This 
issue also emerged post-2014 in the LDNR, when 
according to Amnesty International, all children  
in orphanages and institutionalized children with 
disabilities were transferred to Russia.68

Reports have also emerged of civilians being 
forced by the Russian occupiers to demine and 
clear rubble in the city of Mariupol, at risk of losing 
access to humanitarian aid if they refused. If true, 
this instance of conflict-related forced labour 
would be a violation of international humanitar-
ian law.69 Again, there is already precedent for 
such activity in Ukraine during the Donbas conflict 
between 2014 and 2022, when there were reports 
of forced labour of prisoners and civilians in the 
LDNR.70 

There are also risks of Ukrainians in occupied  
territories being forcibly conscripted to fight 
against Ukraine, especially in the LDNR, where, 
since 2014, many civilians have been issued 
Russian passports while de facto being denied 
Ukrainian citizenship. This is a legal situation that 
makes them eligible for Russia’s draft and there-
fore potentially forced to fight against what they 

may consider their true homeland.71� ■

A group of Ukrainian women demonstrate in Brussels against war rape in May 2022. © Thierry Monasse/
Getty Images
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Human smuggling
Human smuggling was a pervasive illicit market in Ukraine before Russia’s invasion in 2022. The 

country was both a migrant origin country and transit point along the migration route from South East 

Asia and the Middle East, en route to EU countries, with Poland and Slovakia the main entry points 

to the EU. Countries of origin for those irregular migrants transiting Ukraine included Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, India, Iraq, Morocco, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Turkey and Vietnam; migrants from former 

Soviet Union countries, such as Moldova, were also increasing in the period before the invasion.72 

With entry to Europe facilitated by the EU TPD, demand for human smugglers to arrange passage into 

the EU for Ukrainian nationals reduced in 2022.73 The impact on the human smuggling economy may 

have been substantial: in 2021, more than 3 000 Ukrainians were detected with fraudulent documents 

at EU borders – accounting for 43% of all detections of fraudulent documents74 and a clear sign of 

the scale of human smuggling services before the invasion. 

This market will by and large have disappeared, with one significant exception: Ukrainian conscripts. 

Under Ukraine’s general mobilization order in February 2022, all men aged between 18 and 60 

were barred from leaving the country. For various reasons, many Ukrainian men were desperate to 

escape enlistment, and human smugglers were on hand to help service this lucrative new market. 

Some smugglers also took advantage of the provisions of temporary protection to help smuggle 

third-country nationals into Europe in 2022. 

Conscript smuggling
Many Ukrainian men attempted to flee before they could be conscripted following the February 2022 

draft. Moldova, Romania, Hungary and Poland emerged as the preferred exit routes, and demand 

has been high: between February and October, more than 8 000 conscripted men tried to cross the 

border, with 245 attempts made to bribe border guards.75 The early days of the war saw particularly 

large numbers: in April 2022, the New York Times reported that more than 1 000 Ukrainian men had 

been intercepted and more than 20 smuggling gangs broken up by Moldovan authorities in less than 

two months.76 Such is the demand and revenue on offer that some smugglers of alcohol and tobacco 

have reportedly switched to smuggling conscripts.77 

The smuggling may be undertaken by one or more facilitators providing a means of transport to 

conscripts to cross the border (such as a boat78 or truck), but more sophisticated schemes have also 

arisen. There has been a brisk trade in falsified documents produced by various official and non-official 

parties asserting that the bearer is exempt from military service.79 In February 2023, an organization 

was exposed that included members of medical institutions and medical commissions who were 

producing fake documents of military unfitness.80 Others have sought to exploit loopholes in the 

conscription law81 – for example, by organizing a fictious marriage with a women with a disability (as 

those who engage in constant care are exempt)82 or by falsifying evidence of a large family (including 

with photos of children).83 Details of one sophisticated internal scheme emerged in March 2023, 

when the Security Service of Ukraine blocked 26 Telegram channels that were helping eligible men 

avoid conscription without having to leave the country. Using information from local residents, the 

channels published areas where conscripts were being called up, allowing men in those areas to hide 

from military officials. After attracting 400 000 subscribers, the channels began offering spots for 

advertisers.84
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Corruption is a key enabler of conscript smuggling, with reports of border officials and police being 

bribed.85 False data is also entered on to the Shlyah system,86 which authorizes ‘drivers’ of humanitarian 

aid to leave the country for a limited period – smugglers often arrange for two drivers to leave the 

country but only one returns.87 Yet while many Ukrainian men are fleeing from a certain danger, their 

choice is not without risk. One conscript, for example, died in the mountains of Transcarpathia after 

the smuggler had left his clients to navigate their own way to Romania in April 2022.88 A longer-term 

risk is that of social ostracization in Ukraine, where such men have been and will continue to be vilified 

in some quarters for abandoning their country.89 For some, return may be impossible; for others, 

reintegrating will be a steep challenge.

Smuggling of third-country nationals
Although the TPD offered a clear path for Ukrainian refugees to leave the country, other populations 

in Ukraine faced a more difficult journey to Europe. Unless they enjoyed international protection or 

held permanent residency in Ukraine, third-country nationals (numbering some 80 000 before the 

invasion, including asylum seekers and refugees without documents) were not eligible for temporary 

protection, while even non-Ukrainian refugees with documents faced lengthy delays in obtaining 

temporary protection.90 Mixed couples (one Ukrainian and one Russian) from Ukraine also faced 

obstacles accessing temporary protection in some jurisdictions.91 Many Roma refugees faced discrim-

ination in reception countries, and many also lacked official documents, which hindered their access 

to humanitarian aid.92 There were also reports in the early days of the invasion of Black Nigerian 

and South African nationals living in Ukraine being denied admittance to Poland in the early days of 

the war (although these claims were denied by the Polish authorities, who later clarified that Poland 

accepts ‘all refugees at the Ukrainian border, regardless of their nationality’).93

A tented camp set up along the Ukrainian–Moldovan border. Moldova is one of the preferred exit routes 
for those fleeing the war in Ukraine. © Christophe Archambault/AFP via Getty Images
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But these obstacles were gradually resolved in many places, enabling the vast majority of those fleeing 

Ukraine to access Europe. This in turn provided an opportunity for smugglers to bring new clients 

into Ukraine, as they could then merge these clients into refugee flows into Europe.  In the immediate 

aftermath of the invasion, there were reports that some smuggled migrants of Vietnamese nationality 

were reportedly asked to pay between US$4 000 and US$5 000 in order to be smuggled into Ukraine 

(and then on to EU countries), but were then left stranded in a conflict zone by their smugglers.94 

The new modus operandi appeared a fruitful one. In February 2023, an in-depth investigation by 

Átlátszó reported that Hungarian authorities had allegedly (and illegally) banned all non-EU and  

non-Ukrainian people from crossing into Hungary due to human smuggling concerns. The investiga-

tion further found the existence of a purported smuggling scheme that involved would-be migrants 

applying (often via intermediaries) to universities in Ukraine, who would in turn issue a letter of 

invitation enabling the applicant to apply for a visa. Migrants would then make their way to Ukraine 

via Kyrgyzstan and Moldova before crossing into Hungary, with their letter of application acting as 

sufficient proof of their student status in Ukraine and enabling their transit into the EU under the 

TPD.95 

Looking ahead, people smugglers may ‘offer migrants currently stranded in Belarus [as a result of the 

2021 migrant crisis] viable options to resume their journey or to deflect toward Ukraine to blend in 

as legitimate workers/residents in the country to move to the EU’, according to FRONTEX. Foreign 

fighters currently in Ukraine and wishing to enter/re-enter Europe also may be another potential client 

group, say FRONTEX – a flow that may have severe destabilizing effects for internal EU security.96

Surrogacy: A grey market

Formally legalized in 2002,97 Ukraine’s surrogacy industry saw an estimated 2 000 to 4 000 births 
via surrogate mothers every year before the Russian invasion, and before the invasion was the  

second-largest surrogacy market in the world behind the US, with Ukraine’s share estimated  
at about a quarter.98 Worth an estimated US$14 billion in 2022, the global surrogacy market is  
projected to increase in value to US$129 billion by 2032, making Ukraine’s share of the industry 
highly significant in a country where pre-invasion (2021) GDP was approximately US$200 billion.99

Yet while commercial surrogacy is legal in Ukraine, unlike in most European countries, surrogate 
women and the children they give birth to can be highly vulnerable. Surrogate women have reported 
experiences of poor care in the hands of surrogacy agencies (and are paid a fraction of the agen-
cies’ price for the service), and there have also been instances of babies being abandoned by their  
biological parents or being taken back with the intended parents who later discover that they share 
no DNA link with the child.100 Children have also been smuggled out of Ukraine in the face of other 
countries’ refusal to recognize children born to surrogate mothers,101 while a 2020 investigation 
exposed a Kyiv gang selling Ukrainian babies to buyers in China.102 The director of the largest surro-
gacy agency in Ukraine, BioTexCom, was briefly placed under house arrest in 2019 after suspicions 
arose of tax avoidance, document forgery and human trafficking, although no charges were ulti-
mately levelled.103
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This industry has been profoundly disrupted by the conflict, and many surrogates have had to endure 
extreme stress, hardship and uncertainty.104 Many new-born babies were housed in bomb shelters, 
their biological parents unable to come to Kyiv and other cities due to the war.105 Surrogates have 
sometimes been forced to move into new legal contexts that criminalize certain aspects of the sur-
rogacy arrangement. In Poland, for example, the birth mother of the child is the legal mother – unlike 
in Ukraine, where biological parents are legally recognized from the moment of conception. This has 
resulted in legal complications in cases in which refugee Ukrainian surrogates gave birth in Poland.106 

How the conflict will affect longer-term trends in surrogacy is as yet unclear. There were concerns 
that the economic downturn following the outbreak of war in the Donbas in 2014 was pushing  
vulnerable women with few economic alternatives into the industry,107 and a similar trend may 
apply to this phase of the conflict, especially given the above-mentioned rising value of the industry. 
However, international demand may be supressed, given that many potential foreign clients will be 
deterred by the volatile situation.� ■

Surrogate-born babies, along with the surrogacy centre’s nursing staff, live in a makeshift basement 
shelter in Kyiv after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine made it unsafe for the babies’ foreign parents to retrieve 
them. © Anastasia Vlasova/Getty Images
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A PEOPLE ABROAD: RISKS IN 
EUROPE

The Russian invasion precipitated a vast movement of Ukrainians and third-country nationals 

out of Ukraine. More than half a million people fled in the first four days after the invasion;108 

the total number for 2022 was over 8 million. Faced with this wave of human need, the 

EU was swift in implementing a range of measures to alleviate the crisis. As of February 2023, some 

4.8 million Ukrainians had registered for the temporary protection scheme or similar, giving them the 

right to financial assistance, accommodation, healthcare, education for children and the right to work.109 

But despite such assistance, Ukrainian refugees still find themselves in a highly parlous state. The  

dislocation into foreign cultures and languages, lack of funds and a social network, the temporary 

nature of accommodation and the limitations of a new political identity all serve as powerful  

impediments to integration. The trauma of escaping war, the trajectory of the conflict in Ukraine and 

uncertainty over their own future also carry a heavy psychological burden. 

In such circumstances, offers of help from strangers might seem a blessing out of the blue. But among 

the many well-intentioned, there are also those who seek to take more from people who have already 

lost everything. 

Human trafficking
As millions of refugees fled Ukraine, there was a high degree of awareness of how human trafficking 

risks might manifest.110 It was, for example, widely recognized that the first arrivals would be most 

vulnerable to traffickers, given that state agencies and NGOs were still scaling up their response and 

establishing coordinating mechanisms. In March 2022, EUROPOL issued an early warning notification 

calling for heightened attention to be paid to border crossing points, reception areas and transit and 

destination hubs in the EU.111 The large numbers of unvetted volunteers rushing to fill the capacity 

gap were a particular concern: Gillian Triggs, the UN High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR)’s 

Assistant High Commissioner for Protection, commented that ‘while the generosity and solidarity 

towards Ukrainian refugees has been inspiring, states must prevent predatory individuals and criminal 

networks from exploiting the situation’.112

This assessment corresponded with reported incidents in the early days of the war of refugees being 

targeted by individuals offering food, accommodation or transport who would then attempt to exploit 
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the refugees. INTERPOL, for example, received ‘reports of human traffickers and smugglers waiting 

at various border control checkpoints to prey on vulnerable populations arriving from Ukraine’ in the 

early days of the invasion, and deployed a team to Moldova in March 2022 to help manage these 

risks.113 In Poland, a Ukrainian refugee reported being offered accommodation in return for housework 

and sex, while another said she had only been paid a fraction of her wages while working for a Polish 

company as an undocumented cleaner.114 

Yet such reports were notably in the minority, and the overarching story of 2022 regarding human 

trafficking appears to be one of effective prevention, political coordination, information dissemination 

and broad-based assistance. In Spain, for example, high-level and frequent coordination between 

various stakeholders helped open large reception centres within days of the invasion; address emerging 

vulnerabilities (such as those regarding third-country nationals applying for temporary protection); 

produce information for refugees about the risks of human trafficking; and provide assistance with 

accommodation, language training and access to work.115 Across Europe, the establishment of ‘Blue 

Dot’ hubs created a network of safe places with support and information.116 Monitoring of the evolving 

risk was also high: EUROPOL produced five risk assessments of the potential impact of the war on 

serious and organized crime in the year following February 2022, including the risks of migrant 

smuggling and human trafficking.117 Solutions were quickly found to many challenges faced by refugees 

in the early months, such as refugees being unable to convert hryvnias into local currency, which 

was addressed by mid-April,118 or assisting non-EU and non-Ukrainian refugees to return home.119
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Yet despite the energy and merits of the approach of many state and non-state actors, which  

undoubtedly have helped drastically reduce the vulnerability of refugees to human trafficking, a note 

of caution must be sounded. Although there appear to be few confirmed cases of human trafficking 

of Ukrainian refugees in Europe, a lack of evidence does not necessarily suggest a lack of activity. 

Given the challenges of detecting human trafficking, the isolated incidents and activity reported in 

2022 (see below) may indicate a much larger base of exploitation, the extent of which will not be 

known for years to come. 

It is also important to note that despite the broad EU stamp on many refugee initiatives – as facilitated 

by the EU’s Ten Point Plan120 – the benefits on offer to refugees differ from country to country, and 

these benefits change over time.121 The financial aid available to many refugees is in some countries 

very limited and its purchasing power has been eroded by high inflation in 2022. Even in the most 

generous countries, those refugees who arrived in the immediate aftermath of the invasion are now 

seeing levels of state aid reduced. Many refugees who are accommodated in private homes (such as in 

the UK) are also finding that the warm reception has started to cool in the face of local cost-of-living 

crises and host fatigue. As the refugees are phased into the ‘normal’ economy, many will find work 

hard to come by; accommodation difficult to secure; and the trauma of war, language barriers and 

ongoing financial hardship profound impediments to integration, both economic and social, which will, 

in turn, heighten isolation and vulnerability. 

FIGURE 5 Flyers warning of the risks of human trafficking 
distributed on the Ukrainian side of the border with Moldova, 
December 2022.
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In addition, as was seen with the Syrian refugee crisis, refugees’ calculations become different in the 

transition to a longer-term view. The war has gone on far longer than expected, the destruction is 

manifold and many will have lost partners in the fighting. As they realize that they may not return for 

years, if ever, refugees will start to consider secondary moves, either within the country they are in 

currently, or to other countries, possibly to reunite with other diaspora family members or to places 

where they think they will have a better quality of life. It is at this point that they often drop out of 

the registration system, because there is less value to registering (if refugee benefits have reduced 

significantly, for example) or because the administrative hurdles of re-registering are too high. The 

fact that savings will also be running low by this time is also a risk factor. 

These secondary movements will force the refugees to endure the psychological impact of dislocation 

all over again, breaking what fragile ties they may have managed to construct in their initial places of 

residence and once again raising their vulnerability to exploitation. In unfamiliar landscapes, untracked 

and with little in the way of financial resources, these refugees will be much more susceptible to 

entering informal or illegal economies. 

These factors all underpin the ‘delayed risks’ of human trafficking in Europe that may start to manifest 

in 2023 and beyond – and Ukraine’s own recent history may point the way. The true extent of the 

impact of the 2014 Donbas crisis, for example, only became clear in 2016, when the UN Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC) recorded a quadrupling of Ukrainian victims in Western Europe (although 

the usual caveats must be made over increased detection rates versus increased actual incidence of 

trafficking).122 Citing this precedent, the UNODC said that human trafficking cases are likely to increase 

in the near term, and predicted a 5% rise in detections.123 

Taken as a whole, the human trafficking risks faced by Ukrainian refugees in Europe are not uniform, 

nor are they static – and the real risk is still to come. 

Sex trafficking
The fact that 90% of Ukrainian refugees in 2022 were women and children124 meant that the risk of 

sexual exploitation (the most prevalent form of trafficking in Europe in 2021)125 was a high priority 

for many stakeholders. The subsequent response may have been effective in reducing such risks 

– confirmed cases of sexual exploitation of Ukrainian refugees in 2022 have been few and, for the 

most part, opportunistic – but there have been several incidents that may suggest broader trends. 

It was clear, for example, that traffickers were swift to spot the potential opportunity for sexual 

exploitation of refugees, and took to the cybersphere in an attempt to lure victims. A EUROPOL 

hackathon in May 2022 that monitored posts regarding transportation, accommodation and work – 

the three key logistic vulnerabilities of refugees – and various sites focused on either dating, sexual 

services or job recruitment found ‘a significant number of suspicious job offers’ targeting Ukrainian 

women, with some specifying ‘photo shoots’.126 

Another trend that was quickly identified was the phenomenon of fetishizing refugees for sex as a 

result of their victim status. One widely shared statistic was the 600% spike in Google searches for 

‘Ukrainian porn’ in the early days for the war, but the significant of this metric is difficult to ascertain: 

the rise may have come from a low base and been distorted by researchers attempting to track 

trafficking trends, or it may reflect an increased interest that will not necessarily translate into greater 

demand for sexual services from Ukrainian refugees.127 
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More suggestive of a rise in active demand was a statistic reported by Stop the Traffik concerning a 

‘200% increase in Google searches for the term “Ukrainian escorts” in the United Kingdom between 

February 27th and March 5th compared to the previous six months’.128 Further evidence came in 

May 2022, when Valiant Richey, Special Representative and Co-ordinator for Combating Trafficking in 

Human Beings at the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, said that one of Ireland’s 

largest escort sites was offering ‘men the opportunity to live out their “war-inspired fantasies” with 

Ukrainian women’.129 (According to Ireland’s Independent, the website also claimed that using Ukrainian 

escorts was a better way of showing ‘solidarity’ with Ukrainian refugees than watching Ukrainian 

porn.)130 While Ukrainian refugees in Ireland may conceivably engage in such sex work voluntarily, 

the desperation of their situation must be factored in when considering issues of ‘consent’. Others 

will clearly have been trafficked, as shown by an investigation by the Northern Irish police in October 

2022, which revealed that cross-border gangs had been targeting Ukrainian refugees for sexual 

exploitation.131 

Concrete evidence of this trend of men seeking Ukrainian refugees for sex – and the desperation of 

refugees being forced into sex work – came in Sweden in March 2022, when a police sweep of 38 

men arrested for soliciting sex discovered that 30 had paid for sex with women from Ukraine.132 Before 

the invasion, professional Ukrainian sex workers had operated in Sweden, but Swedish police stated 

that the women now involved in the sex trade had arrived after the invasion – and all had said that 

the war had driven them into prostitution.133 According to Swedish media, Ukrainian women made up 

the majority of all cases of sexual exploitation in the south of Sweden, from five Ukrainian women per 

year before the invasion to 40 in 2022.134 In a November 2022 letter to the Swedish prime minister 

on this phenomenon, MP Annika Hirvonen highlighted that Ukrainian refugees lacked sufficient funds 

and job support, which could be driving them into exploitative work. Furthermore, Hirvonen’s letter 

warned that stripping those convicted of prostitution of their residence permit (as specified under the 

Tidö Agreement) and returning them to Ukraine would only further exacerbate their vulnerability.135 

The trafficking of Ukrainian women in host countries may also have knock-on effects in those coun-

tries. According to a sex worker in Moldova, since the Russian invasion, several groups of Ukrainian 

women have begun selling sexual services in Chisinau.136 The Ukrainian women are organized by 

pimps, who are not common in the sex industry in Moldova, as most sex workers are independent 

operators. If it is perceived that Ukrainian women working under pimps obtain a competitive advantage 

in the sex industry (for instance, through pimps intimidating other women, ‘protecting’ women from 

abusive clients or charging higher prices), then more pimps may emerge in Moldova – and trafficking 

risks in turn increase. 

Finally, exploitation may be taking place in close domestic quarters, as exploiters attempt to leverage 

offers of accommodation in return for sex. Such activities may have been enabled by loopholes 

and informalities in state-supervised accommodation schemes that were set up at pace, such as 

the UK’s ‘Homes for Ukraine’, which matched host families with Ukrainian refugees. Although the 

British government required adults in a house hosting families with children to undergo an enhanced 

Disclosure and Barring Service check, there was initial uncertainty surrounding the responsibility of 

local councils, which at first were only required to make ‘best endeavours’ over checks.137 (A June 2022 

investigation by Children & Young People Now reported that several councils had raised safeguarding 

risks over potential sponsors to government authorities, with 29 people flagged on the Police National 

Computer.)138 Then in April 2022, the UNHCR warned the UK government that the scheme to was 

open to abuse over its reliance on the sponsor and refugee making contact over unregulated social 
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media, such as Facebook, which one NGO said put the scheme at risk of becoming ‘Tinder for 

traffickers’.139 A report by the British Red Cross in February 2023 also alleged that refugees were 

being exploited through forced labour and ‘debt bondage’ by British hosts in the scheme, although 

cases were reportedly ‘small in number’.140 

Forced labour
In line with the broader trend, there have been few confirmed cases of forced labour among Ukrainian 

refugees. The European Labour Authority reported no cases of human trafficking or labour market 

violations in Finland, Italy, Hungary, Lithuania, the Netherlands or Slovakia. No data was available for 

Germany, as the relevant authority had ‘not initiated any criminal investigation procedures of this 

kind’.141 One case was reported in Portugal of two Ukrainian women working night shifts and ‘not 

satisfying all contract requirements’, and six cases of labour exploitation were reported in Belgium 

(in a clothing shop and a butchery).142 There were 22 cases of illegal work of Ukrainian citizens in 

Czechia, although the majority of these cases referred to administrative irregularities, such as failing 

to comply with Employment Act registration requirements.143

The low incidence of reported forced labour may be due in some part to the fact that many Ukrainians 

have successfully integrated in many local economies, especially Denmark,144 the Netherlands, Estonia, 

Lithuania and the UK.145 This success may be a result of their high education and skills levels: according 

to the International Labour Organization, two-thirds of previously working refugee groups have an 

advanced level of education (tertiary), while 49% and 35.5% were employed in highly skilled and 

medium-skilled occupations respectively.146

But for every success story, there will a refugee whose skills are not recognized, whose trauma makes 

them vulnerable and who cannot master a new language. Indeed, this last was the main issue cited by 

Ukrainian refugees (52% of women and 45% of men) who had not worked since the invasion, according 

to a survey by the EU Agency for Fundamental Human Rights. The same survey found that almost 

half of Ukrainian refugees (47% men and 49% women) had not worked since leaving Ukraine.147 

For these refugees, struggling to survive on a minimal state allowance (further eroded by inflation), 

daily life is hard and getting harder. According to a survey by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 

February 2023, seven out of 10 Ukrainian refugees in Poland, Romania and Moldova said the income 

and support they are receiving are not enough to cover their basic needs, with almost half saying 

that they had skipped meals or cut back their food intake.148 Assistance is being stepped back in 

many countries, most notably Poland – host to the largest number of refugees – which amended 

its Special Act to share costs with refugees. From 1 March 2023, refugees who stay in Poland for 

over 120 days will be required to cover 50% of their accommodation cost in collective shelters, a 

share that increases to up to 75% for refugees remaining in the country for over 180 days (effective 

after 1 June).149 In other countries, refugees will have to seek accommodation within the often highly 

expensive private sector – and landlords are likely to refuse to rent to refugees with uncertain income 

or credit. According to the British Red Cross, homelessness is a key risk facing Ukrainian refugees in 

the UK in 2023, with government figures highlighting that 4 000 Ukrainian households in England had 

been homeless or at risk of homelessness at some point in the 12 months following the invasion.150

With refugees struggling with financial hardship and new languages, unable to break into the formal 

labour market, forced to move from one location to another in search of a home, the ideal circum-

stances for traffickers looking for labour to exploit have been set. 
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And the warning signs can already be heard. While the European Labour Authority’s figures may 

have returned few results of law enforcement cases, the word among Ukrainians tells a different 

story. The EU Agency for Fundamental Human Rights survey found significant experience of forced 

labour practices among refugees in Europe, with 16% of respondents reporting to having worked very 

long hours, and 8% saying they had worked without a contract (or one that did not cover all working 

hours). Exploitation among women had taken place mainly in manufacturing and tourism/hospitality, 

while most cases of exploitation among men had taken place in construction, manufacturing and 

transport/logistics (although it should be noted that women accounted for 91% of respondents, given 

the Ukrainian military draft banning men from leaving the country).151 

Monitoring these at-risk sectors will therefore be an essential measure, although exposing other 

forms of forced labour – such as domestic work and forced begging – will prove more challenging. In 

addition, it may be worth conducting further research in areas with significant Ukrainian diasporas. In 

these areas, established Ukrainians may act as labour ‘brokers’ for refugees looking for work, which 

may potentially lead to labour exploitation.

Human smuggling
As highlighted above, the relaxation of border controls and activation of the TPD will have removed 

many of the usual drivers of human smuggling activity of Ukrainian nationals in 2022. But there is no 

shortage of potential international clients for European-based Ukrainian smugglers, who have long had 

a presence in Europe and the broader region. Before the invasion, highly organized Ukrainian groups 

arranged for the transport of migrants by yacht from Turkey to Greece and Italy.152 Police statistics 

also confirm that Ukrainians were the most-represented smuggler nationality in Czechia in 2022.153 

It is likely that these networks continued operating in 2022, although there is little available evidence. 

It should also be noted that Ukrainians may be only low-level operators, such as truck drivers or sailors, 

who have no real stake in the criminal organization and who may themselves have been tricked into 

Refugees from Ukraine seeking work at a Polish government organization in Warsaw on 21 March 2022.  
© Annabelle Chih/NurPhoto via Getty Images
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the trade (reportedly the case for many sailors on the Turkey–EU yacht route). In December 2022, 

for example, EUROPOL reported that Ukrainian drivers were transporting migrants from Belarus to 

the EU, but the heads of the network were mainly Syrian and Turkish nationals.154 

Opportunities for Ukrainian smugglers, and indeed smugglers more generally, are likely to increase in 

the near future, as the EU attempts to bolster border security to counteract rising irregular migrant 

flows (see, for example, the EU Action Plan on the Western Balkans that was formulated in December 

2022 in response to the 2022 spike in attempted illegal border crossings in the Western Balkans).155 As 

history has shown, higher barriers to movement usually have the result of sending more migrants into 

the hands of smugglers, who may employ riskier methods to deliver their clients to their destinations. 

Similarly, pushbacks on the Belarus–Poland route may drive migrants to enter the EU via Ukraine.156 
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FUTURE RISKS

It is widely agreed that the best measures to combat human trafficking as a result of the conflict in 

Ukraine will centre on the continuation and expansion of public awareness, monitoring of high-risk 

employment sectors, support for vulnerable populations (including gender-sensitive approaches)157 

and assistance to facilitate the integration of refugees. Amid the turmoil of the past year, a diverse set 

of actors have demonstrated the efficacy of such approaches. Levels of expertise and coordination are 

high, and there is an extraordinary sense of mission among a broad group of stakeholders. According 

to one Spanish anti-trafficking NGO, political will to combat human trafficking of Ukrainian refugees 

will remain strong in the near future.

But it is also widely acknowledged that the situation is highly dynamic and that much depends on 

the trajectory of the conflict in Ukraine, which will shape criminal risks both within the country and 

in Europe.

The best-case scenario sees the conflict ending in the near future on terms that are favourable to 

Ukraine, including at least the LDNR and potentially also Crimea returning under Kyiv’s control. With 

Western backing for reconstruction and Zelensky commanding a victor’s support, the urgent repair 

of Ukraine’s social and economic fabric can begin. Billions of dollars in reconstruction will enter the 

country, providing jobs, homes and upgraded infrastructure, including schools, hospitals and road/

rail links. Although, as flagged above, the grand scale and urgency of reconstruction may bring risks 

of forced labour, in general the restoration of Ukraine will help put a people back on their feet and 

reduce opportunities for trafficking. Institutional reform may help improve Ukraine’s response to 

human trafficking, which has been consistently cited as failing to meet the minimum standards for 

the elimination of trafficking in the United States’ TIP reports (Tier 2).158

A peaceful, stable and economically resurgent Ukraine will not only allow IDPs to return home but is 

also likely to galvanize the return of more refugees, reducing their vulnerability (although returnees 

also face trafficking risks, given that they may be returning to destroyed homes and a lack of work, 

and may have few resources). Vital aid will be able to reach those populations in eastern Ukraine that 

have suffered the most from lack of services and essentials during the war, including in the former 

LDNR. Yet these improvements will not eliminate trafficking risks: recovery will take time, and there 

will be an ample window of opportunity for the exploitation of the millions affected by war.

If conflict protracts, then trafficking risks both within Ukraine and in Europe will increase drastically. 

Within Ukraine, populations in the eastern battlefield regions, especially women and children, will 

continue to suffer unimaginable hardship and deprivation. Access to healthcare (including affordability 
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of medicines), food, money, accommodation and energy will be daily struggles. The IDP population will 

remain large and may increase; it may also continue to move, suffering at each juncture the increased 

vulnerability spike of dislocation. More women will be widowed, leaving them the sole wage earners 

while in many cases also looking after dependants; more children will be orphaned or lose contact with 

their parents. But the risks will also be general: as the war continues, Ukraine’s economy will suffer 

more and jobs will become more scarce. Indeed, if fighting on the ground remains localized in the 

east, then more refugees may return to the western and central regions, putting additional pressure 

on services and increasing competition for the few jobs available. 

The continuation of the conflict will also have a profound impact on refugees in Europe. As mentioned 

above, the support of states is beginning to recede, leaving refugees to make their own way in unfamiliar 

landscapes. In highly competitive Western economies these refugees may struggle to translate their 

pre-invasion skills into fitting employment, forcing them to work lower-paid jobs that either veer into 

exploitation or do not pay enough to secure private sector accommodation and buy essentials that 

increasingly rise in price. Homelessness, repeated movements and a hardscrabble existence will force 

many to the brink – where traffickers will be waiting – so the need to ensure continued and sustained 

generosity and proactivity to the challenges refugees face will be important for hosting states. This 

generosity cannot expire too fast.

Domestically, indirect measures to reduce vulnerability to exploitation are likely to be far more mean-

ingful than direct and ‘traditional’ counter-trafficking initiatives. In the best-case scenario, Ukraine’s 

reconstruction could offer incentives to its returning and internal citizens that directly address basic 

needs and safeguard self-respect – a guaranteed job and a home – though this will pose obvious 

implementation challenges in a post-conflict state. Reform of law enforcement and the judiciary will 

Zelensky delivers a speech during the international conference of experts for reconstruction in Ukraine, 
Berlin, October 2022. The conference brought together political and world finance leaders to set 
groundwork for Ukraine’s eventual post-war reconstruction effort. © Omer Messinger/Getty Images
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help improve the country’s image both internally and abroad, drawing more investment and improving 

the quality of life for millions of people on a day-to-day level. Efforts to root out corruption will also 

help remove protection for organized criminals and exploitative industries alike, as well as ensuing 

that the state is able to deliver on its reconstruction promises. All these efforts will help reduce 

vulnerability to trafficking. 

But if levels of support and attention fail to keep pace with rising vulnerability; if Ukrainians cannot 

make headway at home or abroad; if corruption remains a corroding influence on rule-of-law, private 

sector business and state governance, then opportunities for trafficking are likely to drastically expand. 

Finally, it is essential to acknowledge that although this report has considered the risks within and 

outside Ukraine separately, refugees, IDPs, returnees and non-displaced people in need all share a 

common vulnerability. Exploitation ultimately knows no boundaries, personal or national: if trafficking 

rises in Ukraine, those problems will be Europe’s problems too.
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