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ABSTRACT
This dissertation critically examines the issue of human trafficking in Spain and Italy, focusing on the underlying structural, legal and political factors that enable its persistence. The aim of this study is to analyze how gaps in migration policies, inadequate labour protections, and weaknesses in victim identification frameworks enable the exploitation of vulnerable individuals, particularly undocumented migrants. Special attention is given to sectors such as agriculture, domestic work, and sex industry, where trafficking often occurs in informal and exploitative conditions.  
  
The research also explores the increasing use of digital tools by traffickers to control victims, complicating detection and intervention efforts. Drawing on a range of academic sources, institutional reports, and international guidelines, the dissertation argues for a more coordinated, victim centered approach. It advocates for legal reforms, improved cross-border collaboration, enhanced training for frontline professionals, and more robust support mechanisms for survivors.  
  
Ultimately, this study highlights human trafficking as not only a criminal justice issue but a broader human rights crisis that requires systemic, long-term policy responses. The findings of this dissertation offer valuable insights for policymakers, law enforcement, and advocacy groups working to combat human trafficking and support its victims. It also underscores the urgent need for comprehensive action to dismantle trafficking systems that thrive on exploitation and secrecy. 


INTRODUCTION 
 Human Trafficking remains one of the most complex and pressing human rights issues in Europe, with Italy and Spain serving as two of the most critical transit and destination countries for trafficking victims. This report explores the social, economic and political impacts of human trafficking in both nations, examining how underlying structural factors and policy responses shape the experiences of victims and the capacities of state and non-state actors to address the issue. As trafficking continues to intersect with broader challenges such as irregular migration, gender inequality and labour exploitation, its consequences extend beyond individuals to affect communities, national economies and political institutions. In this context, the study focuses on the various forms of exploitation, including sexual exploitation, labour exploitation, organ trafficking, forced labour, recruitment, transporting and harbouring and Coercion and control, that dominates trafficking patterns in Italy and Spain. By analysing existing literature, policy frameworks and victim support mechanisms, the research seeks to uncover the primary factors that drive human trafficking in Italy and Spain. It also aims to provide a clearer understanding of where gaps remain and what improvements are needed to enhance protection for victims and prevent future exploitation. Ultimately, the findings will contribute to informed policy recommendations that support more coordinated, victim-centred approaches to combat human trafficking.







[bookmark: _Toc198193298]LITERATURE REVIEW
1.1. [bookmark: _Toc198193299]Introduction 
Human trafficking remains a critical global issue with profound implications on societies, economies, and governance. This assignment will look at the social, political and economic impacts of human trafficking in two significant European nations: Italy and Spain. It will examine how this pervasive crime affects vulnerable populations, challenges political stability, and burdens national economies, particularly in countries that serve as major entry points for victims due to their geographic location. 

1.2. [bookmark: _Toc198193300]Theme 1: Human Trafficking: Definition and Importance of Discussion
The Concept of Human trafficking is significantly important as it not only violates fundamental human rights but also undermines the social fabric, weakens political institutions and disrupts economic growth; giving importance to address human trafficking is essential not only to protect individuals but also to ensure the stability and prosperity of country (Bigio and Vogelstein, 2019)

Discussing human trafficking in Italy is crucial due to its significant social, economic, and political implications; as a key entry point for trafficking victims into Europe, Italy faces challenges such as identifying and protecting victims, particularly children and Italian nationals; despite efforts like increased funding for victim assistance and prevention, and the implementation of a National Referral Mechanism (NRM), gaps in victim support and declining prosecutions hinder progress; these issues highlight. the need for stronger systems to protect fundamental human rights, ensure justice for victims, and address the societal and institutional disruptions caused by trafficking. (U.S Department of State, 2023) Similarly, Spain's efforts to combat human trafficking have led it to fully meet the minimum standards for trafficking elimination, maintaining its Tier 1 status; however, challenges remain, particularly in identifying victims among asylum seekers and undocumented migrants. while Spain has made strides in prosecuting traffickers, securing restitution for survivors and improving victim identification, there are still gaps in access to victim assistance and compensation; these challenges emphasize the importance of addressing human trafficking in both countries, ensuring comprehensive protection for all victims, and improving the effectiveness of anti-trafficking efforts to mitigate the far-reaching consequences of this crime. (U.S Department of State, 2023)

Human Trafficking remains a significant issue in both Italy and Spain, with Italy identifying 36 victims per million inhabitants in 2022, a higher rate than Spain, which reported only 5 victims per million. however, despite efforts in Italy, such as increased funding for victim assistance, gaps in support and a decline in prosecutions continue; Spain, maintaining Tier 1 status, has made notable progress with higher prosecutions, restitution for survivors, and better law enforcement training; however, both countries still face challenges in victim identification, particularly among asylum seekers and children, highlighting the need for improved support systems and international collaborations.  (European commission, 2023) Addressing human trafficking is essential not only to safeguard individuals but also to ensure national stability and economic resilience; despite ongoing efforts, including increased funding for victim support and legal frameworks such as Spain’s National Referral Mechanism (NRM), both Italy and Spain continue to experience gaps in victim identification and assistance, as well as declining prosecution rates (U.S. Department of State, 2023). These issues underscore the necessity for strengthened international cooperation and policy implementation to combat trafficking effectively.

The economic impact of human trafficking in Italy is substantial, encompassing costs related to victim support, law enforcement efforts, and lost productivity. Moreover, trafficking strengthens criminal networks, undermining national security and eroding public trust in government institutions. Political instability and shifting immigration policies further complicate anti-trafficking efforts, as government changes often result in inconsistent policies and enforcement strategies (European Parliament, 2023). Given the transnational nature of human trafficking, a unified European response is crucial. Italy and Spain actively participate in EU-wide initiatives, such as the European Anti-Trafficking Directive and Europol’s efforts to dismantle criminal networks. However, inconsistencies in national policies and enforcement strategies continue to undermine the effectiveness of these measures (European Commission, 2023). Strengthening cross-border cooperation, enhancing victim support systems, and improving prosecution rates are essential steps in tackling this issue.

By examining the unique yet interconnected challenges faced by Italy and Spain, this paper contributes to the broader discussion on Europe’s response to human trafficking and underscores the need for collaborative strategies to combat this urgent global problem.




1.3. [bookmark: _Toc198193301]Theme 2: Forms of Exploitation
Sexual Exploitation
The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has repeatedly highlighted sexual exploitation as a leading form of human trafficking in Italy and Spain (UNODC, 2020).
Victims are trafficked by Criminal groups to locations throughout Spain including erotic nightclubs (often with attached living quarters), private residences, and farms - where they are exploited; upon arrival, victims are apprised of the true nature of the activities they will be compelled to perform and the circumstances under which they will operate; coercion into prostitution is achieved through threats, acts of aggression, or other forms of compulsion (European commission, n.d). To enhance quantitative understanding of human trafficking in Spain, a study was performed and it analysed data from 2017-2018 on all victims detected by a range of professionals, aiming to move beyond previous descriptive analyses by quantifying victims, analysing their characteristics and the methods of trafficking, and understanding exploitation practices (Villacampa, Gómez, and Torres, 2025).

Sexual exploitation remains a significant and troubling form of human trafficking worldwide. Countries like Italy and Spain are frequently highlighted as major destinations for trafficking victims, particularly women and children, who are coerced into prostitution or other forms of sexual exploitation. The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) regularly identifies sexual exploitation as a leading form of trafficking in southern Europe, where criminal organizations have established networks that facilitate the exploitation of vulnerable individuals (UNODC, 2020). These groups manipulate and control victims through various forms of coercion, such as violence, psychological abuse, and fraudulent promises of better life opportunities abroad.
In Spain, victims of trafficking are often forced into sexual exploitation through a variety of abusive practices. Organized criminal groups transport individuals to locations across the country, such as erotic nightclubs, private residences, farms, and isolated rural areas. These locations often serve as holding places where victims are housed in conditions that limit their freedom and control their interactions with the outside world. Upon arrival, victims are informed of the true nature of their exploitation, often resulting in shock and distress. Traffickers use physical violence, threats, and emotional manipulation to ensure compliance with their demands. Many victims are further trapped by being manipulated into believing they owe significant amounts of money to their traffickers, which they must work to "pay off." This is known as debt bondage, and it often keeps victims in a perpetual state of exploitation with little chance of escape (European Commission, n.d.).

Traffickers often target individuals who are economically disadvantaged or socially isolated, including migrants and those with unstable immigration statuses. The psychological manipulation employed is particularly harmful, as it causes victims to internalize their victimization and feel helpless (Bales, 2017). According to UNODC (2020), the methods used by traffickers to control victims are complex, combining both psychological and physical tactics; victims are frequently isolated from their families and communities, which exacerbates their vulnerability. In many cases, traffickers deceive their victims into believing that their trap pf exploitation is for the victim’s wellness and is temporary.

A major obstacle in tackling human trafficking, particularly sexual exploitation, is the underreporting of cases due to victims' fear of authorities and lack of trust in legal systems. In response to this challenge, a study conducted in Spain analysing data from 2017-2018 aimed to provide a deeper understanding of trafficking trends; by utilizing data from various professionals, such as law enforcement officers, social workers, and healthcare providers, this study sought to move beyond previous descriptive analyses. It aimed to quantify the number of trafficking victims, examine their characteristics, analyse trafficking methods, and explore the nature of their exploitation. The study revealed that sexual exploitation is the predominant form of trafficking in Spain, with a significant number of victims coming from outside the European Union, especially from Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa (Villacampa, Gómez, & Torres, 2025).
The research underlined the need for victim-centered approaches to trafficking prevention and the establishment of strong victim protection mechanisms.

Additionally, Villacampa, Gómez, & Torres (2025) discussed that the exploitation of minors, in particular, is becoming an increasing concern in Spain; traffickers use deceptive tactics, such as offering work opportunities or romantic relationships, to lure children and adolescents into sexual exploitation; once in the hands of traffickers, these minors are forced into prostitution or sexually explicit performances, often under false identities or in the guise of legitimate work. The study also examined the profiles of victims, emphasizing that many are minors or young adults, and that women are disproportionately affected by trafficking.

In response to these trends, Spain has introduced several initiatives aimed at combating human trafficking and supporting victims. The legal framework now includes specific provisions for protecting victims of trafficking, including temporary residence permits, legal assistance, and access to social services; however, despite these efforts, challenges persist in identifying victims and successfully prosecuting traffickers. Many victims remain reluctant to come forward due to fears of retaliation or deportation, particularly in cases involving undocumented migrants (UNODC, 2020). To address these concerns, law enforcement agencies have been working closely with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to improve victim identification and ensure better coordination between agencies involved in victim support and trafficking prevention (Eurostat, 2024).

Eurojust (2020) remarked NGOs play a crucial role in Spain's fight against sexual exploitation and human trafficking. Many of these organizations offer direct support to victims, including shelter, legal aid, and psychological counselling; they also collaborate with law enforcement agencies to identify victims and provide the necessary support to escape exploitation; additionally, NGOs conduct public awareness campaigns to educate the public on the signs of trafficking and how to report suspicious activities. The cooperation between government authorities, law enforcement, and NGOs is vital to creating a comprehensive approach to combat trafficking and support victims. While progress has been made in victim protection and raising awareness, there is still much work to be done to address the root causes of sexual exploitation and trafficking in Spain; factors such as poverty, unemployment, and limited access to education leave individuals, especially women and children, vulnerable to trafficking. To reduce trafficking rates, these underlying factors must be addressed through targeted social programs and international cooperation (Bigio & Vogelstein, 2019).

	

Labour Exploitation
Labour exploitation occurs when individuals are subjected to abusive and coercive work conditions, often through deceptive recruitment practices and debt bondage. The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that approximately 25 million people globally are engaged in forced labour, with significant numbers found in industries such as agriculture, construction, domestic work, and manufacturing (ILO, 2022). Migrant workers, in particular, are highly susceptible to labour exploitation due to language barriers, lack of legal protections, and the dependency on employers for their legal status. Zimmerman and Kiss (2017) argue that labour exploitation is facilitated by systemic gaps in legal protections, where employers manipulate immigration and labour laws to extract maximum productivity with minimal oversight. Clarks ( 2021) utters these gaps are compounded by the misuse of temporary work visas and the threat of deportation which demotivates victims from reporting abuse.

Another contributing factor is the informal economy, where the absence of regulatory enforcement enables exploitative practices to flourish. Research by LeBaron and Ayers (2020) highlights that supply chains in globalized markets often rely on subcontracting and outsourcing, which obscures accountability and allows exploitative conditions to persist. Workers in sweatshops, fisheries, and construction sites frequently experience wage theft, excessive working hours, hazardous conditions, and physical abuse. Additionally, many labour trafficking victims are misclassified as economic migrants, which further marginalizes them and denies them access to legal protections (Cockbain & Bowers, 2019). Economic factors also influence Spain’s trafficking landscape; the demand for low-cost labour in agriculture, domestic work, and the service industry creates opportunities for traffickers to exploit vulnerable individuals; additionally, Spain’s tourism sector has been linked to increased demand for sexual exploitation, highlighting the need for stricter regulations to prevent trafficking within the entertainment and hospitality industries (Frontex, 2023). Europol (2022) utters Italy acts as both a transit and destination country for trafficking victims, especially those from Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia as its coast border is geographically close to North Africa and makes it a vital entry point for traffickers that exploits vulnerable individuals such as migrants, asylum seekers etc involving them in hazardous labour. Italy faces significant challenges with the exploitation of seasonal agricultural workers, especially in the tomato and citrus sectors, where organized criminal networks exert control over recruitment and conditions through coercion, threats, and poor living environment, creating a system of widespread labour abuse and exploitation (OSCE, 2022). 

Like Italy, Spain serves as a major gateway for trafficked individuals, particularly from Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Africa; the country has taken significant steps to combat human trafficking through legal reforms, increased funding for victim support programs, and the establishment of specialized law enforcement units (U.S. Department of State, 2023). Spain's strong commitment to international cooperation has resulted in a higher prosecution rate for traffickers compared to many other European nations; however, challenges persist in protecting victims, especially undocumented migrants and asylum seekers pushed into labour exploitation as they remain highly vulnerable (OHCHR, 2023). According to GRETA (2022), many individuals in Italy are forced into exploitative labour, particularly in agriculture and construction, where informal employment and sub-contracting practices are common; Italian anti-trafficking policies have improved in recent years, but enforcement remains uneven, especially in rural and industrial zones where migrant workers are concentrated.

Labour exploitation in both countries is further complicated by irregular migration flows and the prevalence of undeclared work, which creates a shadow labour market resistant to regulatory scrutiny; as such, a pan European approach that strengthens legal frameworks, increases cross-border co-operation and promotes supply chain transparency is essential to combat this pervasive issue (European Union agency for Fundamental Rights, 2022) Recent research shows that the Covid - 19 pandemic exacerbated vulnerabilities to labour exploitation, as job insecurity and economic precarity have pushed many into informal and unregulated work environments (Craig et al., 2021) Moreover, technological tools are increasingly used by traffickers to recruit and control victims, including through online job advertisements and digital surveillance which highlights the need for updated labour regulations that can address the digital dimensions of trafficking and exploitation (UNODC, 2023) 


Organ Trafficking
Organ trafficking is another alarming form of exploitation in which individuals are coerced, deceived or forced to sell their organs; the shortage of legally available organs has led to a thriving black market, where impoverished individuals often become unwilling donors. E- International Relations (2023) remarks Organ trafficking in Italy and Spain remains a hidden yet pressing issue linked closely to broader patterns of migration, organized crime, and human trafficking; both countries, as gateways of Europe, face heightened risks due to their proximity to major migration routes and the vulnerabilities of migrants entering their territories. The economic desperation of potential donors is a key driver of organ trafficking. Research by Scheper-Hughes (2016) shows that victims are often promised financial compensation but receive little to no payment after undergoing painful and sometimes life-threatening procedures; in some cases, individuals are abducted and operated on against their will, particularly in war zones and areas controlled by armed groups (Martial, 2023). 

Budiani-Saberi and Delmonico (2008) estimate that 5–10% of kidney transplants performed annually worldwide involve trafficked organs;  organ trafficking networks are highly sophisticated, involving recruiters, brokers, corrupt medical professionals, and hospital administrators. These networks target vulnerable individuals, including refugees and displaced persons, particularly in regions experiencing economic hardship or conflict (Columb, 2017). Europol (2023) states in a significant operation, the rescue of thirteen human trafficking victims in Spain, underscoring the widespread networks that deceive migrants into coming to Europe with false promises, only to exploit them; while this operation did not specifically target organ trafficking, it highlights the broader methods by which vulnerable individuals become victims of various forms of exploitation, including organ removal. Due to the secretive nature of such crimes, organ trafficking often remains undetected, as victims may not realize their rights have been violated until it is too late. 

The Organised Crime Index (2023) reports a rise in criminal network activity in Spain, with migrants being exploited for various forms of abuse, including organ trafficking and although Spanish authorities have made efforts to combat trafficking through focused policies and the creation of specialized units, several challenges persist. These include the difficulty in identifying victims, many of whom are undocumented and fearful of law enforcement, as well as a lack of detailed data on organ trafficking cases (U.S Department of State, 2023). Spain has introduced national plans to combat labour exploitation and trafficking (EUCPN, 2024), however the effectiveness of these measures in addressing organ trafficking remains uncertain. Reports indicate that organized criminal groups continue to adapt their methods, often leveraging digital technologies to recruit and exploit victims more discreetly (InfoMigrants, 2024). These dynamics make international cooperation and intelligence sharing essential for combatting cross-border organ trafficking networks. The iisue is further complicated by political and legal challenges, such as controversial agreements such as the Italy – Albania migration deal have raised concerns among humanitarian group, who argue that offshoring asylum processing undermines medical and ethical standards (Associated Press, 2024). Furthermore, recent political developments in Italy, including high-profile trials involving government officials accused of human rights violations related to migrant detention, have underscored the tension between security policies and migrant protections (Reuters, 2024).

Forced Criminality
Forced criminality is another manifestation of human trafficking in which individuals are compelled to commit crimes under threat or coercion. This form of exploitation has gained increasing attention in recent years, particularly in relation to drug trafficking, forced theft, and cyber fraud (Einbond, 2023). Victims of forced criminality are often recruited under false pretences, believing they are accepting legitimate jobs, only to find themselves trapped in exploitative conditions. Research by the U.S. Department of State (2014) indicates that traffickers frequently use violence, debt bondage, and threats against victims’ families to coerce them into committing illegal acts.

European Commission (2024) reports forced criminality is an increasingly recognised form of human trafficking in which individuals are compelled to commit unlawful acts under coercion, intimidation, or deception. This exploitation often focuses vulnerable groups, particularly migrants and minors, who are forced into drug trafficking, theft, or online scams. In Spain, for instance, Chinese girls as young as 14 have been trafficked and made to work in illegal cannabis farms under abusive and coercive conditions. Similarly, in Italy, unaccompanied minors from North Africa are frequently exploited by organised criminal groups, including those involved in the cocaine trade. These children face violence, psychological harm, and imprisonment, with limited recognition of their status as trafficking victims (The Guardian, 2024).


Recent studies highlight the rise of forced online scams, particularly in Southeast Asia, where trafficking victims are coerced into participating in fraudulent investment schemes (UNODC, 2022). These victims are held in captivity, denied access to communication, and subjected to physical and psychological abuse if they refuse to comply. The criminalization of trafficking victims further exacerbates the problem, as legal systems often fail to recognize that these individuals acted under duress. For example, Cockbain et al. (2018) argue that victims of forced criminality are frequently prosecuted rather than protected, leading to a cycle of re-traumatization and marginalization; the persistence of these exploitative practices underscores the need for stronger legal frameworks, improved victim identification, and enhanced cooperation between law enforcement agencies and human rights organizations. Policies must shift towards a victim-centered approach that prioritizes the protection and rehabilitation of exploited individuals rather than criminalizing them. Additionally, greater transparency in supply chains, stricter regulations on organ transplantation, and targeted interventions in high-risk sectors are essential to mitigating these abuses.


Italy has been a focal point for irregular migration across the Mediterranean, which has created opportunities for exploitation by organized criminal networks; these networks including the Italian Mafia and transnational groups such as Nigerian criminal organizations, have been implicated in the trafficking of migrants for various purposes, including forced labour, sexual exploitation, and organ removal; victims are often misled or coerced under false promises of employment or safe passage, only to find themselves trapped in exploitative situations that include being forced to relinquish organs (E- International Relations, 2023). The involvement of the Italian Mafia in these operations has been documented in reportsthat details collaborations with non-italian criminal groups, forming complex and resilient trafficking systems that are difficult to dismantle (UNODC, 2024). Such criminal synergies thrive particularly in areas like Sicily, where local authorities struggle with the dual pressures of migration management and combatting entrenched organised crime (Clingendael Institute, 2024).

Traffickers often deceive individuals with false assurances of legitimate employment or safe migration routes, only to trap them through intimidation, violence and the imposition of fabricated debts; victims are corced into criminal activities, frequently under the threat of harm to themselves or their families (ECPAT UK, 2024). Despite increasing awareness, many of these individuals continue to be criminalised rather than recognized and assisted as victims of trafficking; this punitive approach by legal systems not only deepens their trauma but also enables traffickers to operate with impunity (ECPAT, 2024).

Efforts by international law enforcement bodies have begun to address this issue; in 2024, a large-scale operation titled Global Chain – jointly led by INTERPOL, EUROPOL and FRONTEX – resulted in the arrest of over 200 individuals and the identification of more than 1300 victims across 39 countries.; this operation revealed the extensive use of forced criminality, highlighting the urgent need for enhanced global cooperation and more effective victim identification processes (INTERPOL, 2024).

1.4. [bookmark: _Toc198193302]Theme 3: Vulnerability
 Fundacion Cepaim (2023) utters human trafficking continues to be a pressing concern in both Spain and Italy, where structural and contextual factors significantly increase individuals’ susceptibility to exploitation. In both countries, irregular migration routes, socio-economic instability and systemic shortcomings in legal and protective in legal and protective mechanisms collectively heighten the vulnerability of potential victims.

In Italy, the influx of undocumented migrants significantly heightens the risk of human trafficking; in 2022, approximately 500,000 undocumented migrants resided in the country, many of whom faced vulnerabilities to trafficking (U.S. Department of State, 2024). They  migrated through the central mediterranean route, particularly those from Saharan Africa and the Middle East and they were subjected to detention, torture and exploitation in Libya (Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime, 2023). The journey to Italy often involves perilous sea crossings, with many migrants departing from Libya, where they are subjected to extortion, torture, and trafficking. Upon arrival, these individuals frequently encounter exploitation in sectors such as agriculture, construction, and domestic work. The Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) emphasizes that official statistics likely underestimate the true scale of trafficking in Italy, partly due to inadequate victim identification procedures and victims' fears of punishment or deportation (Council of Europe, 2024).
Spain, serving as a primary entry point to Europe from the African continent, also grapples with significant human trafficking challenges. Research indicates that child trafficking is a growing concern, with residential childcare facilities and border regions identified as high-risk areas for recruitment (Valverde-Cano et al., 2024). Both countries face challenges in effectively addressing human trafficking due to systemic issues such as insufficient victim identification, underreporting, and the misclassification of trafficking cases as other offenses. In Italy, for instance, authorities often categorize human trafficking under crimes with a lower burden of proof, such as labor code violations or facilitation of irregular migration, which results in weaker deterrence and lower penalties for traffickers (U.S. Department of State, 2024). Similarly, in Spain, the institutional response has been criticized for not adequately focusing on victim detection and protection, particularly for less recognized forms of trafficking (García-Sánchez, 2022).
Stereotypes surrounding trafficking often obscure the experiences of male victims and those trafficked for non-sexual purposes, leading to gaps in protection and support; the covid pandemic further aggravated vulnerabilities, as ad-hoc migrants and asylum seekers to trafficking and forced labour ((Valverde-Cano et al., 2020). Vulnerabilities are exacerbated by delays in asylum procedures, limited access to legal representation, and overcrowded reception centres, which is shown by the research emphasizing that traffickers often target these reception facilities, especially those housing minors, exploiting the lack of oversight and overstretched social services (Save the children, 2023).
European Migration Network (2023) remarks both countries also face significant barriers to victim identification, with many acses either going unreported or being misclassified under less severe legal categories; this problem is particularly acute for non-sexual forms of trafficking, such as forced labour of criminality, which remain under-recognized within the legal and institutional frameworks of both nations. Despite the presence of anti-trafficking laws, the response remains fragmented, with local enforcement often under-resourced and lacking the specialised training necessary for effective victim identification (OSCE, 2023).

1.5. [bookmark: _Toc198193303]Theme 4 Recruitment, Transportation and Harbouring
In Spain, human traffickers commonly target unaccompanied minors, especially those living in childcare facilities, where the lack of adequate oversight and protection measures increases their vulnerability (Le Monde, 2024). The COVID-19 pandemic has compounded these risks by introducing irregular migration and asylum policies that have inadvertently made migrants and asylum seekers more susceptible to forced labour sand trafficking (Bakker, 2021). Additionally, the dominant focus on female victims of sex trafficking has led to the oversight of male victims and those trafficked for non-sexual exploitation, further exacerbating gaps in protection and support services (Apu, 2020). 
Reuters (2024) asserts, the Canary Islands in Spian has seen a significant increase in arrivals; by mid-November 2024, roughly 19,400 migrants, mistly from Mali, Senegal, and Morocco, have landed, straining local resources; the sharp rise in arrivals by sea has made the Canary Islands a crucial entry point for migrants heading to Europe and most migrants embark from West Africa, traversing perilous routes across the Atlantic. AP News (2024) claims, to address the overcrowding in the Canary Islands, Spain has approved a measure to redistribute thousands of unaccompanied migrant minors to other regions within the country; this decision resolves a months-long political deadlock and aims to alleviate the pressure on the archipelago’s migrant reception centers, which are currently sheltering over 5,000 unaccompanied minors. Humanium (2024) remarks, in 2024, Spain continues to face significant challenges regarding the influx of migrant children, both accompanied and unaccompanied, who enter the country seeking asylum, refuge, or better living conditions; as one of the main entry points into Europe, Spain’s geographical position makes it a key transit country for migrants and among the most vulnerable in these migratory flows are children, who often face severe risks, including exploitation, human trafficking, and deprivation of basic rights. To mitigate these risks, stronger monitoring and regulatory frameworks for childcare facilities, specialized protections for unaccompanied minors, and improved international cooperation are essential; additionally, proactive anti-trafficking measures and enforcement are necessary to reduce trafficking vulnerabilities in both Spain and Italy (Reuters, 2024).

In Italy, the country’s position as a major entry point for migrants, especially through the central Mediterranean route, creates an environment ripe for human trafficking. Migrants and refugees, particularly unaccompanied minors, are vulnerable to traffickers who exploit their precarious legal and financial circumstances International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2020). Traffickers frequently lure victims with promises of employment or safe passage, only to force them into exploitative labor (Apu, 2020). Traffickers exploit children through sex-trafficking, forced criminality, forced begging, and forced labor in various sectors, including agriculture, shops, bars restaurants, and domestic work; traffickers often use coercion, fraud, and deception to recruit and exploit victims, taking advantage of their vulnerable situations (U.S. State Department, 2024). Arletti Partners (2023) observe that the Italian Government’s “Decreto Flussi” for 2023 – 2025 plans for the admissions of 452,000 foreign workers over three years; while this initiative aims to regulate legal migration, there are concerns that without adequate safeguards, it could be exploited by traffickers to recruit victims under the guise of legal employment opportunities.

Arqus Alliance (2025) advises, to combat human trafficking, Italy has implemented various measures, including national legislation and collaboration with NGOs and civil society organizations; these efforts focus on victim support, prevention strategies, and raising awareness about human trafficking. Moreover, Italy’s lack of a comprehensive child-focused anti-trafficking strategy has made it increasingly difficult to protect minors, allowing traffickers to operate with limited resistance (International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2020).



1.6. [bookmark: _Toc198193304]Theme 5: Coercion and Control
According to Villacampa & Torres (2021), Human Trafficking networks in Italy and Spain rely heavily on coercion and control, often deceiving victims with false job offers or migration promises; once trafficked victims endure various forms of abuse including physical, emotional, and psychological that trap them into exploitation; similarly, in Spain, traffickers frequently threaten violence against victims and their families back home to maintain control. This emotional blackmail creates deep fear, making it hard for victims to resist or escape; the financial debts imposed are often inflated with arbitrary charges, ensuring prolonged exploitation (The Sun, 2024). HEUNI (2021) and UNODC (2020) highlight that these financial obligations are deliberately made impossible to repay, keep victims economically dependent and unable to break free from exploitation; to tighten control, traffickers often seize victims’ passports or identify documents, limiting their mobility and access to support. In Spain, such control is further reinforced by isolating victims in brothels, farms, or private homes under constant monitoring.
In Italy, similar control tactics are observed, with an added layer of spiritual and cultural manipulation, particularly among Nigerian trafficking victims; they are subjected to “juju’ rituals before leaving their home country, involving oaths and threatens of supernatural retribution should they fail to repay their debt or attempt to escape (U.S Department of State, 2023). These practices are said to create intense psychological fear, making victims terrified to seek assistance or resist their traffickers. The International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2019) reports in Italy, numerous cases of women being groomed and emotionally manipulated by men pretending to be loving partners, only to be coerced into prostitution once trust was gained, with these tactics blurring the line between consent and coercion, making it difficult for victims to recognize the abuse.
Trafficking across both countries is maintained by intricate systems of coercion that is beyond aggression, relying on fear, cultural pressures etc, demanding a more victim-focussed and informed response. Eurostat (2021) remarks institutional efforts in Italy and Spain often fall short in addressing the increasingly complex strategies used by traffickers; victims may not consider themselves as exploited due to the psychological control they experience and are frightened to seek help because of their undocumented status or fear of retaliation. Although NGOs offer vital support such as legal assistance and shelter, they face resource limitations and weak cross-border cooperation.

Trafficking networks in both Italy and Spain are increasingly turning to digital surveillance to maintain control over their victims. According to Europol’s Internet Organised Crime Threat Assessment (IOCTA, 2023), traffickers commonly employ tools such as GPS tracking, monitoring of social media activity, and confiscation of mobile phones to monitor victims' whereabouts and communications. This technological surveillance greatly limits victims’ ability to flee, as they often remain unaware of being tracked and live in a constant state of fear, believing they are under continuous observation. As highlighted by the OSCE (2022), traffickers often coerce individuals into entering misleading agreements or taking on abusive loans under the guise of covering expenses like transport, lodging, or recruitment fees. These debts are deliberately structured with excessive interest and concealed charges, ensuring they remain unpayable and trapping victims in a cycle of prolonged exploitation and financial dependency. GRETA (Council of Europe, 2023) notes that in both Italy and Spain, systemic shortcomings in victim identification are worsened by psychological coercion, as many victims due to trauma bonding, fear of retaliation, or mistrust of authorities do not self-identify or display obvious distress, making it difficult for inadequately trained frontline officials to recognize them.


1.7. [bookmark: _Toc198193305]Conclusion
Tackling the widespread problem of human trafficking in Spain and Italy demands a comprehensive and joint effort from both national authorities and international organizations; specialists highlight the critical need to improve victim identification processes, especially for at-risk populations such as unaccompanied minors and migrant labourers. Strengthened cooperation between law enforcement, social services, and non-governmental organizations is essential to effectively identify victims and ensure they receive appropriate care and assistance (U.S. Department of State, 2024). Additionally, a comprehensive child-focused anti-trafficking strategy, as recommended by Apu (2020), is crucial, particularly in Italy, where the lack of such frameworks leaves minors vulnerable. Improving victim protection must also include specialized support systems, such as safe houses and long-term rehabilitation programs. In Spain, experts highlight the need to expand the scope of anti-trafficking efforts to address the trafficking of both male victims and those exploited for non-sexual purposes, like labour (Le Monde, 2024).
Moreover, international collaboration is vital in tackling transnational trafficking networks, with bodies like the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2020) highlighting the need for shared intelligence and coordinated operations. Strengthening regulations in high-risk industries, such as agriculture and construction, could limit traffickers' ability to exploit false job opportunities to recruit victims (Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2023). Additionally, addressing the underlying factors of trafficking, such as poverty, lack of education, and socio-political instability, is key to reducing the vulnerability of individuals in source countries. Experts, including those from INTERPOL (2024), emphasize that promoting sustainable development and economic prospects in high-risk areas would diminish the allure of trafficking; by engaging in coordinated and long-term efforts across various sectors, Spain and Italy can make significant progress in curbing human trafficking and improving protections for vulnerable populations.

2. [bookmark: _Toc198193306]
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
2.1. [bookmark: _Toc198193307]Introduction
This section discusses the results through three major themes identified in the literature review. These themes offer a framework for interpreting the findings in the context of Italy and Spain, highlighting how entrenched socio-economic and political factors sustain trafficking and undermine effective responses. The discussion also informs evidence based recommendations aimed at addressing both the root causes and the long term impacts of trafficking.

2.2. [bookmark: _Toc198193308]Theme 1 – Structural and systemic Drivers of Human Trafficking:
 Through comprehensive investigation into the nature of human trafficking in Spain and Italy, it becomes evident that the phenomenon is not merely a collection of isolated incidents, but rather a symptom of entrenched structural, legal and socio-economic vulnerabilities. These hurdles create a climate in which trafficking can flourish with little resistance. The continuity of human trafficking in Spain and Italy is supported by a series of structural breakdowns, such as gaps in the legal framework, vulnerable worker rights, fragmented migration policies, and flawed victim identification and support mechanisms. This divided strategy, where trafficking is often treated as a marginal issue, leads to weakly organized interventions and deficient attention from regulators. (GRETA,2023; OSCE,2022)

One of the major findings from survey and field reports is that trafficking does not exclusively occur in concealed or underground environments. It is often intensely embedded within genuine economic sectors, such as cultivation, domestic work, hospitality, and the sex industry. These industries function with minimal regulatory supervision and are heavily based on informal or undocumented labor. Trafficked individuals are frequently hidden not through physical confinement, but through a form of "social invisibility." This invisibility arises from factors like fragile legal position, language barriers, cultural isolation, and a deep fear of regulators. Many trafficked victims are migrants who enter Spain or Italy through uncommon routes or under conditions of legal uncertainty. Because they do not obtain access to formal employment, legal accommodation or supportive social circles, they are pushed into unofficial job markets, where their vulnerability to exploitation is made intense. Traffickers exploit these vulnerabilities by making fake promises of stable employment or safe accommodation, only to later subject victims to exploitative arrangements involving forced labor due to debt, seizure of documents, threats of harm or injury, or deportation. (OSCE, 2022; UNODC, 2020)

It is clear that the techniques used by traffickers to control victims have transformed over time, particularly with the onset of technological innovations. As highlighted by Europol (2023), traffickers increasingly use digital tools as equipment of surveillance and coercion. These instruments, such as GPS-enabled devices, surveillance of social media and seizure of smart phones, serve to constrain victims' autonomy and monitor their every move. These technologies nurture emotional captivity, where victims are convinced that escape is infeasible or too dangerous. This coercive control, while less visible than physical violence, is just as effective and harder for outsiders, such as social workers or law enforcement to detect. The use of such tracking tools influences the increasing invisibility of modern slavery in Europe. 

It is also observed that the network of individuals and organizations involved in trafficking is not limited to criminal networks. Often, traffickers rely on or join with actors who may not be directly involved in unlawful activities but who still benefit from or facilitate exploitation. Employers in poorly regulated sectors may either intentionally or unintentionally ignore exploitative labor practices. In industries where there is a large demand for cheap, unskilled labor, some employers may ignore weak working conditions, poor wages, or the exploitation of workers. Landlords, as a result may grant overcrowded and unsafe accommodation to trafficking victims in exchange for high rents. The public can also play an indirect role in maintaining trafficking by driving demand for low-cost, exploitative services, such as forced sex work or other cheap labor. Moreover, key workers in public institutions such as immigration officers, police, labor inspectors, and social workers commonly lack the specialized training, time, or resources to recognize trafficking victims. Many victims, traumatized, fearful, or ignorant of their rights, may not reveal their circumstances, which makes the identification and intervention process even more hard. (OSCE, 2022; GRETA, 2023)

Evidences show here that the law and policy structures in Spain and Italy often fail to deliver sufficient support for trafficking victims. Migrants without standard status normally live in constant fear of arrest, detention, or deportation if they seek help from officials. This fear is grounded, as immigration enforcement tends to take precedence over victim protection. As a result, many victims decide to remain in exploitative situations rather than risk being exposed to immigration enforcement or legal penalties. Even when people are formally recognized as victims of trafficking, the aid they obtain is often temporary, conditional upon cooperation with law enforcement, or restricted by procedural rules. These limitations obstruct the revival and reintegration of victims, leaving them at risk to re-trafficking or further abuse. (Council of Europe, 2023; IOM, 2019)

The collection of Data highlights here that addressing human trafficking in Spain and Italy requires significant changes to demolish the structural factors that allows trafficking and refine victim protection. The first step for national legal systems is to adopt a victim-centered approach. This would make sure that all victims, irrespective of immigration status or eagerness to testify, have connection to long-term protection, accommodation, legal assistance, mental health services, and vocational training. Laws should be altered so that the dignity and rights of trafficking victims are focused, viewing them as survivors of abuse rather than unlawful migrants or criminals. (UNODC,2020; OSCE, 2022)

Analysis reveal that there is also a significant need for improved training and capacity-building for officials who may meet trafficking victims. This constitutes healthcare workers, law enforcement officers, immigration officials, and social workers. These officials are expected to be equipped with a core understanding of the psychological, social, and legal aspects of trafficking. Training should cover the various forms of coercion used by traffickers, such as emotional manipulation and trauma bonding, which may prevent victims from recognizing or revealing their exploitation. Most victims may appear compliant or silent, not out of consent, but because of deep-seated fear, cultural stigma, or learned helplessness. (GRETA, 2023; Europol, 2023)

It has emerged that enhancing labor rights enforcement is another key aspect of managing trafficking. This includes regular inspections, introducing anonymous reporting systems, and inflicting fines on employers found involved in forced labor. Legal provisions must be revised to ensure honesty in recruitment practices and logistics network, closing the loopholes traffickers and exploitative intermediaries often exploit. By ensuring that industries are held responsible, these measures would make it more difficult for traffickers to operate undetected. (OSCE, 2022; Council of Europe, 2023)

Finally, universal cooperation needs to be improved. Because human trafficking often involves cross-border recruitment, transportation, and exploitation, national efforts alone are inadequate. Spain and Italy must strengthen their partnerships with countries of origin, transit, and destination to conduct collaborative investigations, share intelligence, and establish victim repatriation and support protocols. These endeavors should be organized through international organizations, such as the European Union, INTERPOL, and the International Organization for Migration (IOM). A more coordinated, multilateral approach is essential to combat the transnational nature of trafficking and to make sure that efforts are aligned and effective. (IOM, 2019; GRETA, 2023)

Hence, human trafficking in Spain and Italy is not just an issue for law enforcement but a broader human rights crisis. It is driven by deep-seated legal ambiguities, institutional inadequacies, and social indifference. Addressing it requires a comprehensive response that combines social policy, human rights protections, legal reform, and international collaboration. Only through such a holistic, victim-centered approach can meaningful progress be made in eradicating human trafficking and supporting its victims. This approach will be essential for both Spain and Italy to create a safer, fairer environment, free from exploitation. (UNODC, 2020; OSCE, 2022)

2.3. [bookmark: _Toc198193309]Theme 2 – Mechanisms of Entrapment and Maintenance of Control
It is evident that traffickers use a huge number of methods to initially entrap individuals, often targeting socio-economic vulnerabilities through deception and fake promises. People are typically recruited with offers of genuine employment, education, or better conditions of accommodation abroad, which are particularly attractive to those dealing with poverty, lack of opportunities, or family pressure (UNODC, 2020). In both Spain and Italy, for example, traffickers are made to pretend presenting themselves as employers or intermediaries in what appear to be legal migration or job placement schemes (GRETA, 2022). These types of manipulations establish a sense of trust or hope in victims, which traffickers later exploit to exert further control. 

Analysis reveals that once victims are recruited, financial bondage becomes a vital mechanism of control, particularly through the use of debt bondage. Traffickers often claim that victims owe large sums for travel, visas, housing, or other logistical costs, even when such costs are exaggerated or entirely fabricated (ILO, 2022). This debt is then leveraged to justify continued exploitation, often in sectors like domestic labor, agriculture, or commercial sex. Victims are pushed to situations where repayment is not possible due to withheld wages, inflated living costs, and manipulated accounts, effectively creating a cycle of dependency that removes any practical possibility of escape (GRETA, 2022). 

It is evident that emotional and psychological manipulation further supports control, particularly in cases involving sexual exploitation. A widely used technique is the "lover-boy" context, in which traffickers pose to be romantically involved with victims to build emotional bonds that later serve as mechanism of coercion (Europol, 2023). Victims may come to believe they are voluntarily helping their partner, even if they are subjected to abuse and exploitation. This manipulation causes trauma bonding, where victims build psychological attachments to their abusers, making intervention and self-identification extremely difficult (UNODC, 2020). These emotional techniques emphasize the need for frontline responders to be trained in recognizing coercive control beyond physical harm. 

Data reveals that technological innovation has brought into attention new layers of monitoring and control, making modern slavery highly difficult to detect. Traffickers now get into using GPS tracking, phone monitoring, and social media surveillance to monitor and threaten victims, reducing their recognized ability to flee or seek help (Europol, 2023). Such digital tools create a state of hyper-surveillance, contributing to what scholars describe as "emotional captivity", a psychological condition in which victims believe escape is either unachievable or too dangerous. These hidden forms of coercion frequently remain unnoticed by those outside the situation and necessitate revised legal and enforcement frameworks that acknowledge technology-enabled abuse. 
 
It is observed that the threat of legal consequences and immigration enforcement serves as a possible form of control, particularly for victims with uncertain legal status. In many instances, traffickers deliberately target undocumented migrants or those with limited rights, knowing that the fear of deportation or detention will prevent them from reporting their exploitation (GRETA, 2022). In both Spain and Italy, immigration enforcement sometimes takes priority over victim protection, leading to situations where victims are arrested or removed rather than supported (IOM, 2021). This systemic issue aggravates silence and invisibility, highlighting the urgent need for policy development to guarantee unconditional protection regardless of legal status. 

It is evident that structural failures contribute significantly to the maintenance of control. Without trauma-informed practices and better inter-agency cooperation, victims are often treated as offenders or undocumented migrants, further alienating them from support. This gap in institutional response demonstrates the need for maintained cross-sectoral training and the progress of victim-centered identification protocols. Analysis shows that cultural stigma, particularly surrounding sexual exploitation, acts as another form of invisible control. Victims often fear judgment or rejection from their communities, which prevents them from seeking help or disclosing facts. This is particularly evident in tightly knit migrant communities or traditional societies, where honor and shame are culturally significant. Over time, this leads to internalized disgrace and psychological isolation, reinforcing the control exerted by traffickers. Managing this context of control requires long-term, community-based approaches that reduce stigma and provide culturally sensitive support services (UNODC, 2020). 

Data indicates that even when victims escape trafficking situations, systemic gaps in support can perpetuate cycles of vulnerability. In both Spain and Italy, the availability of victim support is often conditional on cooperation with law enforcement, and support services are limited in duration (GRETA, 2022). Such conditions fail to recognize the complex needs of trafficking survivors, many of whom are not ready or able to provide legal testimony. This reveals a structural issue in the current protection framework and calls for the expansion of unconditional, trauma-informed, and long-term recovery services that promote genuine reintegration and independence. 
It is apparent that the techniques of entrapment and control in human trafficking are not isolated tactics but operate in interconnected systems. Deception, financial coercion, emotional manipulation, digital surveillance, legal precarity, institutional gaps, and cultural stigma reinforce one another to entrap victims not only physically but psychologically and socially. The multi-dimensional nature of these control mechanisms underscores the need for a holistic, multi-agency response that integrates victim protection, public education, legislative reform, and transnational collaboration. Only by addressing the full spectrum of coercive tactics can sustainable change be achieved in preventing trafficking and supporting survivors. 

2.4. [bookmark: _Toc198193310]Theme 3 – Gaps in Protection systems and Challenges in Victim Recognition
 The Findings and Research indicates that existing shield systems across Europe often fail to achieve the nuanced needs of trafficking victims, especially at the identification stage. Many key workers are not sufficiently trained to detect psychological or coercive indicators of trafficking, which means victims are frequently misidentified as undocumented migrants, offenders, or even complicit in criminal activity (GRETA, 2022). This misidentification results in loss of opportunities for safeguarding and supporting perpetuating victims' exposure to further exploitation. The inconsistency in victim screening protocols highlights a pressing systemic vulnerability that obstructs effective intervention. 

Available evidence illustrates that support services tend to be conditional, fragmented and temporary, remarkably obstructing a victim’s journey to recovery. In several EU countries, including Italy and Spain, victims are only granted access to safe accommodation or legal support if they agree to associate with criminal investigations (GRETA, 2022; IOM, 2021). This precondition ignores the immense psychological and physical hardships victims often encounter and can prevent those who are traumatized or fearful of reprisals. The time-bound nature of these services also contradicts the long-term needs many survivors have for stable recovery, indicating a mismatch between policy design and victim realities. 

Current findings highlight that administrative obstacles and judicial uncertainty create further obstacles to victim support. Many survivors wait long duration for decisions on asylum or moral relief, leaving them with no access to fundamental rights such as work permits, healthcare, or secure housing (UNODC, 2020). During this period of judicial uncertainty, the psychological toll and risk of re-trafficking are aggravated. Complex Legal Systems, information inaccessibility and language limitations further push away the victims from systems meant to protect them. These gaps lead to the urgent need for simplified and humane administrative procedures. 

Observed trends suggest that victims with irregular immigration status are often treated through the lens of immigration enforcement rather than victim protection. Individuals may encounter detention or deportation even after identification as trafficking victims, particularly if they cannot name their traffickers or provide full testimonies immediately (OSCE, 2021). This context neglects the trauma-informed perception that fear, coercion, and psychological control may prevent victims from cooperating. Such procedures not only violate global guidance but also create an atmosphere of mistrust, where victims are disincentivized from coming forward. 
Reports reveal that post-identification support is often inadequate in scope, duration, and adaptability to the complex needs of survivors. Reintegration programmes where they exist focus primarily on economic reinsertion through employments, often disregarding long-term psychological trauma or the social isolation many victims face (GRETA, 2022). Women who have survived sexual exploitation often encounter deep societal stigma upon returning to their communities, which may include victim-blaming and exclusion. These challenges point to a lack of holistic recovery frameworks that include psychological support, social reintegration and trauma recovery services 
 
Studies show that systemic coordination between sectors remains unpredictable, weakening the effectiveness of victim support across regions and institutions. Disjointed responses between law enforcement, social services, and immigration bodies result in victims being shifted between systems without continuous and organized care (IOM, 2021). In cross-border trafficking cases, survivors may be returned to countries of origin without follow-up protection, leaving them at hazard of re-trafficking. These gaps underscore the need for robust inter-agency collaboration and Streamlined referral pathways to ensure sustained care. 

Emerging research points out that existing structures insufficiently address the needs of male victims and those exploited in labor trafficking or criminal activities. The dominant victim narrative, heavily focused on female sexual exploitation, means men and other marginalized groups often go unrecognized or unsupported (OSCE, 2021). As a result, male survivors often lack access to accommodation, counselling, or legal aid. This gendered blind spot recommends the requirement for a more inclusive, varied support system that recognizes the diverse experiences of all trafficking victims.  Field Data confirms that community stigma plays a vital role in hindering victim reintegration. Survivors returning to their home environments often encounter social exclusion, humiliation, or even violence, particularly in communities where norms of dignity or honor exist (UNODC, 2020). This societal marginalization can discourage victims from disclosing their experiences or seeking help, thereby impeding recovery. There is a flaming need for community awareness programs, local outreach efforts, and initiatives aimed at reducing stigma, all of which can help create safer and more supportive environments for survivors. 
 
The overall analysis indicates that a core change is required in the philosophy and implementation of victim shielding systems. Current approaches often focus on state objectives which include criminal prosecution or border control over survivor well-being. It is essential to adopt a trauma-informed, survivor-centered approach that provides unwavering access to protection services, legal security, and ongoing support (GRETA, 2022; UNODC, 2020). Reform initiatives must focus on streamlining legal procedures, enhancing coordination across sectors, and guaranteeing that all victims, irrespective of gender, cooperation status, or immigration background receive treatment with dignity and fairness. 
 

    
2.5. [bookmark: _Toc198193311]Conclusion
To sum up, human trafficking is driven by a combination of structural and systemic factors, such as poverty, inequality, and weak governance, which create environments where people are vulnerable to exploitation. Traffickers exploit these vulnerabilities through various control techniques like manipulation, threats and isolation, keeping victims trapped in cycles of abuse. Despite efforts to combat trafficking, gaps in legal frameworks, victim support systems, and inconsistent enforcement still hinder effective solutions. Victims often face further challenges, such as criminalization and lack of adequate care, which deter them from escaping or recovering fully. To combat these issues, a more integrated approach is needed that address both the root causes of trafficking and the failures in victim support, including stronger laws, better training for officials, and long term, unconditional support for survivors.

3. [bookmark: _Toc198193312]
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In conclusion, the exploration of the social, economic, and political impacts of human trafficking in Italy and Spain has revealed that the issue is deeply embedded in structural and systemic inequalities, and sustained by deliberate mechanisms of control and exploitation. Through a comprehensive review of the literature, it became evident that two hey themes emerged: (1) Structural and Systemic Drivers of Human Trafficking and (2) Mechanisms of Entrapment and Maintenance of Control. These themes expose both the root cause of trafficking and the operational methods that enable its persistence and they will now form the foundation for my recommendations and future policy considerations.
The first theme - Systemic and Structural Drivers, highlighted how entrenched social and economic inequalities, coupled with ineffective migration policies, weak law enforcement, and gender-based discrimination, create the conditions that allow trafficking networks to thrive. In both Italy and Spain, vulnerable groups such as undocumented migrants, women, and unaccompanied minors are particularly at risk. The Key recommendation here is the urgent need for holistic, preventative interventions that address the root causes of vulnerability. This includes investing in economic opportunities for at-risk populations, reforming migration frameworks to provide safe and legal pathways, and strengthening institutional responses through better coordination and accountability.
The second theme - Mechanisms of Entrapment and Maintenance of Control, revealed the psychological, physical, and legal strategies used by traffickers to trap and silence victims. These include manipulation, debt bondage, isolation, and fear of deportation or criminalisation. What became clear is that even after victims escape exploitation, they often face re-traumatisation due to gaps in protection systems. Therefore, the major recommendation under this theme focuses on the development of trauma-informed, long-term victim support services that are accessible regardless of a victim’s legal status. Additionally, front-line responders must be trained to recognise and respond appropriately to complex victim needs, without imposing barriers such as forced cooperation with prosecutions or conditional access to services.
These finds are important because they not only clarify the multifaceted nature of trafficking in these two countries, but they also illuminate systemic failures that allow exploitation to persist. Addressing these two themes is essential not only to reduce trafficking but also to repair the broader social fabric affected by it. By linking these insights to my research question, I can now confidently state that the social, economic, political impacts of human trafficking in Italy and Spain are inseparable from the structural vulnerabilities and mechanisms of control that underlie the issue. Tackling these root causes and systemic enablers must be at the heart of any meaningful anti-trafficking strategy.
Going forward, the two themes identified will guide future policy recommendations, focussing on prevention through systemic reform and survivor recovery through rights-based support. Only through such a dual approach can we begin to dismantle the conditions that allow human trafficking to persist and ensure justice and dignity for those affected.
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