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Executive Summary on Human Trafficking in Ibero-America.  
 
Joaquín Eguren, Reyes Castillo y Cecilia Estrada (editors) 

 
 
 
This publication aims to jointly shed light on Trafficking in Human Beings (THB) (la 
trata de seres humanos (TSH) o de personas (TdP), in its Spanish acronym  or trata de 
personas  (TdP), depending on whether it is from the Iberian Peninsula or Latin America 
and the Caribbean in the Ibero-American space. Trafficking in Human Beings (THB) is 
addressed both as THB for labor exploitation and as THB for sexual exploitation in 
sixteen countries, namely Spain and Portugal through the Iberian Peninsula, Peru, Chile, 
Colombia, Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay through South America, and through 
Central America, Guatemala, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Belize, El Salvador, and 
Honduras and Mexico is closely linked to this region. Even though Belize is not a country 
that belongs properly to the Ibero-American space, we have taken it into account due to 
the important roots in the Central American region. 
  
Political Legal Framework 
  

It is verified that, with the Palermo Agreement (2001), a new stage begins, both 
understanding the issue of Trafficking in Human Beings (THB) and developing policies 
at international and national levels. The fact is that, from that moment on, international 
institutions undertook more efficient international cooperation and countries began to 
translate international laws at national level. 

  
Secondly, Ibero-American countries are mostly governed by subregional 

agreements and policies according to the pre-established blocks such as the Iberian 
Peninsula, within the supranational entity such as the European Union, Mercosur, CAN 
and SICA in Central America, and Mexico. The reasons for these political-geographic 
blocks respond to many reasons such as neighborhood, geographical belonging to a 
shared space, political and legal agreements, the common history that unites and also 
separates them, common cultures, and "traditions" prior Trafficking in Human Beings 
(THB). 

 
Thirdly, effective policies to control and monitor (THB) will be carried out, 

depending on the level of political and economic institutional strength of each country. 
In other words, the greater the institutional strength of a state, the more effective it is in 
fighting human trafficking. In this sense, the institutional weakness for some Central 
American countries such as Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Honduras to 
prosecute crime and provide legal security to victims of (THB). 

 
Fourth term refers to victims of THB of immigrant origin that are more vulnerable 

due to the dependence of the legislation in force in each country on immigration with the 
risk of its criminalization. In this sense, Portugal and Spain have advanced because they 
have included in their immigration legislation protection measure for migrants that are 
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victims of trafficking, especially sexual exploitation practices. While Chile, for its part, 
due to the delay in the reform of immigration legislation and with a law based on the 
doctrine of national security of the 1970s, not only does it not provides sufficient legal 
security and protection to immigrants, but it leaves immigrant trafficking victims of 
extremely dangerous limbo. In this sense, for example, Mercosur provides selected 
immigrants from member countries a legal status that allows them to work and reside 
legally for at least two years, and renew then for longer. The issue is not so clear when 
immigrants do not come from Mercosur, for this reason, it is necessary to protect them as 
well. 

  
A fifth aspect that stands out in the cases of Paraguay, with the “criadazgo”, the 

patronage in Peru, and in Central America what is understood as “normalization” of the 
exploitation conditions of the working class, especially the most vulnerable, such as the 
indigenous groups, women, children, and migrants. These situations or actions, which are 
on the verge of falling into crime and create inequality, require rethinking by the legal 
framework of the referred countries so that, they are harmonized with the current legal 
heritage of defense of Human Rights. 

  
The sixth and urgently needed point is to adapt the current legal framework and 

legal and political structures from a women's defense perspective. In general, there is 
significant inequality in Ibero-America, in some countries more than in others, which 
affects women, confirming that the majority of victims of trafficking in sexual 
exploitation are women and girls. 

 
The seventh point, the regional and national legislation, and policies take into 

account the golden rule regarding children, that of the best interests of the minor. It is 
inadmissible that girls and boys are victims of labor exploitation and especially sexual 
exploitation. 

  
Finally, national institutions must adapt their political, administrative, and police 

action to the current legal framework of each state. Without effective and joint action by 
all levels of administration and government following current legislation, it becomes 
ineffective. 

 
Classification of migrant flows. 

 
A classification of 3 types of migrant flows can be made: extra-regional, intra-

regional, and intra-national or internal. 
 
There are two types of countries of destination for the migrant population: Within 

the developed countries, the United States will be at top of the list and Europe will follow, 
and within Spain in particular. 
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The second type is intermediate countries in economic development, normally outside the 
region of the country of origin: for example, Argentina for Colombians and those that are 
located within the region: Panama and Costa Rica for Nicaraguans and for Guatemalans 
and Salvadorans would be Mexico. 
 
Finally, there is the internal mobility with internal displacements of the victims inside the 
country in the cases of Colombia and Uruguay. 

  
Classification of countries related to human trafficking 

 
There is another interesting feature: countries can be of origin, transit, and 

destination. To a greater or lesser extent, almost all of them combine the 3 traits, but 
others stand out for one trait or two predominantly: being of the origin or being of transit. 
For example, Colombia, Paraguay, Bolivia can be categorized as origin and destination. 

 
Uruguay, Argentina, Chile, Spain, Portugal are characterized by being transit and 

destination countries. 
 
Finally, it is worth noting the existence of at least 7 cross-border areas where there 

is a peculiar human trafficking market: the triple border of Mercosur (Paraguay, 
Argentina and Brazil); the triple Andean border (Bolivia, Chile, and Peru); the "Amazon 
border": Venezuela, Guyana and Brazil; and the borders of Mexico-United States, Brazil-
Uruguay, Colombia-Venezuela, and Guatemala-Mexico. 

 
 

Statistical data and information 
 
In the analysis of statistical data in the sixteen countries analyzed here, the 

following aspects stand out: 
 
The first refers to statistical sources that suffer from serious difficulties due to the 

following causes: lack of means from the different public administrations to carry them 
out; Lack of coordination between official sources, which results in serious differences 
between the statistics provided by the different departments of the same country, and, 
therefore, they lose legitimacy. For example, in the case of Peru and Colombia, there is 
no statistical unification on trafficking cases. And each Ministry manages a number. In 
Colombia (Ministry of the Interior and Attorney General's Office) the data does not 
coincide. In Spain, there are two statistics Attorney General and the Ministry of the 
Interior. In Mexico, there are more than two sources, official and a civil entity (CNDH). 

 
The second refers to the difficulties that arise from the under-registration of cases 

due to both the lack of reporting and the ignorance of the victims to do so. On the other 
hand, the difficulties of identifying the type of crime that the victim suffers, especially 
women, whether it is labor exploitation or sexual exploitation and, consequently, their 
classification difficulties. 
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Statistical data corroborates that trafficking because of sexual exploitation is the 
majority. And, women are the most affected, especially young women, and a significant 
percentage of minors. 

 
 

Specific groups 
It highlights the significant presence of girls and boys of foreign origin, especially 

when they are unaccompanied minors in all the countries studied. Second, young women 
in trafficking in sexual exploitation. Trafficking with LGTBI persons is registered in 
several countries. 

 
At the level of trafficking in labor exploitation, boys and girls, women and men 

are counted. 
 
Significant risk of boys and girls of the indigenous population, especially in 

Mexico and Central America: indigenous peoples are more vulnerable to trafficking. 
 
There is also the case of internal trafficking, with minors and people within the 

same country and of foreign origin. 
 
There are specific group differences between countries and regions. For example, 

in Colombia, the trans population, Afro-Colombians, indigenous communities, children 
and adolescents, and the migrant population and more recently Venezuelans stand out. 

 
In Central America and Mexico there are cases where girls, boys, adolescents, and 

women in transit who travel from Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, or El Salvador to 
Mexico and the United States have been sexually exploited after stealing their money and 
extorting money from them. 

 
  

 Regional cooperation / actors 
 
The variety of actors and institutions involved focus on three groups: 1. Public 

Administrations, 2. Institutions linked to Ministries of Justice, and 3. Civil society 
institutions, including NGOs and Churches. 

 
Within the participation of these institutions, treaties and agreements that promote 

cooperation between the regions must be prioritized and strengthened, given that it is 
detected that collaboration between institutions at the national as well as the international 
level is not going through its best moment. 

 
In the Ibero-American community, more collaboration is detected, however, it 

fails to meet the objectives of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and a clear 
guarantee in terms of the protection of Human Rights. 

 
Trafficking in Human Beings must be viewed from a human rights perspective, 

since it has been detected that, as a procedure, victims are treated as migrants who violate 
the country's migration law and are subjects in deportations, arrests or even, treated as 
criminals. Therefore, Ibero-American countries need to develop a joint Ibero-American 
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system, an approach to human rights, decriminalizing and protecting the victim, 
especially the immigrant victim, and prosecuting traffickers, restoring the balance in 
terms of rights. 

 
Within the analysis of some Ibero-American countries, it is deduced that, in 

general, they seek to work internally at the level of legislation, the system of protection 
for victims and witnesses, as well as the creation of special bodies of qualified authorities 
in the tasks of attention to victims, especially women and minors, to establish an 
instrument at the control level in the field of fingerprint collection, with equipped tests, 
modern instruments that help combat organized crime networks. 

 
One of the issues to unify is also the coordination of informative and preventive 

campaigns that disseminate the rights of victims and existing human rights instruments 
to protect victims or possible victims. 

 
The need for medical assistance, as well as comprehensive assistance to victims 

that guarantees them medical, psychological, educational care and job training, as well as 
legal assistance, so that the victims are directly involved, but also to their family, 
community, and social environment. 

 
Governments have a responsibility to protect the rights of migrants and, together 

with civil society, the issue must be addressed in a coordinated manner. Therefore, it is 
recommended to develop a common framework, which legislation covers prevention, 
protection, and prosecution. 

  
  The commendable work of non-governmental organizations, associations, etc. is 

highlighted. 
 
  

Good practices 
 
In the Ibero-American context, different measurement systems have been 

considered around good practices, which is why the programs aimed at promoting 
integration are understood. 

 
It was identified that there are certain joint actions between the State and the civil 

society, which help to detect how people are subjected to people or groups that are 
dedicated to trafficking and human trafficking. This type of action highlights regional 
collaboration. The existence of a needs assessment  the victims of trafficking in human 
beings, work through multidisciplinary teams taking into account a personalized approach 
in any of the activities that develop the task and the need to help contextualize the 
situation, as well as to put light on what happens.  

 
A good practices that has been detected among the three types of institutions 

mentioned above (Public Administrations, Institutions linked to Ministries of Justice, 
NGOs and the Civil Society Organization) are the publications and the  raising activities, 
as well as the citizen awareness campaigns to the national level. 

 
The development of new working methodologies is also essential to deal with this 

issue since the detection, identification, evaluation, and response stages must be 
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maintained throughout the process. However, how they are developed, especially in a 
matter of time, must be reviewed and the processes should be carried out in coordination  
among the different regions, in case a plan will be carried out. 

  
An important initiative is the Ibero-American Network of Specialized Attorneys 

against Trafficking of Persons (la Red Iberoamericana de Fiscales Especializados contra 
la Trata de Personas) that has been in place since its creation in 2011 and which belongs 
to the Ibero-American Network for International Legal Cooperation. It counts on the 
participation of 22 members of the Ibero-American Community. 

  
For good practice, it would be important to understand human trafficking as a 

“process” rather than as an isolated crime, which begins with the abduction or recruitment 
of a person, continues with its transportation, either to another state or to a different area 
within the same country, to finally be received and welcomed at the destination; This is 
followed by the exploitation phase, during which the victim is subjected to sexual, labor 
or other forms of submission. 

 
  
Recommendations 
These recommendations are based on the Global Compact for Migration, approved in 
2018 by the UN, and are especially related to Objective 10 that states prevent, combat 
and eradicate trafficking in persons in the context of international migration. 

1. Pursue the full homologation of national regulations in line with the international 
regulations, complying with the demand that local laws respond to them. 

2. Certain countries such as Uruguay and Chile ask for the approval of a comprehensive 
anti-trafficking in Human Beings Law.  

3.  Deepen joint research and analysis between the State and the civil society on 
irregular human mobility. 

4. Analyze the consequences of macroeconomic policies on mobility, and Trafficking in 
Human Beings.  

5. Promote a joint campaign between civil society and the State for vulnerable groups of 
persons and. People on the move. 
 
6. Carry out a comprehensive joint multidisciplinary assistance program between the 
State and civil society that also helps to develop national capacities, in order to promote 
development during the national migration process. Especially develop joint migrant 
assistance programs.  
 
7. Develop an anti-corruption program that effectively establishes tools for reporting and 
protection. 
 
8. Train the officials and personnel that assist victims throughout the trafficking process. 
You must understand the approach of equality between women and men and 
interculturality. 
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9. Standardize and unify statistical data collection systems. 
 
10. Improve coordination between the different departments and services of the different 
Ministries that carry out the task of caring for and monitoring victims of Trafficking in 
Human Beings and the persecution of criminals. 
 
11. Increase training for police, labor inspectors, judges, prosecutors, and social workers 
  
12. Improve effective support to victims, before, during and after the trafficking in Human 
Beings process and especially in the reintegration of the victim into the labor and social 
spheres. 
 
13. Increase the punitive capacity of states of trafficking in Human Beings practices to 
inducers, pimps, etc. 
 
14. Incorporate the topic in the training and curriculum agenda within a broader plan to 
promote gender equality. 
 
15. Strengthen international cooperation actions, as well as promote prevention measures, 
in the countries of origin, prior to the start of a migration project, especially aimed at the 
most vulnerable groups. 
 
16. Strengthen measures to combat Trafficking in Human Beings networks. 
 
17. Combat corruption and arbitrariness of the security forces affected by these blots, 
especially border and customs agents. 
 
18. The interrelation and / or reflection of the connection of the victims of trafficking with 
asylum seekers and refugees, and that their right to protection under the status of 
international protection be recognized, is pending further analysis. 
 
19. Carry out prevention programs directly with the potential victims as well as awareness 
raising activities towards the general population. 


