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Speaking notes  

Suzanne Hoff, International Coordinator, La Strada International , NL: How New 

Technologies Can Help—and Hurt—Migrant Workers including Trafficked and 

Exploited Persons Trafficking 

 
Lack of adequate knowledge on exact use of technology by perpetrators 
 

• Indeed we see that the development of technology has an impact on human trafficking and 
there are both challenges and opportunities for NGOs to make more use of new technologies 
for outreach and awareness including for informative, and educational activities, as well as for 
the empowerment of trafficked persons.  
 

• NGO members have obtained more information on the use of technology in recruiting and 
controlling victims of trafficking and persons at risks (Instagram, facebook, social media; video 
surveillance, or rather controlled and traced by mobiles and google software). For long we also 
know of control by video or photo materials treats. However there is not sufficient evidence, 
or adequate data available on the exact scale or high scale use of technology by perpetrators 
to recruit and exploit persons; and therefore a lot of presumptions are being made, about the 
high scale use. 
 

• Based on own data many of our members could not confirm the high use of technology. Some 
NGOs noted increases;  others state that still persons are also recruited and controlled in other 
– old fashioned ways; clearly recruitment and exploitation still occurs without technology use. 
For sure social media have enabled perpetrators to know more about their targets, enabled 
them to hide identities, purposes and to reach more potential victims. Neither could LSI 
members confirm that many of their clients have been controlled through video surveillance 
by their perpetrators. Often this information is not shared and or for other reasons not 
available. The threats to share sexually explicit images to control – especially young victims – 
are known to NGOs and noticed frequently.  

 

• It should be noted that NGOs/the members of La Strada International (European NGO Platform 
currently comprising 25 members and two associate members in 24 European countries) have 
no mandate related with the investigation of human trafficking cases and would not work on 
detecting perpetrators - they do collect information; analyze data, assist persons which can 
support investigations. Increasing they make use of technology; but only to a small extent, 
even though technical resources and opportunities have increased enormously.  
 

• La Strada International members use data collection software and tools to analyze data or 
monitor assistance, use increasingly technology tools for awareness raising (apps, Facebook, 
Twitter and websites) to provide information and raise awareness and to get in contact with 
groups at risks. Increasingly also more outreach via social media/engaging with communities 
is taken place.  



 

• For example, our member FairWork in the Netherlands is using advertising and social media 
to get into contact with communities. Victims can also use social media to find information, 
become less isolated, raise questions, support themselves. Although still groups have no 
access to social media – also when in an exploitative situation – moreover with increasing 
information flows it remains not easy for victims to know who to trust; who to contact and 
who can help them.  
 

Limited knowledge, capacity and resources for NGOs to make more use of technology  
 

• An increasing number of initiatives have been launched around the world on the use of 
technology to fight human trafficking. For example, Tech Against Trafficking, a coalition of 
technology companies working to combat human trafficking and supported by different 
stakeholders including international organizations such the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe and the International Organization for Migration, has mapped more 
than 260 technology tools that support anti-trafficking work.  
 

• These tools range from simple mobile apps informing vulnerable communities and 
individuals of the risks of labour exploitation, to more advanced technologies—such as 
satellite imagery and geospatial mapping—used to identify and locate remote and high risk 
sectors that may be engaged in illegal activity and require additional investigation, as well as 
tools for data aggregation and analysis.  
 

• NGOs have developed applications for prevention work, e.g. our member ASTRA developed 
an app to inform youngsters about the risks of human trafficking and possibilities to reduce 
this risk. There are further NGO applications that allow outreach workers to interview 
potential victims in different languages or e-learning platforms to teach survivors new job 
skills or applications to engage workers to collect information about their working hours and 
situation and exploitative practices or to know and request information about their labour 
rights. NGOs further advice workers to use their mobile phones to take pictures or record 
conversation or archive correspondence with employers to build evidence for further action.  
 

• There is still limited availability of technological tools for practitioners, in particular cheap 

and easy to use tools – tools are often developed without involvement of NGOs, and or 

without an adequate piloting/testing phase with NGOs. Due to this and other reasons many 

NGOs do not make sufficiently use of technology. There is still a lack of capacity and 

knowledge among civil society and a lack of resources to ensure efficient use of available 

tools and opportunities.  

Possible harm and risks to use of technology to prevent human trafficking  
 

• The increased use of technology to counter trafficking has highlighted considerations around 
data privacy, ethics, transparency, accountability and informed consent.  
 

• In 2009 a new draft law on prostitution was submitted to the Dutch Parliament, partly 
justified by the wish to combat trafficking. As part of a wider range of measures, the bill 
introduced mandatory registration of sex workers and the criminalisation of unregistered sex 
workers and their clients. The aim was to prevent human trafficking by ensuring contact with 
sex workers and ability to inform them etc. The Bill met with massive resistance from sex 
workers, service providers, experts, academics, and others working in the field of sex work 



and trafficking. Apart from the fact that almost no one believed that mandatory registration 
would help to combat trafficking, it was also obvious that a national register of sex workers 
would be extremely privacy sensitive. (police would have access to the registration; data 
would fall under the police act and exchange of data was possible also with 3rd parties1). In 
2013 the bill was withdrawn. There are many other examples, so has the registration of 
migrants also shown many challenges related with data protection and future harm, like 
Dublin claims for those that have been identified as presumed trafficked persons  
 

• It remains also difficult for NGOs to assess how registration of trafficked persons and other 
vulnerable groups serves them, and in particular to assess what the risks of the registration 
and harm might be.  There are no guarantees that data will indeed always be protected and 
what the impact might be of the registration in the long future.   
 

• In practice it is difficult for victims of THB or other risks groups to know which data is kept, 
and or to ensure data is rectified, erased, blocked or deleted and to enforce this right. 
Collected and stored personal data may expose the trafficked person to the risk of retaliation 
by their traffickers, prosecution or punishment by the authorities in countries where 
prostitutes are criminalized, and possible social exclusion. In general there is much impunity 
for those that put data online. 

 
 
Recommendations 
 

• More attention is needed for the possible risks and harm of data collection/technical tools – 
now much focus is just put on the positive aspects and opportunities. Further there should 
be more possibilities for victims/risk groups/NGOs to reject to data requests and or minimize 
data collection. In addition more control is needed on the use of data and secured storage 
and ensuring that all data protective rules are effectively followed. 
 

• It is still unclear what the impact of technology has been on effectively preventing or 
combating THB. Has surveillance and profiling at borders as well as other locations led to the 
actual identification of victims of trafficking? Have these persons identified been receiving 
assistance and protection? The ways in which technology shapes anti-trafficking efforts also 
remains understudied. 
 

• Related to the above, more evaluation and impact assessment of all the technology tools 
developed is also needed. Is money to address THB effectively used? Have these tools 
developed indeed served the needs of anti-trafficking stakeholders and have tools in fact 
been tested and used? 
 

• Further there should also be more attention for the exploitation by the technology sector 
itself (developing preventive tools should not be an excuse not to look critical also at their 
own supply chains and working conditions within their companies and sector.  
 

 
1 The Police Act allows for the exchange of data with other police forces and third parties, including 
foreign police forces. The latter might put migrant sex workers at risk when returning to their home 
country, especially in cases where their national law criminalized sex workers.  
 



• It is needed to expand partnerships and coalitions between various sectors and stakeholders 
including NGOs and technology experts to ensure commitment and capacity building; engage 
NGOs from the start.  
 
 
 

Additional Note - The next ATR of GAATW will focus on trafficking and technology and look among 
others at how technology has been integrated into anti-trafficking activities on the ground as well as 
papers documenting how technologies - and laws governing their use - implicate and directly impact 
trafficked people, migrants, sex workers, and other workers based in informal and unregulated 
labour sectors.  


