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THE WAR IN UKRAINE AND ITS IMPACT ON HUMAN
TRAFFICKING IN THE REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA

Viola Bankova

Summary: The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has not only caused immense human
suffering and geopolitical tensions but has also given rise to a complex web of
consequences with far-reaching effects. This publication aims to explore the
repercussions of the war in Ukraine on the incidence of human trafficking in the Republic
of Bulgaria. The intersection between armed conflict and the vulnerability of populations
to exploitation and trafficking requires a comprehensive examination to understand the
multifaceted challenges faced by affected individuals.
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INTRODUCTION

In the light of contemporary global challenges, the war in Ukraine
emerges as a key factor profoundly influencing the structure and dynamics
of human trafficking in the regional context. Events in Ukraine, a stage for a
complex conflict, exert an impact on both the socio-economic processes
within the country itself and on neighboring states. The war in Ukraine has
had far-reaching consequences, significantly influencing the human
trafficking landscape in the Republic of Bulgaria. This serious issue demands
the attention and understanding of society as a whole. In this article, we will
examine the impact of the war in Ukraine on human trafficking in the
Republic of Bulgaria, examine its consequences and propose some solutions
to overcome it.

The war in Ukraine started in 2014 and is still going on. Initially, it was
an internal dispute between Ukrainian nationalists and Russian-speaking
communities but escalated into an international conflict involving Russia,
Europe, and the United States. Because of the war, many people found
themselves without homes, jobs, and livelihoods. These people began to look
for ways to survive and this is where the possibility of human trafficking
appeared.

To better understand what is going on, we will look at three aspects -
first, what is human trafficking; secondly, what is the state of human
trafficking in Bulgaria; and, thirdly, what is the impact of the war in Ukraine
on human trafficking in Bulgaria.
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1. WHAT IS HUMAN TRAFFICKING?

Human trafficking is a crime in which people are illegally trafficked
through violence, threats, or manipulation. Human trafficking involves
exploiting individuals through forced labor, sexual exploitation, or other
form of abuse. This type of crime is a global problem affecting thousands of
victims worldwide. Traffickers often lure victims with false promises of
employment or a better life, only to exploit or discard them once their
objectives are archived. Even after escaping their traffickers, victims often
face ongoing challenges, including alienation, societal discrimination, and
the psychological scars of their ordeal.

The United Nations defines human trafficking as the recruitment,
transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons by means of threat,
use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, or abuse of power for the
purpose of exploitation. Exploitation can include prostitution, forced labor,
slavery, servitude, and the removal of organs (United Nations, n.d.). In the
United States, the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) defines two
main categories of human trafficking:

Sex Trafficking: This entails the recruitment, harboring,
transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a
commercial sex act, where the act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or
where the individual involved is under 18 years old.

Labor Trafficking: This involves the recruitment, harboring,
transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or services
through the use of force, fraud, or coercion, leading to involuntary servitude,
peonage, debt bondage, or slavery (US Department of Justice, 2023).

Traffickers employ a range of strategies to exploit their victims, such as
using violence, manipulation, deceptive promises of lucrative employment,
and feigned romantic relationships. They frequently target individuals who
are particularly vulnerable due to factors like psychological or emotional
instability, economic difficulties, inadequate social safety nets, natural
disasters, or political unrest.

Each year, around 1,000,000 individuals worldwide are trafficked, with
the United States being a major destination for victims of sex trafficking.
The clandestine nature of this crime, along with the victims' fear of their
traffickers and distrust of law enforcement, makes it difficult to identify and
provide help to those affected (Wooditch & Steverson, 2024).

2. THE STATE OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING IN BULGARIA

Human trafficking remains a significant issue in Bulgaria, acting both
as a source and transit country for victims. Bulgarian men, women, and
children are subjected to sex trafficking and forced labor across Europe. The
primary forms of trafficking in Bulgaria include sex trafficking and forced
labor, affecting Bulgarian nationals and foreign migrants. Victims often
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come from marginalized communities, with traffickers exploiting their
vulnerabilities, including economic hardship and lack of education.

Between 2017 and 2018, the European Union recorded 14,145 human
trafficking cases, with 50% involving sexual exploitation and 38 % related
to labor exploitation. Women and girls accounted for over two-thirds of the
victims (65 %), while men and boys comprised one-quarter (35 %). Despite
the high number of human trafficking victims during 2017-2018, there was
a decrease of around 31 % compared to the 2015-2016 period when the count
was 20,532. In Bulgaria, according to data from the Supreme Cassation
Prosecution (SCP), the primary victims of trafficking are girls and women
trafficked for sexual exploitation.

According to data from the Annual Reports of the National Commission
for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings (NCCTHB), provided by the
SCP, a decrease in the number of human trafficking victims was also
observed in Bulgaria during the 2018-2019 period, as well as in Europe.
However, there was a significant increase in the number of female victims
of sexual exploitation in 2020. In 2021 (the data are preliminary and cover
the period from 01.01.2021 to 30.09.2021), the number of individuals
affected by human trafficking in Bulgaria was 385, of which 324 were
women (including 17 minors) and 100 were men. One minor was affected.
The predominant form of this crime continues to be the trafficking of women
and girls for purposes such as sexual exploitation, organ trafficking, etc.
(Pamporov et al., 2022) According to information provided by the SCP on
monitored pre-trial proceedings for human trafficking in Bulgaria, an
average of around 500 trafficking victims are identified in the country each
year, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Annual number of human trafficking victims identified in
Bulgaria (2010-2021).
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Figure 1 illustrates the fluctuating number of human trafficking victims
identified in Bulgaria between 2010 and 2021. While the numbers peaked in
2012, a steady decline followed until 2019. However, the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and subsequent conflicts has since resulted in
renewed increases.

Bulgaria has implemented measures to combat trafficking such as
establishing the National Commission for Combating Trafficking in Human
Beings and adopting a corresponding National Strategy. However,
challenges persist, particularly in identifying and prosecuting traffickers,
providing adequate support to victims, and addressing systemic issues like
corruption and insufficient resources for law enforcement.

3. THE IMPACT OF THE WAR IN UKRAINE ON HUMAN
TRAFFICKING IN BULGARIA

The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has significantly heightened the
vulnerability of populations to human trafficking in neighboring countries,
particularly Bulgaria. The conflict has led to significant displacement, with
millions of Ukrainians fleeing to Europe. This large-scale migration creates
opportunities for traffickers to exploit refugees, particularly women and
children, who are more vulnerable during such crises.

In Bulgaria, the influx of Ukrainian refugees has strained resources and
highlighted gaps in the country's anti-trafficking infrastructure. Many
refugees lack adequate support and protection, making them prime targets
for traffickers. Reports suggest that traffickers exploit the chaotic conditions
at border crossings and refugee camps, luring victims with false offers of
assistance, employment, or shelter.

Efforts to mitigate these risks include increased collaboration between
governmental and non-governmental organizations to provide safe housing,
legal aid, and psychological support for refugees. Additionally, raising
awareness about the dangers of trafficking among the refugee population and
enhancing border security measures are critical steps being taken to protect
these vulnerable groups.

As delineated in a comprehensive report by the United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime, the incidence of human trafficking has witnessed a
precipitous escalation in recent years, with a notable proportion of victims
originating from conflict-ridden areas such as Ukraine (UNODC, 2023).

The conflict-induced displacement in Ukraine unfolds as a poignant
chapter in the human tragedy that accompanies armed conflicts. As families
and communities are uprooted from their homes, seeking refuge in
unfamiliar territories, the vulnerability of these displaced populations
becomes a critical concern.

The breakdown of social structures in the wake of displacement creates
a vacuum of support and protection, leaving individuals exposed to
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exploitation. Women and children often find themselves without the
traditional safety nets of family and community, amplifying their
susceptibility to traffickers who prey on the desperate circumstances of the
displaced.

Given the rise of migration flows posing challenges to regional security
and stability, it is crucial to understand the impact of the Ukrainian conflict
on human trafficking. A comprehensive analysis of this phenomenon
requires a multi-layered approach, encompassing political, social, and
economic aspects.

On a political level, the war in Ukraine has been accompanied by
changes in the geostrategic orientations of the region, leading to shifts in
migration patterns and risks of human trafficking. The social consequences
of the conflict, including institutional instability and human rights violations,
also contribute to the increasing vulnerability of the population and the
heightened risk of exploitation. The economic repercussions of the war, such
as rising unemployment and economic insecurity, create conducive
conditions for an increase in human trafficking. Migration flows resulting
from these economic hardships create an environment where organized
crime finds fertile ground for recruitment and exploitation of victims. The
economic strain caused by the war has exacerbated vulnerability, pushing
individuals into precarious situations where they become easy targets for
traffickers. Unemployment, poverty, and desperation create a conducive
environment for exploitation. The economic repercussions of the war in
Ukraine extend far beyond the immediate conflict zone, permeating
neighboring countries and amplifying existing vulnerabilities.

One pressing issue that demands our attention is the impact of the
internet and social media on human trafficking. During times of conflict,
these platforms have been found to exacerbate the problem by increasing the
number of victims falling prey to traffickers. Human traffickers are
increasingly utilizing social media and online platforms to exploit and
manipulate their victims as the use of the Internet and digital technology
continues to grow. The anonymity and remote operations made possible by
technology pose significant challenges in locating and apprehending these
criminals. Cybersecurity plays a crucial role in combating online human
trafficking by monitoring and analyzing suspicious activities online and
raising awareness about the risks of online exploitation. Bulgarian
authorities, in collaboration with international partners, must address this
growing problem by improving institutional coordination, raising public
awareness, enhancing cybersecurity measures, and strengthening legislative
and law enforcement efforts.

The Republic of Bulgaria, as a neighboring country to Ukraine, has
emerged as a pivotal nexus for human trafficking, serving as a transit point
for many victims en route to other European nations. To address these risks,
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Bulgaria authorities have collaborated with international organizations to
implement preventative measures, including increasing refugee support
services, enhancing border controls, and raising public awareness of
trafficking dangers. These actions aim to mitigate the exploitation of
vulnerable populations displaced by the conflict. The conflict in Ukraine has
rendered these individuals markedly more susceptible to exploitation as they
embark on perilous journeys in pursuit of safety and stability.

The Republic of Bulgaria, as part of the region, does not remain
untouched by this global context. To effectively tackle the challenges of
human trafficking, the country must develop and implement a
comprehensive approach, addressing not only law enforcement and legal
measures but also socio-economic and educational initiatives.

This analysis emphasizes the importance of global security and
cooperation between countries in the region, providing scientifically
grounded reasons for the development of effective strategies to combat
human trafficking in the context of armed conflict.

The conflict in Ukraine has not only disrupted lives within its borders
but has also given rise to a sinister consequence — the establishment of new
and intricate smuggling routes. The breakdown of traditional border controls,
coupled with the chaos and upheaval resulting from the conflict, creates an
environment ripe for criminal networks to exploit vulnerable individuals
through human trafficking.

Porous Borders and Exploitative Networks:

The conflict has rendered border controls porous and susceptible to
exploitation by traffickers. With authorities focused on managing the
immediate crisis, criminal networks seize the opportunity to establish and
utilize clandestine routes for the transportation of trafficked individuals.

Adaptation and Innovation:

Smuggling networks are known for their adaptability, and the conflict
in Ukraine has provided them with a unique set of challenges and
opportunities. Traffickers adjust their routes in response to changes in border
controls and law enforcement activities, showcasing a level of sophistication
in their operations.

Collaboration with Other Criminal Activities:

Smuggling routes often intersect with other criminal activities, such as
drug trafficking and arms smuggling. The convergence of these illicit
networks amplifies the complexity of addressing human trafficking, as it
becomes entwined with broader transnational criminal enterprises.

Use of Technology:

The modern era has seen traffickers leveraging technology to facilitate
their operations. The conflict has accelerated the use of digital tools for
communication, coordination, and organization. Traffickers exploit
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encrypted communication channels and social media platforms to recruit,
coordinate movements, and evade law enforcement.

Corruption and Complicity:

The breakdown of governance structures during conflict often leads to
increased corruption within border control agencies. Traffickers exploit this
vulnerability, bribing officials to facilitate the movement of trafficked
individuals. The complicity of corrupt elements within the system further
complicates efforts to curb trafficking along these newly established routes.

International Implications:

The newly formed smuggling routes extend beyond national borders,
creating international implications. Traffickers exploit weak links in regional
cooperation and law enforcement coordination, making it challenging for
individual countries to address the issue effectively.

Understanding the dynamics of these smuggling routes is paramount for
formulating strategies to counter human trafficking. Efforts to disrupt and
dismantle these networks must involve international collaboration,
technological countermeasures, and a multifaceted approach that addresses
the root causes of the conflict and the vulnerabilities it creates along these
routes.

The Republic of Bulgaria, as a neighboring country, faces the challenge
of addressing the influx of trafficked individuals. This publication examines
the existing legal and institutional frameworks in Bulgaria and evaluates
their effectiveness in combating human trafficking in the context of the
Ukrainian conflict. As a neighboring country to the conflict in Ukraine,
Republic of Bulgaria finds itself on the front lines of the human trafficking
crisis, grappling with the influx of trafficked individuals and the challenges
posed by the complex interplay of conflict dynamics. Examining Bulgaria's
response 1involves scrutinizing the legal, institutional, and societal
frameworks in place, while also acknowledging the multifaceted challenges
the country faces.

Legal Framework:

Republic of Bulgaria has established legal frameworks aimed at
combatting human trafficking, both at the national and international levels.
However, the evolving nature of trafficking in the context of the Ukrainian
conflict demands ongoing adjustments to legislation. Authorities need to
assess the adequacy of existing laws, ensuring they encompass the nuances
of the current crisis.

Law Enforcement and Border Control:

Effectively responding to human trafficking requires a robust law
enforcement apparatus and secure border controls. Bulgaria faces the
challenge of adapting its law enforcement strategies to counter increasingly
sophisticated traffickers exploiting the chaotic conditions of the conflict.
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Strengthening border controls is imperative to prevent the entry of trafficked
individuals through the newly established smuggling routes.

Victim Support and Rehabilitation:

The influx of trafficked individuals places a burden on Bulgaria's
capacity to provide adequate victim support and rehabilitation. Resources for
shelters, counseling, and legal assistance must be expanded to meet the
growing demand. Tailored programs addressing the specific needs of
victims, particularly those affected by the Ukrainian conflict, are essential.

International Cooperation:

Addressing human trafficking necessitates international collaboration.
Bulgaria must engage in coordinated efforts with neighboring countries,
international organizations, and law enforcement agencies to disrupt
transnational trafficking networks. Sharing intelligence, harmonizing legal
approaches, and fostering regional cooperation are crucial components of an
effective response.

Public Awareness and Education:

An 1nitiative-taking approach to combating human trafficking involves
raising public awareness and educating communities. Bulgaria needs to
implement comprehensive awareness campaigns to inform citizens about the
signs of trafficking and the importance of reporting suspicious activities.
Education programs in schools can also play a pivotal role in preventing
vulnerable individuals from falling prey to traffickers.

Challenges Faced by Bulgaria:

Bulgaria faces a host of challenges in responding to the increased
trafficking activities resulting from the conflict. These challenges may
include resource constraints, gaps in legislation, corruption, and the strain on
social services. Identifying and addressing these challenges is integral to
strengthening Bulgaria's capacity to combat human trafficking effectively.

Addressing Root Causes:

Tackling the issue at its roots involves addressing the socio-economic
and political factors that contribute to vulnerability. Bulgaria must engage in
initiatives aimed at mitigating the economic impact of the conflict, providing
employment opportunities, and fostering community resilience. Such
measures can contribute to reducing the conditions that make individuals
susceptible to trafficking.

Adapting to Emerging Trends:

Human trafficking is an evolving phenomenon, and Bulgaria must
remain agile in adapting its strategies to emerging trends. Continuous
monitoring of trafficking patterns, collaboration with research institutions,
and regular assessments of the effectiveness of implemented measures are
essential for staying ahead of traffickers' tactics.

Bulgaria's response to the human trafficking crisis sparked by the
conflict in Ukraine requires a comprehensive and dynamic approach. By
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addressing legal, enforcement, victim support, and societal aspects, Bulgaria
can navigate the challenges posed by the influx of trafficked individuals and
contribute to the broader international effort to combat human trafficking.

Although Bulgarian authorities have exerted commendable efforts in
combating human trafficking, the sheer magnitude of the predicament
presents a formidable challenge. The conflict in Ukraine has further
exacerbated the situation, leading to an increased number of individuals
falling prey to traffickers as they endeavor to escape the horrors of war.

It is imperative for the international community to coalesce in
addressing this egregious issue and extending crucial support to victims of
human trafficking. By fostering awareness and undertaking concerted
actions to combat this odious crime, we can endeavor to ensure that those
affected by the conflict in Ukraine are spared from becoming mere statistics
in the pervasive global menace of human trafficking.

CONCLUSION

The war in Ukraine has set off a chain reaction, impacting vulnerable
populations and fostering an environment conducive to human trafficking.

Human trafficking is a global issue that transcends borders and requires
collective action. It depends on many factors, including socio-economic
status, corruption, violence, fear, and migration policies, which must be
regulated by sensible and effective legislation. The Republic of Bulgaria,
situated at the crossroads of these dynamics, must navigate the challenges
posed by increased trafficking activities.

It must be realized that victims of human trafficking are people, not just
statistics. They have the right to justice, support, and the opportunity to
integrate back into society. It is therefore important to create rehabilitation
and resocialization programs for victims to help them heal from the trauma
they have suffered and return to a normal life.

Everyone can help fight human trafficking by understanding the
problem, sharing it with others, and taking action to prevent and protect
victims. It is a problem of all of us as members of the world community and
must be fought together to ensure a better future for all people.

Without a doubt, human trafficking is one of the worst crimes that can
be committed against humanity. It is the subject of increasing public interest
and efforts to combat it. Policymakers, legislators, governments, and
international organizations must continue to work together to improve
existing laws and plan and implement safeguards to protect potential victims.

One of the ways to combat human trafficking is for people to be
informed and participate in training and preventive measures to prevent
dangerous situations from occurring. Everyone can help in this fight by
talking to the people around them, advising them on ways to protect
themselves and their relatives from the dangers of human trafficking.
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