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ABSTRACT 

Trafficking in humans is a major issue in India, with thousands of people, primarily women 

and children, falling victim to various types of exploitation. To counteract this expanding 

problem, India has established an exhaustive legal structure for combating trafficking in people, 

supporting sufferers, and punishing criminals. This framework is underpinned by legislation 

such as, the Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita, and the Bonded Labour System Act of 1976, which 

particularly address the trade in people for sexual servitude, compelled work, and other types 

of oppression. Additionally, the Juvenile Justice Act of 2015 protects minors against trafficking 

and exploitation by providing a system of care and rehabilitation. India has also signed on to a 

number of internationally recognized treaties, including the U.N. Convention to Avoid, 

Combat, and Penalize Traffickers in Persons, that complements the International Covenant 

Against Organized Crime in Other Countries. These international agreements provide a 

framework for cross-border cooperation and ensure alignment with global anti-trafficking 

standards. Despite these efforts, challenges remain in effectively enforcing these laws due to 

gaps in implementation, lack of awareness, insufficient victim support systems, and the complex 

nature of human trafficking networks. In order to hold the government responsible for its 

promises and to increase public awareness, the courts and civil society groups are critical. The 

legal framework in India continues to evolve, with proposals aiming to provide more 

comprehensive solutions. This evolving framework reflects the nation's ongoing commitment 

to combating human trafficking while highlighting the need for more robust enforcement and 

victim support systems to effectively address this grave violation of human rights. 
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Introduction 

 

"Human trafficking thrives where silence prevails and ignorance is exploited." 

Human trafficking in India is a pervasive and deeply entrenched issue that affects millions of 

individuals, particularly women, children, and marginalized communities. Driven largely by 

socio-economic factors, it manifests in various forms, such as forced labor, sexual exploitation, 

child trafficking, and domestic servitude. Poverty remains one of the primary drivers, as 

families living below the poverty line are often deceived by traffickers promising better job 

opportunities and improved living conditions. These individuals, lacking access to education, 

healthcare, and basic resources, become vulnerable targets for exploitation. 
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The stark contrast between rural and urban areas adds another layer of vulnerability, as people 

from economically deprived rural communities are lured into cities under the pretext of better 

prospects, only to be subjected to forced labour, sex trafficking, or other forms of exploitation. 

Furthermore, high unemployment rates, particularly among young people, contribute to the 

problem, with many seeking work in cities and falling prey to traffickers who offer false hopes 

of employment. 

Low literacy levels and limited awareness about trafficking risks further exacerbate the 

situation, as individuals, especially in rural areas, remain unaware of the dangers posed by 

traffickers. The lack of education and access to information makes people more susceptible to 

being manipulated into exploitative situations. Gender inequality plays a crucial role in human 

trafficking, with women and girls being disproportionately affected.1 

Patriarchal societal norms and gender-based discrimination leave women with limited 

opportunities, both socially and economically, making them easy targets for traffickers. Women 

from rural areas or marginalized communities, where traditional gender roles are rigidly 

enforced, are especially vulnerable, as they may face pressures like early marriage, domestic 

violence, and sexual exploitation. 

 

Historical Background of Human Trafficking in India 

 

Human trafficking in India has evolved over centuries, shaped by historical, economic, and 

social factors. From ancient forms of slavery and bonded labour to colonial-era exploitation 

and the modern-day trafficking of men, women, and children, the nature of trafficking has 

changed but continues to persist. This section explores the historical roots of human trafficking 

in India, covering traditional slavery systems, colonial-era practices, and the transformation of 

trafficking in contemporary times. 

 

▪ Traditional Forms of Slavery and Bonded Labor 

 

Slavery and human exploitation have existed in India since ancient times, deeply rooted in the 

socio-economic and caste structures of society. Various forms of forced labour, caste-based 

discrimination, and bonded servitude have historically contributed to the trafficking of 

individuals. In ancient India, the practice of slavery was prevalent, though its nature differed 

from the transatlantic slave trade. Slaves, referred to as "Dasas" in Vedic texts, were primarily 

individuals captured in wars, debtors unable to repay loans, or individuals born into servitude. 

The Manusmriti and other ancient legal texts legitimized slavery in some forms, allowing 

masters to own and trade slaves.2 

 

The caste system played a significant role in determining the status of individuals in Indian 

society. Lower-caste communities, particularly Dalits and Adivasis, were often forced into 

hereditary labour with little to no wages, effectively making them bonded laborers. Landlords 

and upper-caste individuals controlled the economic and social lives of lower-caste groups, 

limiting their mobility and opportunities. 
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Bonded labour (also known as debt bondage) became a widespread practice, where individuals 

pledged their labour in exchange for loans they could never fully repay. This system often 

resulted in generations of families being trapped in exploitative conditions, particularly in 

agriculture, construction, and domestic work. Although bonded labour was officially abolished 

under the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976, it continues to exist in many parts of 

India. 

▪ Colonial-Era Trafficking and Exploitation 

 

The arrival of European colonial powers in India, particularly the British, transformed 

traditional labour exploitation into organized systems of forced labour, human trafficking, and 

migration under oppressive conditions. After the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 

1833, the British introduced the indentured labour system, which involved recruiting Indian 

labourers to work on plantations in colonies such as the Caribbean, Fiji, Mauritius, and Africa. 

While these labourers signed contracts promising wages and better living conditions, they were 

often subjected to harsh treatment, poor living conditions, and long working hours. Many were 

misled about the nature of work, effectively making them victims of labour trafficking. 

 

The British colonial period saw an increase in commercial sex trafficking, especially in urban 

centers such as Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras. British soldiers and officials fueled the demand 

for brothels, leading to the institutionalization of the sex trade. Many women, particularly from 

marginalized communities, were coerced or kidnapped into prostitution. The Devadasi system, 

which involved dedicating young girls to temples, also became a front for sexual exploitation, 

leading to its eventual criminalization in the 20th century. 

 

Under colonial rule, the British expanded industries such as tea, rubber, and textile 

manufacturing, often displacing indigenous tribes and rural communities. These displaced 

populations had little choice but to migrate to cities in search of work, where they were 

frequently exploited in factories and as domestic servants. Many fell victim to trafficking 

networks that supplied cheap labour to British enterprises. 

 

▪ Evolution of Trafficking in Modern India 

 

After India gained independence in 1947, the country made significant legal and policy 

advancements to combat human trafficking. However, socio-economic disparities, rapid 

urbanization, and globalization have given rise to new forms of trafficking. In the decades 

following independence, India witnessed large-scale economic transformations that increased 

rural-to-urban migration. While this provided new employment opportunities, it also led to an 

increase in labour exploitation. 

 

Many unregulated industries, such as brick kilns, garment factories, and domestic work, 

became hotspots for bonded labour. Women and children from impoverished backgrounds 
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were particularly vulnerable to being trafficked into forced labour and prostitution. With the 

rise of urbanization and the tourism industry, sex trafficking has become a widespread issue. 

Traffickers often lure women and minors from rural villages with promises of jobs, only to 

force them into prostitution. Red-light districts such as those in Mumbai, Kolkata, and Delhi 

have long histories of sex trafficking, with victims often being controlled by organized crime 

networks3. 

 

Despite laws like the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956, enforcement remains weak, 

allowing trafficking to persist. Child trafficking has become a serious concern in modern India. 

Children are trafficked for various forms of exploitation, including, forced labor in industries 

such as carpet weaving, mining, and agriculture, domestic servitude, where they work in homes 

under abusive conditions, forced begging, where they are deliberately injured or drugged to 

elicit sympathy from the public. 

 

The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012, and the Juvenile Justice 

Act, 2015, have sought to provide stricter punishments for child trafficking offenders, but gaps 

in enforcement remain a challenge. 

 

Legal and Policy Framework on Human Trafficking in India 

 

 

In order to stop and prohibit the illicit trading of individuals and the abuse and oppression of 

females and kids in the context of prostitution, India passed the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) 

Act (ITPA), 1956. When the legislation was first established, India was still dealing with the 

fallout from its colonial past, which included extensive women trafficking, child exploitation, 

and the unrestrained expansion of brothels. International initiatives to stop illicit trading od 

people, such as the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons (2000), had a significant impact on the Act. In addition to punishing trafficking 

participants, the ITPA's primary goal was to prioritize victim rehabilitation. 

One of the several clauses of the Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) that deals with labor 

exploitation offenses in India is Section 143. The clause particularly addresses circumstances 

in which people are forcibly forced to undertake labour against their choice. Fundamentally, 

Section 143 is a law that makes forced labour, amongst the worst type of mistreatment, illegal. 

It is frequently linked to the issue of human trafficking. The phrase "forced labour" refers to a 

broad variety of exploitative activities, such as forcing someone to perform manual labour 

under pressure or using violence, threats, or manipulation to control and exploit workers in 

domestic jobs or other businesses. 

 

In People’s Union for Civil Liberties v. Union of India (2004)4, the Supreme Court issued 

directions regarding the implementation of labour laws and the eradication of forced labor. The 

case involved the forced labour practices in India’s brick kilns and other informal sectors where 

workers were often forced to work in exploitative conditions under false promises. 
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Article 23 of the Indian Constitution says that human trafficking and forced labor are illegal. 

This means no one can be made to work against their will or be forced into activities like selling 

themselves or working without pay. If anyone does this, it’s a crime, and they can be punished. 

The article protects people from being exploited and ensures everyone has the right to live 

freely and with dignity. 

 

The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015 is a major piece of Indian 

legislation that primarily addresses the needs and welfare of children in conflict with the law 

as well as those in need of care and protection. Although it is not only a legislation addressing 

human trafficking, it has major implications for trafficked children, particularly in terms of 

safeguarding their rights and providing rehabilitation. The JJ Act is an important weapon in 

India's larger framework for combating human trafficking since it provides processes for the 

rescue, rehabilitation, and reintegration of trafficked children, who are frequently among the 

most vulnerable populations. 

 

The Anti-Human Trafficking Units (AHTUs) were first established in 2007 under the guidance 

of the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) as part of the National Plan of Action (NPA) against 

human trafficking. These units operate at the district and state levels, embedded within local 

police stations, with a specialized focus on human trafficking. Initially, AHTUs were set up in 

33 districts, but their reach has expanded over the years, and as of recent years, they are present 

in most states and Union Territories (UTs). 

 

The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) also has a specialized wing for handling human 

trafficking cases through the Human Trafficking Cell, working on interstate and international 

trafficking. National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) collects data on human trafficking 

incidents, assisting in creating better policies and tracking trends for police action.The Ministry 

of Women and Child Development (MWCD) also plays a role in coordinating the overall 

national strategy against trafficking, working closely with police and other agencies.5 

 

The “Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act of 2012” also plays an 

important role in tackling trafficking, particularly child trafficking. This law focuses on 

preventing the sexual exploitation of children, a crime that is often linked to trafficking 

networks. Many trafficked children are forced into exploitative labour or sexual servitude, and 

POCSO specifically targets perpetrators who exploit children for these purposes. By 

strengthening the legal framework for prosecuting crimes against children, POCSO serves as 

an essential tool for law enforcement officials in their efforts to dismantle trafficking networks 

that exploit minors. Furthermore, the act provides mechanisms for child victims to receive the 

care and protection they need, including shelters, legal aid, and psychological counselling. 

 

Socio-Economic Causes of Human Trafficking in India 

 

1. Gender Inequality 
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Gender discrimination is a significant social cause of human trafficking in India. Women and 

girls, particularly from rural and impoverished areas, face systemic discrimination and limited 

opportunities for education, employment, and personal freedom. Patriarchal societal norms 

perpetuate the view that women are secondary to men, which diminishes their autonomy and 

makes them more susceptible to exploitation. 

 

2. Poverty and Economic Disparities 

 

Poverty is one of the most significant social causes of human trafficking in India. Families 

living below the poverty line, particularly in rural areas, are extremely vulnerable to trafficking 

because they are often unable to meet basic needs such as food, education, and healthcare. 

 

3. Illiteracy and Lack of Education 

 

Illiteracy is another major social cause of human trafficking in India. Many people in rural 

areas, especially women and children, lack access to education. Without proper 

education,these individuals are often unaware of their rights, the dangers of trafficking, or the 

legal mechanisms available to protect them. 

 

4. Cultural Norms and Lack of Awareness 

 

In many parts of India, cultural practices and social norms can perpetuate the cycle of human 

trafficking. For example, practices like early marriage, where young girls are married off at a 

very early age, often expose them to trafficking risks. Such norms are typically reinforced by 

traditional beliefs and pressure from the community, making it difficult for families, especially 

in rural areas, to break free from these customs. 

 

6. Unemployment and Lack of Economic Opportunities 

 

Unemployment, particularly among the youth, is another key factor in human trafficking. The 

youth in India, especially in rural and underdeveloped areas, often face severe challenges in 

securing stable and decent-paying jobs. With a growing population and limited employment 

opportunities, many young people are left with no choice but to look for work in urban areas, 

sometimes falling prey to traffickers 

 

7. Illiteracy and Lack of Education 

 

Education plays a critical role in equipping individuals with the skills and knowledge necessary 

to avoid dangerous situations, including human trafficking. Unfortunately, illiteracy and low 

education levels are widespread in rural India, where access to quality education remains 

limited. 

 

8. Rural-Urban Migration and Displacement 
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The migration from rural areas to urban centers is another contributing factor to human 

trafficking in India. Many individuals from rural areas migrate to cities in search of better job 

opportunities, hoping for a better standard of living. However, due to a lack of awareness and 

the absence of proper support systems, many of these migrants end up being exploited by 

traffickers. 

 

9. Economic Inequality and the Exploitation of Marginalized GroupsEconomic inequality 

is a significant factor in the prevalence of human trafficking. In India, marginalized groups, 

including Dalits, Adivasis, and other socially disadvantaged communities, are particularly 

vulnerable. These communities often face discrimination in terms of access to employment, 

education, and healthcare. 

 

10. Lack of Legal Protections and Enforcement 

 

While India has laws in place to combat human trafficking, the lack of effective enforcement 

and implementation makes it difficult to protect vulnerable individuals. The judicial system is 

often slow, and law enforcement agencies may lack the necessary training or resources to 

address the complexities of human trafficking. 

 

11. Corruption and Lack of Accountability 

 

Corruption within government institutions and law enforcement agencies significantly hinders 

efforts to combat human trafficking in India. Traffickers often take advantage of the systemic 

corruption in law enforcement, bureaucracy, and immigration services to operate with 

impunity. Bribery and political connections can allow traffickers to bypass regulations, avoid 

arrest, and continue their operations without fear of prosecution. In some instances, traffickers 

may bribe authorities to falsify documents or facilitate the illegal transportation of victims 

across state or national borders. 

 

12. Tourism and Unregulated Sectors 

 

Unregulated sectors such as the tourism and hospitality industry, entertainment, and domestic 

work provide fertile ground for human trafficking. The growth of tourism in India, especially 

in metropolitan cities and popular tourist destinations, has led to an increase in the demand for 

cheap labor in hotels, restaurants, and the sex trade. In many instances, traffickers target 

vulnerable women and children, particularly from rural areas or poor backgrounds, and bring 

them to tourist-heavy regions where they are coerced or forced into commercial sex work or 

labor. 

 

13. Lack of Social and Legal Protection for Migrants 

 

Migration, particularly rural-to-urban migration, is a significant factor that exposes individuals 
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to the risk of trafficking. As millions of people move from rural areas to cities in search of 

better livelihoods and opportunities, they often lack the social networks, knowledge, and 

resources to navigate the complexities of urban life. Migrants are often unaware of their legal 

rights, and many arrive in cities with no formal contracts or protection, making them vulnerable 

to exploitation. 

 

14. Weak Implementation of Existing Laws 

 

Although India has laws in place to combat human trafficking, their implementation often 

remains weak. The laws against trafficking are not always enforced effectively, and victims 

often face significant obstacles in accessing justice. Law enforcement agencies may lack the 

resources, training, and expertise needed to identify and investigate trafficking cases. 

 

Suggestions & Recommendations 

 

To combat human trafficking in India, a multi-pronged approach is necessary, addressing both 

the root causes and the systemic barriers that allow traffickers to exploit vulnerable individuals. 

One of the key recommendations is to strengthen education and awareness programs at both 

the community and national levels. Education is a powerful tool for prevention, as it equips 

individuals with the knowledge and skills to recognize the signs of trafficking and understand 

their rights. Increased awareness campaigns, particularly in rural and marginalized 

communities, would educate families about the risks of trafficking and how to safeguard 

themselves from traffickers' deceptive tactics. Schools, local NGOs, and community centers 

could play a pivotal role in disseminating such information, especially to young people who 

are most at risk. 

 

Another essential recommendation is to enhance law enforcement and judicial systems to 

ensure that human trafficking cases are swiftly and effectively addressed. This would require 

training for law enforcement agencies, judicial officers, and border control personnel to 

recognize the signs of trafficking and handle cases with sensitivity and urgency. Strengthening 

the legal framework and ensuring the enforcement of existing laws is crucial, as traffickers 

often operate with little fear of consequences due to systemic corruption and delays in legal 

processes. Additionally, increasing cooperation between national and international agencies 

could help tackle trafficking that crosses state or country borders. 

 

Improving economic opportunities for vulnerable populations is another vital recommendation. 

Poverty and lack of employment opportunities are two of the primary drivers of trafficking, so 

providing alternative livelihoods is a critical step in breaking the cycle. Initiatives such as skill- 

building programs, vocational training, microfinance, and employment schemes targeted at 

marginalized communities—particularly women, children, and low-caste individuals—can 

reduce their reliance on traffickers who offer false promises of work or a better life. Moreover, 

creating sustainable, inclusive economic growth in rural areas can limit the temptation to 

migrate to urban centers, where traffickers often prey on the vulnerable. 
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Addressing gender inequality is also a fundamental aspect of preventing trafficking in India. 

Patriarchal norms and gender-based discrimination create an environment where women and 

girls are more likely to be trafficked for sexual exploitation or forced labor. To address this, 

there needs to be a sustained effort to empower women and girls, particularly in rural areas. 

This can be done through improving access to education, healthcare, and legal rights. 

Furthermore, policies and interventions aimed at reducing early marriages, dowry-related 

exploitation, and gender-based violence can significantly reduce women's vulnerability to 

trafficking. Encouraging gender equality at all levels of society, from the household to the 

workplace, is crucial in dismantling the patriarchal structures that fuel human trafficking. 

 

Lastly, it is critical to strengthen international collaboration to combat trafficking, particularly 

cross-border trafficking. India shares borders with several countries, and trafficking syndicates 

often exploit these regions to traffic people. Strengthening cooperation between neighboring 

countries, such as Nepal, Bangladesh, and Myanmar, can help dismantle these networks. 

Bilateral and multilateral agreements between countries can foster greater coordination in 

prevention, victim protection, and prosecution of traffickers. Additionally, providing safe 

routes for migrants, alongside robust migration policies, would reduce the vulnerability of 

individuals migrating in search of better opportunities. 

 

Addressing human trafficking in India requires an integrated approach that involves education, 

legal reform, economic development, gender empowerment, and international collaboration. 

By tackling the root causes of trafficking and improving the mechanisms for prevention, 

protection, and prosecution, India can significantly reduce the scale of this horrific crime. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Human trafficking in India remains a significant and persistent issue, with millions of 

individuals—predominantly women and children—continuing to fall prey to exploitation in 

different ways. While India has made considerable strides in creating a legal framework to 

address this issue, the challenge of human trading and trafficking persists due to multiple 

reasons like weak enforcement, gaps in victim support systems, and socio-economic conditions 

that foster trafficking. 

 

First, it is essential to recognize that the existing legal frameworks, such as the Child Labour 

(Prohibition and Regulation) Act, form a robust starting point in the fight against human 

trafficking. These laws criminalize various aspects of trafficking and attempt to provide legal 

recourse for victims. However, the implementation of these laws has often been weak due to 

inadequate training of law enforcement officials, corruption, and a general lack of awareness 

about the complex and covert nature of trading. The underreporting of human trading cases & 

the failure to recognize and respond to modern forms of trafficking, including labor trafficking 

and organ trade, further complicate the situation. 
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The public’s role in addressing human trafficking cannot be understated. Lack of knowledge 

amongst the general public and local people about the signs of trafficking and the rights of 

potential victims limits the ability to prevent trafficking in the first place. Public awareness 

campaigns are essential to empower communities to recognize and report suspicious activities, 

thus preventing more individuals from falling prey to traffickers. Additionally, the role of 

NGOs and civil society organizations is indispensable, as they not only help rescue victims but 

also provide vital services such as shelter, legal aid, and psychological counseling. 

 

In conclusion, the legal frameworks currently in place in India, while a critical step forward in 

addressing human trafficking, need substantial reinforcement and fine-tuning. The focus must 

shift from mere legal prohibitions to a more comprehensive, multi-layered approach that 

includes prevention, victim support, international cooperation, and increased public awareness. 

Only through such a coordinated effort can India hope to effectively combat human trafficking 

and provide justice and protection to its most vulnerable citizens. 
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