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CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE AVAILABLE ESTIMATES AND 
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This paper will provide a critical assessment of the available estimates and official statistics on 

the extent of human trafficking in Canada and worldwide. The figures discussed will include: 

the estimated and official numbers of trafficked victims; statistics on human trafficking-

related prosecutions and convictions; and projected profits from human trafficking operations. 

In conclusion, the direct and indirect indicators which can be used to measure the extent of 

human trafficking will be listed, and strategic steps toward improving data collection and 

analysis will be outlined. 
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Introduction 

Human trafficking – or trafficking in persons (TIP) – has been a subject of intense international 

discussions over the past couple of decades. While there are many known definitions of human 

trafficking, the most commonly used is the definition adopted by the United Nations’ (UN) 

Palermo Protocol:  

 

• “Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 

receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 

the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 

minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, 

forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of 

organs … The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation … 

shall be irrelevant… (UN, 2000a, Article 3). 

 

TIP can be international and domestic in nature – that is, persons can be trafficked across and 

within national borders. While large, medium, and small organized criminal structures are 

heavily involved in TIP operations, some individuals, especially women and girls, are trafficked 

by the members of their own families (Timoshkina & McDonald, 2009).  

It is widely recognized that accurate statistics on the extent of human trafficking are 

virtually impossible to obtain because of the criminal, underground nature of this activity 

(Hopper, 2004; Laczko & Gramegna, 2003; Ogrodnik, 2010; Savona & Stefanizzi, 2007; 

Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005). Trafficked victims are considered a hidden population. They are 
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generally reluctant to come forward and to cooperate with the law enforcement, NGOs and 

researchers, mainly due to the fear of retaliation from traffickers and mistrust of authorities. This 

prevents investigators from establishing a sampling frame and drawing a random, representative 

sample of this population (Andrees & van der Linden, 2005; Laczko, 2005; Tyldum & 

Brunovskis, 2005). What is more, there are multiple definitions and conceptualizations of TIP 

utilized by various stakeholders and in different geographic areas, which hinders production of 

comparable data. For years, the focus has been primarily on sex trafficking of women and 

children (Kangaspunta, 2007; Laczko, 2007; Laczko & Gramegna, 2003), and TIP-related 

research has been influenced by ideological debates surrounding prostitution and, as such, highly 

politicized; this inevitably diminished the reliability and validity of many empirical studies 

(Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005). Much of the information about human trafficking comes from 

sensationalistic stories reported by the media. TIP data also have been frequently conflated with 

data on irregular migration and human smuggling (Kelly, 2005; Laczko & Gramegna, 2003).  

The mingling of the TIP and human smuggling data has been especially prevalent. 

Smuggling of migrants is defined as “the procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a 

financial or other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the 

person is not a national or a permanent resident” (UN, 2000b, pp. 63-64). That is, while 

traffickers maintain control over their victims for the purpose of exploitation, smugglers merely 

transport, or facilitate transportation of, persons from point A to point B for a specified 

compensation. In real life, however, the boundaries between human trafficking and smuggling 

may blur, as the migrants’ circumstances and types of migration arrangements are often complex 

and multilayered (Andrees & van der Linden, 2005; Kelly, 2005). 

In this paper, I will review the available estimates and official statistics on the extent of 

human trafficking globally and in Canada. I will discuss the main challenges associated with 

collecting accurate TIP data, the direct and indirect indicators used to measure incidence and 

scope of human trafficking, and the steps that can be taken to improve TIP data collection and 

analysis. 

Global TIP Estimates and Official Statistics  

When it comes to global estimates on human trafficking, three main groups of sources can be 

distinguished: (1) large international inter-governmental bodies, such as the International 

Organization for Migration (IMO), the UN and some of its specialized agencies, particularly the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and  the International Labor Organization 

(ILO); (2) major national government agencies and departments, such as the U.S. Department of 

State; and (3) various non-governmental organizations (NGOs). TIP estimates offered by those 

diverse sources vary greatly and change over time, and some estimates cited in different 

publications appear to be misquoted, which leads to confusion. 

One of the most frequently used upper-range TIP estimates was offered by the UN, which 

suggested that about 4 million people were trafficked throughout the world each year (UNESCO 

Trafficking Project, 2003). The annual global TIP estimates reported by the U.S. Department of 

State have fluctuated noticeably: from 700,000-4 million people (U.S. Department of State, 

2002), to 800,000-900,000 (U.S. Department of State, 2003), to 600,000-800,000 (U.S. 

Department of State, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007). Several reports suggested that approximately half 

of the trafficked victims were minors under the age of 18, 80 percent were female, and 70 

percent were trafficked for the purposes of the sex trade (U.S. Department of State 2005, 2006, 

2007). 
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The 2005 global report on forced labor produced by ILO stated: “Today, at least 12.3 

million people are victims of forced labour worldwide. Of these, 9.8 million are exploited by 

private agents, including more than 2.4 million in forced labour as a result of human trafficking. 

Another 2.5 million are forced to work by the State or by rebel military groups” (International 

Labour Office, 2005, p. 10). The ILO typology of forced labor included commercial sexual 

exploitation (International Labour Office, 2005, p. 10). It appears that the actual number of 

trafficked persons was estimated at 2.4 million. Yet it is the 12.3 million figure that has been 

commonly referenced as an estimate on the extent of human trafficking – specifically, in several 

annual TIP reports by the U.S. Department of State (2008, 2009, 2010). 

In his book Disposable people: New slavery in the global economy, Kevin Bales, a leading 

authority on modern slavery and President of an influential U.S.-based NGO Free the Slaves, 

stated: “My best estimate of the number of slaves in the world today is 27 million” (Bales, 1999, 

p. 9; 2004, p. 8). This figure appeared, without proper reference, in a wide variety of publications 

and online resources, and is routinely presented by many anti-trafficking NGOs and activists as 

the total number of persons trafficked internationally and domestically. Some NGOs offer even 

higher estimates. According to Not for Sale (2012), for instance, “there are more than 30 million 

slaves in the world today, more than at any other point in human history.” Other activists “give a 

range as high as 200 million” (Bales, 2004, p. 8). 

What is troubling is that methodologies used to arrive at all of the aforementioned estimates 

are, at best, vague, particularly when it comes to identifying baseline indicators of human 

trafficking. Take, for example, the description of methodology in the 2010 Trafficking in Persons 

report by the U.S. Department of State:  

 

• The Department of State prepared this report using information from U.S. embassies, 

government officials, NGOs and international organizations, published reports, research trips 

to every region, and information submitted to tipreport@state.gov. This e-mail address 

allows organizations and individuals to share information on government progress in 

addressing trafficking. 

• U.S. diplomatic posts and domestic agencies reported on the trafficking situation and 

governmental action based on thorough research that included meetings with a wide variety 

of government officials, local and international NGO representatives, officials of 

international organizations, journalists, academics, and survivors. Every U.S. mission 

overseas employs at least one officer covering human trafficking issues. (U.S. Department of 

State, 2010, pp. 19-20).  

 

Or take methodology used by Bales (2004) to come up with the “27 million slaves” estimate:  

 

• For several years, I collected every scrap of information I could find about modern slavery. I 

went to the United Nations and the British Library; I trawled through the International 

Labour Office and visited human rights organizations and charities. I talked to 

anthropologists and economists. Getting useful, reliable information on slavery is very 

difficult. Even when shown photographs and affidavits, nations’ officials deny its existence. 

Human rights organizations, in contrast, want to expose the existence of slavery. They report 

that what they are told by the victims of slavery, and it is their business to counter 

government denials with evidence of widespread slavery. … My approach was to pull 

together all the evidence I could find, country by country. When someone gave reasons why 

a number of people were in slavery, I took note. When two people independently stated they 
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had good reasons to think that there was a certain amount of slavery, I began to feel more 

convinced. Sometimes I found that researchers were working on slavery in two different 

parts of the same country without knowing about each other. I looked at every report I could 

find and asked, “What can I feel sure about? Which numbers do I trust?” Then I added up 

what I have found, taking care to be conservative. If I had any doubts about a report, I left it 

out of my calculations. It’s important to remember that slavery is a shadowy, illegal 

enterprise, so statistics are hard to come by. I can only make a good guess at the numbers. (p. 

8).  

 

The fact that concepts of TIP and slavery are being used interchangeably, even though not all 

situations of trafficking are tantamount to slavery, only adds to the confusion.  

But the most glaring problem has to do with the tremendous discrepancy between the 

estimated numbers of trafficked persons, the official numbers of identified victims, and TIP-

related prosecutions and convictions (see Table 1). In 2010, for instance, the ratio of identified 

TIP victims to the estimated total number of victims was less than 0.4 percent, while the ratio of 

convicted offenders to victims identified was about 8.5 percent (U.S. Department of State, 2010, 

p. 7). 

Table 1. Global TIP Statistics* 

Year Number of Identified 

Victims 

Number of Prosecutions Number of Convictions 

2004 n/a 6,885 3,026 

2005 n/a 6,178 4,379 

2006 n/a 5,808 3,160 

2007 n/a 5,682 (490)** 3,472 (326) 

2008 30,961 5,212 (312) 2,983 (104) 

2009 49,105 5,606 (432) 4,166 (335) 

2010 33,113 6,017 (607) 3,619 (237) 

*Adapted from: U.S. Department of State (2011, p. 38) 

**Presented in parentheses are numbers of labor trafficking prosecutions and convictions.  

 

This is not surprising, however, as “there are few incentives for victims to testify against 

their traffickers, and many disincentives including lengthy investigation and court procedures, 

threats from traffickers, and exposure to the public” (Rosenberg, 2008, p. viii). Sentences against 

traffickers are usually light, the protection of TIP victims in many nations is inadequate or 

simply non-existent, and approximately 104 countries have no laws, policies, or regulations to 

prevent victims’ deportation (U.S. Department of State, 2010, p. 7). Consequently, most victims 

refuse to come forward and testify in court. It is also not uncommon for the victims to change 

their testimonies “as a result of intimidation from traffickers or fear of intimidation” (U.S. 

Department of State, 2010, p. 59). Building a case against traffickers therefore can be a very 

difficult, time consuming, and expensive process. As of 2011, 62 (44%) of the 142 counties that 

have ratified the Palermo Protocol were yet to secure a trafficking conviction (U.S. Department 

of State, 2011, pp. 30, 3). 

Compiling accurate global TIP statistics is also complicated by the lack of clarity in the 

country-by-country reporting of the official TIP data. For example, some countries may report 

only new human trafficking cases identified in a given year, while others may report all cases 

identified to date. As well, since cases of transnational human trafficking involve at least two 

countries – country of origin and country of destination – and sometimes also transit country or 

countries, a single case of human trafficking could be recorded and counted multiple times. 
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Furthermore, it is unknown if victims of trafficking are still being counted as such in cases where 
accused traffickers get acquitted. And when nations report increases in the number of TIP cases, 
it “is unclear to what extent the reported increases are due to a genuine rise in cases of trafficking 

or more due to better police enforcement efforts and improved assistance from NGOs” (Laczko 
& Gramegna, 2003, p. 183). The recognition of the impossibility to accurately estimate the total 
number of TIP victims could be the reason why the latest global TIP report by the U.S. 

Department of State (2011) did not offer any such estimates. 
When it comes to estimating profits generated by human trafficking operations, until 

recently, TIP was considered the third most lucrative global business, behind drug and firearm 

trafficking (Public Safety Canada, 2012). Today, it is believed to be second only to drug trade 
(Baldas, 2012). According to the ILO, the “total illicit profits produced in one year by trafficked 
forced labourers are estimated to be about USD $32 billion” (International Labour Office, 2005, 

p. 55) – more than Google, Nike and Starbucks combined (Southern Arizona against Slavery, 
2012). About $10 billion are purportedly derived from the initial sale of individuals, and the rest 
from the activities or goods produced by the victims (UN News Service, 2007). The 

methodology used by the ILO to estimate annual profits from trafficked forced labor followed 
“the methodology described by the OECD [Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development] to calculate profits from prostitution in general: estimate average turnover (i.e. 

number of clients multiplied by the price paid by each client) and subtract intermediate 
consumption expenditures” (International Labour Office, 2005, p. 56). Yet again, bearing in 
mind the clandestine nature of both human trafficking and prostitution, the accuracy of these 

estimates is questionable. 

Canadian TIP Estimates and Official Statistics 

Canada has been named as one of the primary destination and transit countries for trafficking in 

persons (UNODC, 2006). It has ratified the 2000 UN Palermo Protocol, and TIP became an 
offence in the country on June 28, 2002, under Section 118 of the Immigration and Refugee 
Protection Act (IRPA). On November 25, 2005, another anti-trafficking legislation came into 

force – Sections 279.01-279.04 of the Criminal Code of Canada, which made it possible to 

prosecute cases of domestic human trafficking. The maximum criminal sanctions for traffickers 
in Canada are $1 million fine and/or life imprisonment, the latter when the case involves 

kidnapping, aggravated (sexual) assault, or results in the victim’s death; otherwise, the maximum 
sentence is 14 years in prison (Perrin, 2010). Yet the toughest punishment for a TIP offense 
handed to date is a nine-year prison sentence, with most offenders getting from ten-and-a-half 

months to seven years, and some also receiving financial penalty, additional probation, or a 
deportation order (O’Reilly, 2012; Perrin, 2010; Royal Canadian Mounted Police [RCMP], 
2010). 

TIP victims in Canada are given only a 180-day Temporary Residence Permit (TRP) – to 
decide what they want to do (i.e., go home or stay in Canada). TRP is problematic for a number 
of reasons. While officially the victim’s collaboration with the law enforcement is not required to 

obtain TRP, in reality victims are expected to collaborate. TRP is available only to those who do 
not have legal status in the country, while many trafficked victims are in Canada legally, on 

visitor, student or temporary work visas. Those who have been out of a trafficking situation for 

several months or years also are not eligible for TRP, since its purpose is to give victims time for 
reflection (Kolar, 2012). Most importantly, TRP does not offer victims financial assistance and 
direct pathway to permanent residency in Canada: it merely gives them access to medical 
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services and employment for 180 days. All this, combined with the ever-present fear of revenge 

from traffickers, does not encourage victims to come forward. 

At least 20 Canadian organizations – including law enforcement and government agencies, 

academic units, and NGOs – collect data on human trafficking (see Ogrodnik, 2010, pp. 17-18). 

However, there is no clearly defined methodology on determining yearly figures on human 

trafficking in the country, nor is there a system in place “that has the capability to capture, collate 

and integrate data from the various departments and organizations that collect TIP information” 

(Ogrodnik, 2010, p. 21). Much of this information also is considered unreliable because it “is 

gathered from secondary sources, or is qualitative or anecdotal in nature” (Ogrodnik, 2010, p. 

18). All in all, Canada lags behind the United States and many European nations in terms of data 

collection on, and responses to, human trafficking. 

The first known estimates of the annual number of persons trafficked into Canada were 

offered in 1998, with the publication of highlights of the Organized Crime Impact Study 

conducted by an independent consultant S. D. Porteous for Public Works and Government 

Services Canada, and the Solicitor General of Canada. The study suggested that between 8,000 

and 16,000 migrants were trafficked into Canada annually and either stayed in Canada or tried to 

continue to the U.S. These figures were based on the number of ‘undeserving’ refugee claimants 

in 1996 (the 30 percent that have not been accepted as refugees), an Auditor General’s report 

stating that 60 percent of refugee claimants were undocumented, and “expert opinion,” which 

considered that all those claimants have likely used human smugglers to get into the country 

(Porteous, 1998). 

These estimates were immediately discredited by Francisco Rico-Martinez (1998), then 

President of the Canadian Council for Refugees (CCR). Firstly, it was pointed out that in 1996, 

not 30 percent but 56 percent of refugee claims in Canada have been rejected, and that instead of 

using accurate, publicly available statistics, Porteous (1998) chose to rely on the interviews with 

questionable “experts.” Secondly, the author’s assumption that all rejected refugee claimants 

have come to Canada using organized criminal networks was called “completely unfounded” and 

failing “to take into account the human rights issues” (Rico-Martinez, 1998, p. 2). It was 

reminded that.  

 

• refugees may need to use illegal means to escape persecution and the 1951 Geneva 

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, to which Canada is a signatory, prohibits 

states from penalizing refugees for illegal entry or presence in a country to which they have 

come directly from the place where they feared persecution. For many refugees, using false 

papers provided by migrant traffickers is the only way they can leave their country and reach 

a place where they can be protected from serious human rights abuses. (Rico-Martinez, 1998, 

p. 2)  

 

Thirdly, it was argued that by focusing solely on refugee claimants, the study fed into 

xenophobia, racism, and anti-refugee sentiment (Rico-Martinez, 1998).  

What also becomes evident when reading the study by Porteous (1998) is the fusion of the 

notions of human trafficking and people smuggling, which further discredits suggested TIP 

estimates. Nonetheless, those estimates have been reported widely in the media and cited in 

many academic publications.  

 

In 2004, the Canadian Press used the Access to Information Act to obtain a censored version 

of an internal RCMP report assessing the extent of human trafficking to Canada. This report 
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resulted from Project Surrender, conducted by the RCMP’s criminal intelligence directorate 

(Canadian Press, 2004). The investigators used data from the RCMP immigration and passport 

sections, the Immigration Department and municipal police forces, criminal data banks, 

international studies, and media reports (Canadian Press, 2004). According to the report, at least 

600 foreign women and girls were trafficked into the Canadian sex trade each year, and the 

overall number of trafficked persons increased to at least 800 when factoring in migrants brought 

into the country by criminal structures for purposes other than sexual exploitation (Canadian 

Press, 2004). It was also suggested that from 1,500 to 2,200 migrants were smuggled annually 

from or through Canada to the United States to toil in brothels, sweatshops and the like 

(Canadian Press, 2004). The auhorities stressed that those numbers could be only a fraction of 

the actual total: it was believed that only 1 in 10 TIP victims reported the crime to the police 

(Canadian Press, 2004). While those estimates were never meant to be made public and are no 

longer used by the RCMP, they are still frequently cited in various publications. 

The “police estimates” on the annual number of persons trafficked into Canada, as reported 

by the media in 2006, ranged from 800-1,200 (Canadian Press, 2006) to 2,000 (Cribb & Brazao, 

2006). How those numbers were produced is not known, but they appear to be based on the now 

rescinded RCMP estimates from 2004. 

TIP estimates coming from NGO sources are higher, even though most pertain only to sex 

trafficking. The Salvation Army, for example, pegged the yearly number of women and children 

trafficked for the purposes of the sex trade to or through Canada at 2,500 (Cook, 2007), while the 

Global Survival Network (1998) suggested that as many as 5,000 women were being trafficked 

annually to the United States or Canada from Russia and Eastern Europe alone (cited in Miko & 

Park, 2002, p. 7). A Ukrainian advocacy group Nashi, which focuses on the issues of sex trade, 

reported that an estimated 15,000 girls have been trafficked to Canada from Ukraine (Munroe, 

2007), presumably since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. According to one media 

report, some NGO officials estimated that from 12,000 to 15,000 people were trafficked in 

Canada each year (Global News, 2008). It is unknown what data sources and methodology were 

used to arrive at all those figures. Yet I would hypothesize that the highest-range estimates take 

into consideration tens of thousands of temporary/seasonal foreign laborers in Canada – men and 

women who come to the country legally, on temporary work visas, and are employed in 

agricultural sector, construction, as domestics, etc. It is believed that many, if not the majority, of 

these workers find themselves in trafficking or trafficking-like situations, and that their 

exploitation and abuse are de facto sanctioned by the Canadian immigration laws and 

regulations, which restrict temporary migrant workers’ freedom of movement and make them 

completely dependent on unscrupulous employers, who routinely violate occupational health and 

safety guidelines, and force migrants to work long hours for extremely low wages (Carens, 2008; 

Langevin, 2007; Nakache & Kinoshita, 2010; United Food and Commercial Workers [UFCW] 

Canada, 2009). 

In addition, a joint assessment by the RCMP and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) 

determined that in 1997-2002, a total of 14,792 persons – or an average of 2,465 a year – have 

been smuggled into the country (Bronskill, 2005). Considering how difficult it often is to 

distinguish smuggling from trafficking, we may speculate that some of those persons have been, 

in fact, trafficked. 

The official statistics on TIP-related investigations, prosecutions, and convictions in Canada 

are not readily available because the country does not have a national human trafficking database 

and most of the relevant RCMP files are classified (Ogrodnik, 2010). The information presented 

below comes from censored RCMP and CIC reports, academic studies, and media articles. 
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CIC began flagging suspected human trafficking cases in May 2006. By November 2008, 50 

suspected foreign victims of sex and labor trafficking have been flagged (Perrin, 2010, p. 33). 

The 2010 RCMP’s Project Seclusion identified about 700 files of Canadian investigations 

with human trafficking elements that had occurred in 2005-2009, and retained approximately 

275 of those files for analysis (RCMP, 2010, pp. 5, 7). While significant, the study had obvious 

limitations, which were acknowledged by the investigators:  

 

• Most data retained for analysis was gathered from law enforcement files that contained 

elements of human trafficking even if the cases did not result in charges or convictions of 

human trafficking. The analysis of domestic trafficking utilized only cases where human 

trafficking charges had been laid or if a conviction had been secured. Another limitation was 

the few number of human trafficking cases reported to law enforcement. In addition, not all 

cases that contained human trafficking elements resulted in successful charges or 

convictions. For these reasons, this assessment did not attempt to generate statistics on 

human trafficking, including the number of victims and/or the offenders involved. (RCMP, 

2010, p. 7) 

 

As of May 20, 2012, there were only 17 known human trafficking convictions in Canada, almost 

all resulting from guilty pleas, not judicial pronouncements. Nine convictions involved cases of 

domestic sex trafficking of Canadian females aged 14-25 (Perrin, 2010; RCMP, 2010; 

Stechyson, 2012). Eight convictions came out of the largest human trafficking case in Canadian 

history – that of labour trafficking of 19 Hungarian men and 1 woman by 12 or 13 members of 

an extended Hungarian Roma family residing in Hamilton, Ontario (O’Reilly, 2012). Some 

offenders in known human trafficking cases pleaded guilty to, or were convicted of, non-TIP 

offences, such as living off the avails of prostitution, being part of a criminal organization, theft, 

falsifying immigration documents, or welfare fraud (O’Reilly, 2012; Perrin, 2010). The exact 

number of those offenders and convictions, however, is undetermined. 

About 56 human trafficking cases are currently before the courts across Canada (Stechyson, 

2012). This number is approximate: some charges may be withdrawn for the lack of evidence or 

in exchange for a guilty plea to a lesser offence, while other charges may be dropped due to the 

victims’ absence in court (O’Reilly, 2012; Perrin, 2010; RCMP, 2010). 

According to the CIC’s Victims of Trafficking in Persons Case Monitoring as of January 24, 

2012, a total of 126 TRPs have been issued to 69 foreign nationals between May 2006 (when 

TRP had been initiated) and the end of September 2011 (cited in BC’s Office to Combat 

Trafficking in Persons [BC OCTIP], 2012, p. 4). It is noted that:  

 

• This number includes subsequent permits issued to the same victim. Of these victims, 15 

were males and 51 were females (including one under 18 years old). Three others were minor 

dependents of adult victims. Fifty-three were victims of labour exploitation and 11 of sexual 

exploitation. One victim was subjected to both labour and sexual exploitation, and one 

reported another kind of abuse. Key source countries included Thailand (30), Moldova (10), 

the Philippines (9) and Mexico (6). … The numbers are subject to change, as final data for 

2011 is still being gathered. (BC OCTIP, 2012, p. 4). 

 

The dearth of precise, reliable data makes it impossible to determine whether the incidence of 

TIP in Canada is decreasing or increasing (Ogrodnik, 2010).  
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As for the Canadian estimates on TIP profits, the aforementioned study by Porteous (1998) 
suggested that the amount of money involved in Canadian human trafficking operations  was 
between USD $120 million and USD $400 million annually. Considering the fundamental 

conceptual and methodological flaws of that study, I would argue that those estimates should be 
disregarded. More recently, Canada’s Criminal Intelligence Service estimated that domestic sex 
traffickers earn an average of $280,000 annually from every victim under their control (cited in 

Perrin, 2010). For example, one convicted male offender from Ontario reportedly earned at least 
$400,000 from sexual exploitation of one girl (Perrin, 2010). I was unable to find recent 
estimates of profits generated by other forms of human trafficking. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Overall, it can be argued that the available estimates on the magnitude of human trafficking in 
Canada and worldwide are essentially ‘guesstimates’ or educated guesses. The paucity of 

accurate data on human trafficking is both evident and troubling. There is a huge discrepancy 
between general TIP estimates and the actual statistics. Most frequently, the estimates are based 
on the opinions of “experts,” which increases research bias and subjectivity “because numbers 

and estimates arrived at by expert opinions or involved NGOs cannot be subject to 
methodological scrutiny or evaluations of external actors, numbers are given weight not based on 
the methods used to arrive at them (i.e. registration methods, update frequency, or coverage), but 

based on the authority of the person or organization that provided the estimate” (Tyldum & 
Brunovskis, 2005, p. 27). Both overestimation and underestimation of the extent of human 
trafficking can have negative consequences, and “uncritically using or publishing findings not 

based on sound methodologies may result in misinformation” and impede the creation of 
progressive, effective responses to the problem (Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005, p. 18). 

There have been many suggestions regarding the various ways in which the incidence and 

scope of human trafficking could be measured. Most stakeholders seem to agree that both direct 
and indirect TIP indicators should be used, yet disagreements arise when it comes to specifying 
which indicators could be considered direct, and which should be considered indirect, additional 

or proxy. A thorough reflection on the debates surrounding TIP indicators is beyond the scope of 
this paper. Here, I will merely outline some suggestions derived from relevant literature. 

The most obvious direct TIP indicators could be obtained from the law enforcement, 

immigration and NGO case files, and would include:  
 
• number of TIP-related investigations, arrests, prosecutions, and convictions;  
• number and characteristics of the victims and offenders involved in those cases;  
• number of special visas or (temporary) resident permits issued to TIP victims;  

• number of TIP victims assisted by NGOs; and  
• number of repatriated and deported TIP victims and traffickers. (Laczko & Gramegna, 2003; 

Ogrodnik, 2010; Savona & Stefanizzi, 2007; Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005) 
 
These direct indicators can be used to produce baseline, conservative, or lower-range TIP 
estimates. Producing upper-range estimates will involve the use of indirect/additional/proxy 
indicators, such as:  
 
• number of criminal charges, victims, and offenders involving cases of kidnapping, abduction, 

forcible confinement, sex with minors, child pornography, and prostitution-related offences;  
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• number of temporary work visas and permits issued to foreign exotic dancers, domestic 

workers, live-in-caregivers, au pairs, seasonal farm workers and other categories of laborers;  

• number of persons, especially migrants, employed in the sex trade and adult entertainment 

establishments, such as bawdy houses or brothels, escort services, licensed and unlicensed 

massage parlors, strip clubs/bars and the like;  

• number of entries from countries flagged as “hot spots” with respect to human trafficking and 

organized crime;  

• number of illegal border crossings;  

• number of smuggled persons;  

• number of refugee claimants/asylum seekers;  

• number of unaccompanied and separated minors;  

• number of illegal international adoptions;  

• number of women departing home countries;  

• number of missing women and children, especially Aboriginal women and girls in Canada; 

and 

• poverty and unemployment rates. (Kelly, 2005; Laczko & Gramegna, 2003; Porteous, 1998; 

Ogrodnik, 2010; Savona & Stefanizzi, 2007; Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005) 

 

TIP indicators could be clustered into several sub-groups – for instance, by the level of relevance 

(e.g., Direct Indicators Tier I, Direct Indicators Tier II, Indirect/Additional/Proxy Indictors Tier I, 

Indirect/Additional/Proxy Indictors Tier II), and sources of data (e.g., law enforcement, 

immigration, governmental, non-governmental). 

Of course, some of the suggested indirect indicators – such as general poverty levels, as well 

as the numbers of migrant women, (migrant) sex workers, missing persons, smuggled migrants, 

and refugee claimants/asylum seekers – have been deemed controversial and unreliable (Kelly, 

2005; Rico-Martinez, 1998; Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005). As one example, neo-abolitionists 

may view all persons involved in sex work as trafficked, while it is not accurate (Timoshkina & 

McDonald, 2007). Furthermore, some of the numbers – e.g., number of smuggled migrants, 

number of persons working in the sex industry – are as difficult to obtain as the number of 

trafficked persons. When it comes to the NGO data, it should be reminded that not all NGOs 

providing direct assistance to TIP victims record their numbers and personal information. In 

Canada, in particular, there are only a handful of such NGOs. Most trafficked persons are likely 

to utilize services of mainstream Canadian agencies, such as shelters, food banks and drop-in 

centers, that do not necessarily keep detailed files on, or pry into the circumstances of, their 

service users. Another obstacle to information gathering has to do with the confidentiality of the 

police, immigration and NGO case files, as well as the service providers’ and the investigators’ 

lack of awareness about TIP or special training necessary to identify victims of human 

trafficking. 

What is obvious when it comes to developing reliable indicators of human trafficking and 

collecting accurate TIP data is the need for collaboration and information sharing between 

relevant stakeholders at the local, national and international levels. In Canada, specifically, there 

is a pressing need to develop a National Referral Mechanism (NRM) for the victims of 

trafficking (Barrett, 2010), and a system that would allow to “capture, collate and integrate” TIP 

data, which are currently “dispersed across different departments and agencies within 

government and other organizations including law enforcement and NGOs each using their own 

criteria to define a victim of trafficking thus generating non-comparable information” (Ogrodnik, 

2010, pp. 21, 5). It is important to consolidate data from multiple sources without duplicating it 
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(Ogrodnik, 2010). Thus, the establishment of a national database of human trafficking cases is of 

the utmost importance. 

In conclusion, I would urge all researchers to keep in mind that since reliable, well-

articulated, standardized methodology for collecting and comparing quantitative data on human 

trafficking is lacking, all TIP estimates, whether local, national or global, should be regarded 

with extreme caution. Considering the available official statistics on the numbers of identified 

TIP victims, TIP-related prosecution and convictions, what we can say definitively is that 

thousands or tens of thousands of people have been trafficked worldwide between 2004 and 

2010, but we cannot say exactly how many people are being trafficked. Estimates suggesting 

that hundreds of thousands or even millions of people are being trafficked annually around the 

globe are highly questionable. 
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