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Joint position of IN VIA and the German Caritas Association on 
combatting human trafficking and 

supporting its victims 
 

 

Victims of human trafficking are victims of violence and exploitation, which makes them 

particularly vulnerable and in need of protection. IN VIA, a specialist organisation within the 

German Caritas Association (Deutscher Caritasverband e. V., DCV) which has a long 

tradition of social work for girls and women, and the German Caritas Association itself have 

always been involved in measures to protect the victims of human trafficking and have 

participated in programmes aimed at combatting criminal human trafficking organisations at a 

national and an international level. The main focus of this work is on support for the victims. 

Both Caritas and IN VIA see human trafficking within the context of migration processes, 

global poverty, economic crises and political and economic upheaval. 

More and more people are migrating, which puts them at risk of becoming victims of 

structural, psychological and physical violence. Their often precarious legal and social status, 

and the pressure of having to create a safe life for themselves and their families through 

migration, make them easy targets for exploitation. Gender hierarchies and violence against 

women also play an important role, particularly, but not exclusively, in human trafficking for 

sexual exploitation. 

The high number of unreported cases means that there are no reliable figures on human 

trafficking. According to estimates by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), more than 

18 million people worldwide have been victims of human trafficking. There are no exact 

figures for Germany either. The country’s Federal Criminal Police Office reports that in 2017, 

the police were aware of 489 victims of human trafficking for sexual exploitation (95 percent 

of whom were women). The number of unreported cases can be expected to be considerably 
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higher. The same goes for forced labour, with 180 reported victims in Germany in 2017. 

State prosecutors, courts and police authorities still have little experience in investigating 

forced labour, which means that its extent is difficult to gauge.  

Human trafficking is a severe human rights violation. It is one of the most lucrative forms of 

organised crime after drug and arms trafficking. The profits can be returned to the official 

financial system through money laundering without a major risk of discovery. Detection is 

difficult because the victims remain silent out of fear and dependency, or do not know what 

their rights are or how to assert them.  

The implementation of the EU Directive on preventing and combating trafficking in human 

beings and protecting its victims (2011/36/EU) into German law and the subsequent 

comprehensive reform of criminal law on human trafficking and exploitation in 2016 led to a 

redefinition of the criminal offence of human trafficking. 

In line with the new approach, the official understanding of the concept of human trafficking 

was adapted to reflect its international definition as the recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harbouring or receipt of persons by means of the abuse of a position of vulnerability or 

helplessness associated with their presence in a foreign country, for the purpose of 

exploitation. Since 2016, the law has also covered human trafficking for the purpose of 

begging, for committing a criminal offence or for the removal of organs.  

The statutory regulations for combatting human trafficking are laid down in German and 

European law, by the Council of Europe and in international agreements. Many NGOs report 

that the measures taken are insufficient to combat human trafficking sustainably and to 

provide comprehensive protection to its victims. 

In his message on the occasion of the first World Day of the Poor on 19 November 2017, 

Pope Francis pointed out that poverty has many faces, such as ignorance and illiteracy, 

shortage of work, trafficking and slavery. “Poverty has the face of women, men and children 

exploited by base interests, crushed by the machinations of power and money.”1 

With this joint position, IN VIA and the German Caritas Association once again speak out 

against the globalisation of indifference and castigate human trafficking for what it is: an 

abhorrent crime. Both organisations see a pressing need for action.2 

 

1. Adjusting the legislation on obtaining legal status 

When victims of human trafficking manage to escape and contact the authorities, or when 

                                                
1
 http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/poveri/documents/papa-francesco_20170613_messaggio-i-

giornatamondiale-poveri-2017.html, para. no. 5 (last accessed: 24 October 2018) 
2
 In addition to this position paper, the German Caritas Association and IN VIA are publishing a joint fact sheet 

with up-to-date background information. The fact sheet can be accessed here (in German): http://www.invia-
deutschland.de/fachliches/publikationen/veroeffentlichungen/migration  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/poveri/documents/papa-francesco_20170613_messaggio-i-giornatamondiale-poveri-2017.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/poveri/documents/papa-francesco_20170613_messaggio-i-giornatamondiale-poveri-2017.html
http://www.invia-deutschland.de/fachliches/publikationen/veroeffentlichungen/migration
http://www.invia-deutschland.de/fachliches/publikationen/veroeffentlichungen/migration
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they are arrested by the police, their residence status is checked (for example to find out if 

they are EU citizens or recognised refugees). If they do not have a residence permit, they 

may obtain the right to stay by agreeing to testify against the perpetrators. Their duty to leave 

may be stayed for at least three months, at the discretion of the authorities, while they decide 

whether or not to testify. Their residence permit can and should be extended for 

humanitarian or personal reasons after the end of the legal action.  

If a victim of human trafficking is not prepared to testify, or if their right to stay expires when 

legal action ends and they cannot claim this right on any other grounds, they are obliged to 

leave the country and may be deported.  

Some victims of human trafficking are threatened in Germany if they testify or intend to testify 

against the perpetrators. Once they have been returned — against their will — to their home 

country, they frequently continue to live under threat. Often, returning to their old life is 

impossible.  

Any victim of human trafficking who wants to stay should be given a residence permit, 

irrespective of whether they are prepared to testify. As long as there is no general right to 

stay for victims of human trafficking, the following points must be observed as minimum 

requirements: 

Victims of forced prostitution and forced labour who do not already have a residence permit 

should be granted the right to stay for six months in order to give them a chance to stabilise 

and decide freely whether they are willing to testify. To enable those affected to decide 

entirely freely within that period without having to report to the police, specialised support 

centres should be able to furnish them with a written certificate stating that they are a 

suspected victim of human trafficking, which should be sufficient to give them the right to 

stay.  

The victims of human trafficking must continue to be protected after criminal proceedings 

end, and must be granted a general right to have their residence permit extended after this 

time. 

Furthermore, victims of human trafficking who were not witnesses in a legal case should 

have the right to obtain a residence permit if they would be marginalised or threatened upon 

return to their home country as a result of their history.  

 

2. Paying attention to underage victims 

Many victims of human trafficking are underage. Generally, underage victims are subject to 

the same regulations as adults, despite the fact that, according to the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, they should enjoy special protection and be given special care and 
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assistance. Underage victims of human trafficking from other countries are often given forged 

documents stating that they are older than they actually are.  

The age of human trafficking victims who appear to be underage, or claim to be, must always 

be ascertained. The measures used to do this must always take into account the child’s best 

interest.  

A strategy should be developed for collaboration between different professions (such as 

youth welfare offices, specialised support centres, the police, caregivers, institutions for 

unaccompanied minor refugees) with the objective of intercepting and adequately caring for 

these children. 

Foreign minors who have fallen victim to human trafficking must be given a guaranteed 

residence permit in Germany. Repatriation may only be considered if this is in the child’s best 

interest and if the child is certain to be protected in the target country.  

 

3. Enabling family reunification for those at risk 

Experience with criminal proceedings has shown that the victims of human trafficking often 

refuse to testify in response to threats against their families, and their children in particular. 

They can only be expected to make a statement without fear if they can be sure that their 

families are safe. 

People affected by human trafficking must be allowed to bring their threatened family 

members to Germany through a hardship provision. 

 

4. Identifying and helping victims of human trafficking amongst refugees 

In order to do justice to the particular situation of victims of human trafficking among 

refugees, the first step is to identify them. The recommendations for detection and action 

drawn up by the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF) for the 

identification of human trafficking victims during the asylum procedure are insufficient to 

reliably identify victims and to guarantee the necessary protection for them right from the 

start. 

To identify victims of human trafficking, the staff working in preliminary reception centres for 

refugees and at the BAMF need to be adequately trained and need to exert particular care. 

Specialised support centres must be allowed access to these reception centres so that 

refugees have the opportunity to make contact. To reach victims of human trafficking among 

refugees, it is crucial to give them information about their rights and possible support 

services in a language they can understand as soon as they arrive at the preliminary 

reception centre. Even if they do not stay there for any length of time, they must be given the 
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opportunity to make contact with specialised support centres for victims of violence or human 

trafficking. 

 

5. Offering victims of human trafficking safe accommodation and ongoing support 

Victims of human trafficking need time to stabilise and get their bearings, irrespective of 

whether they are willing to testify. They are frequently severely traumatised by their 

experiences. To process these experiences and to plan their future, victims need 

professional counselling and care. Currently, counselling and support centres lack the 

resources and the financial planning security required for such intensive support. 

A counselling infrastructure must be set up and be accessible as a standard service. There 

have to be uniform national regulations regarding funding, so that adequate psychosocial 

support is guaranteed across Germany. More psychosocial services must be set up, and 

more funding needs to be provided for them. 

There must be a sufficient number of secure institutions across Germany for the protection 

and care of victims of human trafficking. The necessary services must be funded in full even 

for people who are not entitled to social welfare benefits under the German Social Security 

Code (SGB) II or XII. 

 

6. Providing education and training for victims  

People who do not have a plan for their future are particularly at risk of becoming victims of 

human trafficking (again). To help them make plans for their future in Germany or their 

country of origin, victims of human trafficking have to be offered training and education. 

Options for employment, education and training must be created for victims of human 

trafficking or forced prostitution, and access to existing training measures must be granted. 

 

7. Raising awareness among authorities and professionals 

Awareness must be raised among the police and all staff at institutions that are a regular first 

point of contact for victims of human trafficking, to enable them to recognise and deal with 

the crime of human trafficking in connection with forced prostitution or forced labour. 

In relation to initial contact with victims, asylum advisors and social workers at welfare 

organisations particularly need to be made aware of the issues involved and to be included in 

the counselling process.  

Family court judges, carers and staff at youth welfare offices must be given training — 

including on the dangers that may be encountered on the internet — to enable them to 

provide appropriate assistance.  
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8. Ensuring compensation for the victims 

The Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and the 

Directive of the European Parliament on preventing and combating trafficking in human 

beings state that victims must be given compensation. Under German law, however, only 

those affected by acts of violence who have the legal right to stay can be granted 

compensation.  

Germany is called upon to revise its Act on compensation to victims of violent crime (OEG) to 

include compensation for those affected by acts of violence who do not have a legal right to 

stay. 

 

9. Creating the position of national rapporteur against human trafficking 

There is hardly any conclusive data on the extent and the forms of human trafficking in 

Germany. In order to enable coordinated, effective actions to improve law enforcement and 

to strengthen the protection of victims, the German government is called upon to create the 

position of national rapporteur against human trafficking. 

Furthermore, collaboration within the European Union must be improved to ensure effective 

cross-border law enforcement. The Member States must ensure that information and 

relevant data is shared, and coordinate measures for law enforcement. 

 

 

 

 

10. Informing victims about their rights  

In general, anyone who is or may be affected by human trafficking must be informed about 

the risks they may encounter, as well as their rights and how to exercise these. This includes 

prevention work in their countries of origin. In Germany, it includes information about 

healthcare, protection for victims of violence, and wage entitlements, as well as the ability to 

exercise these rights without fear — irrespective of their residence status. The German 

Caritas Association and IN VIA are also calling for more robust information and counselling 

services because empowered and informed people who know their rights and how to 

exercise them are less likely to become victims of human trafficking. If they do nonetheless 

end up in a predicament, they will know who to turn to. 

Both law enforcement and more stringent controls could contribute to making human 

trafficking riskier and less profitable. These strategies should be used consistently and 
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reinforced.  

A society that does not forcefully combat human trafficking, and the devaluation of human 

beings which it involves, is a broken society. We have to take action and create awareness 

of the fact that precarious labour conditions must be combatted at home just as much as in, 

say, Bangladesh. Consumers should be informed about the circumstances in which goods 

are produced and about forced labour, so that they may consider accepting higher prices to 

ensure fair wages. 

 

The work of IN VIA and the German Caritas Association 

Together with their member organisations, the German Caritas Association and IN VIA 

provide direct assistance and carry out political lobbying work to improve living conditions for 

migrants in Germany. They have set up advisory offices to provide migrants with support and 

legal advice, and refer them to specialised support centres if necessary. Specialised support 

centres offer help for victims of human trafficking. In particular, they provide assistance and 

stability for those affected by forced prostitution or forced labour. They help victims decide 

whether or not they want to testify against the perpetrators, and they support those who do 

decide to speak out in court. They also advise and care for those victims of human trafficking 

who do not want to testify, and help them organise their return to their country of origin if 

necessary. 

The German Caritas Association and IN VIA Catholic Association for Girls in Germany have 

been creating a network of Church organisations that work in this field. They are part of the 

international COATNET network operating under the umbrella of Caritas Internationalis. Both 

associations also collaborate with the German Bishops’ Conference and are members of 

KOK, a German NGO network and coordination office against trafficking in human beings. 

 

Freiburg, 15 October 2018 

 

Contact: 

Elke Tießler-Marenda, German Caritas Association 
Tel. +49 (0)761 200-371, elke.tiessler-marenda@caritas.de  
 
Regine Rosner, IN VIA Deutschland  
Tel. +49 (0)761 200-234, regine.rosner@caritas.de  
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