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Abstract 

Human trafficking remains one of the most persistent and inhumane violations of basic human rights in India. 

This exploitative practice spans forced labour, sexual slavery, and illicit organ trade, targeting the most 

vulnerable segments of society under the guise of poverty, gender disparities, and systemic inefficiencies. 

Despite the presence of multiple legal safeguards—including the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956 

(ITPA)1, Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC), and several child welfare statutes—India continues to face formidable 

obstacles in effective enforcement, victim assistance, and long-term rehabilitation. This research delves into 

the prevailing scenario of human trafficking in India, assessing the strengths and shortcomings of the existing 

legal instruments while investigating the social and economic realities that enable trafficking networks to 

thrive. It exposes the disconnect between legislative intent and ground-level implementation, bringing to light 

issues such as corruption, lack of training, poor inter-agency coordination, and insufficient digital literacy. 

Furthermore, the paper underscores the inefficacy of current rehabilitation models, which often overlook 

psychological recovery and socio-economic reintegration of survivors. Emphasizing that laws alone are not 

enough, the study advocates a comprehensive and survivor-oriented response, involving stronger community 

engagement, capacity building, and policy coherence. Drawing insights from judicial pronouncements, 

governmental findings, and NGO experiences, this paper presents actionable recommendations aimed at 

building a robust and empathetic anti-trafficking framework. It ultimately argues for an integrated response 

involving the state, civil society, and communities to truly dismantle the invisible chains of human trafficking.2 

Keywords: Human Trafficking, Forced Labour, Sexual Exploitation, Organ Trade, ITPA, IPC, Victim 

Rehabilitation, Law Enforcement, Gender Disparities, Survivor-Centric Approach. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, No. 104 of 1956, INDIA CODE (1956). 
2 Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, No. 32 of 2012, INDIA CODE (2012). 
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Introduction 

Human trafficking, often characterized as a modern-day form of slavery, represents one of the most widespread 

infringements of human rights contemporary India. Despite being illegal and universally condemned, 

trafficking continues to flourish within the shadows of Indian society, affecting thousands annually. Traffickers 

operate through intricate networks that prey on human desperation, particularly targeting women, children, and 

the economically disadvantaged. Victims are lured or coerced through false promises of employment, 

education, or marriage, only to be subjected to exploitation—ranging from forced labour and sex work to organ 

harvesting and domestic servitude. 

The issue of trafficking is not confined to a single region or demographic—it is a nationwide crisis exacerbated 

by systemic issues such as poverty, illiteracy, gender-based violence, and social exclusion. These factors 

collectively create fertile ground for traffickers to operate with impunity. Although India has enacted a series 

of laws, including the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956 (ITPA) and provisions under the Indian Penal 

Code (IPC)3, the implementation of these laws remains fragmented and inconsistent. There exists a significant 

gap between the theoretical strength of the legal framework and the reality on the ground, where victims often 

receive inadequate support, and perpetrators evade justice due to bureaucratic hurdles and corruption. 

This paper seeks to dissect the multifaceted nature of human trafficking in India by analysing both legal 

responses and socio-economic contributors. It aims to answer a critical question: Why does trafficking persist 

despite an elaborate legal architecture? The study explores the gaps in enforcement, the challenges faced by 

the judiciary, and the deficiencies in victim rehabilitation and reintegration. It advocates for a holistic, survivor-

centred approach that not only focuses on punitive measures but also on prevention, protection, and 

empowerment. Through a comprehensive analysis of legal statutes, judicial precedents, and empirical data, 

this paper highlights urgent areas for reform and proposes pragmatic solutions to combat this deep-rooted 

issue.4 

Research Methodology 

This study employs a doctrinal research methodology, relying on primary legal sources such as Indian 

statutes—like the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956; Indian Penal Code, 1860; Protection of Children 

from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act5, and Juvenile Justice Act, 2015—as well as judicial pronouncements by 

Indian courts. Secondary materials, including academic journals, NGO reports, and newspaper articles, provide 

essential context and help interpret the ground realities that influence law enforcement and policy outcomes. 

The research combines legal interpretation with socio-economic analysis, offering a balanced, interdisciplinary 

perspective on human trafficking in India.6 

Legal Framework Governing Human Trafficking in India 

India’s legal response to human trafficking consists of several laws, each targeting different dimensions of the 

problem: 

 Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956 (ITPA): This legislation specifically targets the trafficking 

of individuals for commercial sexual exploitation. It authorises rescue operations and provides for the 

rehabilitation of victims. However, its language and application have been criticised for moralistic 

undertones, often leading to the criminalisation of victims themselves rather than perpetrators. 

                                                           
3 Indian Penal Code, No. 45 of 1860, Sec 370–370A, INDIA CODE (1860). 
4 The Trafficking in Persons (Prevention, Care and Rehabilitation) Bill, 2021 (India), MINISTRY OF WOMEN & CHILD 
DEVELOPMENT, GOV’T OF INDIA. 
5 Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, No. 32 of 2012, INDIA CODE (2012). 
6 Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, No. 19 of 1976, INDIA CODE (1976). 
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 Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC): Sections 370 and 370A of the IPC define and penalise human 

trafficking for exploitation in any form. Although the amendments in 2013 improved the legal 

definition, the IPC’s framework often fails to capture the intricacies of trafficking networks. 

 Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012 (POCSO): While not directly aimed at 

trafficking, this Act provides robust safeguards for children against sexual abuse, indirectly supporting 

anti-trafficking efforts involving minors. 

 Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015: This law facilitates care, protection, 

rehabilitation of trafficked children but suffers from inconsistent implementation, especially in rural 

and under-resourced areas. 

 Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976 and Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) 

Act, 1986: These laws target economic forms of exploitation, particularly forced and child labour—

two major components of trafficking. 

 Trafficking in Persons (Prevention, Care and Rehabilitation) Bill, 2021: Though not yet enacted, 

this proposed legislation aims to consolidate various anti-trafficking provisions into a unified, victim-

focused legal framework. It suggests the creation of specialised anti-trafficking bureaus and a national 

plan for prevention and rehabilitation. 

Socio-Economic Factors Contributing to Human Trafficking 

The persistence of trafficking in India is rooted not just in legal loopholes but also in deep-seated socio-

economic vulnerabilities: 

 Poverty and Unemployment: A lack of economic opportunities, particularly in rural areas, drives 

individuals to accept dubious job offers that eventually lead to exploitation. 

 Illiteracy and Lack of Awareness: Many victims are unaware of their rights or the dangers posed by 

traffickers. This makes them easy targets. 

 Gender Discrimination: Patriarchal societal norms restrict the mobility and autonomy of women, 

making them more susceptible to trafficking under false pretences of marriage or employment. 

 Migration: Both internal and cross-border migration due to natural disasters, conflict, or economic 

distress increases the risk of trafficking, especially in unregulated urban areas and border districts.7 

Role of Law Enforcement and Judiciary 

Law enforcement and judicial institutions are key pillars in the anti-trafficking ecosystem, yet they are often 

found lacking due to: 

 Insufficient Training and Sensitisation: Many officers and prosecutors are not adequately trained to 

handle trafficking cases, especially regarding victim rights and trauma. 

 Corruption and Complicity: In some regions, trafficking operations enjoy protection from local 

officials, compromising investigations and victim safety. 

 Judicial Backlogs: Long delays in court proceedings disincentivise victims from participating in trials, 

weakening prosecution efforts. 

                                                           

7 Siddharth Kara, Modern Slavery: A Global Perspective 102–05 (2017).                                                            International Labour 

Organization (ILO), Profits and Poverty: The Economics of Forced Labour (2014), 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_243391/lang--en/index.htm.                                                          U.N. 

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 2022, at 32–36, 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/glotip.html.  
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 Inadequate Victim Support: There is a lack of witness protection and counselling services, often 

resulting in re-victimisation or withdrawal of testimony.8 

Challenges in Victim Rehabilitation and Reintegration 

Victim rehabilitation remains one of the most underdeveloped aspects of India’s anti-trafficking response. 

Survivors face numerous post-rescue challenges: 

 Social Stigma and Marginalisation: Society often blames the victim, particularly in cases of sexual 

exploitation. This leads to isolation and psychological trauma. 

 Inadequate Services: Many government-run shelters lack basic amenities and fail to provide essential 

services like counselling, healthcare, or skill-building. 

 Lack of Inter-Agency Coordination: The fragmented nature of support services means survivors fall 

through the cracks between different departments and NGOs. 

 Security Risks: Threats from traffickers continue post-rescue, necessitating robust protection and 

relocation mechanisms. 

Findings and Suggestions 

Key Findings: 

 The existing legal framework is extensive but poorly enforced. 

 Trafficking is deeply embedded in socio-economic vulnerabilities. 

 Law enforcement and judicial mechanisms are inadequately equipped. 

 Rehabilitation and reintegration processes are fragmented and underfunded. 

Suggestions: 

 Strengthen Enforcement: Through specialised training, creation of dedicated anti-trafficking units, 

and implementation of anti-corruption safeguards. 

 Improve Victim Services: By developing comprehensive support systems, including legal aid, trauma 

counselling, education, and job training. 

 Community Engagement: Run awareness campaigns to destigmatise survivors and build local 

vigilance against trafficking networks. 

 Policy Integration: Implement a unified anti-trafficking policy that harmonises legal, social, and 

economic measures under a single umbrella.9 

 

 

                                                           
8 Ministry of Home Affairs, Govt. of India, Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) to Combat Trafficking of Children for Labour 

(2017), https://www.mha.gov.in.                                                                                                            U.N. Office on Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC), Strengthening Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice Responses to Trafficking in Persons (2020), 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/.                                                   Shakti Vahini v. Union of India, (2018) 7 

SCC 192,18 (India). 

9 Save the Children India, Rehabilitation of Survivors of Human Trafficking: A Study of Shelter Homes in West Bengal (2019), 

https://www.savethechildren.in.                                                                                                              U.N. Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, Nov. 15, 2000, 2237 U.N.T.S. 319. 
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Conclusion 

Human trafficking in India is not just a legal issue; it is a moral, social, and developmental crisis that demands 

immediate and multifaceted intervention. Despite the presence of numerous legal provisions, the ground reality 

paints a bleak picture—where victims remain voiceless, traffickers escape justice, and rehabilitation is more 

aspirational than operational. A singular focus on punitive measures will never be enough. Instead, what India 

urgently requires is an integrated and compassionate framework—one that combines stringent law enforcement 

with grassroots socio-economic support, community participation, and survivor rehabilitation. 

The fight against trafficking must be sustained, inclusive, and deeply human-centred. Victims should be seen 

not merely as recipients of aid but as individuals with agency and potential. Lawmakers, judges, police officers, 

NGOs, and ordinary citizens must all be part of a collective movement to end trafficking. Only through a 

consistent, rights-based approach—grounded in dignity, empathy, and justice—can India hope to break the 

invisible chains of trafficking and build a society where freedom is not a privilege, but a right guaranteed to 

all. 
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