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Trafficking for labour exploitation has remained
under the radar of Bulgarian institutions for many
years. The National Commission for Combatting
trafficking in Human Beings, which is the main
coordinating authority in the field of trafficking, has
started to pay more attention to this less
recognizable phenomenon only recently (НКБТХ,
2016, 2018). Bulgaria has been a major source of
trafficked victims for EU countries in the last twenty
years, wherein the largest share of these victims
have been subject to sexual exploitation (CSD, 2019).
Cases of labour trafficking accounted for roughly 1020 percent of all registered victims and institutions
largely acknowledge that this is due to the fact that
it is often hard to distinguish trafficking cases from
the common violations of labour rights. Along with
that victims of labour trafficking apparently file
reports to the police or seek assistance from the
authorities less frequently (НКБТХ, 2018).
The explanation for the low levels of reporting could
be sought in the overall state of the Bulgarian labour
market dominated by high levels of undeclared
work, low wages and ineffective control exercised by
the national authorities with regard to the evasion of
taxes and social contributions and the observance of
labour regulations in general. Bulgaria has
traditionally high level of undeclared work in the

country, which is roughly 2-4 times higher compared
to Western European countries (European
Commission, 2017). According to a recent study 9.2%
of the adult Bulgarian population admits about
working in the undeclared economy, whereas 14.4%
indicate that they have received envelop
(undeclared) wages (Stefanov, Ruslan; Williams,
Colin C.; Rodgers, 2017). These practices often go
hand in hand with various infringements of labour
law and violations of worker‘s rights. The high social
acceptability of such grey economy practices and the
tolerance to concomitant labour law violations
makes labour trafficking cases less recognizable to
both victims and institutions.
The current legal framework of the country is
generally in line with the international and EU
legislation against trafficking in human beings,
including both the UNTOC convention and the
accompanying TIP protocol1 and the European antitrafficking directive2. Trafficking for labour
exploitation is defined in the Bulgarian Penal Code
as: “Recruitment, transportation, hiding or admitting
of individuals or groups of people in view of using
them for … forceful labour … regardless of their
consent”.3 Since Bulgaria does not have a legal
definition of forced labour, usually courts follow the
definition provided in the ILO Forced Labour
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Convention and therefore forced labour is
understood to include deprivation of movement
within a limited location, non‑payment of wages,
physical violence, including emotional violence.
Given the narrow definition adopted in the ILO
convention, in many cases Bulgarian courts would
rather pursue deceit or aggravated deceit charges4
instead of charges for trafficking in human beings for
labour exploitation5.

often indicated as destinations countries are
Germany, France, Italy, Belgium, Netherlands, UK
and Greece, although it is difficult to establish which
is the most preferred destination due to the lack of
detailed disaggregated data (НКБТХ, 2016, 2018,
2019). The most common economic sectors, where
exploitation takes place include agriculture,
hospitality, construction, domestic and social care
(Риск Монитор, 2015). More recently the transport
sector has been indicated as problematic with regard
to trafficking for labour exploitation, whereby both
Bulgarian nationals and other EU citizens became
victims of Bulgarian traffickers.

Recent trends and developments in Bulgaria
The available statistics on trafficking in human beings
show a steady upward trend in the cases related
labour trafficking. The identified victims of labour
exploitation have quadrupled in the period 20142018 (see Figure 1), whereas at the same time the
victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation are
dwindling. The majority of the victims of trafficking
for labour exploitation are adult males - roughly 78%
of all victims. The developments in the recent years
show an ever more increasing role of ICT
technologies for the recruitment of victims
specifically with regard to distribute advertisements
for work abroad (НКБТХ, 2019). Among the most

The statistics indicate a steady decline in the number
of registered crimes related to trafficking in human
beings, which have also resulted in a diminishing
number of prosecuted and convicted traffickers in
the period 2013-2018. These tendencies are also in
line with the general trend of dwindling numbers of
registered victims especially with regard to
trafficking for sexual exploitation already discussed
above. These tendencies could be largely explained
by the dynamics of the demographic and socioeconomic conditions in Bulgaria (CSD, 2019).

Figure 1. Victims of trafficking by purpose of exploitation.
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The free movement of people and easier access to
EU labour market have also contributed to the
contraction of the pool of potential victims, since
Bulgarian citizens can now easily search and apply
for jobs in other EU countries directly and without
any intermediaries.

of all respondents have also responded to
advertisements for work abroad. Certainly some
traffickers also use the traditional word-of-mouth
recruitment, especially in cases related to seasonal
agricultural work (CSD, 2019; Ivanova, 2017).

Figure 2. Number or registered crimes, prosecuted and convicted perpetrators.
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Modus operandi of traffickers
Traffickers usually act as intermediaries and meet
the demand for cheap workforce in various labour
intensive sectors such as construction, agriculture,
cleaning and senior care (НКБТХ, 2016, 2019). The
modus operandi of the perpetrators with regard to
recruitment can generally be classified as online and
traditional approaches. Both approaches involve
false promises about employment, good working
conditions and high remuneration (CSD, 2019). The
online approach generally boils down to casting a
wide web through posting online advertisements on
job search and free ad posting websites, as well as
through social networks, with the aim to attract and
recruit potential victims. A recent study among
Internet users in Bulgaria showed that 39% of all
respondents
have
seen
such
suspicious
advertisement for work abroad on Internet and 25%

In many cases victims are offered the so called allinclusive package, where the traffickers promise
them to cover transportation, housing at the
destination country, sorting out all administrative
procedures and job placement. However, these
tempting offers are usually a mere instrument for
entrapment and debt bondage, since subsequently
traffickers impose extortionate prices for the
provision of the aforementioned services. Traffickers
exert control over victims through a variety of
methods including debt bondage, confiscation of
identification documents, the use of threat of
violence toward victims and/or their families, and
control of victims’ money (CSD, 2019).
The predominant part of cases related to labour
trafficking involve employment without any formal
labour contracts, whereby victims are paid in cash if
3

at all. However, a new growing trend is traffickers to
use legitimate companies in order to conceal the
true nature of their activities both from potential
victims and the relevant national authorities. Thus
victims may sign formal contracts, although in many
cases these contracts are in foreign language and the
victim is not aware about the conditions laid down
there. Moreover, even when formal contract exists,
this would not preclude traffickers from imposition
of longer working hours and substandard or even
dangerous working conditions, withholding all or big
part of the promised wage with various fees, charges
and deductions (Skrivankova, 2014).
The experts from law enforcement and judiciary
concur that in many cases labour trafficking is
intertwined with various schemes for tax and social
contribution evasion. Perpetrators use legitimate
business structures and often employ a number of
methods for evasion such as bogus self-employment
and posted work frauds. Bogus-self-employment
schemes include deceiving, manipulating or forcing
victims to register as self-employed persons in the
destination country, while in reality they work under
the subordination of an employer. Very similar is the
fraud scheme, whereby instead of self-employed the
victims are made to register as shareholders of a
limited liability company (Federal Public Service
Social Security, 2011). Thus, under both of these
schemes their employer in practice reverses the
burden for payment of taxes and social contributions
to the workers and thus cuts labour costs. Victims
are usually made to sign contracts in a foreign
language, which they do not understand, and
without being informed about the relevant tax
regulations. Eventually, they end up owing large
amounts as unpaid income taxes, social and health
contributions.
Another common scheme, which is often employed
in parallel with labour trafficking is the abuse of the
posted work regulations. Under this scheme victims
are contracted by front companies in Bulgaria (or in
other EU country) and then posted to work abroad.
The workers become victims as they are paid below
minimum wage, work much more than the
established working hours, and may live and work in
substandard conditions in breach of the existing
health and safety regulations. Their employer not

only pays them lower wages, but also evades paying
the full amount of the due taxes and social
contributions (Federal Public Service Social Security,
2011). This modus operandi, usually involves
establishing at least one company in the destination
country and one or more in Bulgaria. Often these
companies are shell entities without any assets. The
company abroad is usually a sub-contractor for a
medium or large western company and it
additionally sub-contracts services to the linked
company in Bulgaria, which is in charge for
employing and posting the workers abroad. In many
cases only part of the employed workers are
contracted with legitimate labour contracts,
whereas the rest of the workers sent to work abroad
sign bogus or no contracts at all.
These practices are employed in order to lower risk
of detection by police or labour authorities, and are
known as cascade sub-contracting and use of
letterbox companies (Federal Public Service Social
Security, 2011; Риск Монитор, 2015). Cascade subcontracting is often used by major companies
especially for construction and maintenance
services, whereby including a series of companies in
a chain of sub-contracting the direct responsibility
for the workers is evaded and it is hard for the labour
authorities to distinguish who works for whom.
Cascade sub-contracting is common instrument for
covering various labour law violations and evasion of
due taxes and social contributions. In order to lower
risks of inspections or criminal investigations often
these sub-contractors are the so-called letterbox
companies or companies without any employees or
assets. Even if detected, these shell entities are easily
dumped and disposed of (Federal Public Service
Social Security, 2011).

Business models of traffickers
Generally, the business models of traffickers revolve
around two main avenues for making profit: cost
reduction and revenue generation by use of force
labour (Allain, Crane, LeBaron, & Behbahani, 2013).
However, it should be noted that in reality,
traffickers use a mix of these sources to maximize
revenues. The cost reduction strategy relies on
reduction of labour costs through underpayment or
entirely withholding payments to victims, making
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victims work longer hours, not providing the
required by law conditions for safe and healthy work
environment and evasion of taxes, social and health
contributions. The revenue generating strategy
relies on imposition of upfront fees to the victims for
securing job placement abroad or job trainings, as
well as inflation of costs for transportation, housing,
food, clothes, necessary work equipment and tools
(Allain et al., 2013; CSD, 2019).
Financial flows related to labour trafficking
operations are predominantly in cash. However,
differences exist from sector to sector, since some
sectors are more cash-intensive (e.g. agriculture, carwashing) and in others bank transfers are the norm
– such as food-processing and construction (CSD,
2019). The length of the supply chain also matters. In
cases where the trafficking operation occurs in a
longer supply chain (cascade sub-contracting), the
traffickers may appear as one of the many

legitimately sub-contracted vendors and receive
payments from the main contracting authority via
bank transfers. In these cases payments to the
victimized workers may also be carried out with bank
transfers. However, even in these cases traffickers
usually control the bank cards of the victims and
would immediately withdraw money in cash and
victims receive a fraction of their earnings (CSD,
2019). Labour trafficking operations appear to
require less initial investment and lower running
costs when compared to trafficking for sexual
exploitation and at the same time generate
comparable revenues especially when several
victims are exploited (CSD, 2019).
The collected data suggested that some perpetrators
also engage in other criminal activities such as
trafficking for sexual exploitation, usury and money
laundering (CSD, 2019).

CASE STUDY 1
The main actors were a Bulgarian national from the town of Ruse and an Austrian citizen. The Bulgarian perpetrator
established a company based in Ruse, which was recruiting general workers for jobs at British Petroleum gas-stations in
Austria. The name was intentionally selected in order to resemble an Austrian-based company. The Bulgarian company had
signed a contract for delivery of maintenance services with an Austrian based franchise-owner (an Austrian citizen) who
operates some 25 British Petroleum (BP) gas stations in Austria. The contract was about provision of maintenance services
for 2-3 gas stations and the Ruse-based company distributed advertisements in local media that it is looking for people to
work in Austria. Recruitment methods involved both internet advertisements and word-of-mouth via personal contacts /
network of acquaintances. Most of the recruited were marginalized Roma men. The victims were sent as posted workers
and signed 6 month contracts but stayed for no longer than 3 months at their places of work thus evading the posted
workers regulations. There were about 3-4 victims per gas-station. While in Austria the victims lived in housings paid by the
Austrian franchiser. Their logistics expenses were also covered by the Austrian franchiser (perhaps included in the price for
the delivery of service). The trafficking operation has been ongoing for the period 2017-2018.
The manager of one of the gas station was person of Greek descent, who helped the Ruse organizer to control the victims
at the gas-station. He used aggression and violence and seized the personal ID documents of the victims. The victims were
paid far less than the established minimum wage in Austria. Apart from the Greek manager, another victim of the same THB
ring, who eventually become an assistant manager, also helped control the other victims at the time.
The contracts between the Austrian company and the Ruse-based company, as well as between the Ruse-based company
and the workers were legitimate and compliant with the relevant Bulgarian and Austrain regulations. The Austrian company
payed about 2300 euros per month per worker directly to the Ruse company in an Reiffeizen account registered by the
Bulgarian trafficker in Austria. The perpetrator withdrew his funds directly from the company’s account in Reiffeizen Bank
in Bulgaria. It is not clear how he invested / laundered the proceeds. The franchise owner had no knowledge of the THB that
was taking place at his facilities.
The victims were paid not more than 50 euros per week. The control over the victims at the gas stations was exerted with
the help of a manager of a Greek descent and another assistant manager working there. Both the Greek person and the
assistant manager received additional bonuses in cash from the Ruse organizer.
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CASE STUDY 2
The main perpetrators were two sisters and their father, who are originally from the village of Mindya, Veliko Tarnovo. In
the early 2000s the two sisters moved to the Netherlands and began working as escorts in the sex industry. While still in
the Netherlands, they started their own senior care business with the help of an accounting expert there, also of Bulgarian
descent. They established their own Dutch company for senior care services, which was outsourcing the work to a company
based in Bulgaria. The Bulgarian company was also owned by them. Eventually the sisters were investigated by the Dutch
authorities for tax evasion and decided to move their business to Belgium. The sisters and their father registered some 11
companies – both in Belgium and Bulgaria, which were subsequently used to run the business administratively and lower
the risks of inspection or investigation.
The victims were recruited in Bulgaria with job advertisements on specialised websites, as well as advertisements in local
media, mostly in the wider Veliko Tarnovo region. The Bulgarian company, rented an office in a building at the centre of
Veliko Tarnovo and 2-3 people as administrative staff. The potential victims were screened very carefullywould come at
this office for a very short interview with one of the company’s owners. After the interview, victims were invited to another
place – an apartment in a residential building where the contract was signed. The victims signed contracts with the
Bulgarian company.
As part of the trafficking scheme, the three perpetrators operated eight different companies that have been established in
Bulgaria. The big number of interlinked companies was used in order to evade the Belgian regulations for posted workers,
as well as to lower risks of inspections and criminal investigation. Whenever the Bulgarian General Labour Inspectorate
initiated an inspection of some of the registered companies the perpetrators swiftly dumped it and continued operating
with a new one. The old companies were transferred to socially disadvantaged persons in order to evade the collection of
the due taxes and social contributions.
The sisters had also registered a Belgian company in order to demonstrate the legitimacy and credibility of their services
to the potential Belgian clients. In fact, this was a letterbox company and served only as a front. However, the perpetrators
rented a meeting room in a high class business centre in the city of Herentals, where the company was officially registered.
Most of the victims were being mistreated and exploited. They were the targets of continuous verbal assault and
harassment by the two sisters. Victims were coerced or deceived to sign a large amount of papers upon signing their
contract. Among these were resignation letters, as well as receipts that they have received their wages in cash. Victims
were officially posted, with A1 certificates*.
The clients would come in and sign a service contract at the premises of the perpetrator’s Belgian company. However, the
clients were actually invited to sign the contract with a Bulgarian company instead the Belgium one that advertised the
services. They paid around 2,500 euros via bank transfer to a Reiffeisen bank account. Actually, the Belgian company had
a very small annual turnover of about 6 000 to 10 000 euros, as it was mainly used to rent rooms and vehicles, manage
logistics or other administrative issues. There were huge discrepancies between what was promised to the victims and
what they actually received as a salary. They were promised between 800 and 1000 euro, but received around 400-500
euros monthly via bank transfers. The victims had to pay for their flight, food, logistics, internet access and lodging and
these expenses were subtracted from their wages by the traffickers. The traffickers invested a large part of their proceeds
in Bulgaria, including in a guest house in the village of Mindya.
Prior to starting their labour trafficking scheme the two sisters worked as sex workers in the Netherlands. Back then they
did, however, also engage in blackmail practices with some of their clients. During that time they also attempted to start
trafficking girls from the Mindya region for sex work in the Netherlands. Allegedy, there had been an investigation initiated
against them, which at some point was dropped.
The organisers made money from both their clients and the victims, but did not pay any taxes or contributions in Belgium
as their workers had been officially posted from Bulgaria. Thus they were also involved in tax and social contributions fraud
*The A1 form is a standard document issued to posted workers in EU and it certifies which social security legislation applies to the holder
of the form. The A1 is issued by the country to whose legislation the worker is subject and confirms that he is not subject to the legislation
of any other country he is connected with – in other words the worker will have no obligation to pay social security (including health
insurance) contributions in the other countries.
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Conclusion
Bulgaria remains one of the significant source
countries for labour trafficking in Europe, although
the problem has not been on the priority list of
institutions for a long time being overshadowed by
the problem with trafficking for sexual exploitation.
The last five years are marked with an upward trend
of the registered victims, which may be explained
also by the increasing efforts of the national
institutions to tackle the problem. The number of
prosecutions and convictions for labour trafficking
remains low due to the narrow interpretation of
forced labour by law enforcement and judiciary
institutions. The predominant part of labour
trafficking follows simple business models, whereby
victims are recruited and exploited without any
formal contracts in economic sectors such as
agriculture, construction, cleaning and senior care.
However there is a growing new trend of employing
legitimate business structures in order to conceal
trafficking activities. In many of these cases labour
trafficking is intertwined with various forms of tax
and social contributions evasion or fraud and
traffickers make use of schemes for bogus selfemployment or posting of workers abroad.

Traffickers profit mainly in two ways. Firstly, they
profit from the lowered labour costs and, secondly,
by imposition of various kinds of upfront fees for
securing job placement and facilitation of various
administrative procedures, as well as by imposition
of extortionate prices for transport, housing,
equipment. The level of the generated revenues to a
large extent depends on the level of vulnerability of
the victims. The more vulnerable the victim, the
lower the risk of reporting to law enforcement or
other relevant authorities and thus the longer the
period of exploitation.
Among the main challenges associated with
investigation and prosecution of labour trafficking
appears to be the lack of established legal definition
and common understanding among Bulgarian law
enforcement and magistrates about what
constitutes forced labour. Possible solutions in this
regard could be either the inclusion of such
definition in the Penal Code or alternatively adoption
of interpretative decision by the Supreme Court.
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