
20 21

CHAPTER 03

A coordinated inspection at a Chinese 
restaurant in the city of G revealed that the 
restaurant’s cook was staying in the country 
illegally. Successive inspections by the social 
inspectorates revealed unreported and only 
partly reported employment. In addition, the 
employees of the restaurant lived on the top 
floor of the restaurant, while this had been 
explicitly forbidden by the fire brigade’s 
safety advice and the terms of the catering 
license. The space upstairs was not suitable 
for occupancy (no escape routes). Moreover, 
it had been rebuilt and subdivided without 
a license. In addition, the cash register and 
financial registration of the restaurant turned 
out to be completely illegal (registered as well 
as unregistered cash records).

Case study ‘Clumsy’ concerns Eastern 
European construction workers who were 
housed in an office building, rented by Y, a 
German company that was commissioned 
by Belgian company X to carry out con-
struction works. Company Y hired a German 
subcontractor for these works (company 
Z). Company Z recruited Eastern European 
workers for this job. Signals that pointed to 
human trafficking were observed, such as 
the use of complicated corporate structures, 
unsuitable accommodation and transporta-
tion to and from the residence, arranged by 
the intermediary (company Z). City A received 
complaints about nuisance (fly-tipping, noise, 
power failures), as a result of which the case 
was further examined by the police, the urban 
inspector and residential inspection services. 
The case was tackled on the basis of viola-
tions of housing quality and urban planning. 
The indications of human trafficking (econo-
mic exploitation) could not be investigated 
further, considering the complexity of the 
case and the foreign component.

The Cornwall case study revolves around 
criminal investigations into the exploitation 
of Filipino crew members in the Dutch inland 
shipping industry. The case was disclosed 
after a municipal enforcer in the port reported 
the abuse. During an inspection, these 
Filipino sailors were found in abominable 
circumstances. The crew members stayed 
on board non-stop for long periods of time, 
with very little contact with the outside world, 
and they had to work in poor conditions. They 
hardly had any free time, and they were sys-
tematically paid below minimum wage. They 
were maintained in a position of dependence 
as they had had to hand over their passports. 
Moreover, all conditions had been contractu-
ally defined.

This case came to the attention of the city 
of G because of complaints from residents 
about noise nuisance in a neighbouring valet 
car wash. The municipality examined the 
case, and it became clear that the compa-
ny did not have an environmental permit to 
operate a valet car wash. There were also 
apparent signs of occupancy in spaces at 
the car wash that were not suitable for oc-
cupancy. Two coordinated inspections were 
organised, in which several partners carried 
out simultaneous inspections. This brought 
to light a network of various companies and 
businesses that were illegally employing 
vulnerable people in substandard working 
conditions. The workers were recruited in 
refugee centres. The actions carried out by 
the perpetrators were aimed at systematically 
and continuously evading social charges. The 
case was handed over to the public prosecu-
tor’s office for the purpose of investigating hu-
man trafficking and rack-renting. As a result, 
the owners were sentenced to two years in 
prison for human trafficking in October 2018.
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Case study Lagos focusses on the approach 
of a mushroom farm. The 600 Polish pickers 
employed by the company lived and worked 
under dreadful conditions for years. The 
Polish employees were underpaid through the 
ingenious manipulation of all kinds of compu-
ter systems. They are said to have been humi-
liated, insulted, offended, sexually slandered 
and accommodated in horrible conditions. 
They were fed poorly, had to work many days 
and long hours, they were not free to choose 
where they lived, they were threatened with 
fines and dismissal, and they were constantly 
monitored. The criminal record shows all the 
signs of slavery. 

The Peppermint case emerged after Bul-
garian seasonal workers in fruit harvesting 
submitted declarations of arrival at different 
addresses in the same city to the civil affairs 
department. Initially, housing inspections 
were carried out in house C because eight 
Bulgarian seasonal workers were officially 
registered there. No workers were found on 
the premises, however. The link to the Pep-
permint house was made, an address foreign 
workers had also been registered on in the 
past. The owner of the Peppermint house 
is the son of the owner of house C. In the 
Peppermint house, fifteen seasonal Bulgarian 
workers were found in the basement and in 
the carport of this villa. The basement accom-
modated, among others, a pregnant woman 
and two unaccompanied minors. There was 
no ventilation or natural lighting in the base-
ment, the fuel tank and heating system were 
the central decor. Sanitation facilities were 
hardly available. The workers used a barbe-
cue in the garden of the villa for cooking. The 
fruit pickers’ employer indicated that he had 
to pay his workers in cash and that part of 
this money was immediately withheld by the 
intermediaries who transported the workers 
in vans.

Via an administrative act of the police, 
information about pub B was transferred 
to the mayor of the city of A. This exposed 
various nuisance complaints. After exchan-
ging information with the public prosecutor’s 
office, trafficking was unveiled of illegal young 
African women (mainly from Ghana, Nigeria 
and Cameroon), and sometimes even minors, 
who were forced to prostitute themselves in 
pub B to pay for their travel debts to human 
traffickers.
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This case started in the Netherlands with an 
anonymous letter. This letter mentioned that 
women were being exploited in a massage 
parlour. Allegedly, there was a large network 
of massage parlours under one owner, bet-
ween which the women would be exchanged. 
In addition, the financial aspect was also 
rather fishy. A lot was be paid in cash and 
both registered as well as unregistered cash 
records were said to be kept. Thus, large 
sums of money would be laundered, and 
taxes would be evaded. In the Dutch municip-
alities, the permits for sexual orientation have 
all been subject to an integrity assessment 
in accordance with the Bibob Act. A closer 
investigation uncovered multiple letters in 
several regions in the Netherlands, and from 
different governmental partners. In city A, a 
permit application by the same network ap-
peared to have been filed. However, this per-
mit application is subject to a morality inves-
tigation before the permit can be granted or 
denied. All the massage parlours in question 
in the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany ad-
vertised their services via the same website. 
The Dutch managers appeared to own sever-
al real estate properties in city A. Moreover, 
multiple violations were discovered during 
this investigation: fire safety was insufficient, 
women were present to work even though 
they were not listed on the permit application 
etc. Later, Germany also submitted a request 
to the RIEC to obtain information.

In this case, prostitution activities were found 
to have been taking place in bar A in the city 
of A for several years. Police administrative 
records and the inspection of the criminal file, 
with permission of the Public Prosecutor’s Of-
fice, revealed a traffic of illegal young Nigerian 
women. These women had been prepared 
for their trip to Belgium by means of coercion 
(voodoo practices), under false pretences, 
and after payment of more than 30,000 
euros for travel expenses. According to the 
Immigration Department, with a few excepti-
ons they were all in hiding on Belgian territory. 
Upon their arrival in Belgium, their exploiter 
took them to bar A, where they were to sedu-
ce clients as prostitutes. Sexual services were 
mainly provided outside of bar A, namely in 
cars, hotels and at clients’ homes. The money 
earned had to be handed over to a pimp.

The police discovered so-called ‘loverboy’ 
(pimp) practices in which underage girls 
performed prostitution activities in a hotel. 
The receptionist appeared to be aware of this 
and not to have informed the police. The city 
of A was notified by the police and the Public 
Prosecution Service. 

An administrative report from the Netherlands 
brought to light a network of Thai massage 
parlours in Belgium. It concerned a network 
in which ordinary massages were given in 
municipality X in the Netherlands. When 
customers preferred a massage with a ‘happy 
ending’, they were referred to two other 
locations in municipality Y and Z, situated 
in Belgium. The masseuses also proved 
to be working at the various locations. The 
motive for the cross-border arrangement 
was to avoid the need to apply for a licence 
for sexual services in the Netherlands. Since 
no licence is required in Belgium (the activity 
takes place in an illegal tolerance zone), they 
remain under the radar of authorities and are 
not screened anywhere. 

Case study ‘Trilby’ concerns an Asian massa-
ge parlour, run by Ms A, located in an apart-
ment complex in the middle of a residential 
area in the city of A. Two of the apartments 
were furnished as a massage parlour. Mrs 
A was living in the apartment above the 
massage parlour. The mayor learned from the 
police that two checks were carried out by 
the police and social inspectorates over two 
months. During both checks, three illegal Thai 
girls were found working there. They did not 
speak Dutch or English, and they did not have 
any money or a bank card. Moreover, there 
were clear signs that the girls were residing in 
the salon. Sexual services were offered in the 
massage parlour, advertised via the Internet. 
The Immigration Department informed the 
mayor that the masseuses always obtained a 
short-term tourist visa via the French or Italian 
embassy in Bangkok. The mayor closed the 
facility on the basis of serious indications of 
human trafficking. Later, the mayor learned 
of a verdict which showed that Ms A was 
convicted of human trafficking and smuggling 
and was part of a criminal organisation.
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In this case, various investigation authorities 
focussed on a group of human traffickers 
(Tripoli) who were active at different locations 
in the Netherlands. For many years, Tripoli 
exploited dozens of women in a violent way 
through window prostitution. The women 
were recruited in nightlife scenes in Poland, 
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Ireland, and 
other countries. Others were often ‘stolen’ 
from other pimps. The women worked every 
day, also during their menstrual period. Inter-
cepted telephone calls revealed that some 
victims asked their pimps for permission to 
stop working. This permission, however, was 
never granted. Moreover, many of the women 
were supervised by the criminal group 24 
hours a day. Pimp tactics were often used, 
and after a time of love, the traffickers would 
take to coercion and violence more and more. 
The women were also required to undergo 
abortions, as well as in some cases breast 
enlargements and tattoos of the pimps. 

During a municipal intake interview (in 2007-
2008), sex worker B (Hungary) made detailed 
statements regarding exploitation and poor 
working conditions, including the use of 
violence. She did not make statements about 
other victims but mentioned that the person 
she identified as her exploiter also employed 
other women. The victim was offered victim 
status, but she declined. At that time she did 
not want to accept it because she had met 
someone. She eventually disappeared from 
window prostitution in the municipality. The 
statement ended up at the Department of 
Foreigners Police, Identification and Human 
Trafficking, but was not addressed for a year, 
because ‘there were not enough leads for a 
criminal investigation’. Presumably, a lack of 
capacity was part of the reason. A year later, 
the person that B had named as the one who 
had brought her to the Netherlands re-emer-
ged, this time with other victims. The signal 
was picked up. 

The Carveiro case study is about an escort 
agency that initially obtained a licence as a 
sex establishment in the Netherlands. Howe-
ver, the agency repeatedly appeared in police 
files on account of blackmail, threats, and 
scams, after which the licence was withdra-
wn. It appeared that the owner would send 
booked escorts at times when they were 
not ordered, or still send cancelled escorts 
anyway, and then exert pressure on the client 
to pay for the service provided. In financial 
terms, there seemed to be constant and ex-
tensive cash flows. Despite the fact that there 
were suspicions of high income, a tax liability 
and several assessments and fines were not 
paid. The escort agency moved to a munici-
pality in Belgium to continue its practice. Ho-
wever, it proved to be very difficult to inform 
the Belgian municipality about the arrival of 
this company and the dangers involved.
 

Case study Wilby involves a network of Asian 
massage parlours in which Chinese mas-
seuses were exploited. Following a police 
regulation (= municipal regulation) requiring 
the owners of massage parlours to apply 
for an establishment license, an application 
was submitted for four massage parlours 
at different locations in the city of A. Further 
investigations were carried out by the city to 
process these applications. It turned out that 
the four massage parlours were registered in 
the names of three different companies, but 
that person W was always involved in these 
companies as founder, shareholder, board 
member, or manager. It became clear that 
the different companies were used to create 
confusion, to circumvent the stipulations of 
the police regulations, and to complicate 
inspections by inspection services. According 
to the annual accounts of the companies, they 
were loss-making. It came to light that person 
W was already known to the police and social 
inspectorates for illegal/unreported employ-
ment, running a brothel, and facilitating sexual 
services. Anonymous letters of complaint 
addressed to the city showed that masseus-
es had to pay a fee to be allowed to work in 
the massage parlour, as well as to obtain an 
independent status, which was arranged by 
the man behind the scenes (person W). They 
worked long hours for low wages. Occupancy 
was detected in one of the massage parlours. 
Open sources on the Internet revealed that 
sexual services were offered in all four mas-
sage parlours.
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CHAPTER 04

Indicators
One of the objectives of CONFINE is to gain insight into 

the administrative and financial indicators of human 
trafficking. The case studies from the previous chapter 

form the starting point of the project. An overview of the 
indicators was derived from the analysis of the cases, 

numerous expert interviews, and workshops. 
This chapter includes only a selection of all indicators. 

We refer to the barrier models of Belgium and 
the Netherlands23 for a complete overview. A second

 important aspect is the way in which this information 
reaches local authorities. What information do local 

authorities have at their disposal? And, equally important, 
what information do the partners possess, and how can 

this information be exchanged with local authorities, both 
within their own country and across borders? All this is 

described in the second part of this chapter.



1. Indicators:
description

1.1. Precarious residence status

Human trafficking victims often find them-
selves in what could be described as a 
‘vulnerable’ residence situation. People with 
precarious residence status24 are constantly 
in a position of uncertainty. They are afraid 
that they will be arrested and deported. 
When they lose their jobs, they are often left 
empty-handed because they cannot apply for 
social benefits.25 In other words, the residen-
ce status offers opportunities to pressure 
these people and manoeuvre them into a 
position of dependency.
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Case study

Donut
Through the right of access to the judicial 
files, we know that the employer of the valet 
carwash posted job vacancies at the local 
reception centre for asylum seekers, and di-
rectly recruited his workers there. In addition, 
illegal residents were found on-site during 
inspections. 

Case study

Wilby
In this case study, several of the masseuses 
proved to have a right of residence in Belgium 
on the basis of marriage or legal cohabitation 
with a Belgian or EU citizen. These marriages 
usually remained childless and were quickly 
dissolved. This raised suspicions about pos-
sible marriages of convenience. In addition, 
several masseuses were also found to have 
obtained a right of residence on the basis of 
the status as a victim of human trafficking in 
the context of previous sexual exploitation in 
a massage parlour. Masseuses without legal 
residence status were also found. 

Case study

Trilby
The Thai girls resided without, or with expired 
tourist visas. From the visa applications and 
travel itineraries, the Immigration Department 
concluded that the girls were helped to travel 
to Belgium in an organised way by submitting 
false tourist visa applications.

23.	The barrier models can be consulted via www.barrier-

emodellen.nl. You must first apply for an account via 

the website.

24.	 Legislation determines how people with a different 

nationality can acquire the right to reside here. Those 

who do not comply are people without legal residence.

25.	Belgian Fairwork website: http://www.orcasite.

be/?id=121; Agentschap Integratie & inburgering web-

site: http://www.agii.be/thema/bijzondere-groepen/

mensen-zonder-wettig-verblijf

1.2. Unusual housing

Human trafficking victims often find them-
selves in a position of dependency for their 
housing as well. Sometimes their exploiter 
or employer does not give them the freedom 
of choice for the location and circumstances 
of their living environment. Not infrequently 
they are found in circumstances that can be 
considered ‘unusual’. They sometimes live in 
buildings that are unfit for human habitation 
(such as a carwash, shed, office buildings, 
etc.); too many people are living together 
in houses where they often have to share a 
room with others (overcrowding), or staying in 
residences with (often serious) deficiencies in 
terms of quality and safety. 

Case study

Clumsy
A German company was housing fourteen 
foreign workers (Bulgarians, Romanians, 
Poles, and a Spaniard) in an office building. 
The Housing Inspector found that nine of the 
ten rooms were unfit and/or unadjusted.

Case study

Donut
During multiple inspections, beds and mat-
tresses were discovered at the car wash. At 
one location, a worker slept in a dark shed 
under a desk, lying on nothing more than a 
wooden pallet, supplemented with a suitcase. 

Case study

Lagos
The Polish workers were housed in poor con-
ditions. For example, there was no running 
hot water, nor any heating. In addition, exces-
sive rent was withheld from their salaries to 
pay for this housing. 

Case study

Peppermint
Fifteen Bulgarian seasonal workers were 
found in the basement and carport of a Fle-
mish villa. The basement had no ventilation 
or natural lighting, the fuel tank and heating 
system were the central decor. Sanitation 
facilities were hardly available. The workers 
had been using a barbecue in the garden of 
the villa for cooking.

Case study

Tripoli
A Personal Records Database check revea-
led a significant turnover of women being 
registered and deregistered at a certain 
address. A conspicuous detail was that these 
were always foreign women. During an ob-
servation, it appeared there was an excessive 
number of men who were briefly present 
at the address and then left again. Several 
women were found living in poor conditions. 
They slept on small mattresses on the floor 
and were shy and anxious. Eventually one 
woman declared that she had to work for her 
pimp in the same bed she slept in.

CONFINE has also established that victims 
sometimes stay at different addresses, and 
always for a brief period of time. The houses 
are sometimes rented using a false identity.

Case study 

Donut
Victims were transported between different 
locations in the network, and slept at the 
location where they had to work the next day. 

Case study

Hare &

Azrael
Within a short period of time, the victims lived 
at many different addresses, without being 
registered at any of them. They often had to 
share a room with other girls, or they slept in 
the living room without having any privacy. 
The houses were rented by the pimp or other 
persons involved, often of African origin. At 
the same time, the house was sometimes 
used for private receptions. 
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1.3. Organisation of criminal companies

1.3.1. Use of legal corporate structures
Criminal organisations use legal structures 
to mask their illegal activities. Fraudulent 
constructs are devised to conceal the 
exploitation and prevent the identification 
of key players. They sometimes make use 
of straw men, for example, and both the 
registered office and manager often change, 
whether or not shortly before a bankruptcy. 
In reality, these companies are managed by 
the same people behind the scenes. Shell 
companies or dormant ones that suddenly 
become active again can act as a front for 
illegal activities. Clusters of contracting and 
subcontracting, and intermingling activities 
from different companies are also used to 
conceal criminal activities and to complicate 
investigation by the authorities.

CONFINE also uncovered examples of com-
panies attempting to circumvent their legal 
obligations, by juggling their company’s pur-
pose, for example, which not correspond to 
their actual activities. In the Netherlands, for 
example, sex establishments are subject to 
a so-called BIBOB test. This is a screening 
of the integrity of the licence applicant. An 
escort agency (classified as ‘sex establish-
ment’) tried to by-pass this test by trans-
forming the company into a call centre and 
working with self-employed people. Thus, 
the authorities must first demonstrate that a 
company is indeed a sex establishment. In 
practice, however, this appears to be very 
difficult to prove by local authorities. 
In CONFINE’s experience, abuse of cor-
porate structures is more often applied in 
cases of human trafficking for economic 
exploitation than in human trafficking for 
sexual exploitation. This is scientifically 
supported by the Finoca 2.0 study.26 Oriental 
massage parlours are an exception to this 
principle, however. Because of the kind of 
services extended and the modus operandi, 
this concerns a mixture of economic and 
sexual exploitation. 

CHAPTER 04

26.	Finoca 2.0. Financing of organised crime activities 

focus on human trafficking, Belgian Countr Report 

turning dimes into dollars. The financial aspects of 

human trafficking in Belgium, 2015, 4. 

Case study

Thai Chicken
The Crossroads Bank for Enterprises revea-
led multiple companies, that which were all 
located at the address of the manager of the 
massage parlour. The corporate structures, 
however, all appeared to be ‘special’ legal 
forms: private limited liability companiesy 
established by only one person, and a regular 
limited partnership without a business unit. 

Case study

 Trilby
The female manager operated as a sole 
proprietor, running a massage parlour in an 
apartment building in an inconspicuous resi-
dential area. This seemingly small business, 
however, concealed an entire network of 
organised human trafficking activities. The 
manager of the massage parlour, together 
with several other persons, formed part of a 
criminal organisation who were convicted of 
human trafficking and human smuggling. The 
Crossroads Bank for Enterprises showed that 
one of the convicted human traffickers was 
involved as founder/shareholder/manager in 
two other companies running various mas-
sage parlours. The purposes of the different 
companies varied extensively, they were not 
limited to personal care-related activities. 
Both companies showed signs of bankruptcy 
fraud. The second company was founded 
shortly before the bankruptcy of the first com-
pany by the same person (Z). Right before the 
first company was declared bankrupt, a new 
manager was appointed. Recent research 
in the Crossroads Bank for Enterprises has 
brought to light that the female manager has 
started a new sole proprietorship in another 
Belgian city, again for the purpose of provi-
ding ‘Other personal services’. 

Case study

Wilby
The launch and exploitation of four massage 
parlours was carried out by two new compa-
nies and one acquired company over a brief 
span of two years. Key player W. was involved 
in all of these companies as founder/share-
holder/manager. This person also owned a 
business in sole proprietorship that exploited 
the massage parlours together with the other 
companies. The operation of the establish-
ments was successively and alternately trans-
ferred to a different company. A company 
was founded by one of the other ones. The 
registered offices of the various companies 
also changed repeatedly. Thus, W. tried to cir-
cumvent the social and labour law provisions, 
and the provisions of the licence regulations 
(such as a data amendment request, the con-
ditions relating to business managers: a moral 
analysis, and the prohibition on the transfer of 
the (provisional) residence permit etc.).

Case study

Azrael
In this case study, CONFINE established that 
the registered office of the company was 
relocated up to eight times over a period of 
barely eight years. In addition, the busi-
ness management structure was changed 
repeatedly, and the shares were transferred 
several times. After the judicial dissolution of 
the company, however, the former manager 
established a new company with a similar 
purpose.

Case study

Clementine
Fraudulent constructs were devised by, 
amongst other things, making use of a suc-
cession of subcontractors and engaging in 
secondment fraud.

Case study

Donut
The managers were the key players in a 
cluster of companies with limited liability that 
were linked to each other. The victims were 
circulating within this cluster. The limited 
liability companies followed up on each other 
and acted as communicating vessels. From 
a screening by the Crossroads Bank for 
Enterprises, CONFINE learned that managers 
(straw men) and headquarters were often 
changed. Various bankruptcies took place, 
leaving the straw men with the obligation to 
pay the debts. Meanwhile, the key players 
were launching new companies.
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Case study

Hare &

Azrael
The human traffickers in this case study have 
a varying but structured network within the 
African (Nigerian) environment, stretching 
across Europe. This network frequently uses 
contemporary means of communication: 
social media (WhatsApp, Messenger, Viber, 
Facebook, by using false names), the Internet 
etc. 

This multiplicity of network layers can be 
seen, for example, in the phases of recruiting 
women: The girls come into contact with a 
recruiter, ‘Mama’, in Nigeria, who is related to 
a pimp or ‘Madam’ in Belgium. This ‘Mama’ 
recruits women under false pretences, promi-
sing that they will be working in Belgium as a 
hairdresser, babysitter, or otherwise. Subse-
quently, the recruiter or ‘Mama’ contacts the 
pimp and appeals to a number of intermedi-
aries. These persons are also often named 
after family members, such as ‘Uncles’ and 
‘Aunties’. They take care of some of the prac-
tical matters for the trip (visa, passports, false 
identity papers, airline tickets or other means 
of transportation, accommodation during 
travelling, clothing, small amounts of money 
for the trip, lookalikes, instructions the girls 
need to follow, appointments with other travel 
escorts, etc.).

Case study

Thai Chicken
The communication between the massa-
ge parlours (which were providing ‘happy 
endings’) took place through multiple 
subcontractors and accomplices. All of 
these people were using several phones for 
communication within the network. Moreover, 
they were communicating via services such 
as WhatsApp.

1.3.2 Organisation without legal corporate 
structures
The organisation of human trafficking is 
not always visible. In some cases, criminal 
activities take place without the use of legal 
structures, but with hidden means and 
networks. Communication, for example, 
takes place through various and constantly 
changing subcontractors and accomplices, 
using multiple telephones and services such 
as WhatsApp. 
This is more often the case within the phe-
nomenon of sexual exploitation than in labour 
exploitation. While migrant workers come to 
work legally in a field that is not surrounded 
by taboos, the sex industry does not fall into 
that category.
Family relationships often complicate investi-
gation and prosecution even more. They can 
also be regarded as a form of organisation. 
In the Hare and Azrael cases, for example, 
family ties are being tampered with in areas 
where adequate registration of persons is less 
obvious. It then becomes difficult to obtain 
clarity about how a victim relates to his/her 
pimp. Moreover, in some cases there actually 
are family ties at play. This can aggravate the 
fear and shame 

1.4. Violations of labour and social 
legislation

The consequences of violations of labour and 
social legislation are vast for both the govern-
ment and the employee. The government has 
to deal with lower fiscal and social revenues, 
as well as distorted business practices (e.g. 
unfair competition), and the employee is una-
ble to benefit from the social safety net (e.g. 
accrual of pension rights, sickness benefits, 
etc.), or protection (e.g. breaks, holidays) and 
safety at work (e.g. protective clothing, etc.). 

In a number of cases, serious social law 
violations are linked to human trafficking, in 
particular labour exploitation.27

Labour-intensive industries, such as valet 
car washes and massage parlours, where 
clients are served at rock-bottom rates, are 
vulnerable to labour exploitation. The City of 
Antwerp checked 58 applications by means 
of the ‘Establishment authorisation for valet 
car washes’ regulation. Half of the refused 
applications were motivated on the basis of 
repeated or non-repeated violations of social 
and labour legislation (no work permit, no 
employment contract when required, no or 
late Dimona declaration, no announcement 
of work schedule or hours worked in the em-
ployment contract for part-time work, alleged 
student work, non-payment of contributions 
to the social security fund). Almost all the files 
submitted in the context of the establishment 
licence for massage parlours in Antwerp sho-
wed indications of human trafficking, as well 
as repeated social and labour law violations.

False self-employed persons are employees 
who, consciously or unconsciously, have the 
status of self-employed, while in reality they 
carry out professional activities under the 
authority of an employer, so they should be 
on the company’s payroll. Human traffickers 
use this technique to earn (more) money, 
and to complicate the inspection options of 
police and inspection services.28 In addition, 
they want to avoid a series of provisions that 
protect employees.29 The victims themselves 
are often unaware that they are working under 
a false status.30  This clearly shows that in 
certain cases, false self-employment can be 
an indicator of human trafficking.31

In comparison with the general ratio between 
self-employed and employees on the labour 
market, there is a clear overrepresentation of 
self-employed people both in the massage 
parlour and valet car wash industries. Given 
that the employees in the above-mentioned 
industries often do not even know that they 
are working under self-employed status, the 
question arises whether these employees 
(can) comply with the social law and fiscal 
obligations accompanying the self-employed 
status, including: accounting obligations (e.g. 
completing a cash book every day, possibly 
an invoicing obligation, the obligation to de-
clare taxes, a VAT declaration or a request for 
exemption from VAT to the VAT Administration 
services), and social security affiliation for 
self-employed people. In practice, it appears 
that some victims of human trafficking still 
have to pay fines for arrears in social security 
contributions for a long time afterwards.32

27.	 https://www.bruzz.be/economie/inspectie-legt-so-

ciale-fraude-en-mensenhandel-bloot-2018-05-24

28.	 Interview Antwerp federal judicial police – section 

human trafficking, human smuggling. 

29.	Finoca 2.0. Financing of organised crime activities 

focuses on human trafficking, Belgian Countr Report 

turning dimes into dollars. The financial aspects of 

human trafficking in Belgium, 2015, 10; Annual report 

CFI 2016, 19, and Interdepartementale Coördinatiecel, 

De strijd tegen human trafficking en mensensmokkel, 

beleid en aanpak, 2014, 14, and interview Myria. 

30.	 Interview Antwerp federal judicial police – section hu-

man trafficking, human smuggling, and TSW Activities 

report, p 130 (file:///C:/Users/sa72305/Downloads/

TSW_Activiteitsverslag2014%20.pdf)

31.	 Finoca 2.0. Financing of organised crime activities 

focus on human trafficking, Belgian Countr Report 

turning dimes into dollars. The financial aspects of 

human trafficking in Belgium, 2015, 10; Annual report 

CFI 2016, 19 and Interdepartementale Coördinatiecel, 

De strijd tegen human trafficking en mensensmokkel, 

beleid en aanpak, 2014, 14, and interview Myria. 

32.	Lieve Huyskens, prostitution officer of the City of 

Antwerp.

Case study

Balisto
The hospitality industry has been on the radar 
of social inspection services for years becau-
se of undeclared work and the employment 
of people with a precarious residence status. 
During inspections, students were always 
found to be employed without a student 
contract.

Case study 

Cornwall
Employees were working in poor conditions. 
The crew members were given little to no 
leave options: they remained on the ship for 
months at a time. Long working days were no 
exception. The crew members were systema-
tically paid below the minimum wage, namely 
500 euros per month. In addition, certain 
costs were being deducted from the salary, 
such as costs for work clothing. 

Case study

Donut
The valet car washes of the S. brothers 
employed illegal residents and persons with 
a precarious residence status in inhumane 
conditions (workers wearing linen slippers 
and T-shirts in the middle of winter). The 
managers did not comply with the Dimona 
declaration of the personnel, nor with the 
NSSO declaration or the payment of social 
security contributions.

Case study

Trilby
In the massage parlour, the social inspecto-
rates discovered that the masseuses were 
employed without a work permit and without 
a prior Dimona declaration. Moreover, they 
were staying in the country illegally. The 
victims were living in the salon.

Case study

 Wilby
Five employees were working unreported and 
for low rates. They were working very long 
hours (10h00 - 23h00). In addition, there were 
various violations of part-time work regulati-
ons. The employees had to work at night as 
well. 



Violations of the legal regulations in the 
context of social security can be categorised 
under the same heading as well. This includes 
unlawfully receiving unemployment benefits 
while performing undeclared work or com-
mitting domiciliary fraud in order to receive 
higher benefits.33 Another well-known kind 
of social fraud is asset fraud. Beneficiaries 
do not declare all their assets. They possess 
properties, for example, which means that 
there is a limited or no right to benefits. Howe-
ver, obtaining information about properties, 
nationally and abroad, is not easy. In Belgium, 
the PCSWs have insight into properties within 
their own country borders, but not outside 
of Belgian territory. Cities/municipalities only 
have insight into properties located on their 
own territory. Cooperation with private com-
panies in the context of research into assets 
abroad form part of the possibilities. 

Case study

Hare &

Azrael
‘Black-taxi’ drivers enjoyed unemployment 
benefits while receiving payment for provi-
ding transport. The pimp was assisted by 
an intermediary for placing advertisements, 
transferring money via money transmitters, 
and collecting girls in Italy. This intermediary 
received unemployment benefits. One of the 
victims had to return her wages. 

Case study

Donut
Employees were unwittingly made partners 
by the managers. In view of the findings of 
the social inspectorate, these partners were 
considered as employees.

Case study

Wilby
According to the letters of complaint, mas-
seuses had to pay their manager 1500 euros 
for taking care of the self-employed status: 
they had to buy a VAT number. During an 
inspection, the inspectors of the Social Laws 
Inspection Service found that the women 
were officially self-employed and had all the 
required documents and registrations for this, 
such as a membership of a social insurance 
fund. On-site inspections raised concerns 
about the authenticity of the self-employed 
status of the masseuses.

Case study

Balisto
In het restaurant werd gewerkt zonder dag-
boek voor ontvangsten. Daarnaast werden er 
geen BTW-bonnetjes aangetroffen. 

Case study

Clementine
Op financieel vlak zou het een en ander 
niet kloppen binnen deze massagesalons. 
Er wordt veel cash betaald, er wordt bij het 
Belgische massagesalon een zwarte en een 
witte kasboek aangetroffen. Hiermee zou 
met grote bedragen worden witgewassen en 
belasting ontdoken worden. 

Case study

Donut
Tijdens een gecoördineerde actie werden 
diverse inbreuken op fiscale wetgeving vast-
gesteld: geen of heel weinig BTW-bonnetjes, 
geen dagboek van ontvangsten, goederen 
worden zonder factuur aangekocht of worden 
gefactureerd op naam van verschillende 
andere bvba’s. Bij een tweede controle is er 
een vermoeden dat er fictieve facturen op 
naam van een andere vennootschap worden 
voorgelegd. Betalingen dienen ter plaatse 
steeds cash te gebeuren. 

Case study

Wilby
De drie vennootschappen bleken niet in orde 
te zijn voor de belastingdiensten. Zo werden 
er geen of laattijdige aangiftes gedaan en 
was er een niet-fiscale schuld opgebouwd 
ten bedrage van 5000 euro. 

33.	Ryckbosch & Van Lancker,

34.	Myria, Mensenhandel: bruggen slaan; annual report 

2013; p. 48

35.	 Interview Liège Prosecutor General’s Office

36.	See chapter 7 Bottlenecks and recommendations

37.	 Interview CFI, March 2018

38.	Myria; Het geld dat telt; annual report 2011, p 24

39.	CFI, annual report 2016, p 19

40.	PowerPoint: “Partnerships in the fight Against Traffick-

ing in Human Beings: The Cooperation With the Bank 

Sector”, immersion session Dissemination Conference 

CONFINE, 2 October 2018 (only available for inspection 

by participants, or when logged in).

41.	 PowerPoint: ‘Role of banks in tackling human traffick-

ing’, immersion session Dissemination Conference 

CONFINE, 2 October 2018 (only available for inspection 

by participants, or when logged in).

1.5 Violations of fiscal regulations

As previously mentioned in chapter 1 – 
General framework, human trafficking is 
a lucrative activity. Fraudulent corporate 
constructs, abuse of companies, violati-
ons of labour and social legislation, and 
other internal regulations all contribute 
to the loss of income for the government, 
which is unable to establish assess-
ments, or has to stand by and watch 
the tax debts disappear in a fraudulent 
bankruptcy. Extensive tax investigations 
are therefore key in the fight against tax 
evasion.34 Moreover, the best way to hurt 
a criminal is by targeting his wallet.

Frequent violations include belated or 
not depositing annual accounts, not 
submitting tax returns by the company 
and/or private person, forging accoun-
ting documents, not keeping a record of 
receipts, not using VAT receipts, etc. 

The Financial Intelligence Processing 
Unit (CFI/FIU) concluded that cash resul-
ting from human trafficking is laundered, 
among other things, by using the com-
pensation technique. Cash is transfer-
red to persons/companies that need it 
for their illegal activities, in exchange 
for (inter)national transfers, and (false) 
invoices to submit as evidence. These in-
voices often show inconsistencies, such 
as contradictions between the names 
of the supplier and the recipient of the 
payment. All too often, criminal organisa-
tions are helped by accountants, lawyers 
and notaries in these practices.

However, local authorities generally do 
not have access to tax information from 
tax authorities. Legal professional secre-
cy and the taxpayer’s charter prevent the 
direct exchange of information between 
local authorities and tax authorities. Ne-
vertheless, the following indicators were 
observed.

1.6 Irregular financial transactions

In general, the first signs of labour and/or 
sexual exploitation that come to light are 
not financial indicators.35

This is not the case for financial instituti-
ons and FIUs (Financial Intelligence Units). 
These institutions have a wealth of informa-
tion at their disposal, so they can contribute 
to the detection of human trafficking. Yet, 
here too, professional secrecy prevents the 
exchange of information with local autho-
rities.36 

Nevertheless, these and other partners 
have drawn attention to the following signs:
•	 numerous cash deposits into one 		
	 account number, owned by e.g. an 	
	 ‘unemployed’ pimp;37 
•	 taking out loans to subsequently pay 	
	 them off with cash;38 
•	 money transfers in susceptible indus	
	 tries (construction, industrial cleaning, 	
	 etc.), followed by cash withdrawals; 
•	 money remittance to source countries, 	
	 usually in small amounts via money 	
	 transfers;39

•	 cash withdrawals from different bank 	
	 accounts, by women who are all wor-	
	 king together at practically the same 	
	 time ... 

The Human Trafficking and Human 
Smuggling Unit within the Serious and 
Organised Crime Unit of the Belgian 
Federal Public Service (FPS) has drawn up 
indicators of human trafficking/smuggling 
for the banking industry.40  The executi-
on of a multitude of cash transactions in 
certain industries, for example, is one of 
the indicators that increase the banks’ 
vigilance. In addition, a project concerning 
the role of banks in detecting human traf-
ficking is currently running in the Nether-
lands between the Inspectorate SZW, the 
ABN-AMRO bank, and the University of 
Amsterdam.41

In a letter from 18 January 2018 concerning 
‘Asian massage parlours’, published on 
the FIU (Belgium) website, the FIU issued a 
warning that these companies:
•	 make numerous cash deposits;
•	 carry out exchange transactions of small 

denominations into large denominations, 
and money transfers to Asia or to people 
involved of Asian origin;

•	 tamper with some of the accounting 
documents;

•	 owe arrears in NSSO payments;
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Case study

Carviero
Many cash flows were found by the tax au-
thorities within this escort agency.

Case study

Hare &

Azrael
The recruiter and intermediaries in the source 
countries were paid by the pimp through va-
rious channels: a cash courier, Ria transfer 44, 
(black) Western Union, through African shops 
where money was remitted. The girls’ pro-
ceeds were collected weekly by the ‘Madam’ 
during brief face-to-face ecnounters with 
them at a meeting place or in their homes, 
in order for her to be able to hand over the 
money immediately to the money courier. In 
this way, no traces of income could be found 
with ‘Madam’ in Belgium. Sometimes the vi-
ctims paid the money directly to the recruiter 
in Nigeria.

Case study

Trilby
The criminal court verdict of 9 April 2014 
stated that person Z made several large cash 
deposits into various bank accounts, and that 
he transferred funds to persons in Thailand 
via Western Union. 

Case study

Wilby
From anonymous letters of complaint, the 
local authorities learned that masseuses were 
being paid low fees in cash. The key player 
did not have a ‘strong’ bank account, but was 
sending his cash to China for investment. 

Case study

Hare &

Azrael
Financial dependence is central in these 
cases. Girls in precarious situations were 
recruited, often under false pretences that 
they would have better lives in Europe. Prior 
to the journey, a Voodoo ritual was set up by 
the recruiter and a so-called ‘shaman’. The vi-
ctims had to promise to pay back an amount 
between 35,000 and 60,000 euros. If they 
failed to pay, Voodoo calamities would strike 
themselves and their loved ones. During 
the journey they had to make do with some 
clothing, a little money, and a mobile phone 
to receive instructions for the continuation of 
the journey. Upon arrival, they were depen-
dent on ‘Madam’ for accommodation. She 
determined where they would stay, subject 
to payment of rent. Following the pimp’s 
instructions, they went to work as escorts, 
streetwalkers, bar girls, etc. The rates were 
set by the pimp. The pimp also determined 
the share of the proceeds the girls received.

Case study

Trilby
The masseuses lived in an apartment, where 
they also worked under the supervision of 
the pimp who lived in an apartment upstairs. 
The masseuses were not allowed to leave the 
building by themselves. They did not speak 
Dutch and did not have possession over their 
own documents or bank card.

Case study

Wilby
The masseuses each had to pay 1000 euros 
to work in the salon on a self-employed 
basis. In addition, they had to purchase their 
independent status from the manager for 
1500 euros.

42.	 Banker A receives money from the sender X and 

instructs Banker B to pay this amount to the beneficiary. 

Banker B will at some time receive an amount that has 

to be paid out by banker A. When the money is received 

by banker A, the sender receives a code with which 

the beneficiary can collect the amount from banker 

B. Banker A registers the name of the sender and the 

beneficiary, and passes on the name, address, and 

telephone number of banker B. The sender contacts 

the beneficiary (by telephone) and provides the code, 

telephone number, and telephone number of banker B. 

The beneficiary can collect the money by submitting the 

received code.

43.	PowerPoint: ‘Role of banks in tackling human traffick-

ing’, immersion session Dissemination Conference 

CONFINE, 2 October 2018 (only available for inspection 

by participants, or when logged in).

44.	RIA transfer: https://www.riamoneytransfer.com/: Ria 

Money Transfer is a subsidiary of Euronet Worldwide, 

Inc. which specializes in money remittances.[2] Ria 

initiates transfers through a network of agents and com-

pany-owned stores located throughout North America, 

Latin America, Europe, Asia-Pacific, Africa and online.

45.	 Interview Liège Prosecutor General’s Office

46.	Myria, Het geld dat telt; annual report 2011; p 22

47.	 Interview Respondent BE-5

48.	A. ARONOWITZ, Human Trafficking, Human Misery: 

The global trade in human beings, Westport Connecti-

cut, Praeger Publishers, 2009, 31.

49.	F. Prina, Trade and Exploitation of Minors and Young 

Nigerian Women for Prostitution in Italy – Report, Torino, 

UNICRI, 2003, 40.

However, with the increasing monitoring of fi-
nancial transactions, more and more criminal 
organisations are resorting to alternative me-
thods such as Hawala banking42 to send and 
receive criminal money, and alternative sys-
tems such as physically transporting criminal 
money abroad. Occasionally, Hawala banking 
is used through legal or illegal businesses 
acting as a cover, such as call centres, night 
shops, etc.43 

The countless invisible cash transactions and 
alternative circuits that exist to circumvent 
legal financial institutions make it difficult to 
trace the perpetrators. This is all the more 
true now that money transfers transcend 
borders, and are concluded much faster than 
the exchange of information on the subject. 

Case study

Clementine
Mr. B. had founded an investment company 
that included all massage parlours. Most of 
the buildings in which the salons were run 
were owned by the investment company.

Case study

Trilby
The verdict of the Mechelen criminal court 
of 9 April 2014 states that the founder of 
the company (limited liability company) had 
transferred funds to people in Thailand via 
Western Union and had made multiple cash 
deposits in various bank accounts. In Thai-
land, the funds had been used to purchase, 
among other things, property for rental 
purposes. 

1.7 Investment of illegal assets

Throughout the years, increasingly compli-
cated practices have been devised, in which 
one criminal organisation deals with the 
basic crime, being human trafficking, and a 
separate specialised organisation takes care 
of laundering the proceeds, including the 
investment of illegal assets.45 

With regard to human trafficking, roughly 
three models are in use:
•	 the money is transferred directly to the 

traffickers’ country of origin, where it is 
often invested in legal restaurants, bars, 
and real estate ;

•	 the money is used by the perpetrators in 
both the country of origin as well as the 
country of destination in order to enjoy 
a life of luxury, while the suspect has no 
or very limited legal income;

•	 the money is invested in other criminal 
or legal activities in the country of desti-
nation.

Practice shows that these investments 
often consist of the purchase of real estate 
and cars.46 In the prostitution industry, for 
example, people will mainly invest in real 
estate to use it for exploitation.47 

1.8 (Financial) Dependence of the victim 

Victims of human trafficking are often very 
dependent on their traffickers. Not only du-
ring their transportation and entry into the 
industry, but certainly also during their time 
working for the human traffickers. Often re-
curring key words are coercion, deception, 
and debt bondage through, among other 
things, ongoing threats and psychological 
abuse. Victims are isolated from the outside 
world. Identification documents are kept by 
the key player, they are always assisted by 
an ‘interpreter’, they do not have access to 
their bank accounts, etc. The victims are 
therefore no longer able to exercise autono-
my and are stuck in coercive situations.48 

Debt creation is one of the main mechanis-
ms used by the traffickers to maintain full 
control over the victims. The victims think 
they are paying for safe passage to the 
country of destination, but in reality they 
are misled into paying off a huge debt and 
forced to work in exploitative conditions. 
Victims are often unaware of the actual 
activities they are being forced into. Occa-
sionally, the traffickers even insure them-
selves against non-payment by subjecting 
the victims to traditional voodoo rituals.49 

However, human trafficking also occurs 
in situations where no debts are involved, 
such as with pimps.
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2. From signal to case 
study: source of information 
for local authorities

One of the objectives of CONFINE is to 
ascertain to what extent local authorities can 
gain insight into the above indicators and in 
what way. The process is described from 
signal to case study on the basis of practical 
experience and test cases within CONFINE, 
taking into account the legal possibilities. For 
a further in-depth study of the legal bounda-
ries of information exchange, we refer to the 
scientific report. 

Case study

Clementine
This case started in the Netherlands with an 
anonymous letter. This letter mentioned that 
women were being exploited in a massage 
parlour. Allegedly, it concerned a large net-
work of massage parlours owned by one per-
son. A closer investigation uncovered multiple 
letters in several regions in the Netherlands, 
and from different governmental partners.

Case study

Donut
Neighbours reported lights still on in the valet 
car wash late at night. In addition, complaints 
of noise pollution were issued. These com-
plaints reached the police, who started an 
investigation into the valet car wash. 

50.	Ondernemingsregisters (https://e-justice.europa.

eu/content_business_registers_at_european_level-

105-nl.do), Kadasters (https://e-justice.europa.eu/

content_land_registers-107-nl.do), Insolventieregisters 

(https://e-justice.europa.eu/content_insolvency_regis-

ters-110-nl.do).

2.2. Visualisation   

Following the first signal, the relevant informa-
tion is collected, tested, and analysed within 
the city’s own services. Fragmented pieces 
of information are linked. When questions 
arise with regard to the legitimacy of certain 
patterns, external partners are also involved. 
Naturally, this always takes place within the 
boundaries of what is legally acceptable. 

Gathering information is also required for a 
phenomenon analysis: not per case, but per 
industry, region, etc. This is necessary for 
conducting a targeted policy, and to be able 
to set up the necessary barriers (see chapter 
‘Barriers’).

2.2.1. Information sources for internal 
city services 
A first rough overview of the information ma-
trix starts with checking open, semi-open, 
and closed sources under the local 
government’s management. Open sources 
consulted include the Crossroads Bank for 
Enterprises, publications of the (Belgian) 
Official Gazette, publications of the National 
Bank (annual accounts), Internet searches, 
etc. In addition, there are several European 
databases in which data is made available 
indirectly via the national registers.50 These 
open sources contain a wealth of informati-
on, but may not always be accurate or free 
of charge. In many cases, accessibility still 
depends on the relevant national legislation.

In-house, semi-open and closed sources also 
contain a whole spectrum of information. This 
includes the population register containing 
information about residence statuses, the 
residential turnover at an address, family 
composition, marriage, as well as databases 
in the context of spatial planning and quality 
of life, the land register data for a particular 
area, and municipal taxes. 

However, the information available in the 
above sources is insufficient to establish an 
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2.1. The signal 

The first signals often come from neighbours, 
residents who report to the police or com-
plain about nuisance in the vicinity of cafés, 
bars, houses with private receptions (custo-
mers walking in and out), etc. This happened 
in most CONFINE cases. Anonymous letters 
of complaint addressed to the local autho-
rities also gave rise to further investigation. 
In addition, the first reports from internal city 
services (e.g. residential supervision, fire safe-
ty supervisors), and external partners such as 
the police started to come to hand. 
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accurate visualisation of possible mala fide 
activities. 

Inspections of the premises are essential. 
These inspections can take place on the 
basis of specific signs of exploitation (for 
example, the same worker is active at the car 

wash early in the morning, but also late in the 
evening, on the same day), and anomalies (for 
example, an unusual amount of garbage for 
properties declared uninhabitable or vacant). 
But official inspections that are part of the 
regular functioning of the local authorities 
may come across signs of disturbing situa-
tions as well. The police officer on the beat 
(home inspections to confirm domiciliation), 
the housing officer (quality of life inspections) 
or the tax officer who checks on the taxable 
business premises can pick up certain signs 
on the spot. 
laat nog in de carwash) en anomalieën (vb. 
veel vuilzakken voor onbewoonbaar verklaar-
de of leegstaande panden). Maar ook officiële 
controles die tot de reguliere werking van een 
lokaal bestuur horen, kunnen signalen opvan-
gen van verontrustende situaties. Zo kan de 
wijkagent (woonstcontrole m.h.o. domicilie) 
of de huisvestingsambtenaar (controles i.k.v. 
woonkwaliteit) of de belastingambtenaar die 
de belastbare bedrijfsruimte controleert ter 
plaatse bepaalde signalen oppikken.

2.2.2. Information sources from external 
partners
Human trafficking is a phenomenon local 
authorities cannot tackle alone. Cooperation 
is crucial. Throughout the years, various col-
laborations have been established. Partners 
include Social Inspection Services, Economic 
Inspection, the Tax Authorities, Customs 
and Excise Authorities, the Food Agency, 
Fire Department, Immigration Department, 
Local and Federal Police, Public Prosecutor’s 
Office, etc. The Police, Social Inspection 
Services, and Public Prosecutor’s Office are 
very important partners. The local police are 
the eyes and ears on the streets and the most 
important partner to communicate signals of 
human trafficking to local authorities through 
official police reports.
In order to properly visualise the situation, it is 
important to involve ‘unusual partners’, such 
as professional associations, for example. 
They can visualise the entire industry and can 
be involved in drawing up regulations. In the 

Antwerp regulation ‘Establishment authorisa-
tion for massage parlours’, for example, the 
massage parlours in which all masseuses/
masseurs were members of a recognised tra-
de association were exempted from a com-
pulsory licence. After all, recognised trade 
associations have their own control systems 
in place – they impose diploma requirements 
and sometimes work with mystery shoppers 
to select their members.
It is important to note, however, that informa-
tion may be exchanged and used within the 
framework of local administrative authorities. 
In Belgium, the exchange of information hap-
pens in a rather ad hoc manner. It depends on 
the policy of the individual partners and the 
applicable legal frameworks. Many laws still 
contain provisions that prevent the exchange 
of information. More specifically, financial 
information of banks, taxes, or Financial 
Intelligence Units (Belgium: CFIs) cannot be 
shared with local authorities.  Exchanging 
financial information is perceived as delicate 
and is widely considered taboo. It affects the 
privacy of citizens. 

Ad hoc information exchange is solved by 
establishing cooperation protocols. In the 
context of human trafficking, various local au-
thorities have already established cooperation 
protocols with the Public Prosecutor’s Office. 
The City of Antwerp has also concluded a 
similar protocol with the Labour Audit Office. 
These protocols imply that the parties inform 
each other about cases of human trafficking, 
within the limits of their statutory powers, with 
a view to their enforcement by the adminis-
trative authorities. This direct cooperation 
enables complementary action against cases 
of human trafficking (see chapter ‘Barriers’). 

In this aspect, the Netherlands differs from 
Belgium. In many cases in the Netherlands, 
Belgium’s ad hoc information exchange is 
handled by the RIEC structure. Based on the 
RIEC covenant, the RIECs and the partici-
pating partners are authorised to exchange 
information on the themes mentioned in the 

2.3. Cross-border exchange 
of information 

CONFINE has made several attempts to 
exchange or collect information across 
borders. This includes taking cadastral 
data across the border, collecting informa-
tion about Dutch companies, and issuing 
a general warning to other municipali-
ties where the ‘mala fide company’ has 
established its branches. The difficulty, 
however, is insufficient insight into the 
extent of human trafficking practices, such 
as the question as to whether owners are 
also active in other (foreign) cities/munici-
palities. 

CONFINE started with the theoretical 
exercise on ways in which information can 
be transferred from authority to authority. 
CONFINE has concluded, however, that 
for the most part, information exchange 
takes place through an intermediate party 
(as shown in Figure 1 below). An attempt 
was made to exchange fiscal information 
across national borders. Consultation 
of the Belgian cadastre can only take 
place through the Dutch tax authorities, 
not by a local administration, and for tax 
purposes only. If requested for non-fis-
cal purposes, this is only possible with 
the consent of the appropriate Belgian 
authority.  In the Netherlands, cadastral 

information is public. Belgian local au-
thorities can therefore request cadastral 
information themselves. However, the 
information thus obtained is limited and 
only available at a fee. 

In the current context, it is possible to pass 
on information to an administrative partner 
via the so-called horseshoe structure, which 
implies an administrative information transfer 
with police services as intermediaries. This 
method has its limitations, it causes a lot of 
(unnecessary) workload for the police and 
does not offer a direct structural solution.

The main question is how local authorities 
can find each other without the intervention 
of police services. The scientific report ad-
dresses this matter in more detail. During the 
CONFINE project, the moments of consulta-
tion mainly resulted in informal exchange of 
information, which helped to establish links. 
The question, however, is how this exchan-
ge of information can be continued after 
CONFINE. Strong collaboration between the 
ARIECs and RIECs seems the logical place 
to find each other in the future.

51. 	See chapter 7 Bottlenecks and recommendations

52. 	The Directive establishing this exchange (Council 

Directive 2011/16/EU of 15 February 2011 regarding 

administrative cooperation in the field of taxation, 

and repealing Directive 77/799/EEC) provides that 

such information may also be used for other than tax 

purposes, provided that it is authorised in the NL, 

and that the BE-competent authority authorises this. 

Figure 1: Exchange of information

Case study

Clementine
During the administrative inspection in the 
Clementine case study, it appeared that two 
masseuses were present who had not been 
registered in the establishment licence appli-
cation. These two masseuses are mentioned 
by name. At the hearing in Antwerp, it was 
stated that these masseuses were present 
at the Antwerp establishment but were not 
employed there, as they were employed in 
the Dutch and German establishments. This 
information (the names of masseuses, their 
presence in the Antwerp establishment, and 
statement of the managers at the hearing) is 
interesting information for the Dutch police. 
However, this information has to be exchan-
ged via the Belgian police to the Dutch police. 

NEDERLAND

covenant, including human trafficking and 
smuggling. On the basis thereof, the part-
ners in the RIEC partnership can tackle the 
cases overall. These covenants are defined 
by territory. This means that the nationally 
established covenant is only applicable in 
the Netherlands. Foreign applicants are not 
granted access to the collected information, 
and therefore, they cannot use the informa-
tion. This has not prevented CONFINE from 
increasing their efforts of looking at what is 
possible in the field of cross-border informati-
on exchange.
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BELGIË

Case study

Clumsy
In the Clumsy case, an official police report 
noted complaints by residents about dis-
turbances caused by the accommodated 
workers. The identity details of the occupants 
were checked in the National Register, and 
the owner of the office building was looked 
up in the land register. Information on the 
German GmbH was found in open databases 
such as European e-Justice. Housing As-
sistance Services reported on the occupation 
of the premises on the basis of a home visit. 
As a result of an inspection, the board of 
the Municipal Housing and Building Control 
Department received infringement reports, 
and a technical report with scores on the 
unsuitability and/or uninhabitable nature of 
the property. 

Case study

Peppermint
The address is known by the Civil Affairs De-
partment as an address with a high residen-
tial turnover and regularly changing declarati-
ons of arrival of foreign workers.

Case study

Trilby
In this case, the city’s Finance Department 
began to charge ‘rendezvous taxes’ to the 
massage parlour. But residents complained 
to the police officer on the beat about the 
massage parlour and the comings and goings 
of customers. 



Barriers
At the start of the project, an action perspective

for local authorities was examined. What is it a local
authority can do? Interesting barriers were identified

during the CONFINE project. In this chapter, a number of bar-
riers will be explained as examples. 

In this elaboration, a distinction was made between
barriers that are already in place to a certain extent in both 
countries, and are very similar, and barriers that often ap-

pear to differ between the two countries. The goal is to gain 
insight into the ways the countries can reinforce each other, 

and what the possibilities are for mutual cooperation. 
The elaboration of the barrier models is not intended

to provide an exhaustive list of possibilities, similarities, or 
differences, but rather serves as an illustration and further 

inspiration for professionals.
The barrier models explore other possibilities and barriers in 

more detail. This chapter also addresses a number of
possibilities for the European network to be involved more 

closely in the approach to human trafficking,
and the role local authorities can play to help. 

CHAPTER 05

1. Corresponding barriers in 
both countries

1.1. Awareness
Awareness is very important to gain insight 
into what kind of criminal problems are going 
on. If the problem is not recognised as such, 
a citizen or professional will not be able to re-
port it, and the local authorities will therefore 
not gain insight. This means that professi-
onals and citizens must be informed about 
what human trafficking does and doesn’t 
entail. Which indicators could possibly point 
to human trafficking? 

This process of raising awareness can be 
realised in many ways. The time-honoured 
campaign can take care of this, but education 
or training are also examples of how this can 
be achieved. Below are a few examples that 
were used or came up during the CONFINE 
project.

1.1.1. Education and training courses for 
key players and public partners 
Right before the start, and during the CON-
FINE project, training courses were given 
at various organisations in the South of the 
Netherlands by training centres such as 
Fairwork.53 A few CONFINE project collabora-
tors were present at some of these trainings. 
During these trainings, employees were 
familiarised with the phenomenon of human 
trafficking and were subsequently trained in 
what they can do within the range of their own 
powers and capacities, in order to deliver a 
qualitative report. They learned what such a 
report should at least contain. These training 
courses are found to be very helpful and 
applicable.

In the final month of the CONFINE project, 
Fairwork54 also provided a number of training 
courses for desk staff and supervisors in 
Belgium, commissioned by the Cities of 
Antwerp and Genk. These concerned skills 
trainings for these employees. Picking up the 
signals, but also how to react to them, was 

central. The Fairwork syllabus provides more 
information about this. However, education 
and training are not only important for public 
organisations. Organisations such as the 
Chamber of Commerce, banks, and other 
companies that may have to deal with human 
trafficking will also benefit from the proper 
training of their staff. 

1.1.2. Education and training courses in 
source countries
A good example of raising awareness in 
source countries was found in a project that 
has been running for several years in the 
East Netherlands Police Region. The project 
started with raising awareness among Polish 
citizens – in many cases young people – with 
respect to the risk of being exploited in horti-
culture and arable farming. The project leader 
travels to Poland several times a year, where 
he cooperates with the local police to explain 
to young people and other citizens what 
they have to do to comply with the law, what 
rights and obligations workers have in the 
Netherlands, and what risks there are. They 
are also given extensive instructions on how 
to recognise labour exploitation, and where 
to go if they should end up in an undesirable 
situation. 

This training course helps the Netherlands 
to prevent people from Poland coming to 
the Netherlands and falling victim to human 
trafficking. It also helps to increase the willing-
ness of Polish employees to report incidents. 
The training course also contributes to buil-
ding more trust in governmental organisations 
in the Netherlands, as a result of which wor-
kers are more willing to report. Thanks to the 
great enthusiasm in Poland for such training 
and awareness campaigns55, the project has 
already been extended several times.

1.1.3. Brochures and (advertising) 
campaigns
Local authorities can play an important 
role in raising awareness. This ranges from 
general advertising campaigns to publishing 

informative brochures or stickers aimed at 
specific sectors or target groups. In recent 
years, several great examples have come 
about. In Antwerp, for example, a brochure 
entitled ‘Tips for hotel staff’ was developed 
for hotel managers, in which they are advised 
of their role in consciously or unconsciously 
facilitating human traffickers. The brochures 
also refer to a Dutch campaign called ‘Please 
Disturb’. The goal of this campaign is to make 
hotel staff aware of human trafficking in the 
prostitution industry. It indicates the signs 
of human trafficking and explains how to 
respond to them.

In the Netherlands, campaigns have been 
set up by organisations such as Comensha. 
The ‘Open your Eyes’ campaign is a good 
example of a public awareness campaign 
against human trafficking.  This campaign 
was aimed at several target groups, including 
professionals and citizens. An information 
film for raising awareness of forced prostitu-
tion was developed in collaboration with the 
Dutch Police, the Public Prosecution Service, 
and Koninklijke Horeca Nederland (the branch 
organisation for the hospitality and catering 
industry). The purpose of the video is to pro-
vide information on what human trafficking 
entails, and what role the hospitality industry 
can play in order to signal and report this. 

53.	Examples include training sessions for the Municipal 

desks of the Non-residents Record Database (RNI), 

some municipalities via the Peelland Intervention 

Team, such as Helmond, Gemert-Bakel, Asten, 

Laarbeek, Deurne, etc., and with some police teams. 

The Chamber of Commerce, for example, has also 

received training. For a complete overview of trainings 

that have been given, and for which organisations, you 

can contact RIEC Zeeland West-Brabant.

54.	More information about training programs can be 

found at https://www.fairwork.nu/wat_wij_doen/fair-

work-academie/

55.	More information was provided during the session at 

Confine’s Closing conference Awareness project in the 

country of origin – Irena De Ruig, https://www.genk.

be/confine-closing-conference
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Another brochure that was published, con-
tained information for working safely in mas-
sage parlours. This brochure was distributed 
to massage parlours in different languages by 
the City of Antwerp. The goal was to inform 
working masseuses about working condi-
tions, sexual services, and to provide them 
with contact details of the police and other 
health and welfare organisations.

The Ministry of Justice in Belgium57 develo-
ped a brochure, ‘Information for the banking 
sector’, which sets out indicators of economic 
exploitation and sexual exploitation, with spe-
cial attention to indicators related to financial 
transactions.58

There is also much we can learn and use from 
campaigns at a European level. An impor-
tant organisation in this respect is La Strada 
International, for example. This is a European 
network against human trafficking. They have 
a lot of knowledge at their disposal for infor-
ming and training people to create awareness 
of human trafficking. La Strada International 
is running a large campaign, called ‘Used in 
Europe’. An interesting aspect of this is that 
because of the European perspective, they 
are also able to tap into the experience of vi-
ctims from source countries, such as Eastern 
European countries. In concrete terms, bro-
chures and other material that have already 
been translated into the source languages are 
also available. In addition, they have develo-
ped free online toolkits that can help people 
set up an awareness campaign. 

1.1.4. E-learning tools and Applications
Current technological developments offer 
increasingly more possibilities possibilities 
such as e-modules, e-tools, and apps. Some 
examples that have been launched in recent 
years include the e-learning tool of the Centre 
for Crime Prevention and Safety (CCV). This 
e-learning tool uses current technology to 
prepare local professionals and profes-
sionals in the social domain for possible 
situations they might encounter in their work. 

The interactive module is aimed at allowing 
supervisors and desk staff to take the first 
steps towards identifying some indicators of 
human trafficking. By means of interactive 
assignments, they learn how to pick up the 
signals in their daily activities. In addition, the 
e-learning module provides tools that enable 
employees to act in a targeted way when they 
discover such signals. Moreover, e-learning is 
largely based on the barrier models develo-
ped by RIEC Zeeland West-Brabant during 
the CONFINE project. The e-learning tool was 
launched in February 2017.

Another great example of current technolo-
gical opportunities is the development of the 
Carwash Application. This app offers users 
of the valet carwash the possibility to report 
signs of labour exploitation. Questions that 
need to be answered relate to, among other 
things, adequate clothing and who is in char-
ge of communication.59

1.2. Coordinated Inspections

Both in Belgium and the Netherlands it is 
possible for several partners jointly to orga-
nise inspections in the approach to human 
trafficking to human trafficking. This involves 
flexible multidisciplinary teams, composed 
of urban services, inspection services, and 
police services. The different members of the 
teams carry out the inspection in accordance 
with the specific matter and their compe-
tencies. Although there are small differen-
ces between the two countries in terms of 
intervention, and what may and may not be 
investigated during an inspection, there are 
largely, in the main, many similarities. 

Joint inspections are necessary for gaining 
a clear understanding of the situation on the 
premises as efficiently as possible. Sepa-
rate inspections by each individual service 
result in fragmentation, providing only a 
limited picture. In this respect, coordinated 
controls are a more efficient barrier: priori-
ties and a possible exchange of information 

can be agreed upon (tax authorities, social 
inspectorates, economic inspectorates, food 
safety services, immigration services, police, 
etc.). Moreover, it would help if, for example, 
different uniforms entered a house together. 
If one authority is not allowed to intervene, 
the other may be able to do something. In 
addition, organising short lines of commu-
nication in the preparation and subsequent 
completion of the case is always helpful. With 
coordinated inspections, professionals learn 
from each other in the practice of other orga-
nisations, and they develop an understanding 
and knowledge of what the other is and is not 
allowed to do. This promotes mutual trust. 
In a possible human trafficking case, this 
is essential. Control actions help to clarify 
the perception of criminal phenomena. As a 
deterrent effect, it is in itself a barrier.

The party taking up the coordinating role may 
differ. In Antwerp, this can be either the dis-
trict inspection unit led by the labour auditor, 
or the prostitution team, or the local criminal 
investigation services, depending on whether 
the angle is economic or sexual exploitation, 
or the quality of life. Regardless of the angle 
for a coordinated inspection, it is important 
to keep an eye out for indicators of human 
trafficking. In Genk, however, the coordinator 
is often the local government itself, in con-
sultation with the police. In the Netherlands it 
depends entirely on which partner is holding 
the ‘best cards’. This means that it is some-
times decided to enter a building under the 
pretext of a building inspection, while the next 
time, the fire safety is checked, or an anony-
mous report is followed up. The competent 
authorities are then leading the coordinated 
inspection. 

In both the Netherlands and Belgium an 
official report is drawn up for each inspection. 
On the basis thereof, the mayor or other com-
petent partners can take further action. What 
the mayor can do in this regard is further 
discussed with regard to the competencies of 
the mayor. 

1.3 General Competencies of the mayor to 
maintain public order

Both in Belgium and the Netherlands, under 
his general legal competencies to maintain 
public order, a mayor can take measures to 
stop the risk of disruption, or the disruption 
itself, of public order, safety, and health. 
In the Netherlands, the mayor is responsible 
for this type of enforcement pursuant to Article 
172 of the Municipalities Act. He is authorised 
to prevent or end violations of statutory regu-
lations relating to public order, for which he 
can deploy the police under his authority. Ac-
cording to Article 174 of the Municipalities Act, 
the mayor is also authorised to close a buil-
ding that is open to the public for a specified 
period if there is a risk of disruptions to public 
order. Various criminal activities, including hu-
man trafficking and labour exploitation, can be 
considered as a threat to public order, safety, 
health, and morality when they take place in, 
or from, a publicly accessible building.
In Belgium, these general competencies are 
expressed in Article 133, in conjunction with 
Article 135 of the New Municipal Law. For 
example, in accordance with the maintenan-
ce of public order, including nuisance, the 
mayor can take measures, such as imposing 
a closing time, prohibiting events, and closing 
establishments. In late 2016, for example, 
the police found serious hygiene problems 
in a sex cinema in Antwerp. There were also 
indications of human trafficking related to 
running a brothel. The police could not provide 
information about these indications, because 
the criminal investigation was still ongoing. 
The mayor, however, had already closed the 
facility for reasons of poor hygiene, and it was 
to remain closed until the operator provided 
proof that she had taken the necessary 
measures. Afterwards, the manager was 
convicted by the criminal court of Antwerp 
for running a brothel, and for exploitation. On 
these grounds, the establishment licence of 
the manager (see licensing policy, under 2.2.) 
was revoked and the establishment remained 
closed. 

56.	Comensha has launched several campaigns, such as 

‘Open your Eyes’, an awareness campaign focusing 

on human trafficking, and ‘Recognise the signals’ (an 

e-module on how to recognise human trafficking for 

aid personnel working with migrants). https://www.

comensha.nl/pagina/campagnes-en-projecten

57.	 General Directorate Legislation, Civil Liberties and 

Fundamental Rights. Criminal Policy Service – Bureau 

of the Interdepartmental Coordination Platform against 

THB/smuggling.

58.	More information on this subject was provided during 

the session at the Closing Conference of Confine 

‘Cooperation with the banking sector’- J.F. Minet”, 

https://www.genk.be/confine-closing-conference-do-

cuments.

59.	More information on this subject was provided during 

the session at the Closing Conference of Confine 

‘Shady hand car washing’ – S. Huisman”, https://www.

genk.be/confine-closing-conference-documents.

Both in Belgium and
the Netherlands, under 
his general legal
competencies to
maintain public order,
a mayor can take
measures to stop the
risk of disruption, or the
disruption itself, of
public order, safety,
and health. 
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2. Barriers that differ 
between Belgium and the 
Netherlands

2.1. Hotlines

Setting up a hotline enables the reporting of 
indicators of human trafficking. People tend 
to be more inclined to report when they can 
do so anonymously60, especially in the case 
of more serious offences or crimes, such as 
human trafficking. In the Netherlands, a pilot 
was started in 2002, called ‘Meld misdaad 
anoniem’ (Report crime anonymously).61  
Meld misdaad anoniem (M. for short) is an 
independent hotline which allows people to 
anonymously provide information about se-
rious criminality and crime, including human 
trafficking. M. is an independent foundation, 
and is not a part of the police, or any other 
governmental organisation. The organisation 
is financed by ’selling’ reports. A municipality, 
police, or some other authority, can register 
as a customer with Stichting M. to receive 
reports covering a certain geographical area, 
theme, or otherwise. 

The extent to which anonymity can be gua-
ranteed is first considered when a report is 
made. Only if this can indeed be guaranteed 
are reports forwarded to various partners, 
such as the police and other investigative 
services. They cannot simply use this report 
to raid a premises or arrest someone. An 
anonymous report must first be checked. Are 
the details in the report correct, and are more 
details known about a suspect or address? 
Then further investigation may lead to new 
facts. The investigative partners can only take 
action when these facts support the anony-
mous report.

As such, an M. report is one piece in a larger 
puzzle, and it becomes a part of the usual 
investigations of, for example, the police or an 
insurer’s fraud desk. The investigation autho-
rities themselves are responsible for what is 
done with the information. However they use 

it, they must always comply with existing laws 
and regulations for conducting investigations.
Belgium does not (yet) have a specific hotline 
for human trafficking such as in the Nether-
lands. Various services in Belgium have 
developed hotlines with regard to their own 
competency. The Social Intelligence and 
Investigation Service, for example, set up a 
contact point for fair competition in late 2015, 
where signs of social fraud and exploitation, 
undeclared work, and breaches of wage and 
working conditions can be reported. These 
reports can be made by citizens, companies, 
social partners, or authorities. In principle, it is 
not possible to report anonymously, but this 
does not prevent the inspectors from protec-
ting the anonymity of the person reporting the 
crime. Another hotline was set up by different 
partners (including the police, the Federal 
Public Service Economy, etc.) to give victims 
of deception, deceit, fraud, and extortion a 
voice.63 

Not only national hotlines are important. 
Reporting routes and/or hotlines should also 
be deployed at a local level, so that signs 
of human trafficking can be received by the 
Spocs64, who can subsequently pass them 
on to the competent services. During the 
CONFINE project, an attempt was made to 
set up hotlines and routes within the local 
authorities. In Antwerp, for example, neigh-
bourhood managers can use an app to report 
signs to a central hotline. 

2.2. Licensing Policy

An active licensing policy by a local govern-
ment enables the authorities to identify and 
address industries susceptible to human traf-
ficking. The introduction of a licence creates 
a labour-saving way of opening up preven-
tive and constraining measures. Preventive 
checks precede the granting of a licence. 
During the application phase, the applicant 
may be questioned about the different as-
pects of the intended company (e.g. financial 
plan: where does the start-up capital come 

from?), and certificates may be requested 
(e.g. tax certificate: no infringements/debts). 
From the very start, this will discourage 
criminal candidates to establish themselves, 
which reinforces the dissuasive effect of a 
licensing policy. On the other hand, additional 
means of enforcement are generated: traders 
who have obtained a licence can still be 
(actively) followed up at a later stage in view 
of proper compliance with licence conditions. 
A licence can be suspended or revoked, and 
the establishment can be closed.  By working 
with licences, unfair competition by criminal 
traders is stopped. Licenced dealers can use 
this licence as a quality label. This will benefit 
the overall image of the industry as well. The 
licensing system will also entail the indus-
try being mapped out, which will increase 
transparency.

60.	Steve van de Weijer & Wim Bernasco, Nederlands 

Studiecentrum Criminaliteit en Rechtshandhaving, 

“Aangifte- en Meldingsbereidheid: Trends en determi-

nanten”. Bron beschikbaar via het Wetenschappelijk 

Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum, website: https://

www.wodc.nl/binaries/2674-volledige-tekst_tcm28-

124633.pdf, geraadpleegd op 9 september 2018. 

61.	 Zie hiervoor ook de website van Stichting M. 

62.	 https://www.meldpuntsocialefraude.belgie.be/nl/index.

html

63.	https://meldpunt.belgie.be/meldpunt/

64.	Signal point of contacts.

65.	 In België gebeurt dit door het college van burgemeester 

en schepenen.
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On the other hand, the introduction of a licen-
ce is labour-intensive and time-consuming. 
The implementation takes place in various 
phases, ranging from visualisation, pheno-
menon analysis, regulation, raising aware-
ness, inspections, and execution. Important 
in this process is that the introduction of a 
licence must pass the test imposed by the 
European Services Directive.66 For example, 
the need for a licensing system must be jus-
tified by an overriding concern for the public 
interest. Furthermore, the objective pursued 
cannot be achieved by a less restrictive 
measure, in particular since ex-post control 
would be too late to be truly effective.
By means of the licence, specific conditions 
can be imposed (e.g. hygiene conditions, spa-
cing, compulsory access for health services, 
etc.). One of the important conditions that can 
be imposed in the context of a licence is the 
investigation into the moral standing of the 
manager in Belgium, and the investigation into 
‘life behaviour’ or integrity assessment in the 
Netherlands. By contrast to Belgium, in the 
Netherlands this investigation has long been 
anchored in the BIBOB legislation and in the 
administration of justice. Integrity assessment 
in the Netherlands is not limited to the facts 
or circumstances that may be involved in the 
assessment of life behaviour, for example.  At 
the request of local authorities, the BIBOB 
bureau investigates the likelihood that a 
licence will be abused or exploited for criminal 
activities. The local government then decides 
whether or not to grant the licence, partly on 
the basis of the BIBOB recommendation. The 
local government itself is responsible for the 
decision it makes. The BIBOB recommen-
dation is not binding. In Belgium, the police 
provide ‘morality advice’, and look for violati-
ons of obligations linked to the exploitation of 
the business, but also for possible indications 
of human trafficking in the industries that are 
susceptible to this.
A detailed example in the context of the licen-
cing policy is the ‘Establishment licence for 
massage parlours in Antwerp’, one of the test 
cases of the CONFINE project. 

2.3. Specific competency of the mayor in 
the context of human trafficking

In Belgium, the mayor has been empowered 
with a specific competency  in the context of 
human trafficking and smuggling: in the case 
of serious indications of human trafficking/
smuggling in an establishment, the mayor 
may decide to close it down. The closure of 
an establishment is only possible after prior 
consultation with judicial authorities, and 
after having heard the person responsible. 
The duration of the closure varies, with a 
maximum period of six months. This special 
authority not only enables putting a halt to the 
actual human traffickers, it also targets the 
facilitators. 
In the Trilby, Haas and Azrael cases, the ma-
yor made use of his competency and closed 
down drinking houses where human traffic-
king had been taking place for three to four 
months. The application of this competency 
does not always have to lead to the closure of 
an establishment. In the Puppy case, involving 
a pimp issue in the hotel industry, a covenant 
was concluded with the hotel manager in 
question. In this covenant, the hotel manager 
committed to taking a number of concrete 
measures (e.g. no more cash payments, 
accepting only authentic identity documents, 
etc.) that discourage such practices.

2.4. Operation of an integral structure

In 2008, ten Regional Information and Ex-
pertise Centres (RIECs) were established to 
help local authorities to make full use of their 
competencies in the fight against organised 
crime, as well as to facilitate the cooperation 
between different governmental partners. 
They form the structural basis for a multidis-
ciplinary, integrated approach. With the cre-
ation of the RIECs, a dual strategy to tackle 
organised crime has emerged in recent years. 
This strategy entails that our focus is not only 
on repression, but also on prevention. Since 
it was created, the strategy has been further 
developed and has become stronger and 

stronger. Meanwhile, it is widely supported by 
criminal, tax, and administrative law partners. 
The RIECs have a cooperation covenant and 
privacy protocols, specifying the way in which, 
and to what extent, information exchange 
and cooperation is allowed. This provides the 
RIEC and its partners with a framework within 
which they can work. This does not mean, 
however, that collaboration followed automa-
tically. It took a long time before governmental 
partners started to propagate the idea of 
integral cooperation. Even now, collaborati-
on is not always experienced as fruitful and 
constructive. But everyone acknowledges that 
many steps have already been taken.
It is important to mention that the RIECs in the 
Netherlands differ from one another in some 
ways. While some place the emphasis on 
information, others pay more attention to ex-
pertise. With regard to information, the RIEC 
functions as an information hub. This means 
that the RIEC collects, analyses, and advises 
on information based on this analysis. With 
regard to expertise, the RIEC must build up 
expertise and make it available to the partners 
of the covenant. However, this is not done with 
all phenomena of organised crime. Only a few 
predetermined manifestations and compo-
nents of organised crime are scrutinised, and 
human trafficking is one of them.
The pressure exerted on criminal networks 
in the Netherlands has led organised crime 
to relocate to Belgium more and more (the 
so-called ‘waterbed effect’). This effect was, 
and is, particularly noticeable in the border 
regions. In Belgium, steps to structuralise 
the administrative approach were taken only 
recently. Over the past ten years, several Fle-
mish cities, including Antwerp and Genk, have 
been experimenting with the possibilities of 
legislation, and were able to develop a proper 
administrative and multidisciplinary approach 
themselves.
Following the example of the Netherlands, 
three District Information and Expertise 
Centres (ARIEC) were set up in Belgium as a 
pilot project commissioned by the Minister of 
Home Affairs, Jan Jambon, for the adminis-

trative approach to organised crime (Antwerp, 
Limburg, Namur). This pilot project is financed 
with European funds.
Local authorities do not always have the 
capacity to tackle human trafficking and 
money laundering. The mission of the ARIECs 
is to raise awareness of the administrative 
approach among local authorities, to support 
them with methodologies and legal expertise, 
to disseminate best practices, to follow up 
on supralocal phenomena, and to promote a 
uniform approach throughout the province. 
The ARIECs can support the administra-
tive authorities in organising coordinated 
inspections with various partners (economic 
inspection, social inspection services, Flemish 
housing inspection, FPS Finance, Immigrati-
on Department, FASFC), but also in sharing 
information with various partners. It is also 
necessary to examine whether the legislation 
needs to be amended. 
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in the case of 
serious
indications
of human
trafficking/
smuggling in
an establish-
ment, the mayor 
may decide to 
close it down.
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carry out a coordinated inspection across 
borders. These inspections, also known as 
action days, are organised on a cross-bor-
der basis. This does not mean that one 
cross-border team, for example, carries out 
a border control, but that several teams in 
different locations carry out an inspection 
in different countries for the same purpose. 
Such an action day is intended to tackle 
a particular criminal hotspot or network in 
several European countries simultaneously 
within a short period of time. An action day 
is always led by one country, supported 
by Europol, and coordinated through the 
EMPACT network. A JAD can also be used 
to tackle a particular criminal phenomenon 
together, throughout Europe, in one week. 
Member States can then join this day or 
week. These actions too are also often 
organised under a JAD. 

3.1.3. European Multidisciplinary Plat-
form Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT)
EMPACT is an ad hoc management en-
vironment, in which, among other things, 
input is provided to identify the phenomena 
on which Europol will be focussing in the 
next policy cycle. But above all, EMPACT is 
an environment in which concrete coopera-
tion, information exchange, and preparation 
of actions between the Member States take 
place within the stated and aligned criminal 
phenomena of Europol. 
EMPACT is a multidisciplinary cooperation 
network of Member States, EU institutions, 
and agencies. In some cases, other inter-
national organisations and private partners 
may also join. However, this network is only 
intended to discuss and address the identi-
fied and prioritised phenomena of organi-
sed and serious international crime. In many 
cases, however, this network is tentative. A 
Member State could, for example, join the 
human trafficking cooperation, but does not 
necessarily have to. Partners in this network 
are mainly investigative services, but since 
recently, tax partners are also admitted in 
some cases, if the case study so requires.

3.2. European integrated cooperation: 
cross-border coordinated inspections?

As will have become clear above, in many 
cases it is explicitly stated that only the 
criminal investigation partners can make 
direct use of the instruments such as the 
JAD, JIT, and the EMPACT network. This 
does not mean that no experience has been 
gained with the involvement of administrative 
partners. An example of this is the WIMBER 
case. In this case, a JIT was set up in coope-
ration with the Hungarians. It soon became 
apparent though, that local authorities 
mainly were holding all the cards to frustrate 
or even stop the human traffickers. In order 
to ensure that the information was correct 
and useful to the municipality, it was decided 
to include an administrative advisor in the 
investigation team. However, given that a 
municipal civil servant is not authorised to 
join a criminal investigation, it was decided 
to temporarily dismiss the person from the 
official position, and to allow him to serve 
as an advisor, purely on the basis of his 
knowledge and experience of administrative 
law. As a result, there was no risk to the cri-
minal investigations, information could flow 
freely, and eventually, useful reports could 
be drawn up. The latter made it possible for 
local authorities to support the JIT in its fight 
against the network of human traffickers.
The participation of administrative partners 
in coordinated actions across national bor-
ders (e.g. JITs, EMPACT, or JADs) is not easy 
or obvious, but it offers cooperation and 
enforcement opportunities. The advantage 
of an administrative perspective of a judicial 
investigation is that the expert in the field can 
filter out relevant administrative information 
and ask questions about essential aspects 
for the administrative part. Thus, the neces-
sary information can be obtained for the ad-
ministrative authority to get to work without 
exceeding the legal limits of the exchange 
of judicial and administrative information. 
In addition, this structural participation can 
also lead to awareness of a certain problem 

or specific case study across the borders of 
the authority’s own territory. 
     
On several occasions, CONFINE’s network 
has been used to connect – within the legal 
possibilities – in cases across borders. This 
also included joining some JADs, and sever-
al conversations were conducted with EM-
PACT members. Especially with the JADs, 
on several occasions, it has proved to be 
an added value that knowledge of adminis-
trative possibilities could be shared directly. 
When CONFINE closes, this network and 
this active attitude may disappear. There 
are doubts as to whether this will also be 
addressed when there is only self-reliance. 
Especially because until now it has not been 
common practice within the JADs, JITs and 
EMPACT to see local authorities as part-
ners. A structural solution is desirable and 
even necessary. This promotes the use of 
administrative information and administrative 
enforcement competencies, and thus the 
possibilities to tackle human trafficking and 
crime, more effectively on a broader level.
 

3. Barriers that could be set 
up in conjunction with the 
European network

During CONFINE it soon became apparent 
that – within the CONFINE network too – not 
much was known about the tools and possi-
bilities that the European network had to offer. 
Administrative partners in particular were 
barely aware of this. That is why the possibili-
ties and opportunities this European network 
can offer the partners was also contemplated. 
Truth be told, however, there is a clear divide 
between the criminal law partners and the 
administrative and tax partners. 
The first group of partners has been working 
for many years within European networks, 
using European instruments. The second 
group, however, has not done so, or hardly 
yet. If they cooperate at all, it is mostly in the 
area of exchanging knowledge and experien-
ce, not in the area of information exchange. 
The question for CONFINE’s network was 
whether there were also opportunities to work 
together in the field of information exchan-
ge. KU Leuven’s scientific research focuses 
on the legal possibilities in this area. In this 
report, we will elaborate on the concrete 
possibilities for cooperation, such as the 
JADs, JITs, and the Empact network. A short 
description and the findings are listed below. 
At the outset, it can be said that, in practice, 
involving the administrative partner in the 
exchange of information appears to be no 
easy task for the European network. The 
main reasons given for this are legislation and 
unfamiliarity with the role of the authorities in 
tackling human trafficking. 

3.1. JITs, JADs AND EMPACT 

3.1.1. Joint Investigation Teams (JITs)
JIT stands for ‘Joint Investigation Team’. 
This team is created for a specific period, 
with specific tasks and competencies for 
a specified purpose. This investigation 
team is judicial in nature and deals with 
a cross-border case. For example, when 

a murder is committed, and half of the 
victim’s body is found on Dutch soil, and 
the other half on Belgian soil. In that case, 
an investigation team can be created with 
Dutch and Belgian partners together in one 
team. Subject to conditions specifically 
agreed on, this team will then exchange 
information with each other on this specific 
case during the course of the investigation. 
The objective thereof is to ensure that the 
(criminal) investigation runs as smoothly and 
quickly as possible. 
The JIT members are criminal law partners, 

such as the police, examining magistrates, 
and the Public Prosecution Service. In 
some cases, it is also possible to include 
certain investigative services, such as those 
of the Inspectorate for Social Affairs and 
Employment, the Financial Inspectorate, 
and Investigation Services in the investiga-
tion. However, it is important that they are 
competent to share criminal information. 

3.1.2. Joint Action Day (JAD)
A Joint Action Day is an instrument to be 
used by investigation services to jointly 

70.	These cooperation possibilities or links are not the only 

ways to cooperate across borders in a criminal law 

context. However, these three possibilities have been 

visited in practice by the CONFINE network and/or 

were considered by the network to be the most open 

to possible cooperation with administrative partners.
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CONFINE undertook a search for 
fi nancial and administrative indicators 
relevant to the detection of human 
traffi cking, and sought an answer 
to the question of whether and how 
local authorities can use this informa-
tion to combat human traffi cking. In 
addition, CONFINE also addressed 
the barriers that local authorities can 
raise. Among other things, this was 
done on the basis of a number of test 
cases.

Based on interviews with various 
partners and literature on the subject, 
fi nancial and administrative indicators 
of traffi cking in human beings were 
incorporated into the barrier models, 
which also indicated the partners 
that possessed the relevant infor-
mation. Possible means to combat 
human traffi cking that local or other 
authorities have at their disposal are 
also covered in these barrier models. 
These barrier models are never com-
prehensive, but they are a useful tool 
for local authorities to make the fi ght 
against human traffi cking operational. 

The CONFINE test cases show that 
certain fi nancial and/or administrative 
indicators are visible to local autho-
rities. Human traffi ckers often use or 
abuse persons who do not have a 
stable right of residence and/or who 
de facto live in conditions that are 
below standard. Human traffi ckers 
organise themselves as invisibly as 
possible, either by hiding behind see-
mingly legal corporate structures – 
which became evident particularly in 
the case of labour exploitation – or by 
being part of underground networks 
connected through social media and/
or family ties. The (labour) exploitation 
comes to light in the case of serious 
violations of labour and social laws. 
Violations of tax legislation and irre-

gular fi nancial transactions, such as 
frequent cash transactions and cash 
transmission via couriers or systems 
outside the regular banking system, 
are also characteristic of criminal 
activities such as traffi cking in human 
beings. The proceeds from human 
traffi cking will, if possible, disappear 
to the countries of origin and be in-
vested in real estate, in other criminal 
activities or in a luxurious lifestyle for 
the human traffi cker. Being bound by 
debt and the organised dependence 
of the victim keeps this system going 
as long as possible.

Local authorities do not have suffi -
cient information concerning these 
indicators. In Belgium, for example, 
the local government can make limi-
ted use of (closed) data sources such 
as the national register, cadastral 
data about the local territory, and the 
crossroads bank for enterprises. In 
some cases, databases can also be 
consulted at European level. Howe-
ver, these data are not suffi cient and 
only provide a limited picture of what 
is happening locally. On-the-spot 
checks by local authorities themsel-
ves can help, among others, to verify 
the living and residence conditions. 
However, most of the information on 
the aforementioned relevant indica-
tors is spread over various gover-
nment departments, such as the 
police, the social inspection services, 
the tax authorities, the immigration 
department and public ministries. 
But (semi) private partners also have 
essential information: professional 
associations, the banking sector, 
FIUs. CONFINE found in practice 
that the exchange of information 
between these departments and the 
local authorities, and the use of this 
information, are often prevented by 
legal provisions relating to professi-

onal secrecy, privacy, or rules that 
provide for information exchange with 
other departments, but not with local 
governments. The scientifi c report 
elaborates on what is legally possi-
ble and what is not, both within the 
national borders of Belgium and the 
Netherlands, and cross-border.

The need to share this information 
with local authorities and to make 
an administrative approach possible 
in this way is becoming more and 
more obvious, now that the admi-
nistrative approach can no longer 
be ignored when combating locally 
anchored crime. Solutions are being 
sought in Belgium on an ad hoc 
basis: there are relevant proposals 
for legislative changes, projects such 
as the ARIECs supported by Europe, 
protocols are being concluded that 
regulate the exchange of information 
with certain partners within the legally 
permitted limits, and there are the 
Belgian case consultations that ex-
clude the criminalisation of breaching 
professional secrecy under certain 
conditions. In the Netherlands, the 
exchange of information has already 
been made possible within the legal 
contours by the introduction of the 
RIEC structure and the BIBOB legis-
lation. The cross-border exchange 
of information between RIECs in the 
Netherlands and local authorities in 
Belgium has not yet been arranged. 
Administrative information exchan-
ge across borders still does not go 
directly from the administration/
partner to the administration, but via 
the so-called horseshoe structure, 
with the police as intermediary. To 
this end, the scientifi c report offers a 
number of possibilities.
The barriers that local authorities 
can use against traffi cking in human 
beings justify cooperation and the 

exchange of information, with both 
private and government partners. 
Awareness-raising activities on this 
issue, coordinated inspections, and 
full use of the enforcement powers 
available to local authorities, illustrate 
this. Local regulations, an effi cient 
permit policy, inspections, taking 
measures by the mayors, and sanc-
tioning by other local bodies of the 
municipalities, stand or fall with a 
correct and complete picture of the 
signs of human traffi cking, at the level 
of emerging phenomena as well as at 
dossier level. After all, human traffi c-
king is not a simple matter, such as 
theft, but a complex multi-layered ac-
tivity that can only be understood on 
the basis of multiple indicators that 
together constitute a criminal activity. 
As a cross-border phenomenon with 
anchoring in local circuits, cross-bor-
der information and exchange with 
administrative authorities is also a 
must. 

CONFINE therefore has formulated 
a number of recommendations to 
structurally strengthen the informa-
tion position of local authorities. Not 
only to obtain a better picture of 
known signs that are mainly obser-
ved by the victims of traffi cking, but 
also of the fi nancial and administra-
tive indicators, which mainly affect 
the traffi ckers themselves and their 
assets. Local authorities must be 
structurally supported in this, at the 
level of individual human traffi cking 
cases as well as in the context of 
dealing with sectors that are sensitive 
to human traffi cking. 

CONFINE noted during the roll-out 
of the test cases that the policy that 
a local government may pursue can 
be a welcome addition to the policies 
of the criminal justice authorities and 

other enforcing partners. Phenomena 
such as human traffi cking cannot 
be tackled by the local government 
alone. Thanks to administrative ac-
tions in susceptible sectors such as 
massage parlours or prostitution, the 
local police are able to identify vic-
tims and the appropriate help can be 
sought.  But it also makes perpetra-
tors come into sight. Through regular 
consultations and agreements with 
the Public Prosecutor’s Offi ce, local 
and criminal policy keeps a fi nger on 
the pulse, and traffi cking in suscep-
tible sectors can be tackled struc-
turally. It is possible to coordinate at 
dossier level and to exchange certain 
criminal information when measures 
on the part of the mayor are appro-
priate or a sanction by other local 
bodies is required. The rapid (tempo-
rary) closures of establishments whe-
re acts of traffi cking in human beings 

occur, or where these are facilitated, 
in certain cases fi t seamlessly with 
the later convictions of traffi ckers by 
the judicial authorities.  
The same applies to other partners. 
Structural cooperation and the 
exchange of information can lead to 
optimal and coordinated enforcement 
between government, the court, 
and/or other enforcement partners. 
Depending on the case, the sec-
tor and the specifi c phenomenon, 
a joint search can be made for the 
authority that is best placed to deal 
with malicious practices, including 
human traffi cking. The administrative 
approach is therefore not an alterna-
tive to the judicial approach or other 
enforcement means, but a necessary 
addition. 

In this, the victims themselves may 
not be forgotten. As part of local 
government, employees such as 
supervisory services, social workers, 
community workers, etc. are close to 
the action on the ground and signals 
are picked up very quickly. Local 
policy regarding victims of traffi cking 
is part of an integrated administra-
tive approach to human traffi cking. 
Collaboration with organisations 
that receive and counsel victims, the 
development of preventive actions 
(preparing and distributing lists of 
relevant signs and leafl ets), and regu-
lations in function of victims, are part 
of this. 

Local authorities can play a facilita-
ting role in the essential life domains 
of victims (housing, population admi-
nistration, health, debt management). 
In addition, they can use the full force 
of enforcement powers to deal with 
human traffi ckers and prevent further 
enrichment at the expense of the 
victims.
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Conclusion
The barriers that 
local authorities 
can use against 
traffi cking in hu-
man beings jus-
tify cooperation 
and the exchange 
of information, 
with both private 
and government 
partners. 



Bottlenecks and 
recommondations

After a two-year search by CONFINE’s project 
team for similarities, differences, opportunities 
and bottlenecks, we would like to share some
experiences and recommendations relevant to

further policy on an administrative approach and 
human trafficking. CONFINE first looked for
general bottlenecks similar everywhere and

corresponding recommendations. However, this 
does not detract from the fact that there are also 

national priorities and recommendations. 

CHAPTER 07

1. General bottlenecks 
and recommendations

1.1. Implementation of the barrier 
model for trafficking in human beings 
as a tool for supervisory and enforce-
ment authorities

Using the barrier models, CONFINE has 
bundled indicators that can point to 
trafficking in human beings. In addi-
tion to the already known indicators, 
financial and administrative indicators 
were also included.  These indicators 
were linked to the partners that have 
information on these indicators.  The-
se are often also the partners that can 
raise specific barriers that at least partly 
combat the phenomenon of human 
trafficking. 

These barrier models constitute a lever 
for local government detection, as-
sistance and enforcement services to be 
open to the signs of human trafficking, 
to set up cooperation with the partners 
that might have more information, and 
to create possible barriers to the pheno-
menon. 
The implementation of these barrier 
models depends on local experiences 
and cannot simply be transferred to 
other Member States. As stated, the 
Dutch model differs from the Belgian in 
several respects, not so much concern-
ing indicators and information that may 
point to trafficking, but rather concern-
ing partners and barriers that play a role 
in each country according to its specific 
legislation. 
It is therefore recommended that on the 
basis of the agreements between both 
models, a European barrier model be 
developed and subsequently offered as 
a living document to the local autho-
rities of the Member States for further 
adaptation and use.

1.2. Promoting structural participation of 
local authorities in cross-border coope-
ration on human trafficking

The participation of administrative partners 
in coordinated actions across national 
borders (e.g. JITs, EMPACT or JADs) offers 
opportunities for collaboration and enforce-
ment. The advantage of an administrative 
perspective on a judicial investigation is 
that the expert can filter out information 
administratively relevant to the matter and 
ask questions about aspects essential to 
the administrative component. In this way, 
the necessary information can be obtained 
to take action as administrative authority, 
without exceeding the legal limits of the ex-
change between judicial and administrative 
information. Making this structurally possible 
is recommended.

1.3. (European) legal framework for 
cross-border information exchange bet-
ween local governments and partners

To arrive at an integral picture of a case or 
phenomenon and to find a reliable stra-
tegy to address this, cooperation and the 
exchange of information with partners are 
necessary. 

In Chapter 4 these partners were cited and 
specified in the national barrier models.
Especially the exchange of information 
between local authorities and external part-
ners is problematic, even when it concerns 
information available to other government 
departments.

The scientific report examined the legal 
limits of exchanging information with local 
authorities, both in the Netherlands and in 
Belgium. Police information, information 
from criminal investigations, information from 
social inspection services and from criminal 
records are discussed. The exchange of 
financial information, company and tax-rela-
ted information was also examined. 

The Netherlands, with the RIEC/LIEC and 
the BIBOB legislation, has an institutional 
framework for exchanging information with 
partners to a certain extent. Belgium is 
developing an institutional framework by 
means of a number of pilot projects with 
ARIECs and the case consultations (Article 
458b Penal Code). 

Nevertheless, issues remain:
•	 After all, exchanging information does not 
	 necessarily mean that the information 
	 obtained can be used by local authorities 	
	 when they use the full force of their 
	 enforcement powers.  
•	 Forms of cooperation with private partners 	
	 such as the banking sector, trade 
	 associations etc. are also made difficult, if  
	 not impossible, by obstacles such as  
	 professional secrecy and privacy 
	 legislation. 
•	 The information exchange between  
	 government institutions legally regulated  
	 in a number of limited cases is often over 
	 looked by local authorities, possibly due to  
	 the limited enforcement role assigned to  
	 local authorities in the past. 
•	 Finally, there is only a limited administrative  
	 legal framework available for the internati- 
	 onal exchange of administrative informati 
	 on. The international exchange of info 
	 mation has been developed at the level of  
	 the police and criminal prosecution.  
	 Practice has shown that the international  
	 exchange at administrative level (between  
	 the Netherlands and Belgium) was mainly  
	 possible via the horseshoe structure, i.e.  
	 an administrative information transfer  
	 with the police as intermediary. This 
	 method has its limitations and does not  
	 offer a direct structural solution. 

Therefore, a clear global (European) legal 
framework for cooperation and information 
sharing between local governments and 
public and private (international) partners is 
recommended, also across borders. 
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Cooperation and the exchange of information 
is recommended especially for the fiscal and 
financial sector. When local authorities are 
confronted (e.g. in the context of local licen-
sing policy) with signs that raise suspicions of 
human trafficking or other criminal activities 
that involve violations of the tax obligation 
and/or money laundering, it cannot always 
provide this information to tax authorities, 
banks and FIUs (Financial Intelligence Units).  
The law rarely permits this. For example, the 
local government is not an authority entitled 
to report within the framework of the an-
ti-money laundering directive and legislation.  
Although in the Belgian money laundering 
legislation, the Public Social Welfare Centre 
(PCSW), currently integrated in the local 
government, is recognised as an authority 
entitled to report.  

When local authorities need information 
within their fiscal and financial authority, infor-
mation exchange or at least cooperation must 
also be possible. Protocol agreements for tax 
information exchange are not sufficient, nor is 
shared information that cannot be used. Even 
though banking secrecy and professional se-
crecy prevent FIUs from providing information 
directly to local authorities, it should be possi-
ble to notify the Public Prosecutor’s Office au-
tonomously and proactively concerning (tax 
and financial) cases and to provide informati-
on to local authorities about these when they 
show signs of human trafficking, with a view 
to taking administrative government decisions 
(e.g. administrative sanction/measures by 
mayor).

The development of a European directive or 
framework as a legal basis is necessary for 
this. 

The same applies to the information available 
to social inspection services. It is clear that 
local authorities in Belgium are charged with 
the implementation and supervision of police 
regulations, in implementation of the New 
Municipalities Act. The communication and 

the use of official reports in the context of 
social-law investigations are also necessary 
for the fulfilment of a task of public interest 
since there is a clear link between a legal 
subject who fails to comply with his or her 
social-law obligations and organised crime 
that is anchored in the local fabric through 
subsidies, permits and the performance of 
business activities.

1.4. Exploring opportunities to work more 
closely with (financial) partners outside 
the government
Opportunities already exist to involve partners 
other than government partners in dealing 
with human trafficking. Several examples 
of these emerged during CONFINE. It is 
important that this cooperation be further de-
veloped. An important condition, however, is 
that these partners are also informed of their 
role in facilitating crime. Firms such as rental 
companies, real estate agents, mortgage 
lenders, etc. do not always intentionally offer 
human traffickers the opportunity to perform 
their criminal activities. Raising awareness 
is therefore very important. In this, the focus 
must be on those sectors that are intentional-
ly abused by criminals. 

1.5. Structurally embedding administra-
tive expertise and support for local gover-
nments and their partners at national and 
international level

The need for support for local governments 
in making use of their options and powers 
and the associated legal expertise is great. 
In addition, supra-local phenomena must be 
monitored and a uniform approach promoted. 
The existing (A)RIECs are a potential solution 
for this. It is therefore advisable to structurally 
embed the operation of the Belgian ARIECs 
in the future. This also creates a discussion 
partner for the Dutch RIECs, which broadens 
the possibilities for dealing with cross-bor-
der organised crime and the exchange of 
information. There have also been recent 
developments at international level, in parti-

cular in the development and expansion of 
the EURIEC. However, a prerequisite is that 
support and expertise are organised close to 
local authorities. 

1.6. The further development and harmo-
nisation of (European) databases, acces-
sible to local governments

European databases exist that contain 
company data, cadastral data, insolvency/
bankruptcy data and data on convictions in 
the criminal records.

These databases are fed with national data 
and depend on such. It is therefore very 
important that the national data are correct, 
up-to-date and accurate. Further harmonisa-
tion of these data within Europe is necessary. 
After all, these databases are the basis of the 
perceptions about phenomena and individual 
cases.

Recommendations regarding existing data-
bases:
•	 It is recommended that local govern-

ments have legally regulated access to 
all data from the UBO register (register 
of ‘Ultimate Beneficial Owners’) of their 
territory and registers of other European 
countries, to know the ‘ultimate beneficial 
owners’ of companies, (international) 
non-profit organisations, trusts and other 
legal entities established in a country;

•	 Giving local authorities access to national 
and European databases such as the 
European Criminal Records Information 
System (ECRIS); 

•	 Mandatory indication of the bank account 
numbers of companies in the databases 
of company data and of private indivi-
duals in the national register files. This is 
necessary to facilitate the exchange of 
signals, suspicions of criminal activity and 
suspicions of human trafficking with the 
financial institution concerned;

•	 Registration of disqualifications from a 
profession in the databases of company 
data.  Disqualifications from a profes-
sion handed down by a judge are not 
respected and are not always visible to 
(local) authorities. The same applies to 
the inexcusable declaration of bankrupt-
cies. For example, in the United Kingdom 
there is a government-managed data-
base of disqualified company directors 
that is freely accessible and contains 
data about the person, the start and end 
date of the disqualification, the number 
of disqualifications, the reason why and 
the name of the companies involved in 
the disqualification. Access is given to an 
‘insolvency service’ and a ‘bankruptcy 
and insolvency register’ to determine who 
is disqualified.

Recommendations for the development of 
new databases:

•	 A central European register for local per-
mits that includes the issued, denied and 
suspended permits. 

1.7. Approach to alternative forms of 
banking

It became clear that alternative forms of 
banking such as Hawala banking , “Black 
Western Union” and others are used to 
transfer money gained from human trafficking 
to clients abroad. These systems function 
through local anchor points (e.g. night shops). 
They escape any regulations that apply 
to regular banking, e.g. money laundering 
regulations.

2. Recommendations
for Belgium

2.1. Creating a clear, national legal 
framework to strengthen the infor-
mation position and the enforcement 
possibilities of local governments 

Legislative initiatives to strengthen and 
broaden the information position and the 
authority of the mayor raise the adminis-
trative approach to a higher level.  For 
example, there is a need to expand the 
possibilities regarding licensing policy, 
more specifically the use of tools such as 
the morality investigation  in the Nether-
lands and the ability to use financial 
information when issuing permits and 
subsidies (cfr. BIBOB (Dutch Public Admi-
nistration Probity Screening) Act). Finally, 
there is a need for additional resources 
to enforce measures and sanctions (for 
example: imposition of a court-imposed 
penalty). 

2.2. The creation of an administrative 
task force in collaboration with the po-
lice and the Public Prosecutor’s Office

The regular functioning of administrative 
and judicial enforcement powers conflicts 
with limits specific to these bodies. Howe-
ver, they can be used in a complementary 
manner through intensive collaboration on 
perceptions, the organisation of coordina-
ted actions and maximum enforcement. 
The effect of cooperation in the context of 
human trafficking was experienced when 
the mayor’s legal authority in the context 
of trafficking was applied in certain cases.

Moreover, human trafficking is a complex 
phenomenon and subject to evolution 
that does not follow generalisable laws. 
Each case of human trafficking has a 
specific character that requires a tailored 
approach.

71.	Article 79 §2 Act of 18 September 2017 on the 
prevention of the use of the financial system for the 
purposes of money laundering or terrorist financing 
and limitations to the use of cash: “The Financial 
Intelligence Unit (CFI) is also charged with receiving 
and analysing the information communicated by: 
(…) 7° the public social welfare centres that, in the 
exercise of their mission, identify funds, transac-
tions or facts of which they know, suspect or have 
reasonable grounds to suspect are connected with 
money laundering or the financing of terrorism.”

72.	https://e-justice.europa.eu/content_criminal_re-
cords-95-nl.do

73.	See CONFINE closing conference workshop “The 
Belgian FIU and Hawala”, https://www.genk.be/
confine-closing-conference-documents;

74.	For example, a mayor in the Netherlands may take 
into account “bad behaviour” on the part of the 
applicant for the permit, with no restrictions being 
imposed on the facts or circumstances that may 
be taken into account in assessing the behaviour. 
In this, the mayor can take into account various 
types of behaviour, including those that did not 
result in a conviction (RvS, 22 August 2018, Ecli:N-
L:Rvs:2018:2805 https://uitspraken.rechtspraak.
nl/inziendocument?id=ECLI:NL:RVS:2018:2805; 
RvS, 20 September 2017, Ecli: NL: Rvs: 2017: 
2551, https://uitspraken.rechtspraak.nl/inziendocu-
ment?id=ECLI:NL:RVS:2017:2551).

Access to reliable 
and meaningful
information
concerning
human trafficking 
and modern
slavery is the 
key, for a local
government.
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An operational team consisting of local 
government and police, led by the referen-
ce magistrate on human trafficking and, if 
necessary, the labour exploitation referen-
ce magistrate and the reference magistrate 
specialised in tax and financial affairs, 
working together structurally at case level, 
bringing both perpetrators and victims 
into the picture, was seen as a necessity. 
The focus is placed on perceptions and 
integral enforcement. Expanding a task 
force with other partners that contribute to 
integral enforcement is an obvious need. 

2.3. Installation of a hotline for indicati-
ons of human trafficking (cfr. “M.” in the 
Netherlands)

Report Crime Anonymously (abbreviated 
“M.” in Dutch)  is an independent reporting 
centre where information about human 
trafficking can be provided anonymously. 
There is no independent reporting point for 
this for Belgium yet.

2.4. Expand and keep up-to-date exis-
ting databases such as the Crossroads 
Bank for Enterprises and the Belgian 
Official Gazette

CONFINE has noted that data from com-
panies in the Crossroads Bank for Enter-

prises are not always accurate. The data 
must be checked, outdated data removed, 
search functions expanded (e.g. search on 
mandate holders, history, NSSO summon-
ses/writs of execution) and supplemented 
with new data (e.g. bank account). 

Publications appear in the Belgian Official 
Gazette in which mandate holders (e.g. 
statutory managers) are not specified by 
name, first name, (residential) address, 
national register number, date of birth, 
etc., despite a recommendation that such 
information be included. 

2.5. Joining the Central Insolvency 
Register

A succession of bankruptcies and organi-
sed bankruptcies can be indicators of hu-
man trafficking accompanied by economic 
exploitation.

All EU Member States have insolvency and 
bankruptcy registers from which informa-
tion can be retrieved. These registers are 
currently linked and can be consulted from 
a central point. However, Belgium is not yet 
among the countries that can be consulted 
via the European website  with regard to 
insolvency.

2.6. Enable access for local govern-
ments to a number of crucial databases 

A good idea for the administrative approach 
is to check in the land register whether 
the owners/operators/people behind the 
scenes of Chinese restaurants, car washes, 
etc. are also owners of (other) residences 
(apartments, houses, etc.). Experience 
shows that these places usually house peo-
ple (as unofficial residences) who will then 
work for them or others in circumstances of 
exploitation.  Benefit fraud and prevention 
of the waterbed effect also require a broa-
der examination of real estate. Currently, 
local authorities in Belgium have cadastral 

data only on their own local territory.  
Cadastral data cannot even be checked at 
national level.
It is also advisable for local governments, in 
the context of an administrative approach 
and to combat human trafficking, to obtain 
access to Dolsis. Dolsis is an initiative of the 
National Social Security Office (NSSO) and 
the Crossroads Bank for Social Security 
(CBSS). This application gives government 
institutions direct access to the NSSO data.  
The following data becomes visible with the 
Dolsis application: the personal details of 
employees (from the National Register and 
the databases of the CBSS); a profile of em-
ployers; employment relationships (Dimo-
na); wages and employee benefits (DmfA) 
and data on foreign labour in Belgium 
(International Migration Information System 
(Limosa land register). 
Finally, access to criminal records is neces-
sary for local authorities in the context of a 
morality investigation.   In Belgium, convic-
tions are not automatically or systematically 
included in the General National Database 
of the police. Neither the police nor the local 
government has access to criminal records 
for morality investigations on the basis of a 
municipal police regulation that initiates a 
permit awarding process. A convicted hu-
man trafficker can easily set up a massage 
parlour that requires a license and again ex-
ploit people, because the local government 
has no way of knowing about this. 

Currently,
local authorities 
in Belgium have 
cadastral data 
only on their own 
local territory.  
Cadastral data 
cannot even be 
checked at 
national level.

no
police
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75.	  https://www.meldmisdaadanoniem.nl/hoe_werkt_m/

76.	  https://e-justice.europa.eu/content_insolvency_regis-

ters-110-nl.do

77.	 Voor het bekomen van eerherstel bestaat reeds een 

wettelijke toegang tot het strafregister voor lokale 

overheden.



2.7. Create a legal framework to enable 
the punishment of facilitators of human 
trafficking

The suggestion is made to punish those 
who knowingly and willingly make use of 
the services of victims of human trafficking 
and derive financial benefit from them. In 
line with this, at European level the sugge-
stion has already been made to Member 
States to consider criminalising those who 
deliberately use the services of victims of 
human trafficking.  At that time not only 
customers of forced prostitution were 
targeted, but also the business world that 
knowingly and willingly uses the services of 
victims of human trafficking in its producti-
on chain.  

2.8. Expanding criminalisation of 
non-compliance with the obligation to 
cooperate on the part of the business ma-
nager/director in the event of bankruptcy 
of the company/non-profit/and other legal 
entities 

Such criminalisation is now limited to the 
last business manager. This allows compa-
nies that organise a fraudulent bankruptcy 
to appoint a straw man as manager just 
prior to declaring bankruptcy. Expansion of 
criminalisation to include business ma-
nagers/directors appointed, for example, 
five years before the bankruptcy is recom-
mended.

3. Recommendations for 
the Netherlands

3.1. Engagement of tax partners through 
the use of extra capacity

The proceeds of criminals are not only used 
in the illegal economy, but also end up in 
the legal economy, as real estate or other 
investments. The recuperation of illegal 
financial proceeds has been commonplace 
in the Netherlands for a number of years. 
In recent years, however, we see that 
demand for the knowledge and expertise 
of tax authorities has been increasing. This 
has created a situation in which demand 
exceeds the ability to respond. Professio-
nals indicated that one of the catalysts for 
this is the complexity of dealing with human 
trafficking through criminal prosecution or 
other ways. 
It is very important that all possible actors 
involved  are willing and able to cooperate 
and provide full support. This presupposes 
that departments have sufficient knowledge 
and capacity to offer this support and 
implementation. It is therefore of great im-
portance that, if financial investigations are 
carried out, sufficient capacity and exper-
tise are available at tax departments such 
as the Fiscal Intelligence and Investigation 
Service (FIOD) and the Tax Authorities.

3.2. Invest in simplifying cross-border 
cooperation with confiscation teams

Reclaiming criminal assets or confiscating 
them is in many cases extra complex when 
it comes to assets that have been moved 
across borders. When a confiscation order 
is issued, in many cases it is still insuffi-
ciently clear which government partner is 
responsible for carrying out the confisca-
tion. This needs to be clarified. Stronger 
cooperation between the Netherlands 
and Belgium may lead to faster and better 
collection in the case of such confiscation 
orders. 

3.3. The local government must be aware 
of its role in signalling human trafficking 
and in policy-making concerning the 
approach to the phenomenon. To this end, 
the issue of human trafficking must be 
more structurally and sustainably embed-
ded in local policy. Smaller municipalities 
need extra support in this.

This was already emphasised in the tenth 
report of the Dutch National Rapporteur on 
Trafficking in Human Beings in December 
2017: Local governments have multiple roles 
to play in dealing with human trafficking. Not 
all of them are capable of this. Smaller local 
authorities in particular are scarcely able to 
adequately deal with human trafficking. This 
leads to qualitatively less useful signals at or-
ganisations such as the police and the RIEC. 
CONFINE views the reason for this as especi-
ally the absence of specific local policy on the 
theme of human trafficking. This means that 
no lasting place is given on the political and 
administrative agenda of local governments, 
such that the structural approach never gets 
off the ground. It is therefore important that 
these governments are supported in their 
roles. We explicitly agree with recommendati-
ons 6 and 7 in the tenth report of the National 
Rapporteur on Trafficking in Human Beings.  

3.4. Further development of the Labour 
and Sexual Exploitation barrier models to 
educationally increase awareness among 
the professionals 

In the Netherlands, much has been invested 
in educating and training local governmental 
professionals. In the process, a situation 
has arisen in some local governments that 
employees have already been trained in 
recognising human trafficking, but they have 
not yet sufficiently converted this training into 
concrete reports. This situation reveals that 
new training is not sufficiently supported, 
partly due to the high costs and time invest-
ment involved. 
Over the years CONFINE has been active, 

78.	“Om te voorkomen en bestrijden van mensenhandel 

doeltreffender te maken door de vraag ernaar te ont-

moedigen, overwegen de lidstaten maatregelen te ne-

men houdende strafbaarstelling van het gebruikmaken 

van diensten die het voorwerp zijn van uitbuiting in de 

zin van artikel 2, in de wetenschap dat de betrokkene 

het slachtoffer is in een in artikel 2 bedoeld strafbaar 

feit” (Artikel 18 van de Richtlijn 2011/36/EU van het 

Europees Parlement en de Raad van 5 april 2011 

inzake de voorkoming en bestrijding van mensenhan-

del en de bescherming van slachtoffers daarvan, en 

ter vervanging van Kaderbesluit 2002/629/JBZ van de 

Raad.

79.	Vermeulen, G., en Van Damme, Y., “Zorgvuldigheid als 

kern van een EU-beleid ter voorkoming en bestrijding 

van arbeidsuitbuiting en mensenhandel in de bedrijf-

sketen”, in “De aanpak van sociale fraude, arbeidsuit-

buiting en mensenhandel: uitdagingen en oplossingen 

op nationaal en EU-niveau”, Vermeulen, G., Masset, 

A., Flore, D (eds), La charte, 2014, p.180.

80.	Zie hiervoor de Tiende Rapportage van de Nationaal 

Rapporteur, gepubliceerd op https://www.nationaal-

rapporteur.nl/binaries/Nationaal%20Rapporteur%20

(2017)%20Tiende%20rapportage%20mensenhan-

del_interactief_tcm23-288257.pdf.
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there has been investigation into the extent 
to which other instruments can be developed 
to continue, in the face of these obstacles, to 
take educational steps. In this, further deve-
lopment of the barrier models for human traf-
ficking was thereby presented as a nice start. 
This included the development of several 
e-learning tools or the development of an app 
in which the barrier models can be used more 
easily in the daily practice of, for example, 
supervisory authorities or service desk clerks. 
Despite the fact that there was much interest 
from the professionals for such an app, there 
was insufficient financial support at other 
levels. It would be interesting to investigate in 
the coming period whether this support might 
not yet be found with the aim of further raising 
awareness and developing education around 
identifying situations of human trafficking. 

3.5. Less ambiguous legislation regarding 
the status of the self-employed in the sex 
industry and possibilities for a registration 
obligation for self-employed prostitutes

Many local governments have expressed their 
concerns over the past two years about the 
legislative proposal regulating prostitution and 
combating abuses in the sex sector (Regula-
tion of Prostitution and Combating Abuses in 
the Sex Industry Act (Wrp)). Despite the fact 
that the proposal aims to provide a uniform 
national legal framework for regulating prosti-
tution for municipalities, it is still insufficiently 

clear how to deal with self-employed persons 
in this sector. Clarity and uniformity in policy 
and regulations are crucial when it comes to 
effectively combating human trafficking. 
This is also endorsed by the National Rappor-
teur on Trafficking in Human Beings. Under 
the current form of the legislative proposal, 
a self-employed prostitute would not need 
a permit to prostitute herself if she does not 
work commercially. This encourages abuse 
of the structure of freelance workers and 
it therefore is not possible to, for example, 
monitor homeworkers and keep an eye on 
this group of prostitutes. In several CON-

Simplifying 
cross-border
cooperation
hits the
criminal in
his wallet.
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FINE cases, prostitutes were deployed as 
independent contractors. This allowed work 
to be continued for a long time under the 
radar of the authorities. It is therefore 
strongly recommended to consider to what 
extent the legislative proposal could also 
require self-employed persons to apply 
for a permit. Another possibility would be 
to introduce a registration obligation for 
self-employed prostitutes.

3.6. Continuing the extra attention to 
forms of human traffi cking other than 
sexual exploitation

In recent years, greater attention has 
been paid to forms of human traffi cking 
other than its – still most obvious – form 
of sexual exploitation. Criminal exploita-
tion and labour exploitation are currently 
being discussed in the Netherlands by 
the Human Traffi cking Task Force. The 
Social Affairs and Employment Inspecto-
rate, which in principle addresses labour 
exploitation, started in 2017 with a special 
programme aimed at labour exploitation. 
This makes possible a more effective 
approach to labour exploitation. The RIECs 
are also being more closely involved in 
this programme. The problem, however, is 
that there are still many cases ending up 
in the criminal justice system that involve 
charges of poor employment practices and 
not human traffi cking. Further research is 
necessary to determine the reason for this. 
In addition, research was done in 2017 by 
the Dutch House of Representatives, the 
so-called ‘Inspection Control Framework’. 
This study indicated that 100 additional 
FTEs are needed to ensure adequate de-
tection of labour exploitation. The govern-
ment has announced that it wants to make 
this substantial investment in the coming 
years. In so doing, CONFINE wishes to 
insist on proper training, in which integral 
cooperation is part of the general training 
package for these new employees. 

3.7. Sharing best practices in support of 
cultural change in Belgium

A cultural change is taking place in Belgium 
in which people increasingly are examining 
possibilities for administrative enforcement. 
This must be supported. The Netherlands can 
help in this and provide support by sharing 
best practices. The question, however, is how 
this can be further developed in practice. 
In the Netherlands, for example, there is a 
proven method in which crime indication ana-
lyses are augmented with administrative infor-
mation. These indications are called “admi-
nistrative crime indication analyses” (B-CBA 
in Dutch). In the past we have examined 
making small-scale use of these indications 
on a cross-border basis. Over time, this could 
lead to a shared indication that covers a lar-
ger area. This could result in a joint approach 
to a number of criminal phenomena, including 
human traffi cking. Human traffi cking lends 
itself precisely to a cross-border approach. 

62

Colophon
Print and graphic design 
by the city of Genk.
Contact information: 
cel Handhaving, 
city of Genk.

This manual has been pro-
duced with te joint effort 
of the city of Antwerpen, 
RIEC Zeeland West-Bra-
bant and Oost-Brabant, 
KULeuven and the city of 
Genk. Thank you for the 
valuable cooperation. 

Funded by the
Internal Security Fund
of the European Union

This publication refl ects the views only of its authors, and the European Commission cannot be 
held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.

CHAPTER  07




