Online Safety Bill Briefing

Report Stage July 2022

As the Online Safety Bill progresses through parliament, Anti-Slavery International provides an overview of
the relationship between human trafficking and online safety and outlines concerns and recommendations
relating to the Bill.

Key messages

e Human trafficking should be included as a ‘priority offence’ in the Online Safety Bill.

e Human trafficking is an appalling and widespread harm to adults and children and should be a priority for all
companies providing internet platforms.

e The Government's current approach wrongly assumes it is too difficult to identify trafficking practices online.
By focusing instead on ‘symptoms’ of exploitation as priority offences, it shifts focus away from the root cause:
human trafficking.

e The targeting of some of the ‘symptoms’ of human trafficking in the Bill might have unintended harmful

consequences.

Overview

Anti-Slavery International is calling for the inclusion of human trafficking as a priority offence under schedule 7
of the Online Safety Bill. We know a multitude of trafficking practices can take place online and this brief outlines
how internet platforms provide versatile tools for traffickers to carry out exploitative activities. The Government
has so far taken an approach which brings the Modern Slavery Act (2015) into the scope of the Bill via clause
52(4)(d) and has argued that, rather than include human trafficking in the Bill, it is sufficient to use ‘priority
offences’ to name some of the identifiable symptoms of modern slavery.! While we welcome the recognition

of the relationship between these criminal harms, we don'’t believe this goes far enough to protect victims of
human trafficking. We also have some concerns about the related harms that are currently on the face of the Bill.
The Bill should be amended to address the root cause of these harms, human trafficking, rather than associated
symptoms and recognise human trafficking as a priority offence.

What is human trafficking?

Human trafficking is the movement of people, by force, manipulation or coercion, for the purposes of exploitation. In
reality, human trafficking can result in individuals being groomed and forced into sexual exploitation; workers tricked
into accepting risky job offers and trapped in forced labour in building sites, farms, or factories; and jobseekers
recruited to work in private homes only to be trapped, exploited, and abused behind closed doors with no way out.
This is a significant issue in the UK, where there are an estimated 136,000 victims of modern slavery.?

The connection between human trafficking and internet platforms

Internet platforms — user-to-user services and search services — fuel human trafficking. The role of internet platforms
is evident in the recruitment, exploitation, and coercive control of victims, as we demonstrate below. These three
aspects help to introduce the potential role of internet services in every stage of a victim’s story.
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Recruitment

Internet platforms are a tool used by traffickers to recruit victims. A key piece of research from United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime drew together 79 court cases worldwide which contained an element of online technology used in
trafficking, demonstrating two main ways traffickers use the internet to connect with victims: hunting (an active trafficker
pursues victims online) and fishing (through false job advertisements). The vast amount of personal information on social
medial platforms can reveal habits and vulnerabilities as well as — particularly in the case of dating sites — geolocation.
This allows for active ‘hunting’, where traffickers use targeted grooming strategies to recruit victims for exploitation. False
or fraudulent job advertising — known as ‘fishing’ — for the purposes of sexual exploitation or forced labour are prevalent
on social media platforms.3 Service providers are seeing the internet becoming the most prevalent site of recruitment. In
2020 the US National Human Trafficking Hotline reported that the internet was the top recruitment location for all forms
of trafficking coming to their service.*

Exploitation

Internet platforms can be a means of exploitation. This might look like social media platforms being used to advertise or
share content containing sexual exploitation — either directly or through ‘breadcrumbing.® In some cases, reports show
victims coerced into using their own social media accounts to advertise their exploitation.? Or this might be the use of
search services to multiply the number of individuals able to access illegal content. Since the start of the humanitarian
crisis, global search traffic for ‘Ukrainian escort’ has increased 200%, both creating the incentive for targeted exploitation
of Ukrainian women by traffickers and facilitating an audience for their abuse.”

Coercive control

Internet platforms facilitate the coercive control of victims throughout their victim journey. Instant messaging can be used
to manipulate and control victims as part of victim recruitment. One court case in Singapore describes how the trafficker
used two digital personas to manipulate the victim: one to intimidate and one to act as an empathetic confidante.® These
same platforms facilitate coercion and surveillance of victims while they are being exploited. As long ago as 2014,
we heard reports of victims incarcerated in cannabis grow houses, forced to tend plants, and monitored by traffickers
who required victims to respond to video calls and show what they were doing on camera.® Individuals who escape
exploitation can still be contacted by their trafficker as social media facilitates stalking and abuse and geolocation features
aid tracking, increasing the already-high risk of re-trafficking.

Priority Offences

Human trafficking as a priority offence

The draft Bill names 12 ‘priority offences’, which represent the ‘most serious and prevalent illegal content online’.*°
Under the proposed law, companies will need to proactively tackle priority offence content. Human trafficking should be
included as one of the priority offences, as it is currently absent from the face of the Bill.

Human trafficking causes grievous harm to individuals and groups and internet platforms are a means for the recruitment,
exploitation, and coercive control of victims. The Bill should be amended to include human trafficking as a priority offence.
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Addressing the root before the symptoms

Primary legislation should target the root of exploitation — human trafficking — rather than some of multiple criminal
harms emerging from human trafficking. The Bill currently names several offences, which the Government has argued
are feasibly identifiable symptoms of modern slavery and human trafficking.!' Those cited were sexual exploitation,
particularly inciting or controlling prostitution for gain; money laundering; and assisting illegal immigration.

The current approach does not go far enough to protect victims of human trafficking and it is a serious omission of
a significant harm affecting both adults and children. Companies providing internet services need to treat human

trafficking as a priority. There is an expanding wealth of research identifying the flags for online content indicating human
trafficking, a number of which are referenced here. It is entirely feasible for companies to improve their practice around
human trafficking. The Bill should be amended to include human trafficking as priority offence, putting an appropriate
focus on a serious issue causing wide-spread harm.

Additional concerns

We also have concerns that some of the priority offences named in relation to human trafficking have associated risks
if prioritised by companies providing internet services. Sexual exploitation is named as priority offence, effectively
criminalising online advertising of sex work. While such advertising is a significant enabler of forced prostitution and sex
trafficking, preventing sex workers advertising on their own behalf risks increasing harm and violence. This is a reality
endorsed by the head of the National Crime Agency’s Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking Unit.*?

Assisting illegal immigration is also named as a priority offence. Increasing pressure on illegal immigration routes can
increase the risk of trafficking, where trafficking involves the movement of people across borders, rather than minimising
it. We know that restrictive immigration policies and weak migration governance structures increase vulnerability to
human trafficking.!®* Additionally, assisting illegal immigration is a crime against the state. Human trafficking, which can
include the illegal movement of people across borders for the purposes of exploitation, is a crime against individuals. It is
unclear why this should be a priority when human trafficking is absent.

Conclusion

Anti-Slavery International is calling for human trafficking to be made a priority offence in the Online Safety Bill. The
spirit of the Bill aims to limit harm against adults and children and to correctly identify priority harms to achieve this.
The draft Bill currently prioritises offences that are supposedly the identifiable symptoms of human trafficking, but
we are concerned that focus on these crimes could lead to increased risks of harm. Internet platforms being used to
facilitate and carry out human trafficking is well evidenced and hence the eradication of these practices online should
be a priority of the new law.
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