
Human Trafficking Laws and Survivors' Rights in Canada

Human trafficking involves recruiting, transporting, transferring, receiving, holding, 
concealing, harbouring, and exercising control over a person for the purpose of 
exploitation. It often involves sexual exploitation or forced labour.

The Criminal Code definition of human trafficking includes three major 
elements:
• Control
• Exploitation
• Threat to safety

Human trafficking laws in Canada that are an indictable offence include:

Trafficking in persons: 
Section 279.01 of the Criminal Code of Canada states that “Every person who recruits, 
transports, transfers, receives, holds, conceals or harbours a person, or exercises control, 
direction or influence over the movements of a person, for the purpose of exploiting them 
or facilitating their exploitation is guilty of an indictable offence”.

Trafficking of a person under the age of eighteen years: 
Section 279.011 states that “Every person who recruits, transports, transfers, receives, holds, 
conceals or harbours a person under the age of eighteen years, or exercises control, 
direction or influence over the movement of a person under the age of eighteen years, for 
the purpose of exploiting them or facilitating their exploitation is guilty of an indictable 
offence”.
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Materially benefiting from human trafficking: 
Section 279.02 states that “Everyone who receives a financial or other material benefit, 
knowing that it is obtained by or derived directly or indirectly from the commission of an 
offence under subsection 279.01(1), is guilty of an indictable offence”.

Withholding or destroying documents: 
Section 279.03 states that “Every person who, for the purpose of committing or facilitating 
an offence under subsection 279.01(1), conceals, removes, withholds or destroys any travel 
document that belongs to another person or any document that establishes or purports to 
establish another person’s identity or immigration status – whether or not the document is 
of Canadian origin or is authentic – is guilty of an indictable offence”.

Section 118(1) of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act states that “No person 
shall knowingly organize the coming into Canada of one or more persons by means of 
abduction, fraud, deception or use or threat of force or coercion”. This law is enforced by 
the Canada Border Services Agency when someone is attempting to bring someone into 
Canada through means of trafficking.

An indictable offence is a crime that is more serious and holds severe penalties for 
anyone found guilty in a criminal court. Other criminal code offences are usually involved 
in human trafficking cases including kidnapping, forcible confinement, uttering threats, 
extortion, assault, prostitution-related offences, and criminal organization offences. A 
person cannot legally consent to be exploited in a human trafficking situation. Exploiting 
people for sexual acts is a very serious form of harm and injustice that disproportionately 
impacts women and girls, but also men, boys, and gender-diverse people. Indigenous 
women and girls, immigrants and newcomers, runaway youth, young people with a history 
of abuse, and people who are socially or economically disadvantaged are the most at risk 
of being trafficked. Far too many people are coerced and manipulated into being sex 
trafficked due to inter-related factors including colonization, racism, poverty, limited access 
to education, gender inequality, and addiction.



• 3,541 incidents of human trafficking were reported to police between 2011 and 2021

• There were 2,688 detected survivors of human trafficking

• 1 in 4 were under the age of 18

• 81% of accused persons were men and boys

• 96% of survivors of police-reported human trafficking were women and girls

• From 2011 to 2021, 4 in 10 incidents of police-reported human trafficking led to charges

• Between 2010/2011 and 2020/2021, there were 948 cases involving 2,992 human   
  trafficking charges completed in adult criminal courts. 12% resulted in a guilty decision  
  for a human trafficking charge

• 91% of human trafficking survivors knew their trafficker – 33% are an intimate partner

• 83% of human trafficking incidents were reported in major cities (Conroy, 2022)

Did you Know?

Current barriers for survivors of human trafficking to report incidents to 
police include:

• Fear for personal safety and safety of loved ones (e.g., withholding children) from
  their traffickers

• Lack of trust in authorities and the criminal legal system

• Shame of reporting

• Not knowing their rights in Canada

• Cultural issues

• Language

• Desire to protect their trafficker

• Precarious immigration status
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Under the Canadian Victims Bill of Rights, victims of crime1 have a right to information, 
participation, protection, and to seek restitution. These rights apply to victims in their 
interactions with the criminal legal system.

Right to information about the status and outcome of the investigation and the location 
and timing of case proceedings (prosecutions and appeals), available victim services 
including restorative justice, offender information including correctional plan and release 
dates, and about their role in the criminal justice system. Survivors can also request and 
receive copies of important court orders that impact them.

Right to participation by having survivors’ concerns heard by presenting and submitting 
a victim impact statement at sentencing, during incarceration, and parole hearings. 
Survivors can also acquire legal advice for issues such as the accused’s lawyers' attempts to 
access and use their private records or ask them questions about their sexual history.

Right to protection from intimidation and security are considered throughout the 
criminal justice process such as having testimonial aids to appear in court proceedings, 
publication bans, peace bonds, and having a support person with you in the courtroom 
when testifying.

Right to seek restitution by requesting that a judge consider making a restitution order
against the offender for financial losses at sentencing. Survivors can also pursue
restitution in a civil court against the offender. 

Right to file a complaint with the appropriate government department, agency, or body
for review and response if you feel your rights have been violated or denied. There is
also oversight from the victim ombudsperson to address complaints and make
recommendations to the government.

1 Victim is defined as any individual who has suffered physical or emotional harm, 
property damage, or economic loss as the result of the commission of an offence.
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