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Executive Summary
People in the UK who have been trafficked will have had vastly different experiences – their
trafficking may have occurred prior to arriving in the UK, it may be how they came to be in
the UK; or they may have been trafficked once in the UK. No matter what their experience,
people who have been trafficked have particular vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities may
create barriers for them to interact and engage with statutory systems, particularly where
those systems rely on them recounting their trafficking experiences.
For those survivors of trafficking who are also seeking asylum, navigating two different,
complex systems can be particularly traumatic. The asylum system and the National Referral
Mechanism are at the same time separate systems, but also interlink. Entry into either system
can have a considerable impact on the immediate and longer-term future of someone.
However, a lack of legal advice and support for people early in the process often leads to
people being unaware of their choices, or even what systems they are part of.
Delays in decisions in the National Referral Mechanism can lead to prolonged delays within
the asylum system, leaving people living in limbo for extended periods. The asylum process
can also put people at risk of being retraumatised due to it not being designed with the needs
of survivors of trafficking in mind.
Many people who have been trafficked and are seeking asylum can also find themselves
destitute, particularly if their asylum application is unsuccessful. Even if someone has been
found to be trafficked, if they were not found to be in need of international protection, the
lack of an automatic grant of some form of immigration status leaves them unable to access
accommodation and financial support. This puts them at risk of re-trafficking and is a
significant barrier to recovery.
This report addresses the TRACKS aims and objectives within the UK context. These are
examined in the context of international and national law to which the UK is bound, as well as
relevant current policy.
We focus on:
1. Identifying the specific needs of trafficked people in the UK asylum system
2. Exploring how well these needs are currently addressed in the UK
3. Presenting recommendations on how to better support the needs of trafficked asylum
seekers
This focus is a reflection of the British Red Cross’s anti-trafficking work: meeting humanitarian
need, providing support and protection programmes, and empowering people who have
been trafficked, to make informed choices. The British Red Cross is the largest independent
provider of support and advice to refugees and people seeking asylum in the UK. Many of
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those people supported are at some stage of both the statutory system relating to trafficking
identification and asylum determination. Where these two systems meet and impact each
other, we refer to as the asylum-human trafficking nexus. This report is a compliment to the
‘UK TRACKS Toolkit’ for frontline practitioners, and the comparative TRACKS report that offers
a legal analysis comparing the situation for trafficked asylum seekers in all partner countries.
As the needs of trafficked asylum seekers are the central focus, we look at relevant
epidemiological and medical evidence on the impacts of trafficking in Chapter Two. This
provides context for the specific needs we present in Chapter Three. Understanding the
trauma caused by trafficking, and how this trauma impacts a trafficked person’s ability to
cope in the asylum system, is fundamental to understanding the experiences of trafficked
asylum seekers.
This report calls for the recognition of a set of specific needs that trafficked people may have
in the asylum system. These needs are specific due to the characteristics of trafficking, and
the complex trauma that results from it. Despite differences in how people are coerced and
exploited, there are shared traits, common vulnerabilities, and common symptoms of trauma
among people who have been trafficked. They must be recognised as a specifically vulnerable
group, and the specific vulnerabilities acknowledged within the asylum system even if they
may not need to be applied in every case.
Based on the findings of the TRACKS project, including interviews with trafficked people
seeking asylum, focus group discussions and the literature review, the following
recommendations are made:
Recommendation 1: Trafficked asylum seekers should be supported through systems grounded
in a victim-centred approach that reflects their specific needs. People should be seen as
trafficked people and treated as such, rather than on the basis of their immigration status or
suspected criminal activity that is a result of their exploitation.
To achieve this,
The Home Office should:


Ensure the National Referral Mechanism and asylum process operate as two separate
systems



Reflect the particular needs of trafficked people in the different elements of the
asylum system, in particular by making sure asylum accommodation is suitable



Create opportunities for the asylum and trafficking sectors to meet and share practice
and develop collaboration

Recommendation 2: Trafficked asylum seekers should be able to access advice and support
before entering the asylum system or the National Referral Mechanism so that their decisions
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can be as informed as possible. Access to that advice and support should continue through
their time in the processes.
To achieve this, first responders should:


Ensure that anyone who they are referring in to the National Referral Mechanism has
given their informed consent for that to happen. Informed consent must include
awareness of the different options available, including not entering the National
Referral Mechanism, and the consequences of any decisions.

The Home Office should:


Provide support and accommodation for people prior to entering the National
Referral Mechanism to allow them to access support and advice and make an
informed choice about entering.

The Ministry of Justice should:


Bring advice on entering the National Referral Mechanism into scope of civil legal aid.

Recommendation 3: Trafficked asylum seekers should be supported to integrate and rebuild
their lives without facing destitution so that they can make decisions about their future.
To achieve this the Home Office should:


Automatically grant individuals receiving a positive conclusive grounds decision a
minimum of one-year discretionary leave to remain, unless they already have longerterm leave, so that they are able to access support and accommodation.



Provide post-National Referral Mechanism support to trafficked people to support
them in making informed choices about their future, whether that is in the UK or
seeking to return home.
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The TRACKS project
TRACKS (the identification of TRafficked Asylum seeKers’ Special needs) was a multi-country
research project led by Forum Réfugiés-Cosi in France. The British Red Cross were the lead UK
partners, working closely with the AIRE Centre, the Human Trafficking Foundation, and
UNHCR. The project ran for two years and ended in February 2018.
The long-term goal of TRACKS was to improve the support given to trafficked people in the
asylum system. To achieve this, the main focus throughout the project was on understanding
the experiences and needs of trafficked asylum seekers.
Aims:
1. Understand the connections, and the knowledge gap about the connections, between
the asylum system and trafficking support systems.
2. Strengthen the capacity of stakeholders1 to better support trafficked asylum seekers
and to work collaboratively across sectors.
Objectives:
1. Understand the specific needs of trafficked people within the asylum system.
2. Identify comprehensive ways to address these needs.
3. Improve stakeholder knowledge on the specific needs of trafficked people within the
asylum system and how to best meet these needs
4. Exchange ideas and practices to foster a victim-centred, collaborative approach to
supporting trafficked asylum seekers.
Activities:





RESEARCHING and MAPPING to identify national legislation, policy, good practices and
gaps in relation to meeting the specific needs of trafficked people in the asylum
system
NETWORKING, COLLABORATING and RAISING AWARENESS through focus groups and
workshops.
INTERVIEWING TRAFFICKED ASYLUM SEEKERS to identity their specific needs in the
asylum system
CAPACITY BUILDING of frontline stakeholders through practical tools and workshops

Outputs:
1. A main comparative report. This presents findings from across all seven partner
countries: The Republic of Cyprus, France, Ireland, Italy, Spain, The UK, and
Switzerland.
1

Stakeholders include national authorities and institutions, civil society organizations, international organizations, and
experts and researchers, across asylum and trafficking sectors.
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2. A summary report to accompany the main comparative report.
3. National TRACKS reports. Produced by each respective TRACKS partner country,
focusing on their national context.
4. A toolkit for frontline practitioners working with people who may be trafficked asylum
seekers.
Methodology:
This report is based on data collected through a variety of methods, combining both primary
and secondary research.
-

-

An initial desk review was conducted in 2016 to identify national legislation and
policies relevant to trafficked asylum seekers, and look at evidence on how these
policies are implemented.
A brief literature review was conducted in September 2017 to gather relevant
medical, epidemiological, and public health evidence.

Primary data was gathered through focus groups and qualitative interviews with trafficked
asylum seekers.
-

Focus groups were held on 25 May 2016 and 6 June 2017. National stakeholders from
both the trafficking and asylum sectors were brought together. Representatives
included: police, government departments, legal firms and legal charities, NGO’s
providing support to people who have been trafficked, and/or asylum seekers (some
were subcontractors, some were not).
The focus of these sessions was on exploring the connections between the asylum and
trafficking sectors, through the practical experience of these frontline practitioners.
Evidence was collected on the needs of trafficked asylum seekers, and current
problems and best-practice examples of UK systems.

-

Semi-structured, qualitative interviews with trafficked asylum seekers were conducted
between September and November 2017. Interviewees were recruited through the
British Red Cross, Refugee Council, and Kalayaan after consultations with caseworkers
to determine eligibility. As well as needing to be an asylum seeker who had been
trafficked, we required that interviewees had enough mental health stability,
situational stability, and access to a support system to protect against retraumatisation through our interviews. From an initial target of ten subjects, we
recruited five interviewees. Our first barrier was finding enough potential subjects
through caseworkers– most felt their clients were too vulnerable to be interviewed.
Of people who were eligible, many did not feel ready to discuss their experiences in
UK systems, or were afraid about potential implications on asylum decisions. Others
were unwilling to go through yet more interviews discussing their experiences, having
done so previously as part of the formal asylum and trafficking systems. These
recruitment issues highlight the vulnerability of the group at the heart of the TRACKS
project.
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