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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Introduction

Background

Maintaining fair and orderly conditions within the
labour market is deemed a crucial component of the
Nordic region's competitiveness (Nordic Council of
Ministers 2022). This principle underpins the shared
history among Nordic countries of standing together
in support of free competition and mobility. It also
recognises a responsibility to develop policies

that promote healthy work environments, prevent
discrimination, and protect against occupational
hazards.

THIS REPORT explores the concrete linkages between work-re-
lated crimes, work environment risks and labour exploitation
in the Nordic countries. The focus of the report is on labour ex-
ploitation as a specific area of work-related crime.

Labour exploitation of migrant workers can be considered
a form of work-related crime and as such represents a multi-
faceted social challenge that pervades various industries of
the economy, among others construction, cleaning, restaurant,
agriculture and transport. Many of the violations and crimes
take place in employment relationships and are targeted at
workers, thus infringing on their labour rights (Jokinen et al,
2011; Jahnsen 2014; 2024; Ollus 20163a; Brunovskis & @degéard
2022). Labour exploitation and work-related crimes not only
undermine the integrity of these risk sectors but also jeopar-
dize the safety and well-being of workers by compromising
established health and safety standards. The consequences of
such crimes in different sectors may include labour exploita-
tion, substandard working conditions, and violations of work-
ers' rights, highlighting a broader spectrum of occupational
hazards and the variations and similarities that might exist
across sectors. Workers may experience poor terms of employ-
ment, are demanded overly long hours, are underpaid, and
due to their vulnerable position are unable to change their
employment situation. The exploitation often takes place

HEUNI 2025

CONTENT

PART |

PART Il

PART Il

REFERENCES

FACT SHEET

CHECKLIST



NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

within legitimate structures of business and is driven by profit
(Jokinen & Ollus 2019).

The issue of labour exploitation is most pronounced
with cross-border labour — migrant workers — as they may be
unaware of the terms of employment and labour rights in the
country of destination and may thus be more vulnerable to
exploitation and abuse. The transnational nature of such labour
introduces additional challenges in monitoring, regulating,
enforcing and ensuring compliance with labour standards,
thereby increasing the opportunities for work-related crimes
to occur. The exploitation of migrant workers affects all of the
Nordic countries and is in many ways embedded in the struc-
tures of the economy and the labour markets, such as e.g., sub-
contracting schemes and the posting of workers (Ollus 2016b),
with migrant workers upholding working positions that are
often dirty, dangerous and demeaning (Overgaard et al. 2023).

Against this background work-related crime is commonly
described as a typical ‘wicked problem’ that demands a holis-
tic strategy that addresses its root causes, safeguards workers
across all sectors, and ensures a fair, safe, and equitable work-
ing environment for all (Neby et al. 2017; Jahnsen & Rykkja
2020). The term ‘wicked issue’, originally introduced by Rittel
and Weber (1973), is not only used to describe its complexity, as
being a policy problem that is both difficult to define and mea-
sure, but also as one which can be ‘tamed’ (rather than solved)
through multi-agency responses and public private partner-
ships (Head 2022).

The report emphasises that labour exploitation is a com-
plex phenomenon, which requires coordinated, multi-agency
responses. When labour exploitation fulfils the elements of
crime, it requires acknowledgement and action from the crim-
inal justice system. However, while law enforcement plays an
essential role, work-related crime requires also broader admin-
istrative, multi-agency and preventive responses.

HEUNI 2025
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Aim of this report

TAKING INTO account both the similarities and differences be-
tween the Nordic countries, this report aims to enhance the
Nordic knowledge base about work-related crimes and work
environment risks. We will in particular focus on exploita-
tion of (migrant) workers and risks related to the work envi-
ronment, and on successful and promising measures to pre-
vent and address such breaches and crimes. The report aims to
generate more knowledge and practical recommendations and
solutions in these areas. The report is intended to help work en-
vironment experts, regulatory authorities and other key stake-
holders address labour exploitation.

While the report focuses on the Nordic region, the Baltic
countries remain a region of labour supply for the Nordic
region, as well as a transit region and country of destination
for workers from third countries. There is also ongoing Nordic-
Baltic cooperation within the framework of the Nordic Council
of Ministers in questions of occupational health and oversight.
The report is thus intended to function as a source of informa-
tion also for Baltic counterparts. Some selected examples from
the Baltic region have also been included in the report.

This report is structured into three main parts,
each addressing a distinct dimension of
labour exploitation and work-related

crime in the Nordic context. The aim ( Cffr\ﬂ )
is to provide a comprehensive, )

multi-disciplinary understand-
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Part I: Setting the Scene

THE FIRST PART lays the groundwork by exploring the broader con-
text of labour exploitation, including conceptual challenges, regional
manifestations, and the intersection with occupational health and
safety, which can be seen also as a part of work-related crime. It
highlights how vulnerable groups, particularly migrant workers, face
increased risks and negative health outcomes due to exploitative

working conditions.

Part II: Institutional, Legal, and Structural
Challenges

THE SECOND PART examines the limitations and gaps within exist-
ing institutional and legal frameworks. It discusses the mandates of
labour inspectorates, the role of social partners, and the enforce-
ment challenges in addressing labour exploitation. It also explores
hidden forms of exploitation and barriers to justice for affected

workers.

Part lll: Prevention, Enforcement, and Protection

THE FINAL PART focuses on forward-looking strategies and prom-
ising practices. It presents measures to strengthen inspections,
expand legal tools such as criminalisation of wage theft, and
improve protections for migrant workers. The role of businesses and
public procurement entities is also considered, with examples of

sector-specific initiatives mainly from the construction sector.

THE FINAL section of the report provides conclusions, a set of
concrete recommendations, as well as a checklist or list of indi-
cators of occupational safety and health breaches that can point
to possible exploitative working conditions. The list works as
a stand-alone document, and our hope is that it will be useful
for inspection agencies, labour market parties and others who
oversee working conditions of migrant workers. The checklist
aims to showcase that occupational safety and health breach-
es that involve migrant workers in risk sectors merit also fur-
ther attention to broader work-related crimes and exploitative
labour conditions.

HEUNI 2025
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Terminology

WORK-RELATED CRIME is sometimes also referred to as labour
market crime, work-life crime or work environment crime,
and covers a wide range of labour-related crimes and financial
crimes taking place within the labour market (Jahnsen, Gjesdal
& Andersen 2022; Regjeringen 2015). The Norwegian authori-
ties define work-related crime as “activities that breach laws
concerning pay and working conditions, social security and
taxation. These are organised activities that exploit employees,
distort competition and undermine social structure. It may in-
volve tax-related crime, gross breaches of accounting and book-
keeping practices, corruption, bankruptcy crime, money laun-
dering, foreign currency smuggling, human trafficking, social
security fraud, serious fraud, use of false identities, registration
of incorrect information in public registers, violations of pay
and working conditions and use of illegal workers.” (Office of
the Prime Minister 2017, 7-8.) The concept has since been also
adopted in national strategies in Sweden and Iceland butis not
widely used in Denmark and Finland.

LABOUR EXPLOITATION refers to situations where a person is paid
less than the wage set by law or collective agreements and the
basic regulations regarding working hours, compensation for
overtime or weekend work, vacation or occupational health are
not respected. Exploitation can be seen as a continuum of sit-
uations and acts, which range from less severe to more severe
forms of exploitation. Depending on the severity of these situ-
ations, the cases can be defined as different types of labour of-
fences, human trafficking or related offences. The European
Fundamental Rights Agency defines severe labour exploitation
as forms of exploitation of workers which are criminal under
the legislation of the EU Member State where the exploitation
occurs (FRA 2015).

SOCIAL DUMPING refers to the practice of giving workers, and
particularly migrant workers, significantly poorer wage and
employment conditions than local workers (Regjeringen 2022).
It means practices where existing social regulations concerning
e.g. wages, working and living conditions are undermined or
evaded with the aim of gaining competitive advantage.

WAGE THEFT refers to situations where the employer inten-

tionally and for their own benefit unlawfully withholds mon-
ey from the employee’s wages, holiday allowance or other
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

statutory payments, or does not pay wages at all. Norway crim-
inalised wage theft as a separate offence in 2022 as the first
country in Europe.

HUMAN TRAFFICKING FOR THE PURPOSE OF FORCED LABOUR refers
to a situation where a person’s vulnerabilities are used in a way
that severely restricts the person’s alternatives, and the person
is placed in a situation of forced labour or distress. Typically,
victims of trafficking for forced labour are made to work long
hours with little or no pay, they may be abused, threatened, or
held in debt bondage, and their freedom of movement may be
restricted. In practical terms, forced labour can be a situation
where e.g., a person is deceived, is isolated, physically or sex-
ually violated, threatened, is not receiving wages, has his/her
passport taken away, endures abusing working conditions and
excessive overtime (ILO 2012).

EXTORTIONATE WORK DISCRIMINATION refers to a situation where
a worker is placed in a considerably inferior position through
the exploitation of the job worker’s economic or other distress,
dependent position, lack of understanding, thoughtlessness or
ignorance. The provision was introduced into the Finnish crim-
inal code in 2004 and has been used in Finland in cases con-
cerning exploitation of migrant workers. The provision is to be
replaced in 2026 with a new provision on usury and aggravated
usury in employment.

MIGRANT WORKERS refer to all worker that are not native to the
country of destination. This includes third country nationals,
EU/EEA citizens, as well as undocumented migrants.

OCCUPATIONAL SAFETY AND HEALTH (OSH) cover all aspects of
workplace health and safety, aiming to prevent accidents and
diseases. A safe work environment minimises risks through all
practicable measures, including through prevention.

HEUNI 2025
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Data and methods

RESEARCH HAS shown that the uptake of new knowledge into
practical use is often slow and uneven, highlighting the need
for more deliberate strategies to bridge the gap between evi-
dence and practice (Graham et al., 2006). In order to strengthen
the efforts against work-related crime in the Nordic region, ef-
fective common approaches are needed.

Knowledge transfer and exchange (KTE) is a collaborative
approach that in this project has been used to gather practi-
tioners’ existing knowledge while promoting the exchange of
expertise through dialogue. This approach is especially useful
for synthesize existing knowledge, generate new insights to
support the development of impactful interventions. KTE aims
to deepen understanding of the problem and enable more
effective, two-way knowledge sharing between researchers and
practitioners.

Taking lessons from implementation research, this project
utilised KTE to facilitate true change instead of only develop-
ment of new knowledge through the following three pillars:

¢ Knowledge translation: Making research findings ac-
cessible and relevant for the practice field to acceler-
ate the knowledge uptake of research for more effective
approaches.

* Knowledge transfer: Including a process that allows for
individuals and/or organizations to access and utilize es-
sential information, making tacit knowledge into explicit
knowledge and facilitating its wider access and use.

* Knowledge exchange: The mutual learning and co-cre-
ation between actors (practitioners, policy makers, re-
searchers) to facilitate collaborative problem-solving,
planning, producing, disseminating, and applying exist-
ing or new research in decision-making.

In practical terms, the presumptive end-users of this report
have been closely engaged during the project: as sources of
information, as a sounding board for project findings and as
creators of project outputs. As regards sources of information,
the project called together focus group discussions with key
experts in all of the Nordic countries where key themes of the
project were discussed. In addition, the project appointed
an international reference group, consisting of practitioners
and experts representing the five Nordic countries, the Aland
Islands, and the three Baltic states. The reference group met
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

online twice during the course of the project. At the end of the
project, five national Nordic multidisciplinary roundtables will
be organised with key practitioners and policy makers to share
and discuss the findings, tools and joint solutions. Finally,
selected practitioners from the five Nordic countries have been
involved in the creation of short best-practice videos for labour
and social inspectors, social partners and policy makers aimed
to enhance their skills to prevent and address work-related
crimes and work environment risks. Next, we outline the meth-
odological foundation of this report in more detail.

Focus group discussions with experts

THE KTE approach was put into practice through focus groups
organised in all Nordic countries. Prior to the focus groups the
main contextual themes were identified through desk research
and background meetings with Nordic practitioners. In Den-
mark and Sweden, HEUNI organised two online focus groups in
Teams, while in Iceland one online focus group was organised
in Teams. In Finland one focus group discussion was organ-
ised in hybrid mode, taking place at HEUNI’s premises and on
Teams. In Norway, six focus group discussions were conduct-
ed by Fafo with two to four participants in each group. Partic-
ipants in all focus groups included representatives from both
civil society and public authorities, covering a broad range of
institutions involved in addressing labour exploitation and
work-related crime, such as the police, occupational safety and
health authorities, labour market parties, civil society actors,
and researchers.

The total number of focus group participants (excluding
project staff) was 72 (see the table below).
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Table 1. Number of focus group participants in the Nordic
countries
Zzzufogr:‘oatip discussions ::ml;:; :: 1:fsoc:us group
DK 2 discussions, online 7+6=T
21.3.2025 (1 participant participated
FI 1 discussion, hybrid n
12.5.2025
IS 1 discussion, online 10
18.3.2025
NO 6 discussions, online L4+3+2+2+2+2=15
13.5.2025
16.5.2024
3.6.2025
11.6.2025
19.6.2025
30.6.2025
SE 2 discussions, online 13+12=25
25.4.2025 (4 participants
952025 participated in both

discussions and are
counted twice)

Total 72

Participants were recruited through the project partners’ exist-
ing networks, as well as from the project reference group, and
invites were also extended to key organisations, which were
asked to circulate the invite among their staff. The focus group
discussions lasted 1-1.5 hour each.

Focus group participants agreed to the discussion being
recorded and transcribed in advance. At the onset of each dis-
cussion, participants were notified that while Teams is a secure
platform, it may not guarantee complete confidentiality and
were therefore advised to refrain from sharing highly sensitive
or confidential information during the discussions. Participants
were also informed that their data will be stored for five years
after the completion of the project, and that the data will be

HEUNI 2025
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stored in a protected manner, in accordance with national and CONTENT
institutional regulations.

The project was complemented by other simultaneously
ongoing Nordic projects at HEUNI which made it possible to
supplement the data with information drawn from several
bilateral discussions with experts/practitioners in the Nordic PART Il
region including email exchange with selected experts. Such
meetings were held during trips to Denmark (27-28.2.2025)
with representatives of Danish occupational safety and health FACT SHEET
authorities, the police, the Centre against human traffick-
ing and a trade union, as well as participation in a national
seminar on labour exploitation in Copenhagen; and Sweden
(11-12.3.2025) with participation in two national seminars
on work-related crime, one round-table discussion, and
bilateral meetings with researchers. This information was
used as background information and is not directly quoted or
referenced in the analysis. Furthermore, this report utilises
information collected in interviews with Swedish experts,
carried out for a knowledge overview on labour exploita-
tion, commissioned by the Swedish Gender Equality Agency
(Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten 2025a). Participants in those inter-
views were informed about the use of the data and gave their
consent for using the information in this report.

All focus group discussions were transcribed and coded
based on themes discussed. When the focus group discussions
and the previous interviews are used in the analysis, they are
referred to by the affiliation of the expert and the country in
question. Any quotes have been pseudonymised to ensure
confidentiality of respondents and participants. In this report,
any quotes have been presented in such a way that no individ-
ual views or findings can be linked to individual persons. Only
the organisational affiliation of the interviewee is mentioned,
together with the country of the respondent. The quotes serve
as illustrative examples in addition to previous literature and
reports which are covered in connection with the empiri-
cal findings. In addition, towards the end of the project, the
research findings were discussed and validated in final round
table discussions in each of the five participating countries.
Where relevant, some of these discussions are also referenced
in the text.
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Part |

Setting the
scene -
literature and
background

This part of the report provides a literature-based
overview of the background to and development of
policies and approaches towards what is now known
as work-related crime in the Nordic region. Readers
primarily interested in the empirical findings may
proceed directly to Parts Il and Ill.

Context

From social dumping to work-related crime: do these
broad concepts sufficiently consider victims of labour
exploitation and contribute to their identification?

THE NORDIC countries have applied different concepts to ad-
dress labour market breaches and crimes in the labour market.
The concepts include social dumping, work-related crime, eco-
nomic crime, and also human trafficking. These conceptual dif-
ferences influence policies and practices, including resource al-
location. Ultimately, the different approaches have resulted in
divergent, and sometimes inconsistent responses, at the Nordic
level.

The concept of social dumping has been used in the Nordic
region to describe practices where migrant workers are paid
less than local workers, and work in poorer employment con-
ditions. There is however no clear, universally accepted defi-
nition of the term (Kiss 2017). Social dumping has both been

HEUNI 2025
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NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

used to describe the fear that a cheaper workforce from Eastern CONTENT
European countries would enter the labour market in conjunc-
tion with the EU enlargement in 2004 and 2007, as well as by
the trade union movement to oppose the negative effects of EU
integration (lossa & Persdotter 2021).

As of 2013, the concept of social dumping has especially in PART Il
Norway, and later also in Sweden, been largely replaced by the
term work-related crime (‘arbeidslivskriminalitet’) in political
and media discourse on labour exploitation (Jahnsen, Gjesdal FACT SHEET
& Andersen 2022; Brunovskis & @degard 2019, 47; Jonsson,
Schoultz & Jahnsen, forthcoming). The Norwegian government
introduced a national strategy against work-related crime
in 2015, which defines it as “actions that violate Norwegian
laws on wages and working conditions, social security, taxes,
and fees, often carried out in an organised manner, exploiting
workers or distorting competition and undermining societal
structures” (Regjeringen 2015, 5). Work-related crime is thus a
broad and non-legal concept that includes both labour-related
and financial crimes. The Norwegian definition of work-related
crime also includes labour exploitation, forced labour, and
trafficking in human beings for labour exploitation, as well as
social dumping, (Handlingsplan mot sosial dumping og arbe-
idslivskriminalitet 2025). The cost of work-related crime to
society in Norway is estimated to be 2.4-9.3 billion euros a year
(Eggen et al. 2017).

The concept of work-related crime was introduced in
Sweden in 2017 when the government mandated eight author-
ities with the task to develop multiagency actions to counteract
work-related crime (Riksrevisionen 2020, 68). Sweden quickly
adopted the Norwegian approach on work-related crime, estab-
lishing several structures. In 2021, the Swedish government
established the Delegation Against Work-Related Crime (SOU
2022), and in 2022, the government introduced a national
strategy comprising 45 measures aimed at combating work-re-
lated crime (Regeringskansliet 2022).

The Swedish Delegation against work-related crime has
defined this type of crime as “qualified practices that violate
provisions in laws and agreements related to working life”.
Particular consideration should be given to whether the prac-
tice involves the exploitation of workers, distorts competition,
is carried out in an organised or systematic manner, or is of a
serious or extensive in nature (SOU 2025, 84). The Delegation
point out that assessing the extent of work-related crime in
Sweden is challenging, as it largely involves hidden practices
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(SOU 2023, 110). The final report of the Delegation against
work-related crime (SOU 2025) underscores that the preva-
lence and extent of work-related crime vary significantly across
different industries. In Sweden, authorities assess that con-
struction, cleaning, restaurants, transport, beauty services, and
green industries have a high incidence of work-related crime
(ibid., 110). Other typical sectors include car care, tire changing,
certain transport services such as moving and home deliveries,
snow removal, and waste management. In addition, agricul-
ture/livestock farming, gardening (horticulture), laundry/dry
cleaning, au pair work, and health and social care (for example
personal assistance, primary healthcare, and home care) have
been identified as potential risk sectors. (Ibid.) The industries
identified by authorities as high-risk for work-related crime
are also those that employ many individuals belonging to risk
groups for labour exploitation (SOU 2023, 110). The criminal
economy in Sweden is estimated to generate 100-150 billion
SEK in criminal profits per year, with tax evasion accounting
for a significant portion, close to 100 billion SEK per year (SOU
2025,104).

In Denmark, the concept of social dumping contin-
ues to dominate public discourse (Spanger et al., 2024, 13;
Regeringskansliet, 2023, 246-247). Social dumping has not
officially been defined, but in Denmark it is used to describe
cases where working conditions and wages are lower than
they should be in the country and the employer does not pay
sufficient taxes (Regeringskansliet 2023, 246-247). Thus,
social dumping seems to be the predominant concept used to
describe a broad range of actions that include everything from
unfair competition to the lowering of wages and poor working
conditions (SOU 2023; Andersen & Pedersen 2010; European
Parliament 2016).

A recent report outlines that there is a risk of social dump-
ing in one fifth of the companies in Denmark that employ
foreign workers, and more than one-third of foreign workers
in Denmark may be exposed to social dumping in these compa-
nies (Pejtersen et al, 2025, 8). In 2023, the Danish government
adopted an “Agreement on a future-proofed working envi-
ronment and efforts against social dumping”?, which outlines
priorities for the Danish Working Environment Authority’s
efforts in 2023-2026. The Agreement has a special focus on
social dumping, and actions include intensified supervision
and contractor shutdown, including blacklisting compa-
nies from public tender, the establishment of a multiagency
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1 Agreement on a fu-
ture-proofed working
environment and efforts
against social dumping |
Danish Working Environ-
ment Authority.
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action team aimed to work with serious and complex cases, CONTENT
and publishing data from company-specific inspections and
decisions from the Danish Working Environment Authority
(Beskzftigelsesministeriet 2024).

Since 2012, the Danish Working Environment Authority,
the Danish Tax Agency and the police have collaborated to PART Il
counteract social dumping. A special task force was established
in 2023 as a result of the new Agreement, consisting of repre-
sentatives of the same three authorities (discussions with the FACT SHEET
Task Force in Copenhagen 27 February 2025). In July 2025,
the Working Environment Act was amended to increase fines
and halt work for the main contractor and subcontractors on
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a building site if orders to rectify illegal working conditions
are repeatedly ignored (Preisler 2025a). Two new laws have
been adopted in Denmark to strengthen efforts against social
dumping and protect foreign workers from exploitation. Law
L14 introduces requirements for employer-provided hous-
ing, ensuring it meets existing Danish standards. The Danish
Working Environment Authority will have the power to issue
orders and fines for non-compliance. (Lovforslag L14 2024.)
Law L15 enhances controls against irregular labour by allowing
authorities to require valid identification during inspections
and obliging foreign employers to upload service agreements,
employment contracts, and residence/work permits in the RUT
register when posting third-country nationals (Lovforslag L14
2024).

In 2025 a nationally representative survey conducted by the
Danish Building Trades Association with 2,000 respondents
found that 83 percent of Danes agree that underpayment and
exploitation have no place in Denmark, and 78 percent think
cheating and exploitation should be punished more severely.
However, the survey also revealed that fewer than half of
respondents understood the term “social dumping,” indicat-
ing a need for clearer communication on the issue. (Teknisk
LAndsforbund 16.9.2025.)

In Iceland the concept of social dumping has also predomi-
nantly been used as a way to frame crimes in the labour market.
A working group was set up in 2018 by the Ministry of Social
Affairs to combat social dumping (GRETA 2023, 35). In 2019,
another working group was appointed to develop a legislate
framework to combat social dumping in the domestic labour
market. The working group prepared a draft law and submitted
it to the Parliament, but it was not adopted because of strong
opposition from trade unions who found the draft too lenient
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(ibid.). In 2023, the working group reconvened to revise the bill
and propose amendments (Althingi 2024). The purpose of the
bill is to strengthen cooperation between supervisory bodies
and enhance policy on measures against criminal activities in
the labour market (ibid.). Amendments to the Act on Workers’
Terms of Employment and Compulsory Pension Insurance (No.
105) entered into force on 1January 2025. Based on the Act,
co-operation committee on measures against criminal activity
in the labour market began its work in 2025 (Government of
Iceland 2025).

In Iceland, the term “criminal activity in the labour mar-
ket” is used similarly to work-related crime. According to the
Icelandic Confederation of Labour (ASI) this type of activity
includes, for example, wage theft (including underpayment
and non-payment of wages and overtime, holiday and other
extra pay, exploitation of volunteer work, deduction of unjus-
tified costs), violations of collective agreements, violations of
workplace safety, poor working conditions, discrimination,
forced labour, and labour trafficking (Alpydusamband fslands
2019). Moreover, the Confederation uses the term wage theft
in a broad sense, in cases where an employer intentionally or
through culpable negligence fails to respect the minimum
rights of employees and seizes money and/or rights that the
employees have earned through their work and that do not
rightfully belong to the employer (ibid., 25).

In Finland, the phenomenon of labour exploitation was
identified in the early 2000s. Official programmes and strat-
egies were created that drew attention to the poor working
conditions of migrant workers and also emphasised the links
between exploitation and the grey economy in certain sectors
(Ollus & Alvesalo-Kuusi 2012). For instance, in the first action
plan against trafficking, combatting labour exploitation was
mentioned in connection with action against illegal work, and
the exploitation of migrant workers was seen as a specific prob-
lem of the grey labour market, especially in the restaurant and
construction sectors (Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2005). Labour
exploitation was associated with the grey economy, and the
exploitation was found to take place in domestic work, self-em-
ployment, services and in the construction, cleaning, logistic,
metal and hotel sectors (Sisdasiainministerié 2008). More
recent action plans against human trafficking and for tackling
the grey economy have stressed the importance of preventa-
tive measures (Ministry of the Interior 2017; Roth & Luhtasaari
2021). Risk sectors identified by authorities and practitioners
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include, i.a., the restaurant, construction, cleaning and agricul- CONTENT
tural sectors, as well as wild berry picking (Jokinen et al. 2011,
2023; Ylinen et al. 2020). PART |

The Finnish government has used the concepts of economic
crimes and the grey economy to capture the broader context
in which labour exploitation and human trafficking for forced PART Il
labour take place (Ollus & Alvesalo-Kuusi 2012). This reflects a
recognition that crimes in the labour market pose both a threat
against the state in the form of economic crimes, and a threat FACT SHEET
against the workers and their rights (ibid.; c.f. Spanger et al.
2024). In Finland, the term “labour exploitation” is commonly
used in situations where the minimum terms and conditions
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of employment are not applied, and the perpetrator takes
advantage of an employee in order to achieve financial gain.
Adherence to labour legislation, including the monitoring of
the use of migrant labour, is overseen by labour inspectors.
Labour inspectors have the duty to notify the police, if they
suspect that an employer is, for example, engaging in extortion-
ate work discrimination or trafficking in human beings (Act on
Occupational Safety and Health Enforcement and Cooperation
on Occupational Safety and Health at Workplaces 44/2006).
Trade unions have the responsibility to supervise compliance
with all-binding collective agreements, and in certain sec-
tors such as construction, are entitled to carry out workplace
inspections. Trade unions have had a complex stance towards
migrant workers, however, in particular if they do not belong to
a trade union, due to a fear of social dumping, i.e., that migrant
workers diminish the rights of union members (Alho 2012;
Ristikari 2012).

While this report mainly focuses on the Nordic countries,
itis important to note that labour exploitation has in recent
years also become a key concern in the three Baltic countries.
However, contrary to the Nordic countries, the Baltic coun-
tries are a source, transit and destination country for labour
exploitation victims. Workers from the Baltic region have been
exploited e.g., in Western and Northern Europe, including in
Norway, Sweden, and Finland (Eurostat 2023). National pol-
icies to address work-related crime and exploitation in par-
ticular, thus need to consider the dimensions of prevention,
oversight and sanctions both concerning crimes taking place
in the country of origin but also affecting its nationals in other
destination countries.
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How does labour exploitation manifest in the Nordic
and Baltic context?

INTERNATIONAL LEGAL instruments do not include an exact defi-
nition of labour exploitation. In the context of the European
Union, severe exploitation in all its forms refers to the violation
of Article 1 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, stating the
inviolability of human dignity, and of Article 5 providing for the
prohibition of slavery and forced labour as well as deprivation
of rights under Article 31 on fair and just working conditions.
The EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) defines severe labour
exploitation as

"Work situations that deviate
significantly from standard

working conditions as defined by
legislation or other binding legal
instruments, concerning in particular
remuneration, working hours, leave
entitlements, health and safety
standards and decent treatment,
and which are criminal under the
legislation of the EU Member State
where the exploitation occurs.
Hence, severe labour exploitation
includes at a minimum coercive
forms of exploitation, such as slavery,
servitude, forced or compulsory
labour, and trafficking prohibited
by Article 5 of the EU Charter, as
well as severe exploitation within
the framework of an employment
relationship, as covered by Article
9 (1) of the Employers Sanctions
Directive.”
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The exploitation of migrant workers can be understood as
existing along a continuum, encompassing a range of practices
from less severe forms to the most extreme (e.g. Andrees 2008).
At the most serious end of this spectrum, the exploitation
may meet the legal definitions of trafficking in human beings
or human exploitation, while other cases may be qualified
as administrative offences, violations of the labour laws or as
wage disputes. Migrant workers may find themselves at differ-
ent points along this continuum, experiencing varying degrees
and forms of labour exploitation over time.

Labour exploitation often begins with recruiting victims
with false promises of well-paid jobs in seemingly legal work
relationships (EUCPN 2023, 15). The worker may then be
manipulated and forced to stay in the relationship by threats,
physical violence and by withholding travel documents. Some
phenomena seen in exploitative working conditions are bogus
self-employment (person declared as self-employed when they
fulfill conditions for employment relationship) and posted
work (an employee is sent to a different EU member state than
where they usually work) (EUCPN 2023, 17-18).

The business model of labour exploitation entails inten-
tional acts by the employer committed for financial benefit.
This business model typically relies on two main strategies:
cost reduction and revenue generation. Cost reduction involves
minimising labour expenses by underpaying or not paying
workers, extending working hours, neglecting safety standards,
and evading taxes and social contributions. Revenue generation
includes charging workers recruitment fees and inflating costs
for essentials like transport, housing, food, and equipment. This
often leads to debt and increased dependency on the employer
or exploiter (Allain et al. 2013; CSD 2019; Jokinen & Ollus 2019).
Employers and perpetrators are increasingly camouflaging
their activities as law-abiding, hiding from authorities with
planned bankruptcies and switching between enterprises (ELA
2024,2).

Overall, labour exploitation remains underreported within
Europe (Pekkarinen et al. 2023). The identification of cases var-
ies significantly also in the Nordic countries. There is no easily
accessible and comparable information on the extent of cases
of labour exploitation that would have been classified as crim-
inal offences, such as human exploitation, extortionate work
discrimination or wage theft depending on the national legisla-
tion, or which would have been classified for example as labour
law violations, administrative issues or dealt as wage claims.
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The best source of comparable information is therefore human
trafficking statistics, as most countries in the region regularly
collect and publish data on the number of supported victims.

Human trafficking for the purpose of forced
labour

HUMAN TRAFFICKING IS a serious crime and a violation of human
rights. Human trafficking was criminalised in Denmark and Sweden
in 2002, in Norway in 2003, in Finland in 2004 and in Iceland in 2009.
The crime of trafficking incorporates different purposes of exploita-
tion, and depending on the national legislation these include e.g.,
sexual exploitation, forced labour, forced begging, forced criminal
activities, and other inhumane conditions. In most of the Nordic
countries, governments initially paid attention to human trafficking
for sexual purposes, with forced labour receiving less attention
(Spanger et al. 2024). In the Nordic region, forced labour has not
been criminalised as a separate offence, but is included as a form
of exploitation in the crime of human trafficking. Forced labour refers
to “all work or service which is extracted from any person under the
threat of a penalty and for which the person has not offered himself
or herself voluntarily” (ILO's Forced Labour Convention no. 29 from
1930). In practical terms, forced labour can be a situation where
e.g., a person is deceived, is isolated, physically or sexually violated,
threatened, is not receiving wages, has his/her passport taken
away, endures abusing working conditions and excessive overtime
(ILO 2012). Parallel offences are sometimes used to process cases of
labour exploitation in which the elements of trafficking cannot be
proved. These include extortionate work discrimination in Finland,
human exploitation in Sweden and Denmark and wage theft in

Norway.

IN FINLAND forced labour has for many years been the most
common form of human trafficking registered by authorities. In
2024, a total of 207 new clients were admitted to the National
Assistance System for Victims of Trafficking, of whom 45% were
victims of forced labour. The majority of those exploited for
their labour had a residence permit in Finland (67%) and on-
ly 9% had no legal right of residence in Finland. (National As-
sistance System 2025.) Also, in Sweden the number of identi-
fied victims of labour exploitation has increased in recent years.
In 2023, for the first time, more victims of labour exploitation
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(189 persons) were identified than victims of trafficking for sex- CONTENT
ual exploitation (182 persons). The trend continued in 2024,
with 233 victims of labour exploitation identified (compared
to 166 victims of sexual exploitation), with the majority work-
ing in the hotel and restaurant industry, construction and the
green sector. (Jimstélldhetsmyndigheten 2024.) The increase PART II|
in identification of labour exploitation is likely a result of in-
creased efforts to address the crime, rather than an indication
of an increase in volume (SOU 2025). FACT SHEET

In Norway, a total of 183 adult presumed victims of human
trafficking received assistance from accommodation and/or
follow-up services in 2024, of which 56 persons were exploited
in forced labour or services. (KOM 2025, 54.) Labour exploita-
tion mainly occurs in construction, transport, hospitality, car
repair/detailing, cleaning, and agriculture. Indicators of forced
labour include low or unpaid wages, degrading living condi-
tions either at the workplace or in employer-provided housing,
and violations of working time regulations. In several cases, the
employer or facilitator controls the workers’ bank accounts.
There is also information suggesting that employers threaten
workers with dismissal and deportation if they contact the
police or other authorities. (KOM 2025, 75; 77.) In Denmark, 78
victims of trafficking were identified in 2024. 25 people were
exploited for forced labour, including eight women and 17 men.
The majority were exploited in restaurant work, agriculture,
cleaning, or construction. In most years, forced labour has been
the second most common form of exploitation among detected
victims after sexual exploitation. (CMM 2025).

In Iceland, according to statistics collected by the
Bjarkarhli® Family Justice Centre, which has been responsible
since July 2020 for co-ordinating support services for trafficked
persons, between July 2020 and September 2022, 25 presumed
victims of human trafficking were provided with assistance.
The majority were presumed victims of labour exploitation
(17). Labour exploitation of migrant workers, including asylum
seekers and refugees, is reported to take place mainly in the
construction, tourism and catering sectors, as well as in volun-
teer work (GRETA 2023, 9). According to a 2023 report by the
Icelandic Confederation of Labour (AS[) regarding labour mar-
ket violations 58% of wage claims were made for union mem-
bers of foreign origin, who made about a fifth of the Icelandic
labour force in 2022 and a quarter of the members of the unions
that submitted claims to the Confederation (Alpydusamband
fslands 2023). The most serious abuse uncovered in ASI’s
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workplace inspections in 2022 concerned individuals from out- CONTENT
side the EEA with temporary work permits (ibid.).

The Baltic countries are both a source, transit, and des-
tination country for labour exploitation, and for human
trafficking (Pekkarinen & Jokinen, 2023). In Latvia, labour
exploitation concerns in particular third-country nationals PART Il
(e.g., from Central Asia, Moldova, Ukraine, and India) working
in construction and hospitality. A total of 90 third-country
nationals were identified between 2016—2024. Latvian citizens FACT SHEET
are exploited outside the country e.g., in construction, agricul-
ture, manufacturing, and hospitality. Local vulnerable groups
include people with substance abuse issues, homeless individ-
uals, and socially disadvantaged persons, as well as minors in
institutional care or special education programs. (Par Cilveku
tirdzniecibas novér§anas planu 2025-2027.) Both Estonia and
Lithuania show similar trends with nationals exploited abroad
and third country nationals exploited in the country. In Estonia,
only two victims of labour trafficking were officially identified
by authorities in 2023 (U.S. Department of State 2025). In
Lithuania, 18 third country nationals, mainly from Central Asia
were identified as victims of trafficking for forced labour in
2024. Most of these individuals were exploited in the transport
sector. (Lietuvos Seimo Kontrolieriai 2025.)

Next, we outline the linkages between exploitation and
broader occupational safety and health issues.
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Interlinkages between work environment
risks, occupational health and safety and
labour exploitation

THIS PART explores the complex interconnections between work
environment risks, occupational health and safety (OHS), and
labour exploitation on the basis of short overview of previous
literature. It begins by defining work environment risks and ex-
amining how they are regulated and monitored. The discussion
then turns to the specific vulnerabilities faced by migrant work-
ers, who often encounter heightened exposure to poor work-
ing conditions. The final chapter addresses the negative health
consequences that arise from exploitative labour practices.
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What are work environment risks and how are they
. CONTENT
regulated and monitored?

WE FIRST outline what is meant by occupational safety and PART
health, and how Nordic countries attempt to regulate and over-
see such questions. The International Labour Organization
(ILO) defines occupational safety and health (OSH) as all as- PART II|
pects of health and safety in the workplace, where a safe and
healthy working environment is one where risks are eliminat-
ed or when all reasonably practicable actions have been taken FACT SHEET
to reduce risks to an acceptable level and where prevention has
been integrated as part of the organizations culture. ILO further
groups workplace hazards and risks into biological, physical,
and chemical hazards, ergonomics, psychosocial factors, and
radiation (ILO n.d.).

In the context of European Union, Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union outlines several measures
which EU Member States have to adopt to improve working
environment to protect workers' health and safety as well as
working conditions and social security and social protection
of workers (Article 153). The European Framework Directive on
Safety and Health at Work (Directive 89/391 EEC) guarantees
minimum safety and health requirements throughout Europe
while Member States are allowed to maintain or establish more
stringent measures. The right to a healthy and safe workplace is
reflected in principle 10 of the European Pillar of Social Rights,
while principle 5 outlines that all workers have the right to
fair and equal treatment regarding working conditions, access
to social protection and training and principle 6 ensures that
workers have the right to fair wages that provide for a decent
standard of living (European Commission n.d.). Turning to the
Nordic countries, the Finnish Occupational Safety and Health
Act (738/2002) regulates workplace safety, outlining employ-
ers’ responsibilities to ensure a safe working environment by
assessing and managing risks (§ 8, § 10). This includes physical
factors such as noise and temperature (§ 39), psychosocial risks
like unfair treatment and threats (§ 27, § 28), work procedures,
machinery, and tools (§ 12, § 14), and the use of personal pro-
tective equipment (8§ 15). Additionally, employers must conduct
continuous risk assessments and take necessary preventive
measures (§ 10, § 11). The labour inspectorate enforces this law
through inspections and guidance to ensure compliance.

The Swedish Work Environment Act (1977:1160) aims to
ensure a safe, healthy, and sustainable work environment.
It places primary responsibility on employers to prevent
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ill-health and accidents (Ch. 3, § 2), requiring systematic plan-
ning and control (§ 2a). Chapter 2 outlines standards for work
premises, air quality, lighting, noise, machinery, protective
equipment, hygiene, meals, rest, and first aid. The Swedish
Work Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljoverket) identifies
indoor risks such as cramped spaces, uneven floors, poor stair
design, inadequate exits, poor ventilation, insufficient cleaning,
and unsuitable materials that may trigger asthma or aller-
gies. Additional risks include bad lighting that causes fatigue
and high noise levels that impair hearing and concentration
(Arbetsmiljoverket 2024a.)

In production, logistics and industry, risks are different.
In construction work, for example, work environment risks
are listed into physical work environment risks, strain injury
risks, organisational and social work environment risks as
well as chemical and biological work environment risks
(Arbetsmiljoverket 2024b). The physical risks can include the
risk of falling or landslides, falling objects and machinery acci-
dents (Arbetsmiljéverket 2023a). Strain injury risks can occur
when working, for example, in small spaces such pipes and
installation passages, not using lifting equipment for heavy
things, handling heavy machinery and tools. (Arbetsmiljoverket
2024c.) Overall, organisational and work environment risks
include stress, threats and violence that occur at the workplace
(Arbetsmiljoverket 2024d). Chemical and biological work
environment risks can include, for example, asbestos, stone
dust, plastics, and chemicals in building products such as paint
(Arbetsmiljoverket 2023b).

In Norway, work environment risks are defined through
the Working Environment Act that outlines requirements of a
safe work environment which are monitored by the Norwegian
Labour Inspection Authority (Arbeidstilsynet). Key aspects of
the actinclude physical factors such as noise and chemicals and
psychosocial factors such as harassment and stress. Employers
are required to assess these risks and intervene when necessary.
(Working Environment Act 2005.)

Similarly in Denmark, the Working Environment Act
sets outs the standards which are monitored by the Work
Environment Authority (Arbejdstilsynet 2021). The law is laid
down in executive orders which regulate across sectors, for
example, the executive order on the performance of work, or
specific sectors, for example, the building and construction
industry (Workplace Denmark n.d.-a; n.d.-b).
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In Iceland, the Act on Working Environment, Health and
Safety in Workplaces (No. 46/1980) applies to all workplaces
with employees. Employers are responsible for ensuring a safe
and healthy work environment, conducting risk assessments,
and implementing preventive measures. Administration of
Occupational Safety and Health (AOSH) supervises compli-
ance of employers with the Act, conducts inspections, provides
training, and enforces regulations. (The Administration of
Occupational Safety and Health n.d.)

As shown above, OSH questions are strongly regulated
in the Nordic countries. OSH issues are also closely linked
to work-related crime in that breaches against OSH can be
a crime, and similarly, insufficient OSH considerations can
point to broader problems in the workplace and can create
a foundation for work-related crimes. Nordic criminological
research has noted a definitional shift from considering OSH
incidents as accidents to seeing them as crimes (Estrada et al.
2014). At the same time, however, OSH breaches tend to be
deprioritised by law enforcement actors (Alvesalo-Kuusi et al.
2014; Kyynérdinen 2023). This raises questions as to how OSH
that concern migrant workers in particular are addressed and
understood. Next, we will provide an overview of how OSH
issues relate to migrant workers.

What are the risks faced by vulnerable migrant
workers?

THE INTERNATIONAL Labour Organisation ILO defines vulnera-
ble groups of workers as workers who due to a factor such as
country of origin, gender, age, migrant status, disability, race, or
ethnic origin are more vulnerable to being discriminated, sub-
jected to unlawful practices, labour exploitation, poor working
conditions, and precarious employment (ILO 2022, 1).

Some migrant workers may find
themselves in the lower tiers of
the labour market, characterised
by uncertainty and poor working
conditions.
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Because the (poor) working conditions may still better than in CONTENT
their country of origin, this creates a ‘dual frame of reference’
where migrant workers assess their working conditions against
those in their country of origin (Piore 1979; Magafia Lopez &
Rye 2024). Vulnerabilities — including economic dependency, a
lack of awareness of rights, a lack of other options, as well as PART Il
immigration status and discrimination — also contribute to why
migrant workers may be more willing to work despite the poor
terms (see e.g., Ollus 2016a; Murphy, Doyle & Thompson 2022). FACT SHEET

Migrant workers are often hired to do jobs that are not
favoured by native-born local labour force. These jobs are
so-called “3D jobs” referring to the words dangerous, dirty,
and demanding or degrading (ILO 2022, 1; Porru & Baldo 2022,
1). These jobs often include poor safety standards, reduced
availability of personal protective equipment and lack of infor-
mation on safety matters. Migrants often tend to work in envi-
ronments where they are affected by high temperatures, loud
noises and vibrations, maintenance of an upright position for
long periods, faster work rates and increased exposure to pes-
ticides and chemicals (Porru & Baldo 2022, 2). Migrant workers
may face fewer or more limited opportunities to cool down and
recover. They may face high demands: they may be assigned the
most physically demanding tasks and may be forced to work at
a high pace and with a heavy workload (MYNAK 2024, 8).
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CASE EXAMPLE
Fatal Accident at Danish Biogas Plant

IN 2024 ACCIDENT at the Flemlgse Biogasanlceg plant on Funen,
Denmark, claimed the lives of two Romanian workers (aged 20 and
25). The incident occurred during roof casting on a silo. Six other
workers, men aged 19 to 49 from Romania, Poland, and Belgium were
also injured. The construction site had operated for over six months
without a formal building permit, despite the municipality being
aware of the situation. Media reporting concluded that such events
underscore the vulnerability of foreign workers in Denmark’s con-
struction sector: although they represent a small share of the work-
force, they are disproportionately involved in fatal accidents, often
working long hours in high-risk tasks. (DR 28.11.2024; DR 30.11.2024.)
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MOREOVER, WORKPLACE hazards can present themselves as psy-
chosocial and physical. For migrant workers, these can include,
for example, uncertainty about the future due to unclear terms
on contract renewals, injuries from having to rush at work, be-
ing dismissed after sustaining injuries at work, and experienc-
ing verbal and physical abuse. Additionally, lack of personal
protective equipment and training and not getting enough rest
are aspects affecting working environment safety for migrant
workers (Boufkhed 2020, 224).

According to a systematic literature review conducted by
the Swedish Agency for Work Environment Expertise MYNAK
(2024), work-related crime affects the work environment for
workers in many ways.

Regardless of their gender or the
industry in which they work, workers
are exploited in various ways, and
there are many deficiencies in their
work environments which are marked
by high demands and low influence.

High demands include physically strenuous work, a high pace
and workload, long shifts, and few or no breaks or days off,
which result a sense of exclusion and isolation from the rest of
society. Workers have low control and minimal influence over
their work, with few or no opportunities to impact anything
within their place of work. Men and women are exposed to dif-
ferent risks. In male-dominated sectors such as transport, and
construction, risks often relate to safety. Moreover, lack of skills
and experience, negative attitudes towards safety regulations,
and poor language skills are factors that can increase the risk
of injury. In female-dominated occupations, such as healthcare,
social care, hospitality, and catering, workers are also more fre-
quently subjected to sexual harassment.?

The 237 exploited migrant workers interviewed by
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA 2019)
reported frequently working in hazardous environments
without personal protective equipment (PPE) which exposed
them to significant incident risks. One worker recalled work-
ing “endless hours” without payment or with little pay in
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dangerous settings without safety equipment. The workers CONTENT
had also endured extreme weather conditions such as extreme
heat without adequate protection, and they mentioned that the
work environment sometimes got worse over time (FRA 2019,
47-48). It was common to work long working hours without
adequate breaks or holidays. Risks in the work environment PART Il
can affect the health of employees, which in turn, when threat-
ened, can increase the risks of work accidents. These workers

PART |

PART Il

REFERENCES

reported living in substandard accommodations with no basic FACT SHEET
amenities like toilets or running water (FRA 2019, 41-42). The
workers also faced physical and psychological abuse and lacked
legal protection due to the fear of losing wages or deportation
(FRA 2019, 19).

Another study on Latin American migrant workers in
low-skilled jobs in London identified three key employment
issues: 1) poor conditions, 2) disposability of workers and abuse
of power, and 3) health and safety hazards. Poor conditions
included irregular payments and unclear contracts (Boufkhed
et al. 2024, 6-7). Disposability and abuse involved threats, lack
of respect, and sexual harassment, affecting workers’ ability to
complain. Health and safety hazards included lack of PPE, poor
health benefits, inappropriate tasks for pregnant or injured
workers, and psychological abuse (Boufkhed et al. 2024, 10-13).

Moreover, a systematic review by Alzoubi, Locatelli and
Sainati (2023) examined the literature on modern slavery in
construction projects. Modern slavery was defined as workers
being exploited by their employers to work by being threat-
ened, controlled by abuse or intimidation, treated as com-
modities and physically controlled or restricted (Crane 2013,
50-51). The review listed structural conditions that make
construction projects especially prone to modern slavery. The
seasonal nature of construction work and delays of the proj-
ects increase the risk of exploitation due to extensive hours
with limited breaks and temporary work relationships. High
percentage of workers are low-skilled and migrants who due to
socioeconomic difficulties may rely more on self-employment
agencies, which increases the risk of exploitation. Construction
sector has a low-profit margin and a push to cost-saving but is
not fully rigorous about labour standards, leading to unethical
practices. Additionally, supply chain transparency is limited,
and supply chains can be complex, so governing transactions
can be challenging. Construction sites are dependent on flexible
labour force moving between locations (Alzoubi, Locatelli &
Sainati 2023, 19-21).
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CASE EXAMPLE

Workplace accident at a construction site in
Sweden

ON 11 DECEMBER 2023, a temporary construction elevator col-
lapsed at a building site in Sundbyberg, near Stockholm. The
elevator fell approximately 20 meters, killing five workers instantly.
The deceased included migrant workers from Russia, Ukraine, and
Afghanistan, and one Swedish worker. All of them were employed
through subcontractors. (SVT Nyheter 12.12.2023; SVT Nyheter
13.12.2023.) The Swedish Accident Investigation Authority launched
an inquiry which revealed that critical fasteners (in the elevator mast)
were missing, which caused structural failure. Safety inspections
were inadequate, although the elevator type has been in wide use in
Sweden. (SVT Nyheter 12.12.2024.) In the autumn of 2025, the Swedish
Prosecution Authority informed that a CEO and two elevator install-
ers were charged with workplace safety violations because of gross
negligence: the installers failed to mount all four load-bearing screw
connections between elevator mast sections, causing the collapse.
The Swedish Work Environment Authority’s inspection regulations
were not followed, and no self-check was performed. The CEO was
also charged for failing to ensure proper routines and documen-
tation for safety checks. Prosecutors argue that correct assembly
or compliance with inspection rules would likely have prevented
the accident. A corporate fine of seven million kronor is also being
sought. (Aklagarmyndigheten 29.8.2025.)

MIGRANTS ARE also at a heightened risk of exploitation and fre-
quently face serious health consequences due to both risky
work environments and exploitation (Benach et al. 2011; Moyce
& Schenker 2018; Schenker 2010). The negative health con-
sequences of labour exploitation and human trafficking are a
global public health problem (Zimmerman & Kiss 2017).

In most receiving countries, migrants often also lack health
insurance, are young, poor and have low education levels
(Schenker 2010, 2). Fatal and non-fatal injuries at work are
more common for migrant workers when compared to native
populations (Schenker 2010, 1). Fear and discrimination and
lack of health insurance can result in more hazardous work
environments and housing for migrants (Schenker 2010, 7).
Lack of social insurance has been listed as an indicator of traf-
ficking of adults for labour exploitation (ILO 2009, 4).
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CASE EXAMPLE
CONTENT

Exploitation of stone workers in Finland
PART |

IN 2024, POLICE in Northern Ostrobothnia, Finland, found 14 Chi-

nese stone workers working under conditions resembling forced

PART Il

labour. They worked under three companies. The employees were PART IlI
entirely dependent on their employer for food, shelter, and livelihood.

REFERENCES
They lived in unhygienic accommodation near the worksite, in sheds
and chemical storage areas without clean water. Both living and FACT SHEET

working spaces were contaminated with stone dust. The workers

. . ) CHECKLIST
also lacked protective equipment and faced serious safety hazards,

including injuries from battery acid, falls, and cuts. They reportedly
worked 9-12 hours daily, and the employer discouraged them from
seeking medical care. (HS 31.10.2024; YLE 30.5.2023; YLE 4.7.2023.) The
trafficking charges were acquitted by the Oulu District Court in early
2025, but the verdict is not yet legally binding. According to the Dis-
trict Court, the stone companies operating in Northern Ostrobothnia
did not subject the stone workers to forced labour or otherwise
degrading conditions. However, the court found that the two stone
companies acting as their employers exploited the workers’ depen-

dent position in relation to the employer. (KSML 25.2.2025.)

BULLER ET al. (2015) explored exploitation and occupational
risks among migrant workers in textiles, mining, and construc-
tion across Argentina, Peru, and Kazakhstan. Workers faced
long hours, extreme temperatures, lack of protective equip-
ment, and exposure to hazardous conditions, leading to inju-
ries, respiratory and skin problems, infections, and chronic ill-
nesses. Migrant workers also experienced psychological and
physical abuse (Buller et al. 2015, 98-99). However, establish-
ing causal links between job quality, working conditions, and
mental health is difficult due to reverse causality and con-
founding factors. Using longitudinal UK data, researchers found
that poor working conditions can negatively affect mental
health, with women most impacted by factors such as sched-
ules, commuting, physical demands, and environmental condi-
tions (Belloni, Carrino & Meschi 2022).
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CONTENT
Key findings from part |
PART |
e Occupational safety and health (OSH) issues, CART I
work-related crimes, and labour exploitation are

closely interconnected. PART Il

. REFERENCES

e OSH breaches can form part of an overall business
model of exploitation or serve as a precursor to fur- FACT SHEET
ther violations.

CHECKLIST

e OSH breaches often act as indicators of work-relat-
ed crimes and exploitative working conditions.

e Media reports indicate that migrant workers in
Nordic countries face an increased risk of workplace
accidents and fatalities.

e Nordic countries differ in how they monitor and
address the link between OSH and labour exploita-
tion. These differences stem from the mandates, ca-
pacities, and roles of oversight bodies, particular-
ly inspection authorities and trade unions. National
strategies toward work-related crime and labour ex-
ploitation strongly influence practical approaches.
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Part i

Institutional,
Legal, and
Structural
Challenges
in Tackling
Labour
Exploitation
- empirical
findings

This section of the report outlines the main identified
structural shortcomings and problems on the basis
of the empirical data collected in the form of focus
groups and stakeholder meetings/interviews as

well as on the basis of previous literature. The aim

of the analysis is to understand the similarities

and differences between the Nordic countries,

and ultimately to transfer knowledge between the
countries regarding promising practices and provide
recommendations for further action.
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Institutional Limitations

Do labour inspectorates have the mandate to monitor
exploitation among migrant workers?

A KEY aspect of the Nordic model is that it is primarily the so-
cial partners, through collective agreements, who regulate the
terms and conditions to be applied for work. In Finland, Iceland
and partly also in Norway, sector-specific collective agreements
are by law universally applicable also to those employers who
are not members of employers’ associations. In Sweden and
Denmark non-member employers can apply existing collective
agreements, and they often do, but compulsory extension is not
possible in these two countries (Kauhanen 2025). This reflects
the role of the state in the organisation of the labour market
in the Nordic countries, in Finland there has historically been
more state intervention than in Sweden (ibid.)

In Finland, the Finnish labour inspection authority has the
mandate to oversee the terms of employment of all workers,
regardless of union membership. There are specific inspectors
who are specialised in monitoring the use of foreign labour in
Finland. In 2024, of the total 20 600 inspections, 1700 inspec-
tions targeted the use of foreign labour (Tydsuojelu 2025a).
Inspections are targeted particularly at those workplaces where
problems are most likely to occur, based on numerous tips
which are received from other authorities, trade unions across
different sectors, third-sector organisations, and private indi-
viduals. In 2024, the use of foreign labour was most frequently
monitored in the hospitality and food service sector (38%) and
the construction sector (18%). Inspections were also carried out
in seasonal work (9%) and in manufacturing industries (7%).
As in previous years, numerous problems were identified during
inspections regarding compliance with the minimum terms of
employment for foreign workers. Deficiencies were particularly
common in relation to wages and were found in nearly half of
the inspections. The issues varied in severity, ranging from the
absence of evening shift allowances to cases of serious labour
exploitation (Tydsuojelu 2025b, 5-6).

Unlike Finland, Norway does not systematically verify for-
eign workers’ right to work during inspections. Foreign labour
are, however, recognised as a key risk indicator, and inspections
are targeted towards high-risk sectors. In industries where
HSE cards are mandatory, inspectors routinely check these
cards during inspections (Weldehanna 2024). This means that
control of foreign workers occurs more indirectly in Norway
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and is not reported through the same type of specific metrics
as in Finland. The five Service Centers for Foreign Workers
(servicesentre for utenlandske arbeidstakere, SUA) reached
some 190,000 foreign workers in 2024, providing them with
guidance and information on their rights. SUA is a cooperation
between the Labour Inspection Authority, the police, the Tax
Administration and UDI, and its primary task is to provide
information and guidance. In 2024, SUA received 2,080 inqui-
ries, mostly concerning working hours, employment contracts
and unpaid wages (Arbeidstilsynet 2025, 4; 129). An addi-
tional regulatory tool is the mandate of the Labour Inspection
Authority to impose orders on employers to pay wages in sec-
tors with an extended minimum wage. The Authority can also
order the employer to pay for overtime. The employer also has
to provide evidence that the wage arrears have actually been
paid into the employee’s bank account and may be handed an
infringement fee for non-compliance (Haapasaari et al., 2024,
107-108).

Sweden and Denmark both have limited labour laws, which
primarily apply to employment relationships not covered by
collective agreements. Collective agreements regulate wages
and working conditions, while issues such as the working envi-
ronment and rights to holidays are regulated by law. Neither
Sweden or Denmark has a statutory minimum wage nor official
control of compliance with collective agreements unlike several
European countries (Regeringskansliet 2023, 245-246).

The difference in how collective
bargaining is organised and how

it is applied explains many of the
differences that can be seen in how
the Nordic countries address the
exploitation of migrant workers,

as well as work-related crime in
general.

One of the key differences in the Nordic region is whether the
labour inspectorate/work environment authority has a man-
date to oversee terms of employment and wages of workers,
and in particular those of migrant workers in the country,
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or whether this is the sole responsibility and remit of the
labour market parties, i.e. most notably the trade unions.
However, since trade unions mainly work with their members,
non-unionised migrant workers risk falling outside the scope
of oversight by trade unions (e.g. Moksnes 2016; Selberg &
Gunneflo 2010; Me$ié¢ 2017; Bengtsson 2013, Schoultz & Muhire
2024). At the same time, they fall outside the scope of over-
sight by authorities in those Nordic countries where the labour
inspectorate/work environment authority does not have a man-
date to oversee working conditions, in particular salaries and
working times.

Can occupational safety and health frameworks be
used to uncover indications of labour exploitation
when there is no explicit mandate to oversee salaries
and working conditions?

OoNE OF the key challenges especially in Sweden and Denmark
is whether existing mandates of the work environment author-
ities on occupational safety and health could be used to identi-
fy indicators of exploitation within the framework of breaches
of safety and health, even though the authority does not have
an explicit mandate to oversee wages and working hours. Based
on the Nordic focus group discussions and stakeholder meet-
ings, in Denmark, and also in Sweden, there are different views
on whether the work environment authority can at least infor-
mally ask migrant workers about their working conditions or
salaries within their existing mandate on occupationally safe-
ty and health.

In discussions with Danish representatives of the work
environment authority, there were slightly diverging opinions:
formally the authority cannot ask about conditions that fall
outside of direct questions of workplace safety and health, but
informally, it seems that individual inspectors may ask ques-
tions such as “where are you employed, who is helping you
with the documentation, where do you live, who has your pass-
port” (Bilateral meetings with representatives of the Danish
Work Environment Authority 27-28 February, 2025) . The work
environment inspectors cannot ask about salaries but can e.g.,
ask “who pays your salary”, which may provide information
about potential situations of exploitation. However, Danish
representatives emphasised that whether the mandate of the
work environment authority should be expanded is ultimately
a question for the politicians, as it is currently strictly the
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trade unions that have a mandate to oversee adherence with
collective agreements in Denmark (ibid.; Danish focus group
discussion).

Similar to Denmark, the Swedish Work Environment
Authority does not have a mandate to oversee wages and terms
of employment, as this is the sole responsibility of trade unions,
which are responsible of overseeing the terms of employment
of unionized workers. To tackle this, the Swedish Delegation
against work-related crime has proposed that the instructions
for the Swedish Work Environment Authority and the Swedish
Tax Agency should state that these government agencies are to
contribute to the work to combat trafficking in human beings
and similar offences. Government agencies and the social
partners should, according to the Delegation, engage in deeper
consultations on “who is responsible for what when it comes
to inspections of working conditions on the Swedish labour
market.” (SOU 2024, 38). However, rather than suggesting a
broadening of the Work Environment Authority's mandate,
the Delegation proposed the adoption of a new provision that
would make it clear that the Work Environment Authority is
permitted to inform the social partners of working conditions
that may be relevant to their activities. The delegation also pro-
posed establishing a web-based joint agency tip-off portal for
reports of work-related crime. This would facilitate the sharing
of such intelligence via social partners and enable the develop-
ment of more effective joint measures and monitoring. (Ibid.).

In the Swedish focus group discussions, the question of
who should oversee the working conditions of non-unionized
migrant workers raised much debate. Practitioners agreed that
there is a gap in oversight concerning migrant workers who are
not members of trade unions, but just like in Denmark, there
is a reluctance to propose changes to the established Swedish
labour market model. However, participants raised both
Finland and Germany as examples, where government actors —
the labour inspectorate in Finland and the government-funded
Arbeit und Leben -centres in Germany — have a mandate to
oversee and support migrant workers. Some participants
strongly argued that the current Swedish approach should be
changed as there is a clear gap in the Swedish model.
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It is a sensitive issue for the Swedish model [...] there
are a great many [migrant workers] who are in this
black hole on the outside [of oversight], and they must
clearly be included in the Swedish model. [...] But if
you do that [give a formal role to government actors]
in Sweden, then it means that you are, in a sense,
stepping in from the state's side and taking part of
the trade unions’ share of the pie, or the work that the
unions do, which could weaken the Swedish model,
making it very sensitive.

— Government agency representative, Sweden, focus
group discussion

A trade union representative in the same focus group discus-
sion emphasised that if the issue is to be treated as significant,
itrequires a careful examination of the Swedish model of gover-
nance and labour relations. They pointed out the need to define
the division of responsibilities between trade unions and public
authorities and which tasks should remain within the unions'
domain, which should be managed by the state, and what kind
of resources the state would need to take on those responsibili-
ties effectively.

Given these difficulties, it has been suggested that to ensure
oversight of the working conditions of all migrant workers, the
state should allocate financial support to the unions to monitor
labour conditions among non-members (Schoultz & Muhire
2024). Alternatively, some of the responsibility for overseeing
labour conditions should be shifted to state agencies (ibid.)
The Swedish government has argued that the state's efforts
should be strengthened without changing the fundamental
roles of labour market parties and the state (Regeringens skriv-
else 2020). Ultimately, this remains a political question for the
labour market parties and the state to resolve.
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Worker Representation and Mobilisation

Why do trade unions struggle to mobilise and support
migrant workers?

THE NORDIC countries have traditionally had a high level of
unionisation (Kjellberg 2025). As discussed previously, the
trade unions oversee the working conditions and salaries of
workers in both Sweden and Denmark. However, migrant
workers present a challenge for the traditional trade union
movement. On the one hand, the aim of unions is to protect
their members, the local workforce and the local working con-
ditions. On the other hand, they also have a responsibility to-
wards global worker solidarity (see e.g. Alho 2012; Ristikari
2012). The unions are for their members, as one Danish repre-
sentative pointed out.

We are not an NGO set into the world to save poor
migrant workers being exploited, even though we
sometimes act like that. We are here to help the
organised workers get a safe work life. Sometimes we
can help the migrant workers, but that is not our main
issue.

— Trade union representative, Denmark, focus group
discussion

Focus group participants in all Nordic countries agreed that
efforts to support and oversee migrant workers should be
strengthened, although views differed on the appropriate solu-
tions and the role of trade unions in addressing the issue. For
example, in Sweden, the established trade union movement
is engaged in traditional organisation and cooperation with
the authorities, while the more radical trade union movement
actively engages with migrant workers and raises cases also
publicly (see Schoultz & Muhire 2024). Although trade unions
in the Nordic countries have begun organising migrant workers,
many migrants may be reluctant to join due to negative experi-
ences with unions in their home countries, a lack of familiarity,
or simply the inability to afford membership fees. The unioni-
sation of migrant workers remains difficult, and this creates a
challenge for an oversight system specifically based on unioni-
sation. Some respondents also argued that unions are also not
necessarily very keen to engage with migrant workers.
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We find it very difficult to get the trade unions
connected to the high-risk industries to take
responsibility for this target group. They often require
people to pay the membership fee before they can get
involved in their cases, and many of these individuals
have not received wages for months, so they simply do
not have 250 or 500 SEK [22 or 45€] to pay.

— Swedish victim support authority representative, focus
group discussion

Traditional unions have engaged with migrant workers to vary-
ing degrees in the Nordic countries, as evidenced by the focus
group discussions. The unions themselves also emphasised,
thatitis not always easy to mobilise or reach migrant workers.
(Stenseth Huseby & @degérd 2024.)

What is the role of social partners in addressing
labour exploitation?

THE NORDIC labour market model gives the labour market par-
ties a significant role in overseeing the terms of employment,
including wages. The mandate of the labour market parties is
in particular, to engage in breaches of working conditions that
fall under the remit of civil disputes, such as wage disputes.
However, labour exploitation may range from underpayment to
more serious forms of exploitation, which fulfil the elements of
crimes (Jokinen et al., 2011). The threshold and boundaries be-
tween civil and criminal cases and the responsibilities of trade
unions vs. authorities was discussed at length in the Nordic fo-
cus group discussion. As pointed out by Danish trade union
representative labour unions need to move beyond a narrow fo-
cus on traditional disputes and engage in broader cooperation
with authorities, as criminal exploitation cases require different
expertise and joint strategies.
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One of the big problems is that when we see a CONTENT
worker, even though it is an obvious case of labour

exploitation, we look at it as a labour dispute, because PART |
we are the ones who are dealing with that sort of stuff Fy——
and because we are the ones covering it and the rules

are the collective agreements. PART Il

. . . REFERENCES
— Trade union representative, Danish focus group

discussion
FACT SHEET

. . . . . CHECKLIST
Itis not just the unions that claim these cases as not theirs, but

also the authorities that push cases to the unions instead of
addressing them as crimes to be handled by the authorities (see
also Schoultz & Muhire 2023).

It is true that labour exploitation cases have often
been treated as wage claims within the unions, while
there are clear indications a lot more is going on.
We've had many instances in last few years, mostly
local police officers have told people to go to the
union, even its clear it is much bigger problem than a
regular labour dispute.

— Trade union representative, Icelandic focus group
discussion

Danish counterparts noted that there has been very little
attention paid to migrant workers and their exploitation in
the Danish labour market. While cases of exploitation do
emerge, they are rarely investigated. One reason for this is that
the prevailing social dumping framework tends to frame the
challenges faced by migrant workers primarily as labour and
wage disputes rather than as criminal offences. However, when
exploitation is treated as a crime and a violation of criminal
law, it becomes a matter for authorities and law enforcement
rather than trade unions. As participants in the focus group dis-
cussions pointed out, drawing the line between labour market
issues and criminal matters is often difficult.
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We have several examples of the police not even CONTENT
taking down a report, referring to it as a labour market

conflict and not a crime. PART |

PART Il
— NGO representative, Swedish focus group discussion

PART Il

In Denmark, and in Sweden, the challenge seems to lie in what
fulfils the elements of crime in cases of labour exploitation,
whereas in Finland there are options to use criminal offences FACT SHEET
such as extortionate work discrimination and (aggravated)
usury in cases of labour exploitation not amounting to human
trafficking. In Norway, the provision of wage theft offers a pos-
sibility to define underpayment as a crime rather than as a civil
dispute. Representatives of the work environment authorities
in both Sweden and Denmark argued in the focus group discus-
sions that it is challenging to place exploitation on a continuum
from minor breaches to criminal exploitation, and to agree on
who should be responsible for oversight. While this is no doubt
an overall challenge, the ramifications are evident in particular
in Sweden and Denmark, with the lower number of investiga-
tions and indictments of labour exploitation (see also Schoultz
& Mubhire 2023).
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Legal Framing and Enforcement Failures

What are the differences in how labour exploitation is
processed as a crime in the Nordic countries?

THE NORDIC countries differ greatly when it comes to the num-
ber of investigated, prosecuted and convicted cases of labour
exploitation. Between 2000 and 2020, Finland had the highest
number of criminal court cases on labour exploitation, and the
largest number of convictions for trafficking for forced labour (9
convictions), followed by Norway (5 convictions) (Schoultz et
al. 2023). Sweden had one prosecution for trafficking for forced
labour until 2020, while Denmark had no convictions for hu-
man trafficking for forced labour (ibid.). Although the Nordic
countries have similar legal norms concerning labour exploita-
tion, and human trafficking in particular, the practice of apply-
ing the law differs, and is related to the understanding of what
is considered a victim of labour exploitation, and how vulnera-
bilities are addressed (ibid.).

Criminal investigation requires significant resources to
document working conditions, and it often takes a long time.
Regarding investigation methods for labour exploitation, sev-
eral Swedish police officers interviewed by Johansson (2024,
25) expressed that there is a lack of skills and knowledge on
how to best investigate these cases. Some pointed out that
the low minimum penalty for human exploitation means that
police are unable to use the necessary coercive measures, mak-
ing it difficult to collect evidence. There are also concerns about
the fact that a police report solely related to unpaid wages does
not fall within the crime of human exploitation but is consid-
ered a civil matter (Johansson 2024, 25). In our focus groups,
a representative of an NGOs raised that while the police may
investigate other crimes, such as economic crimes, they do not
include crimes of exploitation in their investigation (NGO par-
ticipant in focus group discussion 25.4.2025).

As outlined by Johansson (2024, 25-26) labour exploita-
tion cases often involve complex economic, corporate and
labour law issues that are difficult to investigate, especially
retrospectively. Interviewed prosecutors noted that complex
cases may also involve extensive material and many plain-
tiffs, and the use of interpreters makes it even more difficult.
It can be challenging to determine how much salary a worker
has received, as cash is often used, and sometimes written
employment agreements are missing. An additional challenge
concerns international circumstances, for instance, whether the

HEUNI 2025

CONTENT

PART |

PART Il

PART Il

REFERENCES

FACT SHEET

CHECKLIST

47



NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

conditions for posted workers have been followed in the home
country, or whether certain payments were made abroad, as
receipts are often lacking. Another difficulty in investigating
suspected labour exploitation in Sweden is that cases are some-
times transferred late from the police to prosecutors, and the
police do not always know that the case should be handled by
the specialised unit for international and organised crime (RIO,
Riksenheten mot internationell och organiserad brottslighet).
As a result, prosecutors specialised in human trafficking
issues may become involved too late, which can weaken the
investigation.

The Swedish Gender Equality Agency notes in their
report the lack of support for victims of labour exploitation by
Swedish authorities. They note cases where the police have
refused to file criminal reports related to human trafficking and
exploitation. Instead, the victim is referred to resolve the wage
dispute through civil proceedings (Jimstalldhetsmyndigheten
2025b, 43).

While the Gender Equality Agency does not have the man-
date to work operationally with workplace inspections, they
coordinate and co-finance, through agreements with munici-
palities and county administrative boards, so-called regional
coordinators against human trafficking. Regional coordinators
interviewed by Johansson (2024, 26) noted that in practice
accessing national protection and support process requires
that a preliminary investigation has been initiated, and that
the worker has been granted a temporary residence permit.
This makes it difficult for individuals to receive help and sup-
port when few investigations are initiated in practice. Regional
coordinators also reported having difficulties determining
what constitutes a punishable offense and expressed the need
for clearer guidelines. Their reports of labour exploitation are
often reclassified as other crimes, such as fraud or assault. The
regional coordinators’ experience is that few complaints are
filed, and when preliminary investigations are initiated, they
are often closed with little or no investigation. (Johansson
2024, 26.)

The lack of residence permits for victims for the duration
of the criminal investigation was discussed also in the focus
groups. Civil society actors criticised the lack of a rights-based
approach and the very limited implementation of the reflec-
tion periods for victims,® and more generally the lack of a vic-
tim-sensitive approach.
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al agreements, victims of
trafficking are entitled to
reflection periods of at
least 30 days. This con-
cerns also undocument-
ed migrants who do not
have a valid residence
permit or right of work in
the country destination.
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It is always the Aliens Act first, or detention first, or if CONTENT
it is a person who has a work permit, then their rights

and rights-related measures are not applied. They PART
say, “No, but if there is a work permit, then there is Fy——
no reflection period, it's not needed or it cannot be

applied for. PART IlI

— NGO representative, Swedish focus group discussion REFERENCES

FACT SHEET
NGOs also criticise the lack of government responses to victims
of exploitation, leaving much of the responsibility on civil soci-
ety actors. Also government actors themselves raised the lack
of support to victims of labour exploitation. This is not unique
to Sweden, as the question of what to offer victims of labour
exploitation who are not quite victims of trafficking has been
discussed also elsewhere (Pekkarinen et al. 2021; Wintermayr
& Weatherburn 2021) Furthermore, in situations where persons
are offered residence permits, i.e. reflection periods, they are
terminated once the authorities have received the information
they need, leaving the victims in a position where they have to

CHECKLIST

leave the country.

What we're seeing now is that these temporary
residence permits don't actually last for six months
— they're revoked immediately once a preliminary
investigation is closed.

— Regional coordinator, Swedish focus group discussion

There is thus a clear need for strengthened support mechanisms,
as well as enhanced multiagency cooperation in identifying
and assisting victims of labour exploitation. Moreover, still too
few cases of labour exploitation or work-related crime lead to
convictions and penalties, according to Finnish focus group
participants. Labour exploitation is often motivated by profit,
and existing penalties are often insufficient to address this issue,
especially in cases when the crime does not qualify as human
trafficking (Jokinen & Ollus forthcoming; Schoultz & Muhire
2023; Wintermayr & Weatherburn 2021; Sjodin 2021, Jokinen et
al. 2023). Often criminal entrepreneurs and unscrupulous busi-
nesses circumvent business bans by transferring their companies
to other individuals' names, establishing new businesses, and
evading their obligations in various ways (e.g. Pekkarinen et al.
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2021, 137.) Use of bogus or forced self-employment or utilising CONTENT
payroll companies help conceal exploitation from the authorities
and diffuse responsibility among different actors (Jokinen &
Ollus 2019). At the same time, authorities may not always make
sufficient use of enforcement measures, such as asset seizures
(e.g. Ylinen et al. 2020). A broader application of these measures PART II|
would prevent criminals from hiding or transferring their assets
elsewhere and ensure that criminal proceeds are better recovered
(Ylinen et al. 2020). FACT SHEET

The Swedish Work-Related Crime Delegation has proposed
that in order to effectively address work-related crime, repeated
non-compliance should result in harsher penalties than isolated
incidents. Employers who exploit workers often do so systemat-
ically, violating multiple regulations. Therefore, it may be appro-
priate to apply progressive penalties in this area, ensuring that
repeated violations are penalised more severely. Such adminis-
trative fines should be indexed to a greater extent than is custom-
ary today, which is best done in relation to the price base amount
under the Social Insurance Code, otherwise the deterrent effect of
the administrative fine will erode over time. (SOU 2025, 44.)
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What is the role of the A-krim centers in processing
work-related crimes and protecting the rights of
exploited workers?

NORWAY ESTABLISHED its first A-krim centre in Bergen in 2014
(Norwegian Ministries 2019). This centre was built on a mod-
el developed in Stavanger in the years prior in which represen-
tatives of the police, the Labour Inspectorate (Arbeidstilsynet),
the Tax Authority (Skatteetaten) and the Labour and Welfare
Board (Arbeids- og velferdsforvaltningen) met regularly and
coordinated their efforts through joint inspections. However,
other authorities, such as the Fire Safety Authority, also coop-
erate with the A-Crime Centres. Currently, Norway has a total
of eight A-krim centres. In addition, there is local A-krim coop-
eration without formal centress (A-krimsamarbeidet 2025.) In
2024 the A-krim centres carried out inspections in construc-
tion, hospitality, auto repair, cleaning, transport, fish process-
ing, and seasonal work (A-krimsamarbeidet 2025, 11).

In the early years of the cooperation, there were challenges
in the multi-authority cooperation, as agencies lacked a com-
mon understanding of work-related crime, which led to dif-
ferences in approaches and goals. A revised, joint strategy was
developed in 2019, and increased cooperation through joint
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meetings and actions helped build mutual trust and common
understanding (Norwegian Ministries 2019; Jahnsen & Rykkja
2020 6-7, 16; Pekkarinen et al. 2021). This shift also reflected in
the focus group discussions.

Ten years ago, when the A-krim work was established,
we had no framework. Everyone was simply brought
together to start working. We didn't have a set of rules
for how to operate. [...] Looking back, | think we should
have had the framework first. But, if we had waited for
the framework, we would never have gotten started.

— Labour inspectorate representative, Norwegian focus
group discussion

The focus group discussion participants also emphasised that
the A-krim cooperation is still rather fragile, as there is high
turnover among staff, agencies may pull back resources, and it
is logistically challenging to have all actors physically presentin
the same premises four days per week. The current joint gover-
nance model also creates some challenges as the requirements
are the same regardless of where the A-krim center is located,
although crime in big cities varies from rural areas.

While labour exploitation and human trafficking are
included in the formal definition of work-related crimes, the
focus of the centres' fight against labour crime has primarily
been on detecting crimes against the state, such as tax fraud,
rather than on protecting victims' rights per se (Pekkarinen et
al. 2021). In 2020, the police this withdrew from participating
in joint inspections under the A-krim cooperation, except in
situations of violence or other danger (Pekkarinen et al. 2021).

As documented by Jahnsen & Rykkja (2020), cooperation
between the akrim centres and specialised units within the
police has been uneven, as different police units have varying
mandates, priorities and institutional incentives. In practice, it
has often been easier for the A-krim centres to cooperate with
immigration control units, which are more motivated to par-
ticipate in inspections and joint operations, than with police
units responsible for human trafficking or labour exploitation.
Likewise, police investigators in the economic crime sections
tend to prioritise large-scale tax and fraud cases over labour
exploitation, as these align more closely with their performance
indicators and prosecutorial strategies. This has contributed

HEUNI 2025

CONTENT

PART |

PART Il

PART Il

REFERENCES

FACT SHEET

CHECKLIST

51



NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

to a situation where offences affecting the state have received
more systematic follow-up than offences affecting vulnera-
ble workers. (Ibid.) In July 2024 the Ministry of Labour and
Inclusion proposed to amend the law so that the police will
have a duty to assist the Labour Inspectorate if the inspectorate
is refused to carry out its work, but the law has not yet been
adopted (Arbeids- og inkluderingsdepartementet 2024).

The Labour Inspection Authority has its tools, the Tax
Administration has its own, NAV and the police have
theirs. We tailor which authority should be involved
and what we should all focus on. After an inspection,
the information we've gathered matters = can the
authorities work individually with their information, or
can we use sanctions together? If all four authorities
can use their tools, the toolbox becomes larger.

— Labour inspection representative, Norwegian focus
group discussion

When inspections reveal violations of regulations meant to pro-
tect workers, these are followed up with reactions and sanctions.
The Labour Inspection Authority looks at employment contracts,
correct wages in regulated sectors, overtime pay, working hours,
workplace safety and proper accommodation when employers
provide housing (A-krimsamarbeidet 2025, 11). The police con-
duct immigration checks related to residence and work permits
(ibid.). However, research shows that when several agencies are
merged, an organisational culture forms that is removed from
each agency (Weldehanna 2024). This may result in removal
of specialisation and has created a situation where the Labour
Inspection Authority emphasises work-related crime instead
of occupational safety and health, thus risking removing the
workers’ rights perspective from the remit of labour inspections
(ibid.). This was also discussed in the focus groups.

One of the goals is to reach the workers, but we are
not very well equipped for that. There are limitations in
our inspection capacity [...] we try to collaborate, but
we are not as well equipped as we would like to be.

— Labour inspection representative, Norwegian focus
group discussion
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In Sweden, the first two regional centres against labour market CONTENT
crime were established in 2022, and five more regional centres
were set up in 2023. All centres are located in connection with the
regional intelligence centres linked to the joint government ini-
tiative against organised crime (OC). The involved authorities are
the following: Swedish Employment Agency, Work Environment PART Il
Authority, Economic Crime Authority, Social Insurance Agency,
Gender Equality Agency, Migration Agency, Police Authority and
Tax Agency. A working group for joint methodological support FACT SHEET
among authorities has been tasked to develop a national meth-
odological framework for consistent case management in the
regions based on identified needs to form a unified, purposeful,
and effective approach that also promotes continuous method
development. In 2023, the inspections targeted several industries
considered to be affected by labour market crime. such as berry
picking, car workshops, car washes, slaughterhouses, construc-
tion, beauty salons, and restaurants (Myndigheter mot arbet-
slivskriminalitet 2024).

Swedish interagency cooperation report acknowledges
that there are challenges that complicate the joint efforts of
authorities against human trafficking and exploitation, such as
conflicting goals by different authorities. One example of this
relates to the efforts to increase the number of inspections.
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The task of addressing complex
issues like human trafficking requires
that resources are also allocated to
other measures besides inspections,
such as intelligence collection,
planning, and follow-up work.

Achieving good results in the fight against human trafficking
may, therefore, conflict with the goal of increasing the number
of inspections (Myndigheter mot arbetslivskriminalitet 2024,
28-29).

The regional coordinators can participate in workplace
inspections when there is suspicion of human trafficking or
human exploitation. They do not have the mandate to carry out
inspections independently, but they can participate in order
to support other professionals in cases of human trafficking or
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human exploitation and contribute to identifying vulnerable
workers (Ibid., 14). Regional coordinators however noted that it
is challenging to identify potential victims during inspections,
as the situation is often tense, and workers cannot disclose
their actual working conditions during that single occasion
(Johansson 2024; Schoultz & Smiragina-Ingelstrom 2023).

In 2024, a new law was adopted that requires the nine
A-krim authorities to share information in order to combat
fraud, regulatory violations, and criminal activity in working
life (Regeringens proposition 2023/24:85). This law was wel-
comed as it makes it easier to share critical data, and to plan
joint, targeted inspections. However, while the Gender Equality
Authority is included in the law as one of the A-krim authori-
ties, the law does not apply to the so-called regional coordina-
tors, who are municipal employees of the local social services.
Yet it is the regional coordinators who participate in multia-
gency inspections together with the other A-krim authorities,
as the Gender Equality Authority is not represented in the
A-krim centres. This drawback of the new law was discussed in
the focus group discussions in Sweden.

The understanding around labour exploitation and
incorporating the victim perspective at the A-krim
centers has definitely developed. But we still see
that it remains a challenge to integrate this victim
perspective both within the A-krim centers and all
the way through to the workplace inspections. We
[...] emphasize the regional coordinators as being
absolutely central to this work and very important.
It's also a challenge that we cannot share information
with them in the same way we can with other
authorities.

—  Work Environment Authority representative, Swedish
focus group discussion

Within the framework of inter-agency cooperation, the regional
coordinators identified 84 individuals who are assessed to have
been victims of human trafficking or human exploitation. The
majority were identified as victims of human trafficking or
human exploitation for the purpose of forced labour or work
under unreasonable conditions. Of the total, eight individu-
als were identified as victims of human trafficking for sexual
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purposes and one individual for human trafficking for begging.
Identified individuals are provided with information about
their rights and available support options. If the individual
wishes to receive support, the regional coordinators, in coop-
eration with other actors, ensure that the appropriate support
services are offered (Myndigheter mot arbetslivskriminalitet
2024, 14-15). However, the lack of access to support and pro-
tection, such as housing, legal advice, healthcare, and financial
support, in many parts of the country remains a big problem
(Ibid., 29).

These challenges were also reflected in the focus group dis-
cussions. Clear boundaries between labour issues and criminal
matters are often blurred, so a serious discussion on roles and
responsibilities is essential, especially from the victim perspec-
tive as victims of crime have more rights and options than par-
ties to civil cases.

According to the Swedish Gender Equality Agency, the
focus on human trafficking needs to be strengthened in A-krim
centres. Joint workplace inspections by authorities fail to place
the victims in focus (Jdmstélldhetsmyndigheten 2025b, 7.) It is
up to each individual authority to decide their priorities during
workplace inspections.

Workplace inspections, where

many representatives from various
authorities and even those exploiting
workers (employers) are present,

can pose a challenge as they create
a difficult environment in which

to build trust and offer support to
exploited workers.

Lessons from other countries show that it is crucial that vul-
nerable workers receive appropriate and easily understandable
information about their rights and where they can seek sup-
port. This opens the opportunity for them to contact authorities
or NGOs also at a later time (Myndigheter mot arbetslivskrimi-
nalitet 2024, 29).
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—| CASE EXAMPLE

Stegra steelwork factory construction worker
deportation

STEGRA, AN EXTENSIVE steelwork project in Boden, in Northern Sweden, has
been under scrutiny of the police, the Health and Safety Executive (Arbetsmil-
joverket) and the Tax Office due to alleged crimes against the Swedish Immi-
gration Act (Arbetet 6.11.2025). The working conditions originally came to light in
June 2025, when information emerged that Romanian and Turkish construction
workers had, despite signed collective agreements and union memberships,
received little to no pay for their work (Proletéren 25.6.2025). These working
conditions arose at Ankitech, a Turkish subcontractor in the Stegra project (SVT
6.11.20250). According to media reports, some workers worked up to 100 hours a
week, with an hourly wage equalling to approximately one third of the required
collective agreement wage, while some received no pay at all. Several Roma-
nian construction workers were also caught, and later prosecuted for stealing
food, due to being starved. (Proletéren 25.6.2025).

In early November, the police took 19 people into custody for working without
work permits, and the workers were to be deported (Arbetet 6.11.2025). The
number of deportations rose to 32 persons (Byggnadsarbetaren 11.11.2025).
Since then, Stegra has tightened its work permit requirements and revoked
workplace access for 280 workers as a preventive measure (SVT 3.12.2024). The
police are suspecting 15 alleged crimes against the Swedish Immigration Act,
which includes employing employees without a work permit, or in other ways
letting foreign nationals stay in Sweden without a residence or work permit
(SVT 711.2025).

In addition, the Health and Safety Executive has required companies to imple-
ment changes to the handling of dangerous machinery and chemicals, and
overall, address inadequate safety procedures (Arbetet 6.11.2025). Europol has
also been involved and claims to have made some discoveries (SVT 6.11.2025b).
However, in a brief literature review of about 30 news articles, it seems that
the main focus has been on deporting workers without working permits, rather
than on addressing other work-related crimes, or the possible exploitation of

those workers.

Already before the more recent developments, workers have tried to claim
their unpaid wages. Some workers engaged in a hunger strike (Aftonbladet
£4.11.2025), and one trade union managed to make a deal that gives some of
the workers some of their unpaid wages (Byggnadsarbetaren 24.9.2025). In
November 2025, 8 Turkish former construction workers spent their last money

to come to Sweden to protest, hoping to collect their wages (SVT 23.11.2025).
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Hidden Exploitation and Access to Justice

What schemes are used to hide exploitation from
monitoring authorities?

THE RIsks for labour exploitation are particularly high in con-
nection with long supply chains and the use of staffing agencies
in sectors such as construction, agriculture, cleaning and ca-
tering (e.g. Jokinen & Ollus 2019; Pekkarinen et al. 2023). Post-
ing of workers has also increasingly been identified as a tool
for criminal activity. In Sweden, new methods of exploitation
have emerged in the berry-picking industry due to the rise of
so called “freelance pickers”. Many are at risk of exploitation as
there is a lack of regulation on freelance pickers as well as or-
ganisation regarding housing, transportation and buyers. There
have also been cases of children being exploited in the ber-
ry-picking industry. (Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten 2025b, 14.)
Also lawyers, authorised public accountants, and real estate
agents can function as enablers of money laundering in labour
exploitation cases (SOU 2025, 49-50).

Finnish Labour inspectorate has noted that in inspections
concerning the use of foreign labour are increasingly revealing
situations where it appears that a foreign individual is in an
employment relationship with an employer, even though the
person paying for the work claims that no such employment
relationship exists. Traditionally, such cases have been encoun-
tered particularly during unannounced inspections of restau-
rants where individuals have been found at the workplace
who, according to the employer, are not employees but are
merely there to help out or to gain work experience as interns.
(Tydsuojelu 2025b, 8).

As in the previous year, in 2024, the Finnish Labour
Inspectorate also identified an increasing number of cases
where there was suspicion of disguising an employment rela-
tionship as self-employment. Often, the employment was pre-
sented as so-called “light entrepreneurship”. This phenomenon
has become more common and is particularly evident in the
construction sector, but also in manufacturing, cleaning ser-
vices, car repair and wash services, and seasonal work sectors.
The inspectors also increasingly encounter cases where either
an employment relationship has been converted into a contract
assignment — sometimes without the worker even realising
it — or a direct contract for services has been made with the
worker, although the terms of the agreement resemble those
of an employment contract. So-called bogus self-employment
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has become integral part of labour exploitation, and it con-
cerns especially workers who lack language skills and do not
know what the change in contract and status actually means.
(Tyosuojelu 2025b, 8.)

CASE EXAMPLE

Food couriers and employment vs. self-
employment in the Nordic countries

The question of whether self-employment is actually employment
has been discussed in the Nordic countries, especially in relation
to food delivery (Floros 2023). In 2025, three bicycle couriers won a
lawsuit in Norway against the food courier company Wolt. In the ver-
dict the Oslo district court argued that the workers are not self-em-
ployed but should be considered employees. The company was also
ordered to grant them permanent employment, back-paid holiday
pay, overtime pay, holiday pay supplements, and damages. The
ruling is not yet final. (Fellesforbundet 12.2.2025). In Finland, the Su-
preme Administrative Court has similarly ruled that couriers working
for Wolt are in an employment relationship, although the court ar-
gued that the working-time legislation does not apply to their work
(Aluehallintovirasto 2025). Also, in Sweden the Administrative Court
of Appeal in Gothenburg ruled in 2024 that Wolt's food-couriers are
employees (Arbetet 6.12.2024). The precarious working conditions
in the food courier sector has received media attention in Finland.
Investigative reporting shows that some couriers work without ad-
equate residence permits, that others use false identities, that there
is a business where couriers rent their courier accounts to others for
a hefty fee, and that the overall pay for the work is low due to an
oversupply of couriers in the market. (Helsingin Sanomat 28.2.2023;
YLE 23.4.2023)

THE FINNISH Tax Authority highlights that companies engaged
in grey economy or criminal activities often may appear to ful-
fill all official obligations so that their activities seem as legiti-
mate as possible. Actual responsible individuals behind a com-
pany are often disguised in official registers by using front
persons with no prior record of neglecting official obligations.
Furthermore, the person in charge may be connected to multi-
ple companies involved in criminal activities. Criminal activi-
ty can also be carried out under the guise of associations, foun-
dations and cooperatives. The use of foreign companies in grey
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economy and economic crime is also increasing. Furthermore, CONTENT
in particularly short-lived companies are often used as front
businesses for committing fraud. The business activity that the PART
company reports to authorities may be entirely fabricated and oART I
completely fictitious wages can also be reported to the income

register. In addition, criminals are reported to have used artifi- PART Il
cial intelligence to create fake business plans and forged docu-
ments. (Verohallinto 2025; see also Verohallinto 2024.)

Similar findings are reported from Norway as it has FACT SHEET
been observed that unscrupulous businesses and repeat
offenders commit tax and duty fraud, bankruptcy-related
crime, and fictitious invoicing. Norwegian authorities have
also noted that there are links to criminal networks in many
of the sectors where labour-related crime is traditionally
reported (A-krimsamarbeidet 2025, 27). NTAES’ analysis of
register manipulation shows that actors committing loan
fraud are also involved in offences related to work-related
crime (NTAES 2024a). Also Danish sources have identified
misuse of creative company structures, the use of front men,
and outsourcing to subcontractors or bogus self-employed
individuals as an increasing problem in the labour mar-
ket (Beskeftigelsesministeriet 2021, 38). In Iceland, labour
exploitation has been linked also to staffing agencies, which
recruit workers from the Baltic countries and Eastern Europe
(RUV 8.10.2024).

The Finnish Tax Authority has also noted in relation to
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their latest supervision activities in the restaurant sector that
the use of undeclared work, under-the-counter sales, and
cases of bogus self-employment related to employees have
been detected more often. Some restaurants operate as general
partnerships that can momentarily involve several partners
who are quickly replaced by new ones. Observations have been
made that there are restaurants in Finland that have no official
employees besides the entrepreneur, which is impossible con-
sidering the restaurant’s opening hours. Virtual restaurants
that only provide delivery services often have multiple business
IDs, rapid changes, and lack a fixed location, making effective
oversight difficult or even impossible. (Verohallinto 2025.)
According to the Swedish police officers interviewed by
Johansson (2024, 25), the fact that labour exploitation can take
place within otherwise legal activities, makes it more difficult
to identify and investigate. Exploited workers are afraid of tell-
ing the authorities about an exploitative situation and partici-
pating in a criminal investigation, as they are often dependent
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on the salary and work permit, which are tied to the employer.
Exploitation often occurs within complex business structures,
yet there may be no written work contracts or proof of pay-
ments. All interviewed police officers pointed to the difficulties
in proving the circumstances in these cases, especially what
happens behind closed doors. (Ibid.; see also Schoultz & Muhire
2023.)

There also are evident links between work-related crime,
labour exploitation and organised crime. Organised crime
actors are versatile in terms of the offences they commit and
operate both nationally and globally as means supporting
their criminal activities. Organised criminals use legal business
structures to support, disguise and facilitate illicit activities and
to launder their proceeds (Europol 2024). According to Europol
(2024, 9), three sectors are particularly affected by criminal
infiltration or abuse: logistics (i.e. transport and import/export
companies), cash-intensive businesses (in particular hospital-
ity) and construction. Criminal groups can also use legitimate
businesses for various purposes, including concealing the ori-
gin of funds obtained through criminal activities, generating
profits from business operations, committing various types of
fraud and financial crimes, sustaining illegal activities, and con-
cealing them (see also Jokinen & Ollus 2019; CSD 2019).

Do exploited workers have options to claim their
unpaid wages?

IN ALL Nordic countries, exploited migrant workers lack options
to claim their unpaid wages (e.g. Haapasaari et al. 2024; Davis
& Haapasaari 2024; Pekkarinen et al. 2021; Jokinen et al. 2023).
Also the support available to victims of labour exploitation is
often insufficient, especially if they are men, as they for exam-
ple lack options for shelters/safe accommodation (e.g. Smiragi-
na-Ingelstrém 2024; Lingaas et al. 2020; Lingaas 2022).
Victims of labour exploitation may claim unpaid wages
as well as compensation for the damages in conjunction with
criminal proceedings. However, in the case of Finland, even if
the victim wins the case in court, the unpaid wages may result
in them not being claimed because there is no mechanism
that covers legal aid costs for the victims in the enforcement
proceedings after the guilty verdict (Haapasaari et al. 2024,
45). If the employer has become insolvent, the wage guarantee
or pay security act applies, but migrant workers may not be
sufficiently aware of this avenue to file wage claims (ibid., 57).
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Similarly in Norway, there is a wage guarantee arrangement, CONTENT
but it is slow in processing cases and paying out the money
(ibid., 106). Civil litigation is also possible, but exploited work-
ers usually need legal counsel or help from a trade union or
an NGO to initiate and go through such processes (ibid.). In
Norway, NGOs highlight that non-unionised members have PART Il
few means to cover legal aid costs and thus often need to rely
on civil society actors (ibid., 116).

As regards Sweden, it has been noted that few cases result FACT SHEET
in prosecution (Schoultz & Muhire 2023), and thus only a
small number of victims can claim unpaid wages through
criminal proceedings. Mechanisms that enable claims outside
criminal proceedings need to be developed. Legal assistance
and protection from deportation before a compensation
claim can be made is crucial to uphold the rights of victims
(Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten 2025b, 17).
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Vulnerable workers lack knowledge
of their statutory rights.

There is also no designated authority in Sweden that is respon-
sible for providing information about, for instance, the fact that
individuals who have worked in Sweden without a valid work
permit are, by law, entitled to three months' wages in case of
a dispute regarding wages (Haapasaari et al. 2024, 144). There
is often a lack of shared understanding of individuals' vulner-
ability, along with insufficiently structured efforts to respond
to indicators of exploitation. (Jimstalldhetsmyndigheten
2025b, 45.) However, the trade union SAC and its local sections
actively provide assistance to migrant workers in claiming
unpaid wages and has for instance used the law on contractors’
liability and the Wage Guarantee Act in doing so (Schoultz &
Muhire 2023, 8). They also actively report cases to the police
(Haapasaari et al. 2024).

In the EU member states Employers Sanctions Directive is
supposed to protect migrants in irregular situations by obli-
gations to prohibiting their employment, detailing minimum
standards on measures and sanctions that the Member States
must apply and describing protective elements to correct
injustices. Even though Member States have transferred the
directive into their legislations, there are gaps in implementa-
tion especially regarding the corrective measures (FRA 2021, 9).
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According to FRA, migrants do not actively use their existing
complaint systems. This can be due to migrants’ limited infor-
mation on their own rights as well as fear of being returned
to their countries if detected. No Member State has collected
systematic data on complaint outcomes about back payment of
due wages, so it is challenging to assess the complaint system
(Ibid., 5-6) In most of the Member States, labour inspectorates
are obligated to inform workers of their rights and complaint
mechanisms. Still, it is unclear whether this occurs in practice.
(1bid., 25-26).

In Sweden, the national implementation of the Directive
gives individuals who have worked without a valid work per-
mit the right to claim up to three months' wages. If it can be
proven that the person worked and there is a dispute about
payment, there is a presumption in law about full-time work
for three months. However, according to Johansson (2024, 24),
the Swedish system provides limited opportunities to make
use of in practice: relevant individuals are often not informed
about the possibility; a criminal investigation must have been
initiated in which they cooperate before they are deported from
Sweden; and if they are granted a temporary residence permit,
they have limited access to legal aid to apply for and pursue
the case in a civil process. Until 2024, three plaintiffs have been
awarded such payment (ibid., 23). Also in Finland only three
plaintiffs have been awarded compensation on the basis of the
Employers Sanctions Directive, which entered into force in 2012
(National round table discussion, Finland, communication by
representative of the Finnish Immigration Service 17.12.2025).
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CONTENT

Key findings for part Il
PART |

e Labour inspectorates in Finland and Norway have
explicit mandates to monitor wages and terms of

PART Il

employment for migrant workers. In Norway the PART Il
mandate covers sectors with extended collective
agreements. However, their Swedish and Danish
counterparts lack such mandates, which limit their FACT SHEET
ability to detect exploitation beyond occupational
safety and health (OSH) issues.

e Inspectors sometimes use OSH provisions as an

REFERENCES
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entry point to uncover signs of exploitation (e.g., un-
safe housing, excessive hours), but this approach
is indirect and insufficient for addressing labour
exploitation.

e Trade unions struggle to mobilize migrant workers
due to language barriers, fear of retaliation, and pre-
carious employment conditions. Migrants often lack
awareness of union benefits or distrust institutions.

o While social partners are central to Nordic labour
models, enforcement of terms of employment for
non-unionized migrant workers remains a concern
especially in Sweden and Denmark.

e Labour exploitation is framed differently across
Nordic countries, sometimes as labour law viola-
tions, wage disputes, or as criminal offenses. This in-
consistency leads to fragmented enforcement and
limited deterrence.

e A-krim centers represent a promising multi-agen-
cy model for tackling work-related crime, but their
focus is often on financial crimes against the state
rather than on victim protection and wage recovery.

e Labour exploitation is often hidden through sub-
contracting chains, bogus self-employment, and
falsified contracts, making detection difficult for
authorities.

o Exploited migrant workers face significant obsta-
cles in claiming unpaid wages because of lack of in-
formation, excessive legal costs, fear of deportation,
and lack of documentation. Remedies exist in theory

but are rarely accessible in practice.
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Part Il

Prevention,
Enforcement,
and Protection
Against
Labour
Exploitation

- empirical
findings

The previous section dealt with challenges and
concerns concerning work-related crime and
labour exploitation. Next, we shift perspective from
challenges toward solutions. This section addresses
good practices and concrete examples from the
Nordic and Baltic regions, with input from the
empirical findings from the focus group discussions
and other empirical data.
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Strengthening Policies, Inspections and
Monitoring

National policies as strategic tools

THIS REPORT has highlighted the key role of the State in set-
ting standards and priorities that govern the actions against
work-related crime and labour exploitation at the national lev-
el. National policies are therefore crucial in showing political
commitment, acknowledging the phenomenon, and in defin-
ing responsibilities, measures, resources and timeframes. The
Nordic and Baltic region presents several recent and promising
examples of national policies that address work-related crime,
and labour exploitation, in particular. The list below includes
action plans in force at the time of writing and is not compre-
hensive in view of all past action plans or strategies.

e In 2025, Norway introduced an updated Action
plan to counter social dumping and work-relat-
ed crime. The action plan includes six focus areas. The
plan includes several concrete actions, such as increas-
ing union membership and collective agreement cover-
age, introducing free legal aid for wage theft claims, in-
creasing support for victimised workers, strengthening
the roles of business and public procurement, strength-
ening the understanding and knowledge of work-related
crime through targeted research, and strengthening the
multi-agency cooperation against work-related crime,
including enhanced information sharing between au-
thorities. The Labour Inspection Authority can now al-
so impose administrative fines on the spot for clear vio-
lations and, under certain circumstances, imposing fines
on individuals, and the plan outlines that serious labour
crime and violations where administrative sanctions are
insufficient shall be reported to the police. (Handling-
splan mot sosial dumping og arbeidslivskriminalitet,
2025.)

e In 2025 Norway also introduced a National strate-
gy against human trafficking 2025-2030. The strat-
egy targets four priorities to combat human trafficking:
a coordinated national approach across sectors and civ-
il society; proactive prevention through knowledge and
risk-reduction; predictable assistance and protection for
victims via accessible services; and stronger prosecution
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through legal review, enhanced police capacity, and in-
teragency collaboration. The strategy mentions e.g. that
the police shall consider measures to strengthen coop-
eration with authorities and non-profit organisations
that provide assistance also to workers who have been
severely exploited and the Labour Inspection Authority
shall develop guidelines and routines for detecting and
following up on possible cases of human trafficking for
forced labour. (Regjeringen 2025.)

In 2024, Finland introduced an Action plan against
labour exploitation 2024-2027. The plan includes ac-
tions to strengthen the exchange of information and co-
operation between authorities, enhance the knowledge
of authorities on the phenomenon and strengthen vic-
tims’ rights, increase awareness of rights and access to
services among migrant workers, strengthen the so-
cial responsibility of employers, and increase sanctions
for exploitation. (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Em-
ployment 2024.) Finland also had a comprehensive Na-
tional Action Plan against Trafficking in Human Beings
2021-2023, which was developed in a broad consultation
process, involving government entities, civil society rep-
resentatives, labour market parties, municipalities and
researchers (Roth & Luhtasaari 2021). The National Ac-
tion Plan for 2026-2028 is currently under development.

The Danish National Action Plan against Human
Trafficking 2022-2025 includes several measures
to combat labour exploitation. The government in-
troduced a new provision in the Penal Code that crim-
inalises exploitation of others for work under clear-
ly unreasonable conditions, with penalties of up to six
years’ imprisonment, even if coercion cannot be prov-
en. A National Unit for Special Crime was established
to strengthen investigations and prosecution of com-
plex organised crime, including labour exploitation and
trafficking. Authorities are required to cooperate close-
ly, with early involvement of the prosecution service
and the Centre against Human Trafficking, and an in-
ter-agency group has been set up to identify victims,
prosecute perpetrators, and prevent exploitation in
workplaces and private homes. These steps aim to im-
prove prevention, support victims, and ensure stronger
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enforcement against those who exploit workers under
unacceptable conditions. (Transportministeriet 2022.)
A forthcoming action plan was under preparation at the
time of writing (communication with the Danish Centre
against Human Trafficking Centre 18.12.2025).

Sweden’s latest strategy on work-related crime is
from 2022. The final report of the Delegation against
work-related crime (SOU 2025) includes many sugges-
tions on concrete actions, but has as of yet not resulted in
subsequent action plans or governmental strategies on
work-related crime.

In Iceland, according to our sources, the new action
plan to combat human trafficking will be developed
in 2026. It will replace the government’s 2019 frame-
work for effectively addressing trafficking in persons and
other forms of exploitation.

Lithuania has a National Action Plan for the Com-
bating of Human Trafficking 2024-2026 which
identifies labour exploitation and forced labour as
key priorities. The plan includes strengthening preven-
tion through risk analysis, awareness campaigns, and
training for frontline services, as well as improving vic-
tim identification and assistance, ensuring access to pro-
tection and support services for exploited workers. The
plan also calls for enhanced monitoring of recruitment
practices, stricter regulation of employment agencies,
and legal reforms to close gaps that enable exploitation.
On enforcement, it prioritizes effective investigation and
prosecution of forced labour cases, improved interagency
cooperation, and data collection for better policymaking.
Special attention is given to vulnerable groups such as
migrant workers, who face higher risks of exploitation.
(Lietuvos respublikos vidaus reikaly ministras 2024).

The Latvian Human Trafficking Prevention Plan
2025-2027 focuses on four areas. Prevention activi-
ties include awareness campaigns targeting society and
high-risk groups, training for frontline professionals (po-
lice, border guards, labour inspectors, social workers),
and the development of a screening tool for trafficking
indicators. The protection efforts include the expansion
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of social rehabilitation services from the current 180
days, enhanced access to interpreters and tailored sup-
port. and strengthened cooperation with key NGOs.
Strengthened prosecution includes improved investiga-
tive capacity and evidence collection, including digital
exploitation detection, and addressing delays in crimi-
nal proceedings. Finally, the plan outlines enhanced in-
ter-agency and NGO collaboration and alignment with
EU and international obligations. (Ministru kabineta
2025.)

However, national plans should be followed up with sufficient
resourcing and timeframes for the proposed activities to be effi-
cient and also measurable.

Expanding the mandate of labour inspectors and
social partners as a way of addressing labour
exploitation

ASs DISCUSSED in the previously, a key challenge for the over-
sight of the terms of employment of (exploited) migrant work-
ers is the question of who should have the mandate to oversee
the terms of employment of those workers who are not mem-
bers of trade unions. It would be important for all Nordic coun-
tries to extend a mandate to a specific authority, such as the
labour inspectorate to monitor the terms of employment for ev-
eryone as is the case in Finland and in Norway concerning spe-
cific sectors with extended collective agreements. Alternatively,
the mandate of the work environment authority could be ex-
panded to monitor only the terms of employment of migrant
workers who are not members of trade unions and work in cer-
tain risk sectors, such as construction, agriculture and cleaning.
This would not interfere with the role of trade unions, or the
inspections conducted by trade unions, as also Finnish trade
unions conduct their own inspection visits despite the mandate
of the Finnish labour inspectorate to oversee also issues relat-
ed to wages.

Another option would be to extend the cooperation of
social partners, in line with recent developments in Iceland. In
Iceland, both the trade unions and authorities have a mandate
to monitor working conditions of (migrant) workers. According
to the Act on Workplace ID Cards and Workplace Surveillance
(42/2010) trade unions have a right to participate in workplace
inspections and can also report violations to the Directorate of

HEUNI 2025

CONTENT

PART |

PART Il

PART Il

REFERENCES

FACT SHEET

CHECKLIST

68



NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

Labour. Trade union density in Iceland is very high, approxi- CONTENT
mately over 90% of the population, and also migrant workers
are often members of the unions (Focus group discussion in
Iceland, 18.3.2025).

On 1 January 2025, an amendment to the Act on Workers'
Terms of Employment and Compulsory Pension Insurance PART Il
entered into force in Iceland. The act formalises the existing
collaboration between state agencies and trade unions, includ-
ing in workplace inspections. The law also enables parties to FACT SHEET
share necessary information with one another. The new, formal
collaboration between the public sector and social partners has
two dimensions. First, there a is platform bringing together
in particular the Administration of Occupational Safety and
Healthand social partners. They have regular operative meet-
ings, approximately every two weeks. These meetings discuss
trends, but also concrete, individual cases. According to a
representative of the trade union movement in Iceland, the
meetings have increased the trust as well as every-day collab-
oration between the parties. Second, a committee consisting
of the social partners, key institutions and four ministers (the
Prime Minister, Minister of Justice, Minister of Social Affairs,
and Minister of Finance) has been established. The committee
is to prepare a proposal for the government's policy and action
plan regarding crimes in the labour market by December 2025.
(Communication with trade union representative from Iceland,
6.8.2025; See also Mbl.is 5.5.2025).
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The Icelandic developments can be
understood as a hybrid oversight
model, where the cooperation
between trade unions and state
actors has been formalised.

It is still early to assess how well the formalised cooperation
will work in practice and what effects it will have, but the
Icelandic model can be considered innovative as it aims to
resolves some of the problems of who should be responsible for
overseeing the working conditions of migrant workers.
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Collective agreement-based business scheme in CONTENT

Denmark PART I

IN DENMARK, THE Government is introducing a collective agree- PART I
ment-based business scheme to give companies easier access
to foreign labour from selected countries under Danish pay and PART IlI
working conditions from the beginning of 2026. To use the scheme,

REFERENCES
businesses must have an agreement between the Danish Employers’
Confederation and the Trade Union Confederation, reinforcing the FACT SHEET

Danish labour model. The scheme will initially apply to nationals from

. . . ) . ) CHECKLIST
countries such as the United States, United Kingdom, India, China,

Brazil, and Ukraine. Alongside this, the Government is launching new
measures against social dumping, including mandatory ID cards
on major construction projects. These initiatives aim to protect
law-abiding employers, ensure fair competition, and safeguard
workers from exploitation and unsafe working conditions. (Beskoef-
tigelsesministeriet 2025.) It has been reported that social partners
and Danish authorities must assess whether the collective agree-
ment has been respected shortly after a foreign worker is hired. The
government has earmarked funds for this monitoring, which until now
has largely been carried out by trade unions (Preisler 2025b). The
model has also raised some concerns according to Danish stake-
holders (National online round table discussion with Danish experts,
1712.2025).

Speaking with the workers during workplace
inspections and using interpretation

TRADITIONALLY LABOUR inspectors have focused on dialogue
with the employer, but it is equally important to talk directly
with the workers to uncover possible problems with their occu-
pational health and safety, or terms of employment, depending
on the mandate in question. One essential method of uncover-
ing labour exploitation cases during inspections is to talk with
the workers themselves, rather than just with the employer or
their representative, or relying on various documents.

The manual for labour inspectors developed by the EU
Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) highlights that workplace
inspectors should speak to workers individually, separately
from employers and other workers, as employers or other
workers could play a role in the labour exploitation (see also
ELA 2025). Other workers with language skills should not be
employed as interpreters, as they may be involved or report
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to the employer. It is also important that inspections are con-
ducted unannounced. If the inspection is announced, the
employer might ask the worker not to come on the day of the
inspection, hide the worker or instruct the worker on what to
tell inspectors in advance. (FRA 2024, 20.)

For various reasons, it may be difficult for exploited work-
ers to disclose their experiences. Therefore, labour inspectors
should try to distinguish themselves from the police and
explain that their role is primarily to sanction the employer and
to support the worker.

The inspectors should explain to
workers that they are there to
safeguard their rights and focus on
providing workers with information
on their rights and what can be done
to enforce them.

Inspectors should also inform the workers that they are not
suspected of wrongdoings and the monitoring is directed at
the employer, and the inspector is present to ensure that every-
thing at the workplace is in order. Inspectors should however
be transparent about any reporting obligations they may have
to police or immigration authorities (Ibid.). The European
Labour Authority (ELA) has also recently provided labour
inspectors with guidelines for interviewing workers, including
concrete questions which may be used to uncover information
about their circumstances and conditions of work and terms of
employment (ELA 2025, 14-15.).

For example, in Denmark even though the labour inspec-
tors are not monitoring wages, the inspectors are entitled to
interview all employees when ensuring their work environment
isin order. They can take samples from the business for analysis
and to photograph work situations. Phone interpretation can be
used when necessary. Inspectors also have a specific mandate
to control employer-provided accommodation. (Workplace
Denmark n.d.-c)
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It was also discussed in the Nordic CONTENT
focus groups that workers should be
advised to keep their own working
hours records as a backup.

PART |
PART Il
PART Il

REFERENCES
A police representative in the Finnish focus group discussion

said that this could be used in police investigations as a way FACT SHEET
of assessing the actual number of hours worked, as often there
is just word against word. Without records, it is impossible to
verify e.g., missing overtime pay. Workers should therefore be
clearly instructed to keep such records when their employment
begins, and the records should be kept in a systematic manner.
There are various apps available for keeping such records, but
they can also be kept on paper.

In addition to keeping records of working hours, Nordic
experts mentioned that smartphones can be used to document
working hours: workers can take pictures when they start
working and when they leave work, and the time stamp and
location of the picture can function as proof of actual working

CHECKLIST

hours.

With regard to interpretation, the Finnish focus group dis-
cussants raised the use of Al-tools for interpretation. A trade
union representative mentioned that they use online transla-
tion tools to communicate with migrant workers.

Translation programs have developed tremendously.
Google can now translate entire conversations. Just

a couple of weeks ago, | had a very difficult discussion
with a Kyrgyz worker using only Google Translate, and
it worked well. | see this as something that levels the
playing field and creates real opportunities for people
to truly understand what's being discussed.

— Trade union representative, Finnish focus group
discussion

Finnish labour inspectors use specific interpretation devices,
which fit in the pocket, and interpret many languages. These
devices are more convenient and also more secure vis-a-vis
data protection requirements than using e.g., Google Translate.
They can be carried during inspections, and can be used if
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inspectors encounter foreign workers, with whom they do not
share a common language. Professional interpreters can also
be used, e.g. over the phone. Professional, qualified indepen-
dent interpreters also provide cultural interpretation, which
can be valuable at inspections. While professional interpreters
are crucial in formal processes, getting one for an inspection at
short notice can be costly and is not always practical or possible
during inspections, and sometimes it is difficult to obtain inter-
pretation from rare languages.

Furthermore, in smaller language communities there is
a risk that the interpreter may know the person being inter-
preted or their employer. This can lead to situations where a
potentially exploited person, upon recognizing the interpreter,
refuses to disclose details of their experiences, or the inter-
preter may omit important parts to protect a familiar employer.
This can also compromise anonymity despite confidentiality
requirements binding interpreters (Ollus et al. 2024, 37—-40).
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Using indicators for identifying work-related crime
and exploitation

OCCUPATIONAL SAFETY and health inspectors, trade union rep-
resentatives, and others engaged in oversight at workplaces are
uniquely placed to identify features of work-related crime and la-
bour exploitation in the course of their oversight activities. Also,
taxation, fire, health, food safety and other inspection authori-
ties can identify risks during inspections. It is therefore important
that all inspection authorities and social partners are informed
about the key indicators of work-related crime and exploitation
for identifying potential risk situations and victims.

There are examples of relevant indicator lists in
several of the Nordic countries:

¢ HEUNI checklists for identifying labour trafficking
and exploitation during inspections: In 2020 HEUNI
published an investigation tool for law enforcement and
labour inspectors, describing how cases of exploitation
should be uncovered from the initial impulse, through
investigation, victim support and all the way to trial. The
tool features two checklists, one for labour inspectors
on how to identify potential cases of labour trafficking
and exploitation during inspection, and one for concrete
questions that can be asked from the victims. (Ylinen et
al. 2020).

¢ Danish indicators for identification of trafficking
and forced labour: In 2024, the Danish Centre against
Human Trafficking (CMM) released a report detailing
indicators which law enforcement, healthcare and oth-
er professionals can use to detect and to respond to po-
tential human trafficking situations (Social- og Bolig-
styrelsen 2024). Some examples for forced labour
indicators targeting companies are money transactions
outside of business hours or from unexpected customer
groups, suspicious social media posts where job adver-
tisements make false promises, employment papers be-
ing handed over to the company by ‘friends’ or ‘family
members’, or employee giving unclear details of work-
ing hours and salary (Social- og Boligstyrelsen 2024, 10).
Other indicators include features such as low or no sala-
ry, long working hours, or a lack of employment contract
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(Social- og Boligstyrelsen 2024, 11). Also, in Denmark, all
businesses and companies that have employees must
carry out a health and safety risk assessment in the
workplace. The Danish Working Environment Authority
has prepared a number of checklists that can be used in
different sectors. The checklists are especially suitable for
companies with fewer than 10 employees.*

* A practical handbook for encountering victims of
labour exploitation from Sweden: The Swedish NGO
Riddningsmissionen launched a practical handbook in
2025 with the intention to meet a need identified among
those who, in their work, encounter vulnerable individ-
uals when there is suspicion of human exploitation. The
handbook provides tips on how to detect exploitation
and how to guide someone seeking help towards, e.g.,
insurance coverage and opening a bank account. It al-
so explains how to claim unpaid wages and what risks
that may involve. In addition, it includes a list of organ-
isations that can be contacted for advice and practical
support (Rdddningsmissionen 2025). A recent knowl-
edge overview on labour exploitation and trafficking for
forced labour provides information for Swedish profes-
sionals so as to enhance their skills to prevent and iden-
tify exploitation (Jamstélldhetsmyndigheten 2025a).

In addition, there exist a number of sector-
specific checklists in the Nordic countries, e.g.,
the following:

¢ The Danish Association for Responsible Construc-
tion [Byggeriets Samfundsansvar| has developed a set
of templates to support public and private construction
procurers in including social responsibility in their ten-
der documents and contracts. The templates include e.g.
contractual clauses on the liability of subcontractors,
and on working conditions (labour clauses). (Byggeriets
Samfundansvar n.d.)

¢ A guide developed by Motiva in cooperation with HEU-
NI (in Finnish) outlines how public procurement enti-
ties can prevent labour exploitation in cleaning service
procurement by introducing a monitoring model that
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supports the implementation of social responsibility
throughout the different stages of the procurement pro-
cess, from tendering to contract monitoring and inter-
vention. The guide addresses risk identification, supplier
evaluation, development of contract terms and monitor-
ing mechanisms, as well as safeguarding workers’ rights.
(Motiva Oy & HEUNI 2025).

Introducing administrative sanction fees for labour
law violations and focusing inspections to risk targets

ADMINISTRATIVE SANCTIONS can provide a solution in situations
of occupational safety and health violations that do not ful-
fil the elements of a crime. In Norway, the Labour Inspection
Authority can hand out an administrative fine (overtredelses-
gebyr) in line with the Working Environment Act (8 18-10)
and also orders for employers to pay back wages or overtime.
The fine can be imposed for violations of regulations that are
considered serious enough and where issuing an order for fu-
ture compliance is not considered sufficient. The size of the fine
can be as high as 4% of a company’s turnover. Norwegian focus
group discussants stated that the Labour Inspection Authority
has increased its use of administrative fines, and the fines are
also now larger than before.

Also in Finland focus group participants discussed the need
to grant labour inspection authorities the possibility to hand
out administrative sanctions in simpler cases and especially
in situations where employers repeatedly neglect obligations.
In Norway, cases that are serious enough are reported to the
police rather than handled administratively. If the police later
dismiss a case due to capacity constraints, the labour inspec-
tion authority can still choose to impose an administrative fine
provided that the statute of limitations has not been reached.
However, focus group participants raised concern about the risk
of administrative sanctions replacing police investigation:

There's a risk that the police may rely too heavily on us
to handle cases they don't have capacity to pursue.

— Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority representative,
Norwegian focus group discussion.
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In Finland focus group participants emphasised that admin-
istrative fines should be aimed at breaches that are clear and
precise. Even if administrative fines have been issued and the
same matter can no longer be investigated or pursued in a
criminal process, the fine can still serve as a basis for a larger
criminal case. The fine can help demonstrate that the actor was
fully aware of their actions, had been instructed to amend their
actions, and had already received a fine for a specific activity
but still failed to correct their behaviour. Therefore, they argue,
an administrative fine can serve as a foundation for a strong
criminal case.

It is also evident that the authorities will always be one
step behind unscrupulous criminal actors. In order to best use
the available resources, inspections should be targeted and
risk based. Norwegian and Danish focus group participants
emphasised that the focus of joint authority action should be
on those areas with the highest risk of uncovering irregularities,
including non-compliance or criminal activity. The risk-based
approach not only applies to specific companies or actors,
but also to certain sectors and phenomena. This will require
strengthened sharing of information between actors so as to
best identify the greatest risks, and targeting oversight based
on those risks.
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Criminal law as a tool to address
exploitation

CONTENT
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Criminalisation of wage theft
PART Il

UNDERPAYMENT HAS in research shown to be the most common
form of labour exploitation (Jokinen & Ollus 2019). In the Nor- PART Il
dic and Baltic countries, it has only been explicitly criminalised
in Norway in the form of wage theft. Norway’s provision gov-
erning wage theft was introduced in 2022 (sections 395 and FACT SHEET
396 of the Penal Code). It refers to situations where the em-
ployer intentionally and for their own benefit withholds mon-
ey from the employee’s wages, holiday allowance or other stat-
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utory payments.

From the implementation of the wage theft provisions on
January 1, 2022, until May 25, 2024, a total of 283 criminal cases
related to wage theft were reported. As of June 2024, only 17 of
these cases had resulted in an indictment, and only one had
resulted in a final and legally binding conviction for wage theft.
In this case, a Bulgarian man was convicted for failing to pay the
minimum wage to the victim, a Greek woman employed at his
restaurant (NTAES 2024b, 11.). Most of the reported wage theft
cases (40%) relate to exploitation in the construction sector, 20%
are connected to the service industry, including hotels and clean-
ing services, while 18% involve the transportation sector (NTAES
2024b, 14). Most of the victims are of Polish origin (27%) while
about one fifth (229%) are Norwegian citizens (ibid., 16-17).

HEUNI 2025



NORDIC PERSPECTIVES ON LABOUR EXPLOITATION

CASE EXAMPLE
Conviction on wage theft

IN FEBRUARY 2025, Elverum District Court in Norway found the
former CEO of a telecommunications company guilty of aggravated
wage theft under Section 396 of the Criminal Code. The court sen-
tenced him to 105 days of unconditional imprisonment. As stated in
the verdict, it has been proven beyond reasonable doubt that the
defendant, from January to June 2022, failed to pay wages, over-
time compensation, holiday pay, and other benefits to which the
employees were entitled. The verdict also mentions delayed wage
payments, unpaid travel time, and the absence of a system to track
working time. During 2022, the CEO had withheld a total of NOK 419
994 in earned wages from five employees. This is the first case in
the electricity and IT sector where an employer has been convicted
and sentenced to unconditional imprisonment for committing wage
theft. (Frifagbevegelse 19.2.2025)

THE NORWEGIAN Labour Inspection Authority supervises wages
in areas covered by extended collective agreements. If the viola-
tions are considered to fall under the provision on wage theftin
the Penal Code, the Labour Inspection Authority may file a re-
port with the police. However, NAV (the Norwegian Labour and
Welfare Administration) and the Tax Administration do not
have legal frameworks specifically covering wage theft. Another
challenge relates to access to the employer and employee reg-
isters. The Labour Inspection Authority has access can demand
timesheets from employers, but they do not have access to da-
ta submitted by employers. There are also regional differences
in how wage theft is addressed and prioritised, as well as differ-
ent interpretations of the concept of wage theft among the gov-
ernment agencies and what violations are serious enough to
be considered wage theft. (NTAES 2024b, 25-26.) While wage
theft is considered one of the biggest threats within labour
market crime, most cases are dropped due to a lack of case pro-
cessing capacity (Politiet 2025, 20).

This observation was also confirmed by focus group dis-
cussants. Participants emphasised that the law is currently not
implemented sufficiently. Underpaid workers are increasingly
coming forward, but the application of the law remains limited,
and few cases have proceeded in the criminal justice system.
The police tend to discontinue investigations of wage theft, as
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the cases often require the same level of evidence as more seri-
ous crimes, and responsibility is placed on the workers them-
selves to provide sufficient evidence.

[W]e have supplied an extreme amount of information
and documentation showing that wage theft has
occurred. But generally speaking, it is extremely
difficult to move forward within the legal system when it
comes to recovering unpaid wages. [...] It's also difficult
because this isn't covered by the free legal aid scheme®,
for example. People simply don't have the means to
pursue the case further if the police dismiss it.

— Civil society representative, Norwegian focus group
discussion

Labour inspection representatives also emphasised that it is
often difficult to determine the unpaid wages and they cannot
inspect salaries in sectors that are not covered by an extended
collective agreement. Focus group participants however also
emphasised that the law serves as a positive example for other
countries, and it provides legal recognition, terminology and
acknowledgement of wage theft. They also pointed out that
the law can have value in negotiations with employers, as the
threat of criminal charges sometimes helps resolve wage dis-
putes outside of the justice system, where cases can take several
years without a solution.

The other Nordic countries have looked into the Norwegian
example with interest. The wage theft legislation was brought
up as an interesting possibility in the focus group discussions
in Iceland, Sweden and Denmark. Also the Swedish Delegation
against work-related crime discusses the introduction of crim-
inal provisions on wage theft based on the Norwegian model,
but concludes that it would not be appropriate, as it would go
against the Swedish labour market model, where the parties
are responsible for interpreting the content of collective agree-
ments, and where any disputes regarding collective agreements
are ultimately decided by the Labour Court (SOU 25:2025:,
277-280). The law is also assessed to have been ineffective in
addressing underpayment by the Delegation., they however
suggest legislating against and introduce criminal penalties
when employees pay back their wages to their employers (ibid.,
280-286).
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Free legal aid for wage
theft claims will be
introduced in line with the
updated Action plan to
counter social dumping
and work-related crime
(Handlingsplan mot sosial
dumping og arbeid-
slivskriminalitet, 2025).
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Criminalisation of extortionate work discrimination
and usury in employment

IN FINLAND the legislator became aware of the exploitation of
migrant workers already in the early 2000s after a highly pub-
licised case of exploitation of Chinese stonemasons at a Finnish
quarry (see Ollus 2016, 25). As a solution, Finland introduced
the offence of extortionate work discrimination in chapter 47,
section 3a of the Criminal Code with the aim to protect migrant
workers and other vulnerable workers who may be discriminat-
ed against at work and put in an unequal position due to their
ignorance, lack of understanding, or other circumstances that
make them vulnerable (HE 103/2014vp, 12-13).

Extortionate work discrimination refers to a situation
where, if in a case of work discrimination, a job applicant or an
employee is placed in a considerably inferior position through
the exploitation of the job applicant's or employee's economic
or other distress, dependent position, lack of understanding,
thoughtlessness or ignorance. The provision has been used in
Finland as a parallel provision to the crime of human traffick-
ing, for example in situations where the evidence has not sub-
stantiated a conviction on trafficking for forced labour.

Although the provision has been in use since 2004, its
application has been considered problematic, as the crime
requires a presumption of discrimination specified by law,
such as nationality or ethnic origin. This has led to difficulties
in proving the causal link between a disadvantaged position
and a ground for discrimination e.g., in situations where all
employees of a company are foreign nationals, but only some
of them receive excessively low wages. The aim of the provision
on extortionate work discrimination is primarily to protect the
principle of equality, rather than prevent the exploitation of
persons in a weaker/inferior position. (Oikeusministerié 2025,
49-51; Kimpimiki, 2021; Koivukari et al. 2022.)

The Finnish Ministry of Justice has reviewed the current
provisions on labour exploitation in the Criminal Code, in
particular extortionate work discrimination, and developed
proposals to introduce stricter penalties. The Ministry of Justice
argues that the criminalisation of labour exploitation should
not be tied to the requirement and grounds of discrimination,
but rather to exploitation itself. Exploitation can occur without
discrimination and vice versa. The working group therefore
proposes that the provision of extortionate work discrimination
be replaced by a new provision on usury in employment as well
as aggravated usury in employment.
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Corporate criminal liability and the imposition of a busi-
ness prohibition would be extended to these crimes, and the
sanctions would be stricter than for extortionate work dis-
crimination. If the current proposal is adopted, the criminal
code in Finland will be amended so as to impose penalties for
labour exploitation that is less severe than human traffick-
ing, regardless of whether the act is in fact discriminatory.
(Oikeusministeri6 2025, 49-51.) Usury in employment would
be defined as:

An employer or their representative
who, by exploiting an employee’s
financial or other distress,
dependent position, lack of
understanding, thoughtlessness,

or ignorance in the context of an
employment relationship, obtains
or represents for themselves or
another a financial benefit that

is clearly disproportionate to the
compensation, shall be sentenced
for usury in employment to a fine or
imprisonment for up to two years.

Criminal liability would require that the perpetrator exploits
the victim’s financial or other distress, a dependent position,
lack of understanding, thoughtlessness, and ignorance. There is
however overlap between the elements of usury in employment
and the crime of human trafficking. The means listed under the
human trafficking provision also include the exploitation of
another person’s dependent position. The Ministry of Justice
in its proposal however argue that the provisions concern dif-
ferent types of acts: human trafficking involves more compre-
hensive psychological or physical control over a person, which
affects the victim’s actual freedom of action while the provision
on usury in working life is a labour offense, primarily applicable
in cases concerning wage payment and compliance with work-
ing hours. (Oikeusministeri6 2025, 81-88.)
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While the law is yet to be adopted and implemented, it is
an attempt to, one the one hand, clarify the current criminal
provisions applicable to labour exploitation, and on the other,
to address impunity. The difference between usury in employ-
ment and the human exploitation provision in Sweden and
Denmark is that the Finnish legislative proposal focuses on the
financial benefit stemming from the exploitation, rather than
defining the crime in terms of exploitation in forced labour or
in work under clearly unreasonable conditions, as is the case
in Sweden, or under conditions that are manifestly unreason-
able, as in the case of Denmark. It remains to be seen whether
this is a more successful route to address exploitation, butitis
expected to simplify the work of inspection authorities and law
enforcement in Finland, and lead to better access to justice for
victims.

Criminalisation of human exploitation

BOTH SWEDEN and Denmark have criminalised the offence of
“human exploitation”. Sweden in 2018 (1962:700, chapter 4,
section 1 b) and Denmark in 2022 (section 262b of the Danish
Penal Code) as a response to the high threshold in applying the
human trafficking provision in instances of labour exploitation.
The provision of human exploitation is aimed to enable crimi-
nal justice responses in cases where the criteria of human traf-
ficking are not met. However, the provision has been enforced
very rarely in either country. In Sweden, from the introduction
of the law until 2023, over 300 police reports were made, but
only seven cases of human exploitation concerning labour ex-
ploitation were prosecuted, resulting in three convictions (Jo-
hansson 2024). In Denmark the provision has not yet been used
in cases concerning labour exploitation according to our sourc-
es. There is also a law proposal in Norway concerning the crimi-
nalization of human exploitation, but the proposal is still under
review (Regjeringen 13.2.2024).

The threshold to prosecute for human exploitation remains
high (Schoultz & Muhire 2023). There is a need to ensure that
the existing provisions are fully utilised. Otherwise, there is a
risk that the scope narrows even further of what is understood
to fulfill the serious crimes that exist in the labour market, such
as human exploitation. (Ibid.)
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Migrant Worker Protection and
Prevention

Facilitating the reporting of exploitation and
informing the workers of their rights

ALTHOUGH MANY victims of labour exploitation in the Nordic
countries have a residence permit, a proportion of workers have
worked without a work permit or, in the case of EU citizens,
without registering in the country. The situation is particular-
ly difficult for undocumented workers, as reporting labour ex-
ploitation to the authorities carries a high risk of deportation
from the host country.

Moreover, it is evident that migrant workers lack infor-
mation on their rights and obligations, terms of employment,
correct wage levels and options where to seek assistance if
problems occur. In line with the recommendation from the EU
Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), governments should
ensure that labour inspections and other workplace audits or
monitoring operations prioritise the enforcement of working
conditions rather than immigration control and that disclosing
exploitation does not lead to deportation (FRA 2021).

The focus group participants in the Nordic countries con-
firmed that even migrant workers residing in the host country
with a valid residence permit may be afraid to report exploita-
tion and discrimination. This fear stems from the risk of losing
their job, which in turn may lead to the loss of their work per-
mit if they are unable to secure new employment. Therefore, it
is important to provide information to migrant workers in mul-
tiple languages and formats and offer low threshold services
which allow migrant workers to anonymously consult profes-
sionals without the fear of deportation or losing their job. The
importance of sharing information, both orally, and on paper,
was raised in several of the Nordic focus groups.

During the inspection, when we explain what the
working hours and wages are in Finland, it might
already spark a thought, like, wait a minute, maybe
working 12 hours a day every day isn't actually OK.

— Labour inspector, Finnish focus group discussion
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There are several examples of good practice CONTENT
of sharing information to migrant workers at
workplaces: PART !

PART Il
e The Danish Centre against Human Trafficking

(CMM) together with a group of authorities has cre- PART II|
ated a small card to give to vulnerable workers on in-
spections. The card includes a QR code that goes to the
CMM website and provides information in eight differ- FACT SHEET
ent languages. According to representatives of CMM,
there are many self-referrals from persons contacting the
CMM. Not all of them come through the QR-code, but
some simply google concepts such as “bad working con-
ditions” and thus end up on the CMM website. (CMM
2019; 2025.)

REFERENCES
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¢ The Danish Working Environment Authority has
launched an online guide on workplacedenmark.
dk to strengthen foreign employees’ understanding of
workplace standards and help them cooperate effectively
with employers on creating a safe working environment.
The guide explains what employees can expect in terms
of health and safety, including proper instruction and ac-
cess to necessary protective equipment, and provides ad-
vice on what to do if conditions are inadequate.

e The Finnish occupational safety and health inspectors
hand out information during inspection visits, including
contact details to Victim Support Finland.

e Victim Support Finland offers specialised services
for victims of trafficking or labour exploitation and infor-
mation in several languages, see: Every foreigner has the
same rights at work as Finnish citizens — YouTube.

e There are also several apps in Finland for migrant
workers informing them about their rights, including
the Work help Finland app Work Help Finland — Ministry
of the Interior and the Hermes app for seasonal workers
Hermes App — Industrial Union.

¢ The Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority in-

forms migrant workers about their right both in in-
spections and through different guidance channels. In
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addition to providing verbal information, they often dis-
tribute written materials or QR codes linking to multi-
lingual information about rights online. (Arbeidstilsyn-
et 2025))

¢ The Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority has al-
so conducted a targeted online advertising campaign
aimed at workers in Norway who speak Lithuanian, Viet-
namese, Polish, Romanian, Bulgarian and Arabic, many
of whom work in sectors with minimum wages and may
be unaware of their rights. The ads, delivered through
social media, included videos and images with messag-
es about wages, minimum pay, employment contracts,
working hours, and work environment, along with con-
tact information to the authority. The campaign reached
over 318 000 people in the target groups. (Arbeidstilsyn-
et 2025,129.)

Social services' work and responsibility to support exploited
workers should be strengthened, while civil society's resources
and opportunities for cooperation with authorities should also
be enhanced.

Facilitating better access to remedy and claiming
unpaid wages

IN PRINCIPLE, exploited migrant workers have access to multi-
ple forms of remedy, but in practice it is often very difficult for
workers to access these (Haapasaari et al. 2024). There exist
numerous barriers that hinder exploited migrant workers from
pursuing existing grievance mechanisms or measures, includ-
ing lack of awareness of their rights. When they are able to ac-
cess grievance mechanisms, it is often victim support providers,
civil society organisations and trade unions that facilitate their
access to remedy by sharing information but also by assisting
them in concrete ways (ibid.). Haapasaari et al thus make three
recommendations: 1) states must secure sustainable funding
for the work of NGOs and local and regional actors that support
exploited workers in accessing remedies, 2) information must
be shared to migrant workers about existing mechanisms, and
multi-actor cooperation must be strengthened to facilitate bet-
ter access to remedy, and 3) businesses must strengthen their
role in providing remedies for exploited workers, including pay-
ing unpaid wages and recovering recruitment fees (ibid., 10-13).
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There are several concrete examples from the Nordic-Baltic
region regarding measures that support exploited migrant
workers’ access to remedies. These include initiatives by NGOs,
for example by Victim Support Finland in providing assistance
and guidance to victims of trafficking and related exploitation
as well as work of the Salvation Army in Sweden and Norway in
supporting victims of labour exploitation.

We need legal aid for the persons not part of a

union. Victim Support Finland is a very good practise,
because | think what they're doing is really kind of
instrumental. So having this kind of low threshold offer
for these persons, giving them advice without having
to go to authorities, but having something in between,
| think is very interesting and something that we were
at least very inspired by.

— Government agency representative, Danish focus group
discussion

As pointed out by the Danish focus group participant, the
advantage of services provided by NGOs is that they are
low-threshold and can be accessed also anonymously by per-
sons who are afraid of authorities and the consequences of
reporting their situation or making a claim for their wages.

In the Nordic context, also trade unions play an important
role in supporting workers to claim their unpaid salaries. Trade
unions can engage in negotiations with employers, provide
legal advice and litigation in court for workers, and also engage
in blockades and media attention. (Haapasaari et al. 2024,
156-157.) They can negotiate issues related to undue wages
directly with the employer, or via employer’s associations or
take cases to labour courts if they concern a breach of a collec-
tive agreement, or to other forms of arbitration if they concern
interpretation of collective agreements. For example, Denmark,
it is possible to take cases of underpayment to industrial arbi-
tration, which is a contractual dispute resolution mechanism
agreed upon by the social partners.®
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6 Industrial action and
disputes in Denmark |
Eurofound.
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CASE EXAMPLE
CONTENT

Arbitration in Denmark
PART |

AN INDUSTRIAL ARBITRATION under the Danish Building and

Construction Agreement ruled that a company had underpaid

PART Il

its foreign employees by failing to compensate them for all hours PART IlI
worked. The company did not provide the required documentation

REFERENCES
during the process and withdrew from further participation. Based
on credible testimony from 14 employees and supporting evidence, FACT SHEET

the arbitration concluded that the company breached the collective

CHECKLIST
agreement and ordered it to pay DKK 7.5 million to the union. (Dansk

Industri 2025.)

IN THE Nordic countries, there are differences in how trade
unions address exploitation of migrant workers, as many
unions require a certain membership period before provid-
ing full membership benefits. Contrary to the more traditional
unions, the Syndicalist union (SAC) in Sweden provides retro-
spective assistance to migrant workers and has also been rel-
atively successful in supporting workers claim their unpaid
wages, including in the Labour Court (ibid., Schoultz & Mubhire
2024, 76—78). Without the support of trade unions, it would
be very difficult for migrant workers to access e.g., the Labour
Court, but at the same time, migrant workers may not find it
worthwhile to pay membership, especially if assistance is on-
ly provided after a certain qualifying period. To resolve this,
there could be different categories of trade union membership
especially designed for migrant workers, in particular season-
al workers or others working on a temporary basis, who might
otherwise not be able or willing to join the union (Haapasaari
etal. 2024, 113-114).

In Finland, two trade unions have recently established spe-
cialised units to focusing on migrant workers. The Industrial
Union’s Foreign Labour Unit and the Unit for International
Labour at the Finnish Construction Trade Union provide infor-
mation to migrant workers and employers, train trade union
representatives and provide assistance to workers (Tekija
13.8.2024; Rakennusliitto 5.8.2025). The Finnish Construction
Trade Union also engages in direct negotiations with employ-
ers and cooperates closely with the Confederation of Finnish
Construction Industries in settling disputes concerning
migrant workers (Haapasaari et al. 2024, 63).
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Another mechanism to access
unpaid wages are specialised labour
dispute committees, which exist in
both Estonia and Lithuania.

The Estonian labour dispute committee is an extrajudicial,
impartial authority for resolving disputes between employees
and employers. While it is a quicker and easier process than
a criminal or civil court case, the burden of proof and the lan-
guage requirements — there is no interpretation — may limit
migrant workers’ access to remedy through the labour dispute
committee (Haapasaari et al. 2024, 172—174). In Lithuania there
are 19 labour dispute committees that handle disputes between
an employer and an employee, most often concerning unpaid
wages. The committees consist of representatives of both
employers and trade unions. In 2022, one fifth of cases dealt
with migrant workers. (Haapasaari et al. 2024, 176-177.)

Nordic countries also have wage
guarantee mechanisms, which can
be used to claim unpaid wages if an
employer is insolvent or has declared
bankruptcy.

To claim unpaid wages, workers need to substantiate their
claim with sufficient documentation. However, there are also
recorded problems with the wage guarantee mechanisms.
In Norway, the processing times are very long, yet there is a
12-month cut-off time for such payments.” In Finland, claims
must be submitted within 18 months of the end of the employ-
ment relationship, and it also applies to undocumented work-
ers. (Haapasaari et al., 2024, 57; 106.)

The EU Employer’s Sanction Directive offers possibilities
to enhance compensation for undocumented migrant work-
ers but also to sanction employers who do so by use of finan-
cial sanctions in Finland and Sweden.® According to Finnish
Employment Contracts Act Chapter 1la, if an employer has
hired a person who does not have the right of residence in
Finland, the employer may be subject to a penalty fee ranging
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7 The cut-off date refers
to the date on which the
petition for commence-
ment of bankruptcy pro-
ceedings was received
by the district court, see:
www.nav.no/lonnsga-
ranti/en.

8 Denmark has opted out
of the Directive, while
Iceland and Norway are
not party to it as they are
not EU members.
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from €1,000—€30,000. So far, the Finnish Immigration Service CONTENT
(Migri) has imposed a penalty fee on only one employer. In
Sweden, while the penalty fee is used quite often, the possi-
bility to claim unpaid wages is seldom used, and workers are
rarely informed about the possibility to claim wages via this
legislation (Johansson 2024). In the Netherlands and Belgium, PART II|
the Employer’s Sanction Directive is implemented in a man-
ner where undocumented workers who have been exploited
are automatically assumed to have worked a minimum of FACT SHEET
three months (Belgium) or six months (Netherlands) when
the authorities calculate and compensate unpaid wages for
undocumented exploited workers (Weatherburn & Wintermayr
2021, 81). The Nordic countries should therefore strengthen the
implementation of the Employer’s Sanction Directive.
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Strengthening residence permit options

IN THE Nordic focus group discussions, the issue of residence
permits for exploited migrant workers was brought up repeat-
edly as a challenge, but also as a solution to enable exploited
workers to find new employments. While tying the residence
permit to a single employer increases vulnerability, because
complaining about exploitative situations would lead not only
to losing their job, but also losing their residence permit, open-
ing the work permit to more sectors would allow more options
for the worker to find decent employment.

As an example of this, in 2021, the Aliens Act of Finland was
amended to include the possibility of issuing a residence permit
in cases where an employer has exploited their worker. With
this one-year extended permit or certificate of expanded right
to work, a migrant worker with a work permit in Finland who
has been exploited at work can switch to another employer
without restrictions over their sector of work (Aliens Act,
chapter4, section 54 b). In 2022, a total of 17 such permits were
issued, while 27 permits were issued in 2023 and 24 permits
in 2024. By May 2025, 12 permits had been issued in 2025
(Lampinen 2025).

The aim of this provision is to support victims of exploita-
tion even when a criminal investigation has not been started or
does not proceed. When the worker applies for this permit, the
Finnish Immigration Service will assess whether there are rea-
sonable grounds to suspect that their employer has neglected
their employer obligations to a significant degree or otherwise
exploited them.
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According to the Finnish Inmigration Service,
significant negligence by an employer can be,
for example:

* making the worker work unreasonably long hours or an
unreasonable number of hours;

e lack of days off and lack of holidays;

e not paying salary;

» considerable underpayment or taking back salaries al-
ready paid to you;

» neglecting occupational safety or making you work in
dangerous working conditions.

Exploitation by employer can include for example:

o threats over the life or health of the worker or their
family;

 threats to make the authorities cancel the worker’s resi-
dence permit or remove them from the country;

» confiscation identity document or controls over the
worker’s bank account, tax card or other important
documents;

 isolating the worker from other people by requiring that
they live in premises chosen by their employer;

¢ restricting phone use in the worker’s free time;

¢ not allowing the worker to choose where they eat their
meals

» and restrictions over worker’s social relations in some
other way. (Migrin.d.)

However, the low number of granted permits indicates that
although the Immigration Service has made efforts to inform
a significant number of clients about this possibility, the cost
of the application may be a hindrance, or victims of exploita-
tion do not recognize their own situation as exploitative
(Haapasaari et al. 2024, 58). A participating expert in one of
the reference group discussions raised the need to also intro-
duce a residence permit option that would allow for people to
stay while they seek compensation, either in a criminal or civil
process.

In Sweden, victims of human trafficking can be granted a
30-day reflection period and given a temporary residence per-
mit (Immigration Act). The prerequisite is that there is a police
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investigation ongoing, but if the investigation is discontinued
the permit will be revoked. In 2023, the Swedish Migration
Agency granted 71 temporary residence permits to persons
presumed to be victims of human trafficking and/or human
exploitation (Myndigheter mot arbetslivskriminalitet 2024,
15). The temporary residence permit gives the right to work in
Sweden legally. As was noted above, these reflection periods
are rarely granted to exploited workers. In Finland, a reflection
period can be granted to presumed victims of trafficking for
one to six months if they do not have a valid residence per-
mit in Finland. The threshold to apply the reflection period is
relatively low, and there is not a requirement for an ongoing
criminal investigation, as the idea is for the victim to recover
and consider whether they are willing to cooperate with law
enforcement in the first place (Jokinen et al. 2023).

Also, in Iceland a group of exploited migrant workers were
granted special residence permits, allowing them to remain in
the country and to seek new employment. However, the vic-
tims received assistance as a result of major media publicity
and public debate, and it remains to be seen whether similar
assistance and residence permit options will be made available
also to other exploited workers (email communication with
Icelandic trade union representative, 6 August 2025).
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—| CASE EXAMPLE

Large case of suspected trafficking in human
beings among Viethamese restaurant workers in
Iceland PART II

CONTENT

PART |

IN MARCH 2024, the police raided a man of Vietnamese origin, who PART IlI
owned several restaurants, cleaning companies and a hotel in Ice-

REFERENCES
land. The police found between 30-40 potential victims of trafficking
working on temporary work permits. The victims have paid very large FACT SHEET

sums to secure the job, however, proving that is difficult since there is
CHECKLIST

not much documentation of the transactions. (Icelandic focus group
18.3.2025; Nordic Labour Journal 2592025.)

The trade unions, municipalities, and the directorate of labour
formed and informal group to discuss the case. They hold 16 open
meetings to the potential victims, where they provided information,
support, and guidance on topics such as labour rights. (Icelandic
focus group 18.3.2025; Nordic Labour Journal 259.2025.)

According to a trade union representative, one of the main concerns
of the victims has been ensuring their work and residence permits.
In early 2025, they have received permits that allow them to work at
any jobs in Iceland and allow their families to stay in the country as
well. According to an authority representative, the Directorate of La-
bour had a central role in getting new jobs to the victims. (Ilcelandic
focus group 18.3.2025)

The police investigation is still ongoing, according to an interviewed
authority representative, the police investigation is going “slow but
steady” since the police has very little resources. Hearings of the vic-
tims have been informative, and they seem to feel safe and willing to
talk to the police. The meetings held by the unions and other actors
have thus been seen to be helpful in establishing trust among the

victims. (Icelandic focus group 18.3.2025)
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The role of businesses and public
procurement entities in countering
exploitation

Use of labour clauses to ensure proper working
conditions in public procurement contracts and
limiting the supply chain

ONE WAY to ensure proper working conditions is to make sure
that public procurement contracts are not awarded to compa-
nies which exploit their workers. The procuring bodies should
use clauses in their contracts to confirm that suppliers and sub-
contractors apply pay and other employment conditions ac-
cording to collective agreements of the industry. In Denmark,
the use of labour clauses in government procurements is man-
datory. Clauses are also used by larger municipalities, even
though they are not required by law (Regeringskansliet 2023,
255).

For example, the municipality of Copenhagen includes
labour clauses in all its contracts. The clauses state that the
working conditions must meet the nationwide collective agree-
ment for the same type of work, the municipality has the right
for physical workplace visits and require employment and sal-
ary documentation from the workers. They establish the main
contractor as a responsible party, but do not limit the number
of subcontractors. The municipality of Copenhagen also has a
task force against social dumping that conducts follow-ups of
labour clauses in procurement agreements. They use a risk-
based model to recognize companies that should be investi-
gated and conduct unannounced visits to these workplaces
(Regeringskansliet 2023, 256).

The labour clauses have been reviewed by the Danish
National Audit Office (Rigsrevisionen) who however found
that compliance with the terms of the agreement was low. As
a response, the Danish government introduced a new state
control unit, the Statens Kontrolenhed for Arbejdsklausuler.
The unit’s task is to supervise that private suppliers and sub-
contractors comply with labour clauses on working conditions
and wages and check government framework agreements.
The unit also conducts random inspections that are guided by
risk assessments in a similar method to the municipality of
Copenhagen (Regeringskansliet 2023, 258).
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GOOD PRACTISE

Guide for public procurement actors to prevent
labour exploitation

HEUNI HAS CREATED a practical guide for public procurement
actors to prevent labour exploitation in local supply chains (Lietonen
& Ollus 2021). The HEUNI guide focuses on four concrete steps that
public procurement actors can undertake: 1) commitment through-
out the organisation to preventing local human rights problems and
allocation of necessary resources to ensure this; 2) planning and pre-
paring the procurement so that the market analysis and market dia-
logue include concrete actions to prevent and address exploitation;
3) include clear suitability requirements for the supplier, obligatory
contract terms and requirements for supervising subcontracting to
prevent labour exploitation, and; 4) monitoring the contract, includ-

ing working conditions (ibid., 28—52).

ANOTHER WAY of addressing work-related crime, in particu-
lar labour exploitation is limiting the supply chain in contract-
ing. This was raised in the focus group discussions in both
Sweden and Denmark, where both trade union and business
representatives emphasised that a limitation on the number of
tiers of subcontractors, e.g., in the construction sector, would
make monitoring easier, and could also prevent many forms of
work-related crime.

Promising initiatives in the construction sector

SOCIAL PARTNERS, i.e. trade unions and employers’ associations,
play an important role in addressing work-related crime and la-
bour exploitation. A promising example in Sweden is the indus-
try-wide initiative Svensk Byggkontroll, which aims to address
fraud and work-related crime in the Swedish construction and
installation industry. Svensk Byggkontroll carries out reviews
on companies with the aim of identifying unscrupulous actors.?
The primary mission of Svensk Byggkontroll is to ensure that
companies pay correct wages and compensations to employees.
Their work procedures involve requesting company documents,
identifying errors, giving companies the chance to correct
those errors, verifying that corrections have been made, assist-
ing companies with regulatory compliance, collaborating with
employer organisations, and informing authorities when nec-
essary. By systematically carrying out so-called advanced re-
views on companies, Svensk Byggkontroll can find and remove
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9 Engelska — Svensk
Byggkontroll.
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criminal actors from the industry. Larger companies that are
members of an employer organisation can let elected union
representatives carry out the advanced reviews, who will then
be educated by Byggnads in their methodology.”

CASE EXAMPLE

Svensk Byggkontroll and remedies to workers in
Sweden

AT LEAST ONE case with a successful outcome has been reported
by Svensk Byggkontrol. An inspection by union representatives at
Skanska in Skéne revealed that employees had not received proper
overtime pay, reduced working hours, compensation for weekend
work, or holiday pay. After the issue was discovered, the company
was given the opportunity to correct it, which they did. Employees at
the company received paybacks of nearly 4 million SEK. (Byggnads
592024

FAIR PLAY Bygg Norway™" is a Norwegian organisation that coor-
dinates local initiatives with the common goal of revealing and
combating work-related crime. Fair Play Bygg follows up and
investigates tips received from private individuals, various ac-
tors in the industry, and others. If there are clear indications of
violations of law, Fair Play Bygg gathers additional information
and documentation and forwards the tips to public regulatory
authorities. In addition, the organisation prevents work-related
crime by monitoring the industry and the private market. They
assist private individuals, businesses, buyers, and others in dis-
tinguishing between legitimate actors and those who break the
law. Fair Play Bygg also informs workers about their rights. Fur-
thermore, Fair Play Bygg documents labour market crime and
quality-assures tips and reports of legal violations. (Fair Play
Bygg Oslo og omegn, n.d.) In 2024, Fair Play Bygg Norway sub-
mitted over 1 000 reports of work-related crime to authorities,
marking a record number. More than half of the submitted re-
ports concerned wage theft, misuse of credit, tax evasion and
severe exploitation. According to the regional unit of Fair Play
Bygg Oslo og omegn’s 2024 annual report, wage theft occurs on
a significantly larger scale than what is reflected in their report-
ed statistics (Fair Play Bygg Oslo og omegn 2024, 6).
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1 fairplaybygg.no.
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CASE EXAMPLE
CONTENT

Fair Play Bygg support to worker in Norway

PART |

ONE EXAMPLE OF Fair Play Bygg's work is a case where a man PART ||
from Central Asia was manipulated by his employer into registering
a fraudulent company in his own name. He was unaware of the im- PART IlI
plications and was later held responsible for the company’s debts

REFERENCES
and legal violations. Fair Play Bygg helped the man by collecting
almost 300 pages of evidence, including bank records and messag- FACT SHEET

es with his former boss. Together with Fair Play Bygg, he reported

. — CHECKLIST
the employer for, among other things, wage theft and exploitation of

vulnerable workers. (Frifagbevegelse 28.2.2024.)

FAIR PLAY Bygg also operates in Sweden. Established in 2016 as
ajoint initiative between Stockholms Byggmaistareférening and
Byggnads Stockholm-Gotland, Fair Play Bygg Sweden aims to
combat labour market crime in the construction sector. How-
ever, its operations are currently limited to the Stockholm-Got-
land region. Fair Play Bygg Sweden receives tips, after which
they gather additional information to support the case and for-
wards the findings to the Police, the Swedish Tax Agency, or the
Swedish Work Environment Authority for further investigation.
(Fair Play Bygg Sverige, n.d.) Since its establishment, Fair Play
Bygg Sweden has received over 2 554 reports about suspected
criminal activity on construction sites in Stockholm. Of the tips
received, approximately 1 470 cases have been forwarded to au-
thorities for further investigation. (Fair Play Bygg Sverige 2024,
5.) Fair Play Bygg Sweden believes that the solution to these is-
sues lies in increased cooperation between authorities to reveal
and combat labour market crime (Fair Play Bygg Sverige, n.d.).

In Finland, The Confederation of Finnish Construction
Industries (Rakennusteollisuus RT 2024) as The Finnish
Construction Trade Union (Rakennusliitto) work closely in
combating and preventing labour exploitation in the construc-
tion sector. As an example, a new clause has been added to the
collective agreement for the construction sector in 2025-2028,
which will allow the main contractor to ultimately be held
responsible for the wages of subcontractor employees for the
entire duration the employee works at the client’s site, but for
no longer than six months. In order to do so, the following con-
ditions must be fulfilled:
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¢ The claims arise from wages or wage components that
fall below the provisions of the applicable collective
agreement or labour legislation.

¢ The employee was unaware of this or was otherwise in
a position where they could not assert their rights under
the collective agreement.

Such claims must be reported to the main contractor without
delay upon discovery, and no later than the 15th calendar day
after the employee has ceased working at the site. If the client
is not the main contractor of the site, they must promptly pro-
vide a report on the matter, including corrective actions and
their timelines, to the main contractor. The main contractor is
responsible for ensuring that the reports and corrective actions
are implemented throughout the entire contracting chain.
(Talonrakennusteollisuus & Rakennusliitto 2025, 74—75.)

GOOD PRACTISE

A common standard for the prevention of labour
exploitation in Finland

IN 2024, RAKENNUSTIETO, a leading provider of construction infor-
mation in Finland published a common standard to prevent labour
exploitation for construction companies and other organisations that
contract for construction projects. Rakennustieto maintains a “RT
Building Information File” which contains standards, regulations and
products files for participants in building projects on a variety of topics
from design, repair and maintenance to contract building. The com-
mon standard for prevention of labour exploitation was developed
in collaboration with HEUNI and The Confederation of Finnish Con-
struction Industries, as well as The Finnish Construction Trade Union
and several leading real estate developers and main contractors. The
standard went through an open public consultation and was finalized
with support from the Finnish Labour Inspectorate and Victim Support
Finland. It outlines key facts about features of labour exploitation and
other related phenomena as well as the laws regarding the obliga-
tions of main contractors, buyers, and companies. The instructions
detail how to detect labour exploitation and provides preventative
measures for buyers and practical guidance for occupational safety
and health inspectors. It also details corrective measures when labour
exploitation has already been detected at the construction site. With
the help of the standard, companies can promote healthy competi-
tion and fair working conditions as well as help prevent grey market
and economic crime. (RT 12.6.2024; RT 15.10.2024.)
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Key findings from part Il

PART |

e In the Nordic countries, national policies and la-

bour inspection systems are central tools for pre-

venting labour exploitation and work-related crime, PART Il

but their effectiveness depends on adequate resourc-
es, coordination, and risk-based targeting.

PART Il

REFERENCES

FACT SHEET

e Expanding the role of labour inspectors and so-

cial partners, and improving communication with

workers during inspections, including through in-

terpretation, strengthens detection of cases of labour
exploitation and facilitates better enforcement.

CHECKLIST

e Criminal law is increasingly used to address labour
exploitation, with trends toward criminalising hu-
man exploitation, extortionate work discrimination
or wage theft, though implementation varies across
the Nordic countries.

e Migrant workers remain particularly vulnerable
to labour exploitation, highlighting the need for ac-
cessible reporting channels, better information on
rights, and residence permit options that reduce
dependency on exploitative employers and enable
finding fair employment.

» Businesses and public procurement entities play
a key role in prevention of labour exploitation with
labour clauses and sector-specific initiatives, such as
in construction, showing promise in promoting fair
working conditions.
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Conclusions

PART Il

PART Il

This report explores the concrete links between
work-related crimes, work environment risks and
labour exploitation in the Nordic countries based on FACT SHEET
previous literature as well as focus group discussions
and consultations with Nordic labour inspectors,
police representatives, trade unions, victim service
providers and NGOs. The focus of the report is on
labour exploitation as a specific area of work-related
crime.

REFERENCES

CHECKLIST

THE REPORT demonstrates that the Nordic countries have ap-
plied different concepts to address labour market breaches and
crimes in the labour market. The concepts include social dump-
ing, work-related crime, economic crime, and human traffick-
ing. The chosen conceptual approach shapes national policies
and enforcement practices across the Nordic countries. In Nor-
way and Sweden, the strong emphasis on work-related crime
has resulted in the development of multi-agency cooperation
structures to address such crimes. In Iceland, the cooperation
between social partners and government agencies to oversee
the labour market is formalised in law, while in Finland a spe-
cific focus on labour exploitation has led to relative successes in
applying the criminal law. In Denmark, the predominant focus
on social dumping has recently shifted towards a stronger focus
on work-related crimes and subsequent government emphasis
on addressing such crimes. These conceptual differences sub-
sequently influence resource allocation, also resulting in incon-
sistent responses at the national, as well as at the broader Nor-
diclevel.

The mandates of labour
inspectorates and work environment
authorities vary significantly among
the Nordic countries.
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Finnish and Norwegian labour inspection authorities have CONTENT
broad powers to monitor wages and terms of employment,
while Swedish and Danish authorities are limited to occupa-
tional health and safety issues. Iceland has recently introduced
a hybrid model to formalise the cooperation between labour
authorities and social partners in joint monitoring working PART Il
conditions. However, the existing limitations in mandates in
some Nordic countries restricts the ability of labour inspection
and work environment authorities to detect labour exploitation FACT SHEET
beyond mere safety violations or work environment risks.

Previous research shows that occupational safety and
health breaches are not isolated problems; they often signal
deeper patterns of work-related crime and also labour exploita-
tion. In some cases, unsafe working conditions are part of a
deliberate business model that prioritises profit over worker
protection and is compounded by reducing costs while at the
same maximising revenue generation. Occupational safety and
health breaches can thus serve as a precursor to, and indica-
tor of further violations. Non-unionised migrant workers are
often more vulnerable to such unlawful practices and may face
exploitative working conditions due to their more precarious
status in the labour market, lack of options and lack of informa-
tion on their rights.

PART |

PART Il

REFERENCES

CHECKLIST

The research demonstrates that
while social partners remain central
to the Nordic labour model, (non-
unionised) migrant workers often
fall outside union protection, which
primarily targets existing members.

Barriers such as language difficulties, lack of information about
the benefits of union membership, perceived high costs, precar-
ious employment, temporary work arrangements, and fear of
retaliation discourage migrant workers from joining unions. At
the same time, there are promising examples across the Nordic
countries where unions have played an active role in combat-
ing labour exploitation. These include providing advice, legal
counsel and guidance to non-unionised workers and negotiat-
ing compensation for unpaid wages with employers. Looking
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ahead, strengthening union outreach, improving accessibility, CONTENT
and building trust are essential steps to ensure fair treatment
and protection for all workers.

Recent years have also seen increased focus on developing
cooperation between different authorities to address work-re-
lated crime across the Nordic countries. Formalised multi-agency PART Il
cooperation, such as the Norwegian and Swedish A-krim centers,
shows promise in tackling work-related crime through joint
inspections and information sharing. However, current efforts FACT SHEET
seem to focus primarily on tackling financial crimes against the
state rather than victim protection and wage recovery.

PART |

PART Il

REFERENCES

CHECKLIST

Access to justice for exploited
migrant workers remains limited in
the Nordic region in particular if they
are not members of trade unions.

Remedies for unpaid wages exist in theory but are rarely acces-
sible in practice unless workers receive assistance and guidance
from trade unions, legal aid, or civil society actors. Further
barriers to accessing remedies and unpaid wages include high
legal costs, lack of information and awareness of rights, insuf-
ficient documentation e.g. regarding working times, and fear
of deportation as a consequence of reporting to the authorities.
Structural barriers must therefore be addressed to make exist-
ing remedies more accessible to aggrieved migrant workers.

The study shows that improved identification of labour
exploitation requires stronger inspection systems. Expanding
the role of labour inspectors, alternatively of social partners
for instance in line with the Icelandic hybrid model, improving
communication with workers, including through interpre-
tation, and adopting risk-based targeting of inspections and
monitoring efforts can enhance detection of cases of labour
exploitation and facilitate better enforcement. Adequate
resources and coordination are critical for success. Nordic
countries should also enhance the powers to sanction and issue
administrative fines to employers who breach occupational
health and safety issues or terms of employment.
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Criminal law is increasingly used to
address labour exploitation in the
Nordic countries.

Most Nordic countries have introduced parallel offences which
can be used to prosecute cases which do not fulfil the elements
of more severe cases of exploitation amounting to human traf-
ficking for the purpose of forced labour. Finland has criminalised
extortionate work discrimination, while Sweden and Denmark
have criminalised human exploitation, and Norway has intro-
duced a provision on wage theft. However, implementation of
these provisions remains uneven across the Nordic countries,
resulting in a high attrition rate as few cases lead to convictions.
This is compounded by a lack of resources, awareness and priori-
tisation as well as challenges regarding the collection of evidence.

Prevention efforts must also involve businesses and public
procurement. Private sector actors, particularly in high-risk sec-
tors like construction, play a key role in addressing work-related
crimes through labour clauses in contracts, and responsible pro-
curement practices. Several promising examples of collaboration
between social partners exist in the Nordic countries to address
and tackle work-related crime and labour exploitation, particu-
larly in the construction sector. Public procurement can further-
more set standards that promote fair working conditions and
ensure that collective agreements are upheld in publicly funded
procurement.

The research shows that despite strong Nordic labour market
traditions, greater attention is needed to safeguard the rights of
migrant workers who remain at high risk of labour exploitation
and poor working conditions, including occupational health and
safety breaches. Encouraging workers to report exploitative prac-
tices is particularly challenging when disclosure can lead to job
loss and the revocation of residence permits, while exploitative
employers simultaneously often continue their business model
by recruiting new workers to be exploited. To break this cycle, it is
essential to create accessible and safe reporting channels, provide
clear and practical information on rights to workers in multiple
languages and formats, and introduce residence permit options
that reduce dependency on exploitative employers and facilitate
finding decent work. These measures are critical to empowering
migrant workers, increasing trust in institutions, and preventing
work-related crimes and labour exploitation.
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Concrete
recommen-
dations

As the report shows, many promising initiatives are
already ongoing in the Nordic region. The following
recommendations provide input for governments and
other actors in order to strengthen actions against
labour exploitation. Overall, despite many positive
recent developments, all Nordic countries should
strengthen their political prioritisation to counter
labour exploitation.
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Strengthening institutional mandates and
multiagency cooperation CHECKLIST

- NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to extend the mandate of
labour inspectorates to explicitly include monitoring of employment
terms for migrant workers, framing exploitation also as an occupa-

tional safety and health issue.

+ NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to improve multiagency
cooperation, especially within A-krim centres, by enhancing infor-
mation sharing and ensuring that victim rights are prioritized and

upheld.

+ NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged adopt a risk-based ap-
proach in inspections, prioritizing sectors and workplaces with high

vulnerability indicators.

Enhancing legal and administrative tools

- NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to further introduce and
better implement existing criminalisations such as wage theft, usury
in employment and human exploitation to ensure that the criminal

law is adequately applied in cases of labour exploitation.

+  NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to strengthen enforcement
sanctions for work-related crimes, including to introduce adminis-
trative sanction fees for violations like missing work schedule lists to

deter lesser but systemic abuses.
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Improving access to justice and remedies for victims

CHECKLIST

- NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to facilitate reporting
mechanisms for exploited workers, including anonymous channels

and multilingual support.

+ NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to ensure access to unpaid
wages through simplified claims processes, and in the case of Fin-
land and Sweden, ensure better enforcement of the EU Sanctions

Directive.

- NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to provide reflection peri-
ods for presumed victims of human trafficking to enable recovery.
Countries should also introduce residence permit options for ex-

ploited migrant workers to ensure transition to safe employment.

Empowering workers and supporting trade union
engagement

+ ALL KEY ACTORS who may encounter exploited workers should
prioritise workers' rights over immigration controls which could result
in deportations before it has been established whether the workers

are potential victims of trafficking.

+ NORDIC LABOUR INSPECTORATES and other relevant organisa-
tions who encounter workers on inspections should engage workers
during such inspections, give them information on their rights and
encourage workers to keep personal records of working hours and
conditions to support future claims. They should use interpreters

and culturally sensitive approaches to build trust.
+  NORDIC TRADE UNIONS should strengthen their engagement with

migrant workers through outreach, legal aid, and inclusive organiz-

ing strategies.
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Addressing structural and regulatory gaps

CHECKLIST

+  NORDIC COUNTRIES SUCH recognize labour exploitation as both
a criminal and labour market issue, ensuring it is not dismissed as

mere wage disputes.

+ NORDIC LABOUR INSPECTORATES should monitor and regulate
work environment risks more effectively, especially those linked to
stress and poor occupational health, which are also associated

with labour exploitation cases.

+  NORDIC AUTHORITIES SHOULD strengthen detection of schemes
that obscure exploitation, such as subcontracting chains and bo-
gus-self self-employment, and ensure they are ways to dismantle

them for the benefit of the exploited worker.

Promoting responsible public procurement and
business practices

+ NORDIC PUBLIC PROCUREMENT bodies are encouraged to use
labour clauses in public procurement contracts to enforce decent

working conditions and accountability.

+ NORDIC BUSINESSES AND public procurement bodies are en-
couraged to limit supply chain complexity to improve oversight and

reduce opportunities for exploitation.
+ NORDIC COUNTRIES ARE encouraged to foster cooperation

among social partners to prevent exploitation through joint initia-

tives and sectoral agreements.
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Fact sheet

Work-Related Crime, Labour
Exploitation and Occupational Safety

L

What are the key concepts used?

WORK-RELATED CRIME refers to violations of laws and
regulations connected to employment and working life.
It involves intentional actions by business owners, act-
ing alone or with others, to violate rules or agreements
in the workplace, harming employees, other businesses,
or the State. This encompasses the exploitation of work-
ers, distortion of competition and the erosion of social
structures. Depending on the national legislation it may
involve criminal offences such as trafficking for forced la-
bour, human exploitation, wage-theft, extortionate work
discrimination and usury in employment as well as relat-
ed crimes like tax evasion, social security fraud, financial
crimes, money laundering, and breaches of workplace
safety regulations and labour law violations.

LABOUR EXPLOITATION refers to situations where workers
are subjected to unfair, abusive or coercive practices
that violate labour standards and fundamental rights.
It involves excessive working hours, underpayment or
non-payment of wages, unsafe working conditions,
and restrictions on freedom, sometimes combined with
threats, violence or debt bondage. These practices aim
to maximise profit at the expense of workers' digni-
ty, health and autonomy. The most serious forms of la-
bour exploitation may amount to the crime of human
trafficking.

What does labour exploitation look like,
and how do exploitative business models
operate?

LABOUR EXPLOITATION often begins with deceptive recruitment
practices, where individuals are promised (well-paid) jobs within
seemingly legal employment arrangements and may have to pay
large sums of money for the job. Once recruited, workers may be
coerced into remaining in employment through the debt they
own to their employer for getting the job, or through threats,
confiscation of travel documents and other means of control.
The work may also be fully legitimate, and the workers possess
appropriate work permits and work contracts, but the working
conditions are exploitative, and workers do not receive the stat-
utory salary, work overly long hours, are subject to breaches of
health and safety regulations and may be controlled by the em-
ployer in ways that prevents them from leaving the job.

Labour exploitation is driven by a business model based where
employers intentionally take advantage of workers to maximise
profits. It typically relies on two strategies: reducing costs and
generating revenue. The employer reduces costs by underpay-
ment or non-payment of wages, demanding excessive working
hours, neglecting safety standards and avoiding taxes and so-
cial contributions. Revenue generation often includes charging
recruitment fees and inflating costs for essentials such as trans-
port, housing, food and equipment, thus creating debt and de-
pendency on the employer or exploiter.
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how is exploitation linked to the work environment?

MIGRANT WORKERS are often more vulnerable to labour exploitation due to
their more precarious status and lack of information on their rights in the
labour market. Migrant workers may be discriminated against, as well as
subjected to unlawful practices poor and dangerous working conditions,
and precarious employment, including situations of bogus self-employ-
ment where workers do not know that on paper, they are self-employed.

Occupational safety and health breaches can act as indicators of
work-related crimes and exploitative working conditions. Occupational
safety and health breaches can form part of an overall business model

of exploitation or serve as a precursor to further violations.
Work-related crime negatively impacts working conditions
across different industries and usually includes the ex-
ploitation of workers.

Workers, regardless of gender or industry, face vari-
ous forms of exploitation and poor working conditions
marked by excessive demands and little control over
their work. The excessive demands include physically
strenuous tasks, fast-paced work, long shifts and few
or no breaks, and limited free time, which often lead
to isolation from surrounding society. Workers typical-
ly have little control or ability to influence their working
conditions.

Risks differ by sector. In male-dominated industries
such as transport and construction, safety risks are
prevalent, often exacerbated by lack of skills and ex-
perience, lax attitudes towards safety regulations and
poor language proficiency. In female-dominated sec-
tors such as healthcare, social care, hospitality and ca-
tering, risks also include exposure to sexual harassment
and violence.

_| What approaches do Nordic

countries apply to tackle the risks?

NORDIC COUNTRIES differ in how they monitor and address the link be-
tween occupational safety, work environment risks and labour exploita-
tion. These differences stem from the mandates, capacities, and roles of
oversight bodies, particularly inspection authorities and trade unions. In
Finland, labour inspectors have a mandate to monitor the terms of em-
ployment, including wages, while in Norway they have such a mandate
in sectors with general extended collective agreements. In Sweden and
Denmark, the work environment authorities have the mandate to only
address occupational health and safety issues.

Instead, the trade unions oversee terms of employment. In Iceland, a hy-
brid model formalises the cooperation between trade unions and au-
thorities to oversee working conditions. National policies and strategies
toward work-related crime, occupational safety and health, and labour
exploitation thus strongly influence practical approaches.

The Intergrate project

THE NORDIC COUNCIL OF MINISTERS-FUNDED INTEGRATE PROJECT (2024 —
2025), implemented by HEUNI in cooperation with Fafo in Norway and
Lund university in Sweden, explored the links between work-relat-
ed crimes, work environment risks and labour exploitation in the Nordic
countries on the basis of previous literature as well as focus group dis-
cussions with labour inspectors, police representatives, trade unions and
NGOs. The project produced a report and this fact sheet and checklist.

As part of the INTEGRATE project, a series of 12 short best-practice videos
were produced to support inspectors, social partners and policy makers
in preventing and addressing work-related crimes and work environment
risks. The videos aim to highlight effective practices and joint solutions
from across the Nordic countries.

(You can find the videos here - )
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Uncovering Occupational Safety

Risks Linked to Labour Exploitation

LABOUR INSPECTORS have a crucial role in safeguarding
fair and safe working conditions. During inspections,
they are uniquely positioned to identify breaches of
occupational health and safety, as well as indicators
of labour exploitation and work-related crime. Similar-
ly, other authorities such as tax, fire safety, health, and
food safety authorities as well as representatives of
trade unions may also encounter situations that reveal
such indicators.

Inspectors and other relevant actors, such as trade
union representatives, have access to workplaces,
workers and employers which provides them with the
concrete opportunities to detect signs of exploita-
tion. Inspectors and other relevant actors can also
significantly contribute by informing workers about
their rights and available support, including from gov-
ernmental bodies, trade unions, and NGOs. They also
have a role to play in ensuring that potential victims of
exploitation are referred for assistance.

In addition, labour inspectors can enforce labour law
by imposing sanctions on employers who commit of-
fences or violations, which may include fines, and cor-
rective measures. Also, other key inspection authori-
ties (e.g., food safety and fire inspectors) may impose
measures such as closure of businesses or withdraw-
al of licences. Recognising risks and patterns of ex-
ploitation by combining different observations is es-
sential: individual observations may appear minor, but
together they can reveal exploitative practices. The

information can be obtained through discussions with
workers and employers, as well as through observa-
tions of the workers' appearance, mental status, and
various aspects of workplace safety and adherence
to key occupational safety and health protocols.

Even if the labour inspection authority does not have
a mandate to oversee the terms of employment, all
Nordic occupational safety and health agencies have
the mandate to oversee general occupational safe-
ty and health conditions at workplaces. Breaches of
such conditions may provide indications also of oth-
er problems at the workplace, such as underpay-
ment and exploitation. This checklist functions as a
tool to identify breaches that may be linked to labour
exploitation.
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h kl. t THIS CHECKLIST is for labour inspectors, social partners and other actors to better identify occupational safety and health
ec Is breaches that may be linked to work-related crime and labour exploitation.

Breaches concerning workplace inductions

Not informing and training workers about occupational safety and
health requirements.

Not informing workers about the right to workplace healthcare and
where to find the statutory occupational health service provider.

3 | Breaches concerning work clothing and gear

O Employer not providing necessary work clothing and shoes, including
for extreme temperatures (hot and cold) or specific chemicals.

O Absence or improper use of PPE (e.g., helmets, gloves, masks, shoes).

O PPE not suited to the specific hazards of the job.

O Not giving workers instructions regarding their work and tasks.

O Not giving workers instructions regarding the use of personal protective
equipment (PPE), as well as the use of various machinery and tools.

O Employing workers who lack the required competence for the work. Evident signals of exploitation have been uncovered

for instance when work clothing is not suited to the
conditions. It's very typical that a large group of suppliers
or posted workers don't have winter clothes. This says
something about the liquidity of the company overall,
and how much it cares about its staff. Work clothes, in my

opinion, are a good signal.

~ 2 | Breaches concerning working hours

O Overlong working hours.

O Lack of written work schedules and not informing workers about their

o — Trade union representative, Finland
schedules in time.

O Work schedules do not match the real working hours which are much
longer and include work during the evenings, nights and weekends.

O Work schedules do not match with the employees present at the

— 4 | Breaches concerning employment responsibilities

workplace.
L No access to legally required breaks. O Employers lacking mandatory health insurance for their workers.
D No daily or weekly rest period. O Employer not covering healthcare costs and wage-losses due to
O No reliable system for recording actual working hours. workplace accidents.
O Manipulation or falsification of working hours records. O Employer denying access to healthcare.
O Irregular or unpredictable scheduling. O Employer not providing paid sick leave.
O On-call expectations without compensation or rest periods. O Employers returning workers to their country of origin immediately
O Lack of days off or holidays. after workplace accidents.
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Breaches concerning safety measures

Oooooo 0O

O 0O

Disregard for hazardous conditions, such as dust and asbestos
management.

Unsafe work equipment and lack of maintenance.

Lack of instructions on how to use work equipment and tools safely.
Equipment used beyond its safe operating limits.

Unsafe scaffolding, ladders, or elevated work platforms.

Slippery floors, cluttered walkways, or blocked exits.

Unsafe transportation to the work location and use of unroadworthy
cars.

No system for reporting safety concerns or incidents.
Retaliation against workers who report unsafe conditions.

Safety violations not investigated or addressed.

During an inspection round | always also check the
accommodation, if the workers allow me to. When | enter the
basement and | can clearly see mattresses, bedclothes and
a fridge or microwave or a rice cooker, well, at that point you
can start asking, “So, how long are your workdays?".

— Labour inspector, Finland

7 | Breaches concerning psychosocial stress

We've had a number of migrant asbestos removers who work
completely without any masks or protective equipment.

— NGO representative, Finland

Breaches concerning employer-provided accommodation

O

Signs of living in the place of work (e.g. mattresses in backroom of a
restaurant).

Poor and crowded accommodation organised by the employer.

Lack of appropriate toilet and washing facilities, e.g. in seasonall
agricultural work.

High level of surveillance in the accommodation.

Inflated cost of accommodation in comparison to normal rents in the
area.

O Signs of exhaustion, such as appearing constantly tired or struggling
to concentrate.

O Anxiety or fearfulness, especially when interacting with inspectors or
authorities.

O Depression or withdrawal, including lack of engagement, or social
isolation.

O High irritability or emotional instability, which may manifest as sudden
mood changes.

O Expressions of hopelessness or lack of control, such as statements
indicating they cannot leave the job or improve their situation.

O Physical symptoms linked to stress, like headaches, stomach issues, or
unexplained pain.

O Reluctance to speak freely, possibly due to fear of retaliation or
surveillance by employers or their representatives.

O Signs of coercion or dependency, such as mentioning debts, withheld
documents, or threats.

THESE FEATURES and observations do not necessarily point to labour ex-
ploitation as stand-alone indicators, but they showcase that various oc-
cupational safety and health breaches that involve migrant workers in
risk sectors merit also further attention to broader work-related crimes
and exploitative labour conditions, including human trafficking.
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—~ What should be done if signs of occupational safety
and health and/or labour exploitation are uncovered?

O Provide workers with contact details and information on rights and

3 o

~ Additional indicators of labour exploitation include

O

O

O

O
O

O
O

Workers report problems with their wages or are unable to say how
much they are paid.

Workers indicate that they have paid for the job or the work permit,
or that they are required to return part of their wages to the employer.

Workers do not have an employment contract, or it is in a language
that they do not understand.

The employer answers all questions on behalf of the workers, not
allowing them to speak.

People are working at the site even though the shift schedule or their
general working hours indicate that they should have time off.

Workers' identity documents are confiscated by their employer.

Workers are unaware of the exact location of their workplace or
place of accommodation.

Workers report being deceived or threatened by their employer.

The employer prevents/discourages workers from joining a trade
union.

support services, such as leaflets, hotline numbers and NGO or trade
union cards, preferably in their own language and in various formats,
so they can reach out later.

If you have a reason to suspect that the workers might be victims
of human trafficking, with their permission refer them to specialised
support in line with national guidelines.

O Always ensure that migrant workers who are working without a permit

are not to be deported until it has been confirmed that they are not
victims of human trafficking or subjected to labour exploitation Such
workers may have a right to a reflection period or other resident
permit options, or to compensation and/or payment of unpaid wages
following the Employer's Sanction Directive.

Do not pressure workers to speak if they appear fearful or unwilling,
as they may be afraid of being overheard. Ensure a safe space when
talking with the workers, ask open-ended questions and if language
barriers prevent communication, arrange a phone interpreter or utilise
Al-based translation tools if possible.

Take pictures or videos and record breaches and report anomalies
following your organisation’s procedures and guidelines. If you suspect
a crime, contact the police using appropriate channels or file a

report of a crime. Give tipoffs to other authorities such as the labour
inspectorate, police, tax authority and health and safety authorities in
cases concerning poor accommodation.

When possible and within the mandate of the inspection authority,
impose sanctions on employers who commit offences or violations.
This may include issuing corrective measures, giving fines or starting
other such procedures following the national legislation and your
organisations’ own guidelines.

If it is a case of emergency, call 112
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Tips for encounters with migrant workers
who may have experienced exploitation

O Adopt a victim-centred approach, treat the workers with respect,
observe, listen and give them time.

O For many reasons, it is often difficult for the exploited workers to
disclose their experiences — be sensitive and establish a good rapport
and ensure you can talk without other people within earshot.

O Make sure you and the worker understand each other, use a (trusted
and neutral) interpreter, if necessary. Never use the employer or
another worker as the interpreter.

O Ask simple and open-ended questions to establish breaches in the
terms of employment, working conditions or other areas.

O Always tell the worker how the information gained from them will be
used, how it will be handled, and what possible follow-up actions
may occur.

At
AN

Key national contact details

Recommended reading

REPORT SERIES N° 95a: Uncovering labour trafficking.
Investigation tool for law enforcement and checklist for labour
inspectors | Heuni.

POLICY BRIEF 2/31.8.2020: How to uncover labour trafficking and
exploitation? The route to a successful investigation | Heuni.

POLICY BRIEF 2/2023: Trafficking in human beings: Psychological
coercion and investigative interviewing | Heuni.

REPORT SERIES N°109: “From rights on paper to rights in action”
— Exploited migrant workers' access to remedy in the Baltic
Sea Region | Heuni.

Denmark

+ Danish Working Environment Author-
ity. Tel. (+45) 70 12 12 88. Press 9 for
English. Email: at@at.dk.

+ Hotline by the Danish Center against
Human Trafficking. Tel: +45 70202550.

+ Are you being exploited by your em-

ployer? Center mod Menneskehandel.

Finland

+ The nationwide telephone service of
the OSH authorities offers service in
English on Mon, Wed and Fri 9am-12
noon. Tel: 0295 256 808.

+ Tyosuojelu.fi - Occupational Safety
and Health Administration.

» National Assistance System for Vic-
tims of Trafficking hotline 24/7.

Tel: +358 295 463 177.

+ Ihmiskauppa. Website on all things
related to human trafficking in
Finland.

+ Victim support Finland - specialised
support service for victims of human
trafficking. Email: help@riku.fi.

Tel: (Mon-Fri 1-4pm): +358 40 632 9293

(also SMS or WhatsApp).

Iceland

+ The Administration of Occupational
Safety and Health. vinnueftirlit@ver.is.
Tel: 550 4600.

+ Notify us | The Administration of Oc-

cupational Safety and Health.

+ |celandic labour law. Vinnuréttarvefur

ASl. asi@asi.is. Tel: 53 55 600.

+ 1717 Icelandic Red Cross Helpline/

Web Chat. Tel: 1717.

Norway
+ The Norwegian Labour Inspection

Authority. Tel. +47 7319 97 00 for
questions about working environ-
ment, rights and obligations
(Mon-Thu 09-11 and 12-14)

+ Submit tips on issues at the work

place.

+ National helpline against human traf-

ficking. Tel: +47 22 33 11 60.

+ ROSA. rosa-help.no.

Sweden
+ Work Environment authority. Tel: 010

730 90 00. Tips regarding risks in the
work environment.

+ National Coordination Against Prosti-

tution and Human Trafficking (Advi-
sory Service for Professionals). Tel: 020
39 00 00.

+ The Salvation Army (Legal advice and

social support in cases of human traf-
ficking and human exploitation). Tel:
073 920 68 17. safehavens@fralsning-
sarmen.se.

+ NGO Ré&ddningsmissionen (Social,

legal, and material support regarding
labour exploitation). Tel. 031712 1200.



https://www.cmm.dk/english/choose-language
https://www.cmm.dk/english/choose-language
https://tyosuojelu.fi/en/home
https://tyosuojelu.fi/en/home
http://Ihmiskauppa.
https://www.riku.fi/en/various-crimes/human-trafficking/
https://www.riku.fi/en/various-crimes/human-trafficking/
https://www.riku.fi/en/various-crimes/human-trafficking/
https://island.is/en/o/aosh
https://island.is/en/o/aosh
https://island.is/en/o/aosh/notify-us
https://island.is/en/o/aosh/notify-us
https://vinnurettur.asi.is/vinnurettarvefur/vinnurettur/icelandic-labour-law/
https://vinnurettur.asi.is/vinnurettarvefur/vinnurettur/icelandic-labour-law/
https://www.raudikrossinn.is/english/projects/domestic-projects/health-and-wellbeing/helpline-1717-and-chat-1717is/
https://www.raudikrossinn.is/english/projects/domestic-projects/health-and-wellbeing/helpline-1717-and-chat-1717is/
https://www.arbeidstilsynet.no/en/
https://www.arbeidstilsynet.no/en/
https://tips.arbeidstilsynet.no/en/skjema/steg1-1/
https://tips.arbeidstilsynet.no/en/skjema/steg1-1/
https://www.rosanorge.no/english/
https://www.av.se/om-oss/kontakta-oss/tipsa-om-risker-i-arbetsmiljon/
https://www.av.se/om-oss/kontakta-oss/tipsa-om-risker-i-arbetsmiljon/
https://www.av.se/om-oss/kontakta-oss/tipsa-om-risker-i-arbetsmiljon/
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-no.-95a#433791fe
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-no.-95a#433791fe
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-no.-95a#433791fe
https://heuni.fi/-/policy-brief-how-to-uncover-labour-trafficking#433791fe
https://heuni.fi/-/policy-brief-how-to-uncover-labour-trafficking#433791fe
https://heuni.fi/-/thb-psych-coercion-investigative-interviewing#13f8cc09
https://heuni.fi/-/thb-psych-coercion-investigative-interviewing#13f8cc09
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-109-exploited-migrant-workers-access-to-remedy-in-the-baltic-sea-region#13f8cc09
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-109-exploited-migrant-workers-access-to-remedy-in-the-baltic-sea-region#13f8cc09
https://heuni.fi/-/report-series-109-exploited-migrant-workers-access-to-remedy-in-the-baltic-sea-region#13f8cc09




	Introduction
	Background
	Aim of this report
	Terminology
	Data and methods
	Focus group discussions with experts


	Part I
	Setting the scene – literature and background
	Context
	From social dumping to work-related crime: do these broad concepts sufficiently consider victims of labour exploitation and contribute to their identification?
	How does labour exploitation manifest in the Nordic and Baltic context?

	Interlinkages between work environment risks, occupational health and safety and labour exploitation
	What are work environment risks and how are they regulated and monitored?
	What are the risks faced by vulnerable migrant workers?
	Key findings from part I


	Part II
	Institutional, Legal, and Structural Challenges in Tackling Labour Exploitation – empirical findings
	Institutional Limitations
	Do labour inspectorates have the mandate to monitor exploitation among migrant workers?
	Can occupational safety and health frameworks be used to uncover indications of labour exploitation when there is no explicit mandate to oversee salaries and working conditions?

	Worker Representation and Mobilisation
	Why do trade unions struggle to mobilise and support migrant workers?
	What is the role of social partners in addressing labour exploitation?

	Legal Framing and Enforcement Failures
	What are the differences in how labour exploitation is processed as a crime in the Nordic countries?
	What is the role of the A-krim centers in processing work-related crimes and protecting the rights of exploited workers?

	Hidden Exploitation and Access to Justice
	What schemes are used to hide exploitation from monitoring authorities?
	Do exploited workers have options to claim their unpaid wages?
	Key findings for part II


	Part III
	Prevention, Enforcement, and Protection Against Labour Exploitation – empirical findings
	Strengthening Policies, Inspections and Monitoring
	National policies as strategic tools
	Expanding the mandate of labour inspectors and social partners as a way of addressing labour exploitation
	Speaking with the workers during workplace inspections and using interpretation
	Using indicators for identifying work-related crime and exploitation
	Introducing administrative sanction fees for labour law violations and focusing inspections to risk targets

	Criminal law as a tool to address exploitation
	Criminalisation of wage theft
	Criminalisation of extortionate work discrimination and usury in employment
	Criminalisation of human exploitation

	Migrant Worker Protection and Prevention
	Facilitating the reporting of exploitation and informing the workers of their rights
	Facilitating better access to remedy and claiming unpaid wages
	Strengthening residence permit options

	The role of businesses and public procurement entities in countering exploitation
	Use of labour clauses to ensure proper working conditions in public procurement contracts and limiting the supply chain
	Promising initiatives in the construction sector
	Key findings from part III


	Conclusions
	Concrete recommen-dations
	References
	Literature
	Laws andgovernment proposals
	Media sources

	Fact sheet
	Work-Related Crime, Labour Exploitation and Occupational Safety
	Fact sheet
	Work-Related Crime, Labour Exploitation and Occupational Safety
	What are the key concepts used?
	What does labour exploitation look like, and how do exploitative business models operate?
	What are the main risks for migrant workers and how is exploitation linked to the work environment?
	What approaches do Nordic countries apply to tackle the risks?
	The Intergrate project


	Checklist
	Uncovering Occupational Safety Risks Linked to Labour Exploitation
	Checklist
	Breaches concerning workplace inductions
	Breaches concerning working hours
	Breaches concerning work clothing and gear
	Breaches concerning employment responsibilities
	Breaches concerning safety measures
	Breaches concerning employer-provided accommodation
	Breaches concerning psychosocial stress
	What should be done if signs of occupational safety and health and/or labour exploitation are uncovered?
	Additional indicators of labour exploitation include 
	Tips for encounters with migrant workers who may have experienced exploitation 
	Key national contact details
	Recommended reading



	Button 2: 
	Check Box 2: Off
	Check Box 3: Off
	Check Box 4: Off
	Check Box 5: Off
	Check Box 6: Off
	Check Box 7: Off
	Check Box 8: Off
	Check Box 9: Off
	Check Box 10: Off
	Check Box 11: Off
	Check Box 12: Off
	Check Box 13: Off
	Check Box 14: Off
	Check Box 15: Off
	Check Box 16: Off
	Check Box 17: Off
	Check Box 18: Off
	Check Box 19: Off
	Check Box 20: Off
	Check Box 21: Off
	Check Box 22: Off
	Check Box 23: Off
	Check Box 24: Off
	Check Box 25: Off
	Check Box 26: Off
	Check Box 27: Off
	Check Box 28: Off
	Check Box 29: Off
	Check Box 30: Off
	Check Box 31: Off
	Check Box 32: Off
	Check Box 33: Off
	Check Box 34: Off
	Check Box 35: Off
	Check Box 36: Off
	Check Box 37: Off
	Check Box 38: Off
	Check Box 39: Off
	Check Box 40: Off
	Check Box 41: Off
	Check Box 42: Off
	Check Box 43: Off
	Check Box 44: Off
	Check Box 45: Off
	Check Box 46: Off
	Check Box 47: Off
	Check Box 48: Off
	Check Box 49: Off
	Check Box 50: Off
	Check Box 51: Off
	Check Box 52: Off
	Check Box 53: Off
	Check Box 54: Off
	Check Box 55: Off
	Check Box 56: Off
	Check Box 57: Off
	Check Box 58: Off
	Check Box 59: Off
	Check Box 60: Off
	Check Box 61: Off
	Check Box 62: Off
	Check Box 63: Off
	Check Box 64: Off
	Check Box 65: Off
	Check Box 66: Off
	Check Box 67: Off
	Check Box 68: Off
	Button: Content: 
	Button: Part 1: 
	Button: Part 2: 
	Button: Part 3: 
	Button: References: 
	Button: Fact Sheet: 
	Button: Check List: 
	FS Button: Content: 
	FS Button: Part 1: 
	FS Button: Part 2: 
	FS Button: Part 3: 
	FS Button: References: 
	FS Button: Fact Sheet: 
	FS Button: Check List: 


