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ABSTRACT 
 

The Non-Discrimination Ombudsman and the European Institute for Crime Preven-

tion and Control, affiliated with the United Nations (HEUNI) jointly implemented an 

assessment of legislation that applies to assistance for victims of human trafficking 

in Finland (Act on the reception of persons seeking international protection and on 

the identification of and assistance to victims of trafficking in human beings, 

746/2011). The report is based on extensive document and interview material in-

cluding, for example, the entries in client records concerning assistance provided to 

66 victims of human trafficking. In addition, a total of 83 specialists working in the 

field of counteracting human trafficking across Finland were interviewed for the re-

port.  

The report shows that the social and health administration in municipalities is not 

familiar with the act that applies to the reception of and assistance to victims of hu-

man trafficking and that the special status of victims of human trafficking as recipi-

ents of services is not realised in municipalities. Victims of human trafficking do not 

always receive the statutory services they would be entitled to. There are also Finn-

ish citizens among these victims.  

The report also reveals that there are people in Finland who, in spite of their need 

for assistance for reasons related to human trafficking, do not get sufficient help from 

the system of assistance for victims of human trafficking, or who do not find their way 

to or are not within the scope of the assistance provided by the authorities. According 

to the report, a central reason for this is the strong link between the provision of 

assistance and the process of bringing perpetrators to justice (the criminal process) 

that results from legislation and its application. This link seems to have become 

stronger as a result of the legislative amendment that entered into force in 2015. All 

in all, the system of assistance for victims of human trafficking, which is managed by 

the reception centre in Joutseno, carries out good work with its clients as well as 

good cooperation with other authorities. 

Based on the report, the most important recommendations are:  

1. Enacting a special act that applies to assistance for victims of human traf-

ficking,  

2. Issuing instructions to municipalities for the application of legislation con-

cerning assistance for victims of human trafficking and, 

3. Improving the operational capacities of non-governmental organisations. 
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Introduction  

This report was produced with funding from the Finnish Government’s analysis and research 

appropriations in cooperation between the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman and the Euro-

pean Institute for Crime Prevention and Control (HEUNI). The Government’s joint analysis, 

assessment and research activities (VN TEAS) is coordinated by the Prime Minister's Office 

and produce information to support decision-making, management by information and oper-

ating practices. The report was aimed at assessing how authorities apply the provisions gov-

erning assistance to victims of human trafficking, which is laid down in the Reception Act (Act 

on the reception of persons seeking international protection and on the identification of and 

assistance to victims of trafficking in human beings, 746/2011), and how the right of human 

trafficking victims to receive assistance in Finland is realised.  

The Reception Act outlines the elements of assistance to victims of trafficking in Finland. The 

elements of assistance include housing, health care, social services, legal support and finan-

cial help for those without an income. The reception center in Joutseno, which functions under 

the auspices of the Ministry of Interior, runs the national assistance system for victims of hu-

man trafficking.1 Victims have to be formally admitted in order to receive assistance. Admis-

sion into the system of assistance requires that someone (such as a representative of an 

authority, an NGO or other organisation, or the victim him/herself) proposes that the victim be 

admitted. The reception centre in Joutseno provides assistance to victims who are asylum 

seekers, and those who do not have a municipal residence in Finland. The municipalities are 

responsible for the everyday organisation of support services to those victims who are resi-

dents in any of the municipalities in Finland. In such instances, the victim remains a client of 

the assistance system, and the assistance system can provide advice to the municipality and 

the municipality can claim reimbursement from the government for services provided to vic-

tims of trafficking. The Reception Act was amended in 2015, and this dual model of assistance 

is a result of this amendment. There were lengthy discussions in a number of intergovern-

mental working groups preceding the revision of the Act. As a result, new provisions in the 

act include e.g. that the system of assistance can formally identify (so called ‘actual identifi-

cation’) a victim of trafficking and provide them with reflection periods. The revised act also 

introduced the grounds for removing a victim from the system of assistance and connected 

the removal to the outcome of the criminal process.  

This report assessed the application of the Reception Act through three entities:1) the identi-

fication of victims of human trafficking and their referral to the system of assistance; 2) victims 

of human trafficking as beneficiaries of assistance; and 3) the link between assistance and 

criminal proceedings. Among other issues, the assessment focused on analysing what kind 

of victims are referred and taken into to the system of assistance, how victims are identified, 

and what types of legal impacts the so-called actual identification has. The report also as-

sessed the role of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in the identification of victims and 

their referral to the system of assistance.  

The report looked at victims’ access to services in terms of how the dual model (municipalities 

vs. Joutseno Reception Centre) of assisting victims of human trafficking works in practice, 

and how the services that are provided meet the needs of the victims of human trafficking and 

comply with the existing legislation. Another aim of the report was to answer questions con-

cerning the link between the process of assistance and criminal proceedings, such as what 

                                                      
1 See http://www.ihmiskauppa.fi/en for more information on the assistance system.  
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the grounds for entering the system of assistance are, at what stage the provision of assis-

tance is initiated and terminated, and whether victims are excluded from assistance if the 

criminal process does not identify them as victims of human trafficking.  

The report relied on documents and interview data. The documentation included client docu-

ments and decisions received from the Joutseno Reception Centre and municipalities in 

2014–2016. The data from municipalities consisted of 36 victims of human trafficking admitted 

to the assistance system who received municipal services. In addition, the data included the 

client records of 30 victims assisted by the Joutseno Reception Centre. The data also included 

316 decisions concerning acceptance to the system of assistance, 48 decisions on removal 

from the system of assistance, and 18 decisions on the actual identification of a victim of 

human trafficking, all from the years 2014–2016. The data also contained official documents 

from different ministries (including national action plans to combat trafficking in human beings, 

meeting records of working and steering groups appointed to draft legislation concerning as-

sistance to victims of trafficking, and statements containing comments on proposed legislative 

amendments) and documents of relevant parliamentary committees (dealing with legislation 

concerning assistance to victims of trafficking).  

The Non-Discrimination Ombudsman has the right (confidentiality provisions notwithstanding) 

to receive information from the authorities and from providers of services and support for 

victims of human trafficking. For the purposes of this report, the Non-Discrimination Ombuds-

man requested the social services of 13 municipalities, where trafficking victims had received 

assistance, to provide their client data. Seven municipalities provided data. While the docu-

mentation underpinning the report was extensive, a number of municipalities failed to respond 

to the information request, citing their lack of resources as the reason for not complying. 

The interview data comprises 46 interviews with a total of 83 interviewees. The interviews 

were conducted in different parts of Finland. The interviewees comprised employees of the 

Joutseno Reception Centre, NGOs that assist victims, representatives of municipal social 

services and reception centres; police officers, prosecutors, occupational safety and health 

inspectors; and representatives of healthcare services, the Finnish Boarder Guard, as well as 

ministries and government agencies. 

This document sums up the findings of the main report2, presents conclusions and issues 

recommendations.  

Identification of victims of human trafficking and referral to the system of as-

sistance 

Identification in the initial phase 

The identification of victims of human trafficking may mean many different things. At the gen-

eral level, identification means a process where the objective is, primarily based on the vic-

tim’s account, to assess if the person is a victim of human trafficking and to take action to help 

and protect him/her. Identification starts from the moment when it occurs to one of the actors 

that their client or the person they encounter may be a victim of human trafficking. The actor 

or party then starts to assess the person’s circumstances and situation more thoroughly. They 

may find support for their suspicion, in which case the person may, subject to his or her con-

sent, be referred to the assistance system. Based on an individual assessment of the situa-

                                                      
2 Available in Finnish: http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-287-528-0 



 

9 
 

tion, the assistance system may give the victim special services. The responsibility for assist-

ing human trafficking victims in Finland is assumed by the assistance system for victims of 

human trafficking (located in the Joutseno Reception Centre) and the municipalities.  

The identification often entails a complex process that requires time and resources. Contrary 

to common perception, identification is not a quick or momentary action. In some cases, it 

may take days, months or even years before a person can provide a sufficient amount of 

information about their experiences and to give their consent for referral to the system of 

assistance. Some victims may never agree to give their consent. According to the study, vic-

tim identification by NGOs is hampered by the fact that they do not have sufficient resources 

for the work required at this initial phase of identification.3  

According to the study, the identification of human trafficking victims and their referral to the 

system of assistance are hindered by different uncertainties and ambiguities related to the 

victim’s residence status, safety, income and coping with everyday life as well as the position 

and situation of the victim's children. Victims may be psychologically extremely unwell, and 

they may have different needs. The experts interviewed for the report underlined that a se-

verely traumatised person may not necessarily act logically, and his/her memory may not 

function normally. This may complicate both the identification of victims and the provision of 

assistance to them.  

Proposal for and entry into the system of assistance 

‘Initial identification’ means a proposal for entry in the system of assistance referred to in 

section 34 of the Reception Act and admittance to the system referred to in section 35 of the 

Act. The proposal may be made by the victim him/herself or a party representing the victim, 

including an NGO, an authority (including a criminal investigation authority, a social welfare 

and healthcare professional, occupational safety and health authorities, the Finnish Immigra-

tion Service), a legal aid counsel/representative or someone close to the victim.  

According to the report, most proposals in 2014–2016 were submitted by reception centres. 

More than one third of the proposed persons were declined access to the system of assis-

tance. The second highest number of proposals were submitted by the police, and almost all 

of these persons were admitted. The number of proposals made by the Finnish Immigration 

Service increased considerably during the period of scrutiny, and the majority of their pro-

posals were accepted. The number of proposals submitted by legal aid counsels was small, 

and more than half of the persons proposed by the counsels were declined. The share of 

proposals submitted by NGOs was small, and approximately a quarter of their proposals were 

declined.  

Proposing a victim of human trafficking for entry into the system of assistance is not, according 

to the study, considered difficult. From this point of view the system of assistance is not difficult 

to access. However, the persons interviewed for the study described their uncertainty about 

how detailed the proposal for entry into the system of assistance should be. On the one hand, 

they mentioned that the proposal should be detailed enough for the system of assistance to 

evaluate the credibility of the victim’s story and the victim’s need for assistance. On the other 

hand, the NGO representatives and reception centre employees interviewed for the report 

noted that a very detailed proposal may even harm the client, for example if his or her asylum 

application is pending. If the proposal includes descriptions or details that deviate from those 

expressed in the asylum interview, the credibility of the client seeking access to the system 

                                                      
3 Funds raised in the so called Common Responsibility collection of 2017 were channeled to NGOs working to combat trafficking in human beings, rein-
forcing the work of the NGOs that received this ear-marked funding. However, this funding is not permanent.  
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of assistance may be questioned. Any contradictions may have a negative impact on the 

asylum and residence permit proceedings.  

Of all the persons proposed to the system of assistance for victims of human trafficking in 

2014–2016, 65 per cent were asylum-seekers. Based on data from the three years covered 

by the report, the majority (40%) of all proposals submitted in 2014–2016 concerned victims 

of sexual abuse. The second-most common form of exploitation was labour exploitation, 

which had been encountered by 31 per cent of the proposed persons. After these, the most 

common individual forms of exploitation were forced marriage and exploitation in domestic 

work. The number of under-age victims of human trafficking increased between 2014 and 

2016. Additionally, the system of assistance received proposals concerning persons having 

been forced into criminal and military activities, as well as victims of actual or attempted organ 

trafficking. Based on the report, authorities are not sufficiently able to identify these other 

forms of exploitation as forms of human trafficking.  

In 2014–2016, of all persons proposed for admittance to the system of assistance, 38 per 

cent were women of Nigerian origin, and almost all of them had experienced sexual abuse in 

Italy, Spain or Greece. The report corroborates the perception that there are only very few 

sexual abuse victims directed to the system of assistance who would have fallen victim to 

human trafficking in Finland. Based on the interview data, it appears that victims of human 

trafficking who have been sexually abused in Finland do not seek entry into the system of 

assistance. The interview data provides several reasons for why victims do not seek assis-

tance. NGO representatives, in particular, cited the fact that the system is not very victim-

oriented, and it is strongly connected to the criminal justice process. From the perspective of 

referring victims to the system of assistance, NGO representatives interviewed for the report 

considered it particularly challenging that information concerning victims admitted to the sys-

tem of assistance is automatically submitted to the police. 

Decision-making related to the system of assistance 

Based on data from the three years covered by the report, a total of 75 per cent of the pro-

posed victims were admitted to the system of assistance. Within the time frame of the report, 

one third of the persons admitted to the system were granted entry on the basis of a criminal 

investigation. A clear majority of the victims were admitted to the system of assistance on the 

basis of other circumstances. This means that there were indications of human trafficking in 

the applicants’ stories. Some of the decisions on admittance to the system of assistance, 

including decisions to refuse access, were made without meeting the victim. According to the 

report, 44 per cent of the persons who were refused entry into the system were victims of 

sexual abuse. The majority of them were women who had fallen victim to human trafficking 

abroad and who had also applied for asylum in Finland. The exploitation experienced by these 

persons was generally not investigated in Finland and, according to the report, this also ap-

pears to affect their admittance to the system of assistance.  

The report indicates that one of the reasons why victims were refused entry was that the 

system of assistance considered that applicants’ freedom had not been restricted sufficiently 

for the exploitation to be interpreted as human trafficking. According to the legislative back-

ground materials to the Reception Act, however, entry into the system of assistance should 

be granted with a low threshold on the basis of the person’s own description and the details 

included in the proposal, provided they are considered credible. The system of assistance did 

not always appear to pay sufficient attention to psychological coercion when making decisions 

on entry into the system. In addition, the system of assistance often contacts other authorities 

for additional information before making a decision on entry into the system of assistance. 

The request for additional information should not lead to the threshold for entry into the system 
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being elevated above the limits laid down in law. An evaluation of the victim’s overall situation 

and current need for assistance should always be the key to the decision.  

Under section 38 of the Reception Act, the actual identification of victims of human trafficking 

is made by a criminal investigation authority, the prosecutor, a court, the Finnish Immigration 

Service or, in certain limited cases, the system of assistance. Decisions concerning the so 

called actual identification may be made by the system of assistance in situations where the 

criminal investigation authority or the prosecutor decide not to initiate a criminal investigation 

in Finland, but there is justified cause to believe that the person has fallen victim to human 

trafficking abroad. Alternatively, the system of assistance may proceed to the actual identifi-

cation of a victim when a decision to interrupt or terminate a criminal investigation shows that 

while the person should be deemed a victim of human trafficking, the matter could not be 

referred to the prosecutor because no charges can be brought in the case.  

The objective of the Reception Act is to ensure a decision on actual identification for all victims 

of human trafficking admitted to the system of assistance. The report indicates that this ob-

jective is currently not met. The system of assistance has so far made only a small number of 

decisions concerning actual identification. The data on which the report is based does not 

reveal the basis on which the clients of the system of assistance were selected for the actual 

identification procedure. The majority of the victims for whom an identification procedure is 

launched are identified as victims of human trafficking. According to the report, actual identi-

fication decisions have been made on the grounds that while no criminal investigation under 

the offence of trafficking in human beings has been initiated in Finland, there is justified reason 

to deem that the person has become a victim of human trafficking for instance abroad.  

The report indicates that representatives of the system of assistance also themselves con-

sider that the legislation concerning actual identification is challenging. The representatives 

of the system of assistance found the legal implications of the actual identification decision 

ambiguous as the law does not lay down provisions on when the actual identification ends or 

is cancelled. The only legal implication of an actual identification made by the system of as-

sistance appears to be that the victim of human trafficking becomes a client of the system of 

assistance until they are removed from the system. Actual identification does not have any 

other legal impacts, which exacerbates the unpredictable nature of the system. Based on the 

report, it is apparent that the current provisions on actual identification should be improved to 

ensure a more predictable process and outcome.  

According to a requirement contained in the second paragraph of the provision on actual 

identification in the Reception Act, the criminal investigation authority shall deem a person a 

victim of a human trafficking offence in their decision to interrupt or conclude the investigation. 

In reality, it is impossible to meet this requirement. In issuing such a decision, the criminal 

investigation authority does not in principle take a position on whether or not the person has 

been the victim of any offence in general. Only a court can ultimately take a stand on whether 

the offence is a human trafficking offence in line with the Criminal Code. In this case, too, the 

evidence may not be sufficient, and the charges may be rejected. Or, in line with the principle 

of legality, the evidence is interpreted in favour of the defendant in unclear situations.  

In court, defendants in cases of suspected trafficking in human beings have often been sen-

tenced for some other offence, for example extortionate work discrimination or pandering. The 

court has assessed the characteristics of the offence in line with the provisions of the criminal 

law and does not assess whether actual exploitation has taken place. The court interprets 

exploitation in the light of valid legislation and case law. As the courts have so far heard rela-

tively few cases of trafficking in human beings and as the provisions on trafficking in the Crim-

inal Code have recently been reformed, case law remains unestablished. Based on case law, 
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it is difficult to unambiguously evaluate what constitutes human trafficking and where to draw 

the line between trafficking and, for instance, other offences closely resembling trafficking. 

This also affects the predictability of the system of assistance less from the perspective of 

victims.  

The Reception Act stipulates that the system of assistance shall establish a multidisciplinary 

expert group. The expert group includes representatives of the police and social welfare ser-

vices. Based on the report, the multidisciplinary expert group appears to have a significant 

role in the actual identification of victims. Pursuant to the Act, the task of the expert group is 

to support the system of assistance in decision-making and in assessing what kind of assis-

tance measures and protection victims require. The statements of the multidisciplinary expert 

group are based on documentation and descriptions provided by the system of assistance.  

The group does not meet or hear any actual victims. The report finds that the expert group is 

thus not able to adequately evaluate a victim’s de facto situation, process of victimisation, the 

credibility of the victim’s account, nor the victim’s need for assistance.  

Challenges to identification and referral to the system of assistance 

The report revealed that a number of non-governmental organisations working with victims of 

human trafficking question the ability of the system of assistance to provide victims with the 

kind of help they believe the victims need. According to the NGO representatives interviewed 

for the report, the decision to refer a victim to the system of assistance is not always easy for 

the clients themselves, nor for the NGO employees. Prior to proposing victims to the system 

of assistance, the NGOs consider what kind of implications a proposal would have for the 

client, and for example, on the criminal and asylum proceedings. Some of the NGO repre-

sentatives interviewed for this report therefore consider the system of assistance an “assis-

tance system for prosecuting perpetrators” rather than a genuinely victim-oriented system. 

The documentation and interview material concerning the reform of the Reception Act ana-

lysed for the report similarly show that the goal of some of the authorities engaged in the 

reform process was to impose criminal liability on persons guilty of human trafficking, rather 

than emphasise victims’ right to assistance. According to the interview data and documenta-

tion relevant to the drafting of the Act, the central problem of the system of assistance appears 

to be the tightly intertwined relationship between assistance and criminal proceedings. As it 

currently stands, the system of assistance is able to address cases of human trafficking that 

the authorities are already aware of. The system reaches in particular those victims who are 

ready to share their experiences with the criminal investigation authority already at the referral 

stage.  

The report found that the number of victims referred to the system of assistance by the NGOs 

is low. This may be related to a change in the relationship between NGOs and the system of 

assistance. Interviewees spoke about a decrease and weakening of co-operation between 

the system of assistance and the NGOs. According to some of the NGO employees who were 

interviewed, some years ago the collaboration between the NGOs and the system of assis-

tance was more genuinely team work, with more dialogue and interaction between the NGOs 

and the system of assistance. The explanations cited for the declining co-operation included 

the increased number of clients in the system of assistance and the tighter link between as-

sistance measures and criminal proceedings.  

According to the report, identification may also be hindered by the fact that perceptions of 

human trafficking among municipal employees may be inconsistent with reality. For many, 

human trafficking is a very unfamiliar and distant issue. Not all social welfare and healthcare 

units or police departments have sufficient professional competence and understanding of 
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the phenomenon of human trafficking. Municipal social welfare and healthcare services do 

not have sufficient knowledge of the system of assistance for victims of human trafficking. 

They also lack knowledge of the fact that the system offers guidance in the process of identi-

fication and assistance.  

The report shows that hardly any victims have been identified by social welfare services. In-

stead, victims are usually referred to municipal social welfare services from the system of 

assistance. Only a handful of proposals for admittance to the system of assistance were made 

by municipalities. The identification of victims of human trafficking in municipalities may be 

hindered by the large client workload of municipal social workers which can, in the worst case, 

lead to the municipalities not wanting or daring to identify a victim of human trafficking. Mu-

nicipal employees may fear that looking into the victim’s situation and providing them with 

concrete assistance may take up too large a share of the available working hours. As a result, 

the victim may be left unidentified in the first place. 

The results of the report underline the building of trust as a prerequisite for identifying victims 

of human trafficking. With regard to victims of human trafficking with an asylum-seeker back-

ground, it may take a long time before a client is willing or able to share their experiences with 

a reception centre employee. Identification may become more complicated if the client of a 

reception centre is scheduled an asylum interview so quickly that there is insufficient time to 

look into the possibility that they may have been a victim of human trafficking. Representatives 

of social welfare services also pointed out that in order to build trust between an employee 

and a client of foreign origin in particular, it is essential that the employee keeps their word 

and makes their work as transparent as possible. For example, this may mean that the client 

is involved in the different processes and is told what personal information is entered into 

various databases and information systems.  

Occupational health and safety inspectors play a key role in identifying exploitation of employ-

ees and may encounter potential victims of human trafficking in their work. Cooperation be-

tween the occupational health and safety authorities and the police should be stepped up, for 

example in the form of joint workplace visits, in particular in situations where exploitation of 

workers is suspected. Trafficking in human beings should also be included among the of-

fences on which the occupational health and safety inspectors have a duty to report. 

Reflection and recovery periods. The report also examined reflection and recovery periods, 

the granting of these periods, and the practical implications for victims. The report showed 

that very few reflection and recovery periods have been granted so far. NGO representatives 

interviewed for the report took a rather critical view of these periods: the regulations and pro-

cedures regarding reflection and recovery periods do not work, and their purpose is not ful-

filled. In the opinion of NGO representatives, the legal provisions on reflection and recovery 

periods and their application do not allow for genuine reflection and recovery. The reason for 

this is that information concerning the victim is always transferred from the system of assis-

tance to the criminal investigation authorities. Information is passed, regardless of what the 

victim has decided to do during the reflection and recovery period and whether or not the 

victim can or dare share their experiences with the criminal investigation authorities and initi-

ate criminal proceedings in the matter.  

It also turned out that some of the interviewed criminal investigation authorities and prosecu-

tors were not aware of the legal provisions on reflection and recovery periods. Some of the 

criminal justice system actors deemed the reflection and recovery period problematic for the 

legal protection of the accused. However, the interviewees did not cite any practical situations 

or cases where these concerns would have been realised.  
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Assisting victims of human trafficking and the availability of assistance 

The structure of assistance 

Victims of human trafficking have a special status as beneficiaries of services. The Act on the 

reception of persons seeking international protection and on the identification of and assis-

tance to victims of trafficking in human beings (the Reception Act) contains provisions on this. 

In the Act, the assistance system refers to the system through which assistance is provided 

for victims of human trafficking. Since the reform of the Reception Act, the provisions on as-

sisting victims of human trafficking is applied to all victims of human trafficking, regardless of 

whether or not they have a municipality of residence in Finland.  

In this report the authors have interpreted the Reception Actin such a manner that the system 

of assistance for victims of human trafficking is considered to consist of one entity in which 

two authorities are in charge of organising the services: on the one hand, the Joutseno Re-

ception Centre and on the other, the municipalities. A victim of human trafficking refers to a 

person admitted to the system of assistance. The Joutseno Reception Centre organises as-

sistance measures for victims of human trafficking who do not have a municipality of resi-

dence in Finland as outlined in the Municipality of Residence Act. Municipalities are respon-

sible for organising assistance measures for victims of human trafficking who are Finnish cit-

izens or who have a municipality of residence in Finland as outlined in the Municipality of 

Residence Act. In the Reception Act, assistance measures refer to services and support 

measures provided for victims of human trafficking defined in detail in section 38a of the Re-

ception Act. The Finnish Immigration Service assumes responsibility for the steering, planning 

and supervision of the everyday activities of the system of assistance. The system of assis-

tance is maintained by the Joutseno Reception Centre. The reception centre administrates 

and coordinates the system as a whole and provides advice for other authorities and NGOs 

on how to assist victims of human trafficking.  

However, the report found that in practical terms, if a victim is an asylum-seeker, it is the 

reception centre in which the victim is placed which provides assistance measures. The sys-

tem of assistance emphasised in the report that these reception centres should prepare ser-

vice plans for victims residing in their reception centres. The report emphasised that victims 

placed in other reception centres should receive equal services compared to those staying at 

the Joutseno Reception Centre, and the situation needs to be improved.  

The report shows that at the legislative level, the Joutseno Reception Centre and municipali-

ties do not have equal status. The legislation imposes on municipalities a duty to organise 

assistance measures for victims of human trafficking who are either Finnish citizens or who 

have been placed in a municipality, but these provisions are contained in an act which the 

municipal social welfare and healthcare professionals do not normally apply in their daily work. 

Application of the law is hindered by the fact that the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has 

provided no instructions to municipalities on how to organise the assistance measures, even 

though the preliminary work on the Reception Act suggested that such instructions should be 

prepared.  

The role of non-governmental organizations 

Finland differs from many other European countries in that NGOs have a relatively minor role 

in assisting victims of human trafficking as assistance is provided by authorities. In a number 

of European countries, services for victims of human trafficking are provided by non-govern-
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mental organisations specialised in assisting victims of human trafficking. The assistance of-

ten includes supported housing with 24-hour services, social welfare and healthcare services, 

and psychological support for victims.  

The Finnish assistance model, led by the authorities, has its upsides: funding is relatively 

secure, and the authorities are liable for their actions in office. The work of the authorities is 

reasonably transparent and it can be supervised more easily than the work of NGOs. It is also 

possible to intervene if there are any flaws in the actions of authorities, for example, it is 

possible to appeal the administrative decisions.  

On the other hand, the report shows that not all victims of human trafficking receive assis-

tance. Based on the interview data, some victims of human trafficking do not seek admittance 

to the assistance system. Victims may consider that assistance provided by authorities is 

intimidating. The victims may have lived on the margins of society for a long time, they may 

have committed offences themselves, and it may be difficult for them to trust the authorities. 

The victims may be ashamed of falling victim to exploitation, in which case their threshold for 

sharing their experiences with the authorities may be high.  

The report shows that NGOs provide services for victims who do not dare seek help from the 

system of assistance for another reason: the current legislation and its application link the 

actual availability and duration of assistance closely to the initiation and progression of crimi-

nal proceedings and to the outcome of this process. The report indicates that this connection 

appears to have an impact on whether or not victims dare seek help from the system of as-

sistance and, consequently, from the authorities. The victims of human trafficking who are 

excluded from the system of assistance are at a great risk of re-victimisation, and they may 

be subjected to continued exploitation in the absence of adequate services. The victims and 

any children they may have are vulnerable to different forms of exploitation. 

Based on the report, improving the operating conditions of NGOs would be one way to support 

these individuals, put an end to their exploitation, and prevent re-victimisation. In terms of 

social justice, it would be important to give these persons access to some type of assistance. 

NGOs could act as a bridge between the victims and authorities, building the victims’ confi-

dence in the authorities. On the other hand, NGOs have an important role in providing assis-

tance for victims of human trafficking who have already been admitted to the system of assis-

tance. Neither the legislation nor the structures adequately recognise the role of NGOs in 

providing assistance for victims. It appears that the potential of NGOs to assist victims of 

human trafficking is not currently used particularly well. In the past, for example, the system 

of assistance used to buy more services from NGOs.  

Assistance provided for victims at the Joutseno Reception Centre 

The Joutseno Reception Centre’s assistance work and responsibility for maintaining 

the assistance system 

The report found that there is a clear need for the work carried out by the system of assistance. 

Most of those interviewed for the report considered it positive that there exists a system of 

assistance for victims of human trafficking. It is important to have a system with in-depth ex-

pertise in assisting victims of human trafficking as well as knowledge of their needs and how 

these needs should be met. The criminal investigation authorities, in particular, praised the 

system of assistance and considered that their co-operation with the system was effective. 

The criminal investigation authorities interviewed for the report underlined the fact that the 

system of assistance supports the work of the police by taking care of the victim of human 
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trafficking, allowing the police to focus on conducting a criminal investigation in the matter. 

Representatives of social welfare services and reception centre employees also had a pri-

marily positive view of their co-operation with the system of assistance.  

The report indicates that the Joutseno Reception Centre is good at providing services for 

those victims of trafficking who fall under its responsibility. The report finds that the Joutseno 

Reception Centre and its employees come across as competent and dedicated to their work. 

The staff observe a high standard of professional ethics when assisting victims. On the basis 

of the report, it can be concluded that those victims for whom the Joutseno Reception Centre 

itself organises services seem to get the help they need. The study finds that the work is 

demanding and considerably stressful; the victims are often traumatised and in a very difficult 

position. The report shows that the workload of the Joutseno Reception Centre has increased, 

and the current personnel resources are insufficient. 

The Joutseno Reception Centre has a significant role in providing legal and other information 

related to human trafficking, as well as in coordinating both the assistance provided for clients 

and the activities of authorities in Finland. The Joutseno Reception Centre works closely to-

gether with the other authorities and certain NGOs. Its employees travel around Finland and 

participate in networking meetings and meetings concerning individual clients, for example in 

municipalities. The Joutseno Reception Centre is located in Eastern Finland. It emerged in 

the interviews that the geographic location poses certain challenges from the perspective of 

everyday social welfare and healthcare services, particularly in relation to face-to-face client 

work and stakeholder co-operation. Placing one employee of the system of assistance in Oulu 

has improved co-operation, especially in Northern and Western Finland. As a result, more 

clients from Lapland have been referred to the system of assistance. It also became apparent 

in the interviews that there is room for improvement in the flow of information between the 

different actors, and that some municipal social workers were hoping for more active and 

spontaneous communication on behalf of the system of assistance.  

According to the report, the assistance system (the Joutseno Reception Centre and munici-

palities) works closely together especially with Victim Support Finland. On the other hand, it 

turned out that co-operation with other non-governmental organisations had decreased or had 

even come to an end. Some NGOs appear to be somewhat distrustful of the system of assis-

tance. 

The challenges in the provision of assistance 

Many victims are in need of comprehensive support as well as secure, supported housing 

with staff members present around the clock. There are very few such service providers in 

Finland in proportion to the real need. Furthermore, the current forms of supported housing 

are not suitable for all victims of human trafficking, such as male victims. Victims of human 

trafficking have been accommodated in emergency housing centres, rental apartments, 

mother and child homes/shelters for victims of domestic violence, reception centres, and shel-

ters for the homeless and persons with substance abuse problems. Based on both the inter-

views and the documentation, it is obvious that Finland does not have an adequate number 

of 24-hour, secure and supported housing options available for victims of human trafficking. 

The victims of human trafficking are individuals with different needs. Different forms of sup-

ported and secure housing should consequently be available for them. Many victims of human 

trafficking have been severely traumatised and are in need of intensive support, and some 

are also the targets of severe security threats. 

Since 2014, the government funds NGOs for the maintenance of shelters and related services 

for victims of domestic violence (Act 1354/2014). The National Institute for Health and Welfare 
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(THL) has drafted instructions for the implementation of the shelter act. The instructions state 

that shelters should not be used as accommodation for victims of human trafficking unless 

there is an element of intimate partner violence involved. Victims of trafficking are therefore 

rarely accommodated in existing domestic violence shelters. The report found several exam-

ples of cases where authorities (social workers, the police, occupational health and safety) 

had trouble finding suitable emergency accommodation for identified victims of human traf-

ficking, especially outside office hours. The reception centre employees interviewed for the 

report also reported a need for smaller reception centres in which the personnel would be 

specialised in assisting victims of human trafficking and which would have more resources for 

examining a client’s situation.  

The report reveals that the majority of victims admitted to the system of assistance for victims 

of human trafficking are deeply traumatised and in need of psychological healthcare services 

or strong psychological support. The system of assistance organises and pays for therapy 

services for those victims who do not have a municipality of residence. The report indicates 

that the assistance system is capable of organising client-oriented therapy services on a short 

notice. However, the data also shows that sufficient and timely psychological support is not 

available, and those who need it the most do not get adequate support. There also appears 

to be a shortage of professionals capable of dealing with trauma. 

The possibility to obtain employment is important for victims to recover and lead a meaningful 

life. However, there are many legal provisions that prevent human trafficking victims from 

becoming integrated into employment. The report additionally highlighted several other chal-

lenges which are also relevant to asylum seekers, in particular. For example, when a person’s 

asylum application is refused, they no longer have the right to work, even if they submit a new 

asylum application. When a residence permit process is pending, it may be difficult for the 

applicant to work or accept a job if they have children. Children do not usually receive munic-

ipal day-care if the parent does not have a continuous residence permit. In addition, victims 

of human trafficking are at risk of being exploited in the Finnish labour market, as they in 

general do not know how the authorities work and are not aware of their and their employer’s 

rights and obligations. The report however found that victims of human trafficking who were 

exploited at work seem to integrate into society and find employment more easily than victims 

with a foreign background subjected to sexual abuse. This may be due to the psychological 

effects of sexual abuse.  

During the years covered by the report (2014-2016), the majority of the clients in the system 

of assistance had an asylum-seeker background. It is likely that the considerable share of 

asylum seekers among the clientele of the system of assistance can to some extent be ex-

plained by changes in the global situation and the general increase in the number of migrants 

within the European Union. Based on the report, many victims of human trafficking are di-

rected to apply for asylum, even if they had the right to apply for a residence permit as victims 

of human trafficking and to be admitted to the system of assistance for victims of human 

trafficking.  

The report found an inconsistency in the system of assistance vis-a-vis those victims who had 

an asylum-seeker background. As asylum-seekers they already receive most of the services 

that the system of assistance can offer, with the exception of psychiatric and psychological 

assistance. Reception centres (especially transit centres and detainment units) are not capa-

ble of providing victims with sufficient psychiatric and psychological assistance, in particular 

long-term treatment or therapy. Consequently, interviewed employees in reception centres 

considered that the most important and concrete benefit of the assistance system is the pos-

sibility to obtain psychiatric and psychological support for victims. Overall, these interviewees 
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did not consider the benefits of the system of assistance to be significant for their clients in 

relation to what they already get at the reception centre as asylum seekers.  

According to the report, victims of human trafficking admitted to the system of assistance 

have, as a consequence of the Dublin Regulation or because of a refusal of their asylum or 

residence permit, been returned to their country of origin or to another country within the Eu-

ropean Union. In these situations, the system of assistance has attempted to provide them 

with a safe and supported return, but this has been difficult because the decisions on removal 

from the country have been enforced very quickly. Consequently, the system of assistance 

has not always had time the organise an adequate support structure in the receiving country. 

An attempt has been made to provide the client with the contact information of the authorities 

or organisations who work with victims of human trafficking in the receiving country. The sys-

tem of assistance strives to issue an actual identification decision for these victims in the hope 

that the decision will provide the persons removed from the country with easier access to 

services aimed at victims of human trafficking in the receiving state. However, the compe-

tence of the system of assistance does not extend beyond the Finnish borders.  

The data indicates that the system of assistance removed clients from the system if the person 

left the country or was expelled, or if the person wished to be removed from the system or 

had gone missing. The system of assistance also removed clients from its services if it was 

deemed that the client’s situation was managed well at the municipal level and that his or her 

everyday life had become so stable that he/she was no longer in need of the special services 

offered by the system of assistance. However, under the Reception Act, transferring a person 

to a municipality does not, as such, constitute a ground for removal. Before removing a client 

on these grounds, the system of assistance should, in co-operation with the bodies assisting 

the victim, ensure that the client no longer needs the services to support their recovery. The 

link between removal from the system and criminal proceedings is discussed further in the 

conclusions below.  

Assisting victims of human trafficking in municipalities 

The role of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 

The report paid particular attention to the assistance provided for victims of human trafficking 

in municipalities. Assistance work carried out by municipalities has not been previously stud-

ied in Finland. As previously stated, the so-called dual assistance model entails that the mu-

nicipal social welfare and healthcare services provide services for those victims of human 

trafficking who are Finnish citizens or who have received a municipality placement after being 

granted a residence permit. Consequently, the municipalities are responsible for providing 

services intended for their residents. The assistance system can advise the municipalities 

with regard to the special characteristics of human trafficking as a phenomenon, the special 

needs of victims of human trafficking, and the different entities implementing the services.  

The report shows that the role of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has become rather 

insignificant in the assistance work as a whole, regardless of the fact that a significant share 

of the concrete work aiming to assist victims of human trafficking is carried out by the munic-

ipal social welfare and health services. The documentation and interview data show that the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has regarded human trafficking as more of an internal 

security issue and, therefore, as a matter falling within the remit of the Ministry of the Interior’s 

administrative branch.  



 

19 
 

Assistance provided for victims is regulated in legislation falling under the administrative 

branch of the Ministry of the Interior. Despite a proposal made by the legislative working group 

on assistance for trafficking victims and despite the demands of the Parliament, the Ministry 

of Social Affairs and Health has not provided the municipal social welfare services with in-

structions on how to assist victims of human trafficking. The Association of Finnish Local and 

Regional Authorities sent a circular letter to municipalities in 2016 concerning the assistance 

to victims of human trafficking. However, the report found that the guidelines given in this 

circular have not been implemented at the practical level in the work of social welfare and 

healthcare professionals.  

Awareness of the Reception Act in municipalities 

The report revealed that it is impractical that the laws governing assistance for victims of 

human trafficking are included in the Reception Act, in particular when considering those vic-

tims of human trafficking who are clients of municipalities. Municipal employees primarily ap-

ply the Social Welfare Act rather than the Reception Act. This is a problem in realising the 

victims’ access to services. Based on the interviews, municipal social workers mainly view 

victims of human trafficking as no different from their other clients. Victims of human trafficking 

thus receive the same services as any other municipal resident. Documentary evidence con-

firms that employees of municipal social welfare and healthcare services are not always 

aware of the existence of the Reception Act. Consequently, they do not know that victims of 

human trafficking have a special status as beneficiaries of services, and that it would be pos-

sible under the Reception Act to organise additional services besides the services referred to 

in the general social welfare and healthcare laws.  

The report indicates that the relationship between the Reception Act and general legislation 

applicable to the field of social welfare and healthcare remains unclear for social welfare and 

healthcare sector actors in the municipalities. For example, the data did not include a single 

decision by social welfare services in which a municipal social welfare service would have 

referred to the Reception Act when making a decision on a service purchased for a client. 

Under the Reception Act, municipalities are obligated to organise services for victims of hu-

man trafficking, either by outsourcing or through their own service provision system. The re-

port brought to light examples where victims of human trafficking – clients of the municipal 

social welfare and healthcare services – were in need of specialised medical care, but the 

municipality denied them these services because it found that the services in question could 

not be granted under the Social Welfare Act. However, outsourcing these special services is 

possible under the Reception Act. The Reception Act enables the organisation of services 

through outsourcing. Municipalities have the right to claim compensation for these expenses 

from the central government (ELY Centre). This includes, for example, therapy services.  

The data collected for the report also indicate that the relationship between the Reception Act 

and the Act on Social Assistance is unclear. In practice, this leads to a situation where victims 

of human trafficking are forced to themselves pay a share of the cost of services, such as 

therapy. The fact that the central government is ultimately responsible for compensating ser-

vices provided to victims of human trafficking, as highlighted in the preliminary work on the 

Reception Act, is not always realised. As a result, the victims do not in all cases receive the 

assistance they need. Under international and EU law, however, states must secure certain 

services for victims of human trafficking. Based on the interviews conducted for this report, it 

appears that this special status is not always realised, and the victims do not always receive 

the services to which they would be entitled. For this reason, the status of victims of human 

trafficking as beneficiaries of services must be clarified and the availability of services im-

proved.  
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The challenges in the provision of assistance 

The Finnish municipal system assists victims on its own terms. This means that it is difficult 

for the rigid service structure to meet the needs of severely traumatised victims of human 

trafficking, who often are foreign nationals. The clients have little knowledge of Finnish society 

and its service structure. Victims of human trafficking need particular support to recover from 

their experiences of abuse and to integrate into Finnish society. They often need intensive 

social counselling merely to be able to apply for the services to which they are entitled. Human 

trafficking victims’ right to integration services should be secured even in situations where the 

victims have stayed in the country for a long time, in particular if they were unable to partici-

pate in integration services at an earlier stage.  

Dealing with public authorities is also hindered by the fact that some of the victims with a 

foreign background do not have the documents required in the Finnish administrative pro-

cesses. These include an identity document, travel document, marriage certificate or birth 

certificates for children. In addition, there are great variations between municipalities in how 

they interpret whether compensation awarded in a criminal process should affect social as-

sistance. If a victim is awarded compensation, some municipalities refuse social assistance 

or make a decision to recover it. Victims of human trafficking are not treated equally because 

there is great variation in how municipalities treat compensation. Considering that the provi-

sions on recovery of social assistance should only be applied in exceptional cases, the mu-

nicipalities’ extensive and unequal practices of interpreting the law raise questions about the 

victims’ equality and the realisation of their rights.  

A key challenge for municipalities is a lack of routines. There have been relatively few cases 

of human trafficking so far. When encountering their first victim of human trafficking as a client, 

an individual social worker is in practice forced to learn the work the hard way. It would thus 

be useful if the employees who already have experience in working with human trafficking 

could in some way share their experiences and knowledge with others. It came up in the 

interviews that municipal social workers would like instructions on how to proceed in cases 

involving human trafficking. There is also a distinct need for training. Some training has been 

offered for employees of municipal social welfare services, but it has been difficult to attract a 

sufficient number of participants to the training events. It remains unclear whether this is due 

to social workers’ workload, lack of interest, ‘nothing to do with me’ attitude, or the fact that 

information concerning the training does not reach the right persons.  

Victims of human trafficking who are clients of the social welfare services need an extensive 

amount of assistance and support in dealing with the public authorities, seeking healthcare 

services, finding and furnishing a home, taking care of their finances, applying for work, and 

managing matters concerning their children. However, the municipal social welfare and 

healthcare services are not always able to adequately meet the victims’ often mundane and 

practical needs for assistance.  

The report revealed that NGOs are providing a lot of support to victims which makes up for 

the shortcomings in and limited resources of the authorities with regard to practical everyday 

assistance. NGOs assist clients in official processes and perform practical social work. In 

particular, Victim Support Finland plays an essential part in assisting victims of human traf-

ficking. The report found that in some municipalities, Victim Support Finland works in close 

co-operation with the municipal social services, advising the employees of social welfare ser-

vices and assisting the victims in practical matters. Some of the social welfare service repre-

sentatives interviewed for the report viewed Victim Support Finland as a more clear and tan-
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gible provider of assistance for victims of human trafficking than the actual system of assis-

tance. Parishes and religious communities may also sometimes have an important role in 

providing victims with everyday assistance. 

Based on the report, assistance for victims of human trafficking relies heavily on the ability, 

knowledge, energy, motivation and available time of individual social service employees. In a 

good situation, the client is met by a committed social worker who is familiar with the special 

characteristics of human trafficking, focuses on the client's situation, and strives to meet the 

complex service requirements of the client. There may be considerable differences between 

individual social workers between and even within municipalities. Where assistance provided 

for clients is dependent on an individual worker’s competence, the provision of assistance 

and access to the required services will be arbitrary, and it is obvious that there are consider-

able differences in service quality, both between and within municipalities. In practice, more 

explicit instructions, training and supervision are needed in order to improve the situation.  

Some of the representatives of municipal social welfare services interviewed for the report 

found that co-operation with the system of assistance was functioning well. However, some 

of the interviewees expressed a hope that the system of assistance would actively offer sup-

port and advice for municipal social workers who have victims of human trafficking as their 

clients. NGO representatives interviewed for the report found that there were variations in the 

collaboration with municipal social welfare and healthcare services between municipalities 

and individual employees. They felt that there are shortcomings in the expertise among mu-

nicipal in relation to assisting victims of human trafficking. This may be explained by a lack of 

experience in municipalities, as there are still only individual clients in many municipalities. 

The starting point for the provision of assistance for victims of human trafficking should focus 

on preventing re-victimisation and helping victims recover from exploitation. However, the re-

port revealed that some victims of human trafficking who have been granted assistance 

measures are believed to have fallen victim to exploitation again in Finland. Some of the re-

victimised clients have had under-aged children with them in Finland. As single mothers who 

suffer from the trauma caused by sexual abuse, the victims are often struggling to cope with 

everyday life. Consequently, the victims’ children are also in need of special support. The data 

collected for the report indicate that the children’s need for assistance could best be ad-

dressed when the children have access to the early childhood education and care system.  

The link between assistance and criminal proceedings 

Reaching victims of human trafficking 

The legislation pertaining to victims of human trafficking and its current application demon-

strate that the system of assistance is best suited to help those victims whose criminal case 

is making progress and may result in a conviction for human trafficking. If a victim of human 

trafficking does not dare seek assistance from the authorities, then the victim will not receive 

assistance from the formal system of assistance. In addition, if there is not sufficient evidence 

in the criminal proceedings of a human trafficking offence, or if the court does not sentence 

the defendants for human trafficking, then the victim will be removed from the system of as-

sistance. The report found that there are persons in Finland who are in need of assistance 

due to severe exploitation, which displays characteristics of human trafficking, but who do not 

receive adequate assistance, or who are not referred to or admitted to the system of assis-

tance. In Finland, assisting victims of human trafficking is an activity performed by the author-

ities. The current operational capacities of NGOs are insufficient to meet the service require-

ments of those victims who cannot access the system of assistance, or who are removed 
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from it. The report shows that the assistance provided by the authorities through the system 

of assistance does not reach all victims of human trafficking who are in need of help. The 

strong link between assistance and criminal proceedings accentuates that the system of as-

sistance is a body helping the injured parties in human trafficking offences. The report shows 

that the Reception Act and its application may be incompatible with international and EU law. 

Under international law, it is possible to limit the assistance, for example its duration, on the 

grounds of the person’s right of residence in the country and the victim’s willingness to co-

operate with authorities to bring the persons guilty of human trafficking to justice. It is clearly 

more problematic in light of international and EU law to link assistance provided for legal 

residents and, for example, Finnish victims to the criminal proceedings.  

To a certain extent, international and EU law are often open to interpretation. It is obvious that 

international obligations prohibit setting the victim’s willingness or ability to initiate criminal 

proceedings as a prerequisite for receiving assistance.4 In the light of the statutes that focus 

on the provision of assistance for and protection of victims of human trafficking, this can be 

interpreted to mean that the initiation of criminal proceedings may not be set as a precondition 

for assistance with regard to victims who have the right to reside in the country or who are 

Finnish citizens. With reference to international obligations, it is also clear that the termination 

of the identification process (actual identification) is not conditional to whether or not a criminal 

investigation has been launched or if there is a conviction for human trafficking as a result. 

The Finnish national legislation and its preliminary work also start from the premise that a 

person may remain in the system of assistance and receive assistance measures even when 

the criminal investigation of the human trafficking offence is terminated for some reason.  

Based on the material studied for the report, the primary problem from the viewpoint of inter-

national and EU law is that the current legislation and its application practices lead to a situ-

ation where many victims of human trafficking are either refused assistance, or they are re-

moved from the system of assistance. In addition, since there does not appear to be adequate 

assistance available for those victims who are excluded from the assistance provided by the 

authorities, the Finnish legal framework does not seem to be in full compliance with binding 

international and EU law.  

The report indicates that the system of assistance is not particularly good at reaching victims 

who do not dare report the exploitation and violence they have experienced to the criminal 

investigation authorities. The criminal investigation authorities are always informed of a per-

son admitted to the system of assistance. The strong link between assistance on the one 

hand, and criminal proceedings and their outcomes on the other, appears to prevent victims 

of human trafficking from seeking assistance from the authorities. Assistance to these victims 

appears to be dependent on the limited NGO resources. The system of assistance interprets 

the Reception Act in such a manner that the victim is removed from the system of assistance 

if no progress is made in the criminal case or no sentence is handed down for human traffick-

ing. Consequently, it appears that some victims are refused assistance even if they have been 

prepared to co-operate with the authorities and share their experiences with the criminal in-

vestigation authorities and are in need of assistance due to their experiences.  

Removal from the system of assistance and criminal proceedings 

According to the report, the most central problem that the system of assistance has with re-

gard to legislation and its application is related to the removal of clients from the system of 

assistance. At the moment, removal depends on the outcome of criminal proceedings. The 

justifications for removing a victim from the system of assistance include situations where the 

                                                      
4 E.g. the Council of Europe Convention on action against trafficking in human beings uses the phrase ”act as a witness”. In the Finnish system of criminal 
law, the victim of an offence is an injured party in his or her matter.  
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criminal investigation changes from human trafficking to some other offence, the charges are 

dropped, the charge is for some other crime than human trafficking, or the court rejects the 

charges of human trafficking. In more than one third of the cases where the system of assis-

tance terminated a client relationship in 2014–2016, this was because the pre-trial investiga-

tion or prosecution labelled the offence as something else than human trafficking. The data 

collected for the report indicate that the victim is removed from the system of assistance if the 

criminal investigation process related to human trafficking is terminated, or no charges are 

brought for human trafficking or there is no verdict for human trafficking.  

According to the report, the system of assistance considers that if a criminal investigation 

authority is investigating the offence as something other than human trafficking, or if the of-

fence category is changed from human trafficking to some other offence during pre-trial in-

vestigation or prosecution, the client must be removed from the system. Interviews with em-

ployees at the Joutseno Reception Centre confirmed the impression that the victim’s need of 

assistance is not the key foundation for making the decision to remove him or her from the 

system. The system of assistance places a considerable amount of weight on the offence 

category selected by the police and the prosecutor. The victim is removed from the system of 

assistance if the offence category is changed from human trafficking to some other offence 

during pre-trial investigation or prosecution. At the same time, however, the representatives 

of both the system of assistance and the criminal justice system underlined that the criminal 

investigation authority does not take a stand during a criminal investigation on whether or not 

a human trafficking offence has been committed. Instead, they assess whether the matter can 

be investigated further and whether sufficient evidence can be accumulated so that the matter 

can be submitted for the consideration of charges and to a court for a decision.  

The criminal investigation authorities and prosecutors interviewed for the report were sur-

prised at how significant their decisions on the initiation or progression of criminal proceedings 

can be on whether a victim of human trafficking receives assistance or not. They claimed that 

their task is to evaluate the criminal evidence in a human trafficking offence and assess its 

adequacy. The majority of them also assumed that the progress of the criminal proceedings 

and the decisions made as part of it are not connected to the assistance measures given to 

the victim and to the victim’s right to assistance. They also underlined that their basic task is 

to collect evidence of a suspected offence and to enforce criminal liability. Criminal investiga-

tion authorities and prosecutors are not always aware of the implications their decisions have 

on the victims’ access to assistance. Those criminal investigation authorities and prosecutors 

who were aware of this connection said that they carry a heavy responsibility for individual 

and often vulnerable persons’ access to assistance.  

Even if the criminal investigation of a human trafficking offence was discontinued, no charges 

were brought for human trafficking, or no sentence was handed down for human trafficking, 

the report shows that the investigation may still continue under a different offence category, 

or charges may be brought, or a sentence pronounced for some other offence. For the victims 

it is challenging that they are then removed from the system of assistance. The person has 

been admitted to the system of assistance for victims of human trafficking because he/she is 

believed to have fallen victim to severe work-related, sexual or other exploitation, and the 

system of assistance has assessed the person to be in need of assistance due to the abuse. 

Just because the viewpoint of the criminal proceedings has changed since the person was 

admitted to the system of assistance, this does not mean that the grounds for admitting the 

person to the system have disappeared.  

The criminal proceedings may also be discontinued under the offence category of human 

trafficking or dropped completely because there is no evidence available or the perpetrator 

cannot be reached. This does not mean that the person would no longer be a victim of human 
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trafficking. This is also noted in the preliminary work on the Reception Act. The criminal justice 

system is based on the principle of legality and the presumption of innocence, and it is built 

on securing legal protection for persons suspected or accused of an offence. However, the 

principles of criminal justice appear to also set limits for assisting victims of human trafficking. 

In practice, this means that a justified attempt to ensure the defendant’s legal protection in 

criminal proceedings paradoxically also determines whether the victim of the offence receives 

assistance or not.  

A decision to limit or discontinue a criminal investigation may be made for a number of differ-

ent reasons, for example because of lack of evidence or for cost-related reasons. In their 

decisions, rather than expressing a direct opinion on whether or not the offence under inves-

tigation is specifically a human trafficking offence, the criminal investigation authorities usually 

issue their opinion on whether evidence of an offence is available. In practice, this lack of 

evidence may be because the defendant cannot be heard, there are no witnesses in the case 

or the witnesses cannot be identified, there is little documentary evidence to be presented 

due to documents having been destroyed or forged, or the events have taken place so long 

ago that their course is practically impossible to prove. Other evidence to support the case 

may also be missing. For example, if an offence is investigated retroactively, in other words 

the offence has already taken place and no longer continues, it may be impossible to acquire 

other supportive evidence e.g. with the help of telesurveillance. In these situations, the proof 

consequently rests in a pronounced manner on the report of the injured party. No matter how 

detailed the report, it may not necessarily suffice as sole evidence if the defendant cannot be 

summoned to court or if the defendant lies. In this case, it is the word of one party against the 

other. Consequently, a decision to limit or discontinue a criminal investigation does not nec-

essarily mean that the human trafficking offence claimed by the complainant did not take 

place.  

Assessing the need for assistance 

The system of assistance should first and foremost be seen as a system offering support 

services – such as social welfare and healthcare services – needed by the victims. Under the 

Reception Act, the task of the system of assistance is to organise and provide services 

needed by its clients. The system of assistance should thus possess sufficient skills and legal 

competence to determine who is in need of assistance as victims of human trafficking, re-

gardless of any criminal proceedings and their progress. When a client is removed from the 

system of assistance, for example when s criminal proceedings are terminated, the client’s 

need for assistance should be evaluated. The removal of a victim should not be treated simply 

as an administrative process. Instead, the assessment of the victim’s overall situation should 

involve all the actors who have been working with him or her. The assessment should be 

prepared in co-operation with the municipal social welfare and healthcare experts, reception 

centres, and NGOs assisting victims. This requires that the system of assistance should also 

possess adequate expertise to prepare such an overall assessment of the victim’s personal 

situation.   
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Recommendations  

The report found that one of the key challenges is first and foremost related to the assistance 

provided for victims of human trafficking who are either Finnish nationals or living permanently 

in a municipality. The expertise and capacity to act against human trafficking varies in different 

municipalities. This work relies heavily on individual employees and their skills and abilities to 

intervene in and deal with human trafficking and its victims. On the other hand, the data stud-

ied for the report indicate that the strong link between assistance on the one hand, and crim-

inal proceedings and their outcome on the other, appear to result in a situation where some 

of the victims of human trafficking who are in need of assistance are excluded from the system 

of assistance.  

Based on the report, it seems evident that the 2015 amendments to the Reception Act did not 

solve the earlier problems related to the assistance of victims of human trafficking. These 

problems were primarily related to the equality of victims as beneficiaries of services and the 

referral of victims to assistance provided by the authorities. Instead, it seems that the Recep-

tion Act and its application may be incompatible with international and EU law.  

In Finland, the organisation of assistance for victims of human trafficking is based on a model 

of shared responsibility between two authorities, namely the Joutseno Reception Centre and 

the municipalities. In the last few years, the majority of victims referred to the system of as-

sistance have had an asylum seeker background. Provisions on assistance are laid down in 

the Reception Act, and the body responsible for providing the victims with assistance is a 

reception centre for asylum seekers. This may partly explain why the system of assistance is 

easily approached by asylum seekers in particular. The situation is naturally also affected by 

the great number of asylum seekers in the last few years.  

In practice, victims of human trafficking who are also asylum seekers are assisted by two 

partially overlapping support systems. Despite this, it appears that they do not necessarily 

always receive the services they are entitled to as victims of human trafficking. On the one 

hand, asylum seekers’ access to support is enabled by the fact that the authorities assisting 

them, such as social workers in reception centres and the employees of the Joutseno Recep-

tion Centre, regularly apply the Reception Act in their work and are already familiar with it. On 

the other hand, decisions concerning services for victims and the duration of these services 

are made in the course of the asylum and residence proceedings. 

Efforts to assist victims of human trafficking in municipalities are hampered by the fact that 

social welfare and healthcare authorities lack of familiarity with the Reception Act, its contents, 

and the obligations imposed by it. Consequently, they are not aware of the special status of 

human trafficking victims and the subsequent rights as beneficiaries of services. They are 

also not always fully aware of the municipality's possibility of seeking compensation for the 

special services provided for victims of human trafficking, nor do they have time to apply for 

this compensation. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has not instructed its administra-

tive branch in the matter, which contributes to reduced awareness and poorer application of 

the law. As a result, the special status of victims of human trafficking is not realised. Victims 

do not always receive the services they would be entitled to under the law as victims of human 

trafficking. These clients also include Finnish citizens. 

Legislation and the way it is applied have tied the provision of assistance for victims of human 

trafficking and criminal proceedings together in a way that is problematic in the light of binding 

international and EU law. This is challenging in particular for those victims who are Finnish 

citizens or who have the right to reside in the country. The link between assistance and crim-

inal proceedings appears to have become stronger following the legislative amendments that 
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entered into force in 2015. When the criminal proceedings related to human trafficking come 

to an end, the victim is usually removed from the system of assistance. It also seems to be 

more difficult for victims of offences similar to human trafficking to access the system of as-

sistance than prior to the revision of the Act. The report shows that some victims of human 

trafficking do not seek assistance from the authorities due to the strong link between assis-

tance and criminal proceedings. For this reason, the system of assistance and the relevant 

legislation should be further developed and made more victim-oriented. At the same time, 

attempts must be made to enhance the operating conditions of NGOs to strengthen identifi-

cation of and assistance to victims of human trafficking. 

The report shows that the work against human trafficking is in need of a considerably more 

structured, strategic, comprehensive and goal-oriented approach. To this end, the responsible 

ministries should support the practical work against human trafficking with adequate legisla-

tion, instructions, resources and monitoring. While human trafficking may come across as a 

marginal phenomenon in our society based on victim numbers alone, it is a fundamental in-

fringement of human rights, and its victims are entitled to special rights. The report highlights 

a need to discuss the position of those victims of human trafficking who, because of their 

experiences, might never recover and who struggle to lead a life in dignity, despite the assis-

tance provided to them. The report calls for a societal debate regarding the ethos of assis-

tance and the principles that guide the work aiming to assist victims of human trafficking in 

Finland.  

Recommendations based on the report:  

 
1. A special act should be drafted on assisting victims of human trafficking, in which the 

link between assistance and criminal proceedings should be loosened and the system 

of assistance made more victim-oriented.  

2. If no special act is enacted, the special status of victims of human trafficking should 

be secured under the general social welfare and healthcare legislation by laying down 

provisions on the status of victims as beneficiaries of social and healthcare services 

in municipalities, including therapy services provided for the client free of charge.  

3. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health should issue instructions for the application 

of legislation on victims of human trafficking and the relationship between this legisla-

tion and other statutes applicable to social welfare and healthcare (including the Act 

on Social Assistance). 

4. A provision should be enacted under which municipalities can claim compensation for 

services provided for victims of human trafficking from the Joutseno Reception Centre, 

rather than the central government (ELY Centre).  

5. The Joutseno Reception Centre should place employees in different parts of Finland 

to improve the geographic coverage of assistance for victims of human trafficking. The 

Ministry of the Interior/the Finnish Immigration Service should secure adequate per-

sonnel resources for the Joutseno Reception Centre for the purpose of providing as-

sistance for victims of human trafficking. 

6. When making a decision on the removal of victims of human trafficking from the sys-

tem of assistance, the Joutseno Reception Centre should always conduct an overall 

assessment (in line with section 38f of the Reception Act) of the victim’s personal sit-

uation to determine if the client is still in need of assistance measures. This overall 

assessment should be conducted in cooperation with the actors assisting the victim, 
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such as the authorities and the third sector. If, on the basis of the overall assessment, 

the victim is still in need of support due to him/her being a victim of human trafficking, 

he or she should not be removed from the system of assistance. Legislation should be 

enacted to safeguard the implementation of this objective if necessary.  

7. Amended provisions on the reflection period should be put in place, under which the 

criminal investigation authorities are only provided with the data related to the victim’s 

identity when the Joutseno Reception Centre makes a decision to grant a reflection 

period.5 If the person is not willing to initiate co-operation with the criminal investigation 

authorities at the end of the reflection period, no other related data accumulated at the 

Joutseno Reception Centre should be handed over to the criminal investigation au-

thorities. The personal details of victims who have been granted a recovery period 

should not be disclosed to the criminal investigation authorities if the victim is not will-

ing to initiate co-operation with them.  

8. The uncovering and investigation of human trafficking offences should be developed, 

for example by establishing police investigation units specialised in human trafficking.  

9. The Act on Occupational Safety and Health Enforcement and Cooperation on Occu-

pational Safety and Health at Workplaces (44/2006) should be amended to make it 

mandatory for the occupational health and safety authorities to also report suspected 

human trafficking offences to the police. In criminal cases pertaining to human traffick-

ing, the occupational health and safety authority should also be reserved the right to 

be heard during the criminal investigation, to issue a statement in the matter to the 

prosecutor, and to be present and heard in court.  

10. The central government should provide earmarked funding, for example through the 

National Institute for Health and Welfare, to promote the safe and supported housing 

of victims of human trafficking. 

11. The capabilities of NGOs for identifying victims at an early stage and providing them 

with concrete assistance should be supported with earmarked central government 

funding (Funding Centre for Social Welfare and Health Organisations STEA).  

  

                                                      
5 A reflection period should be granted to victims of human trafficking who are residing in the country illegally. It should be possible to disclose personal 
data to the authorities in order to ensure that the victim is not removed from the country, for example in a situation where he or she is encountered in 
connection with the control of aliens.  
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The report revealed a need for several further studies. The following questions, 
among other things, should be investigated: 
 

1. Victims of sexual abuse in Finland: who are they, what type of assistance do they 

need, and how could they be reached? 

2. Coercion to commit criminal activities: what types of cases occur in Finland, and how 

should the so-called non-punishment provision be applied in their case? 

3. Human trafficking and forced marriages: what kind of cases related to forced mar-

riages are uncovered in Finland, and should the legislation on this issue be made more 

detailed or complemented? 

4. The role of occupational health and safety authorities: how should the role of occupa-

tional health and safety authorities in identifying victims be further developed, and how 

could their cooperation with criminal investigation authorities be intensified?  

5. Establishing human trafficking victims’ need for psychological support and developing 

treatment models: what type of support do the victims need, what treatment is availa-

ble in Finland, and how could a better response be provided to the treatment needs?  
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