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INTRODUCTION 

Human trafficking, often described as 

“modern slavery,” is among the most 

pervasive and profitable crimes globally. It 

constitutes a gross violation of human rights, 

undermining the principles of freedom, 

equality, and dignity enshrined in both 

international and domestic legal systems. The 

International Labour Organization (ILO) 

estimates that over 50 million people 

worldwide live in conditions of modern 

slavery, with nearly 23 million in Asia and the 

A B S T R A C T 

Human trafficking remains one of the gravest human rights violations of the twenty-first century, 

undermining national sovereignty, social justice, and global governance. Despite significant progress in 

lawmaking, international cooperation, and judicial awareness, the problem continues to evolve in scale and 

sophistication, particularly across South Asia. The subcontinent—comprising India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri 

Lanka, Bhutan, Pakistan, and the Maldives—has emerged as both a source and transit region for trafficking 

in persons. Poverty, conflict, migration, and gender inequality create fertile ground for traffickers who exploit 

gaps in law enforcement, weak border management, and social vulnerability. This research paper examines 

the efficacy of anti-trafficking laws in South Asia, focusing on developments during 2023–24, a period 

marked by renewed regional collaboration and the aftermath of the COVID-19 socio-economic crisis. The 

study seeks to assess how legal frameworks have responded to contemporary trafficking dynamics, including 

online recruitment, organ trade, and cross-border exploitation, while analysing the structural, institutional, 

and judicial challenges that impede implementation. 

The central hypothesis guiding this research is that although South Asia has developed extensive anti-

trafficking legislation and ratified international conventions, the effectiveness of these laws remains limited 

by systemic weaknesses such as corruption, inadequate victim protection, and inconsistent regional 

cooperation. Post-2023, the legal response to trafficking has begun shifting from punitive enforcement to 

victim-centric and preventive strategies, influenced by global frameworks like the UN Palermo Protocol 

(2000) and Sustainable Development Goal 16.2 (“End trafficking and all forms of violence against 

children”). Empirical data drawn from UNODC, SAARC, and national crime records indicate that the 

pandemic-induced economic disruption intensified vulnerabilities, particularly among women and children. 

In India alone, trafficking cases rose by nearly 35 percent in 2023 compared to 2021, with 77 percent of 

victims identified as women or minors. Similar trends are evident in Bangladesh and Nepal, where border 

restrictions initially reduced trafficking movement but later led to digital forms of recruitment and 

exploitation through online platforms. 
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Pacific alone. South Asia, given its 

demographic density, porous borders, and 

socio-economic disparities, remains a critical 

epicentre of this crisis. The crime transcends 

borders, legal systems, and moral boundaries, 

manifesting as forced labour, sexual 

exploitation, organ trafficking, and domestic 

servitude. 

The concept of trafficking is legally defined 

under Article 3 of the UN Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons 

(2000), supplementing the UN Convention 

against Transnational Organized Crime. The 

Protocol identifies trafficking as the 

recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harbouring, or receipt of persons by means of 

coercion, abduction, fraud, or abuse of power 

for the purpose of exploitation. Despite 

universal ratification, implementation across 

South Asia has been uneven. Each country in 

the region criminalises trafficking but faces 

structural and operational hurdles in 

enforcement. 

India, with its vast population and geographic 

centrality, serves as both a source and transit 

country. The National Crime Records Bureau 

(NCRB) reported 6,533 cases of human 

trafficking in 2023, a significant increase from 

previous years. Bangladesh and Nepal 

function as major source countries for cross-

border trafficking into India and the Gulf. 

Pakistan faces internal trafficking challenges 

linked to bonded labour and forced marriage, 

while Sri Lanka and the Maldives struggle 

with migrant labour exploitation. Bhutan, 

though relatively insulated, has reported cases 

of child trafficking linked to domestic 

servitude. 

Post-2023, the legal discourse on trafficking in 

South Asia has evolved under two global 

pressures: the Sustainable Development Goals 

(particularly SDG 5 on gender equality and 

SDG 16 on justice) and the outcomes of the 

UNODC 2023 Conference on Transnational 

Crime. Regional governments have responded 

with new legislation, policy reforms, and 

institutional mechanisms. For instance, India’s 

proposed Trafficking in Persons Bill (2023) 

aims to consolidate fragmented provisions 

under multiple laws. Bangladesh introduced 

new victim protection regulations, while 

Nepal enhanced cross-border cooperation with 

India through the 2023 Indo-Nepal Task Force 

Agreement. 

Despite these initiatives, the efficacy of anti-

trafficking laws remains constrained by 

endemic corruption, social stigma, and weak 

rehabilitation frameworks. Police complicity 

and political interference undermine 

investigations. Victim identification remains 

inconsistent due to inadequate training and 

gender-insensitive procedures. Courts face 

massive delays, and conviction rates across 

South Asia remain below 25 percent. The lack 

of witness protection discourages victims from 

testifying, perpetuating a cycle of impunity. 

Another emerging dimension is the 

digitalisation of trafficking networks. The 

pandemic accelerated online recruitment and 

exploitation, with traffickers using encrypted 

messaging platforms and social media to lure 

victims. Law enforcement agencies often lack 

digital forensics capacity to trace such 

operations. Regional cooperation, though 

improving under SAARC conventions, 

remains hampered by bureaucratic rivalry and 

inadequate intelligence sharing. 

This introduction situates the problem of 

human trafficking within the broader socio-

legal context of South Asia. It highlights the 

paradox of legal abundance but practical 

deficiency—numerous laws, treaties, and task 

forces exist, yet trafficking persists in 

alarming proportions. The research posits that 

effective anti-trafficking governance requires 

integration across three dimensions: legal 

coherence, institutional capacity, and socio-

economic inclusion. The ultimate goal of this 

paper is to evaluate whether South Asia’s legal 

responses post-2023 reflect genuine progress 

toward these objectives or remain rhetorical 

exercises. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Academic engagement with human trafficking 

in South Asia has expanded substantially over 

the past two decades, reflecting its complexity 

as a socio-legal, economic, and humanitarian 

issue. Early literature focused primarily on the 

criminalisation of trafficking and the moral 

panic surrounding sex work, while more 

recent studies adopt human-rights-based and 

victim-centred perspectives. The evolution of 

this literature parallels shifts in international 

law—from punitive frameworks to holistic 

governance models emphasising prevention, 

protection, and prosecution. 

Scholars such as Siddharth Kara (2019), 

Bandana Pattanaik (2020), and Nair (2021) 

examine the socio-economic drivers of 

trafficking, identifying poverty, gender 

discrimination, and migration policies as key 

factors. The ILO and UNODC (2021–2024) 

provide empirical evidence linking economic 

crises and conflict with trafficking surges. For 

example, the ILO’s 2023 Global Trafficking 

Report notes that 40 percent of victims in 

South Asia are trafficked internally, not across 

borders. 

Legal scholars have critiqued the inadequacy 

of existing laws. Deshpande (2022) argues that 

India’s Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act 

remains outdated and conflates sex work with 

trafficking, criminalising victims rather than 

perpetrators. Similarly, Islam and Rahman 

(2023) assess Bangladesh’s anti-trafficking 

framework, noting gaps in victim 

rehabilitation and cross-border prosecution. 

Nepalese scholar Tamang (2023) highlights 

challenges in implementing the 2007 Human 

Trafficking Act due to patriarchal norms and 

bureaucratic inertia. 

Post-2023 research reflects increasing focus 

on digital and transnational dimensions. The 

UNODC South Asia Report (2024) identifies 

online recruitment, forced marriage, and organ 

trafficking as emerging trends. Krishnan and 

Ahmed (2024) argue that AI-based 

surveillance tools can enhance detection but 

risk violating privacy if not legally regulated. 

Corporate accountability literature, including 

work by Sharma (2024), explores supply-

chain due diligence and the role of 

international law in enforcing labour rights. 

However, there are notable research gaps. Few 

studies compare enforcement efficacy across 

South Asian jurisdictions or evaluate recent 

policy changes in 2023–24. Quantitative data 

on conviction rates, victim rehabilitation 

outcomes, and cross-border cooperation 

remain scarce. This paper addresses these gaps 

through a multi-country comparative analysis, 

integrating doctrinal review with empirical 

data. 

Overall, the reviewed literature demonstrates 

that trafficking in South Asia persists not 

because of a lack of laws but due to weak 

implementation and social inequities. Scholars 

increasingly advocate for intersectional 

approaches that address gender, caste, and 

migration simultaneously. The present study 

contributes to this discourse by analysing the 

post-2023 evolution of anti-trafficking 

legislation and institutional reforms, testing 

their real-world efficacy against the promises 

of human rights law. 

HEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical foundation of this study on 

human trafficking and the efficacy of anti-

trafficking laws in South Asia rests on a 

synthesis of legal pluralism, rights-based 

governance, feminist criminology, and 

transnational justice theory. Human 

trafficking, though universally condemned, 

persists because the structures of law and 

society continue to reproduce vulnerability. 

Therefore, any attempt to understand anti-

trafficking efficacy must begin with 

theoretical inquiry into how law interacts with 

power, patriarchy, and poverty. Legal scholars 

increasingly agree that trafficking cannot be 

reduced to mere criminal conduct but must be 

analysed as a social process sustained by 



Vol. 17, Issue 01, July, 2025 

 

 
 
 62 © 2025 Author(s). Open Access under CC BY 4.0 License. 

global economic inequalities and cultural 

hierarchies. Within South Asia, this 

complexity is magnified by colonial legal 

legacies, porous borders, and informal labour 

markets that blur distinctions between 

exploitation and employment. 

The first theoretical pillar, legal pluralism, 

acknowledges that formal statutes coexist with 

customary, religious, and informal justice 

systems that influence how trafficking is 

perceived and prosecuted. In India, for 

example, the coexistence of secular penal laws 

with community-based dispute resolution 

affects the enforcement of anti-trafficking 

norms. Many trafficking survivors—

especially women from marginalised 

communities—prefer reconciliation or 

compensation over formal prosecution 

because of social stigma and economic 

dependency. This pluralistic reality weakens 

the deterrent effect of national laws but also 

highlights the need for hybrid approaches that 

combine state and community mechanisms. 

Legal pluralism thus explains why uniform 

legislation across South Asia yields divergent 

outcomes: local social structures mediate the 

reach of national laws. 

The second pillar, rights-based governance, 

emerged from international human-rights 

discourse after the adoption of the Palermo 

Protocol in 2000. It shifts focus from state-

centred control of crime to individual-centred 

protection of rights. Under this paradigm, 

victims are not merely instruments of 

prosecution but rights-holders entitled to 

protection, rehabilitation, and participation. 

South Asian nations have incorporated this 

principle unevenly. India’s draft Trafficking in 

Persons Bill (2023) explicitly recognises 

victim compensation and rehabilitation as 

legal entitlements, while Bangladesh’s 2012 

Act guarantees state-funded shelter and 

reintegration programs. However, 

implementation remains inconsistent, 

revealing a gap between normative 

commitment and institutional capacity. The 

rights-based model also redefines state 

responsibility: failure to prevent trafficking 

becomes a human-rights violation, attracting 

both domestic and international 

accountability. 

A third theoretical foundation lies in feminist 

criminology and intersectionality. 

Trafficking in South Asia is deeply 

gendered—women and girls constitute more 

than two-thirds of identified victims. Feminist 

theorists argue that patriarchal control, 

economic dependency, and caste hierarchies 

perpetuate structural vulnerability. Theories 

advanced by scholars such as Ratna Kapur and 

Nivedita Menon contextualise trafficking 

within broader systems of gendered labour 

exploitation. They warn that criminalisation 

alone may reinforce patriarchy if laws conflate 

consensual sex work with coercion, thereby 

policing women’s sexuality rather than 

protecting agency. Intersectional feminism, 

pioneered by Kimberlé Crenshaw and adapted 

to the South Asian context, emphasises how 

caste, ethnicity, and migration intersect with 

gender to produce layered marginalities. 

Effective anti-trafficking law must therefore 

integrate gender justice and labour rights, 

addressing root causes rather than symptoms. 

The fourth theoretical approach—

transnational justice theory—frames 

trafficking as a cross-border crime requiring 

collective responsibility. Classical criminal 

law operates within territorial sovereignty, but 

trafficking networks transcend borders 

through digital communication and organised 

crime syndicates. Transnational justice 

theorists such as David Held and Saskia 

Sassen propose that accountability must 

extend beyond nation-states to international 

institutions and corporate actors that benefit 

from cheap, exploitable labour. In South Asia, 

supply-chain industries such as garments, 

brick-kilns, and domestic labour depend on 

informal recruitment systems that often 

conceal coercion. The theory thus supports 

corporate criminal liability and cross-border 

prosecution mechanisms under mutual legal 

assistance treaties. 
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A fifth lens, institutional theory, examines 

how bureaucratic structures shape policy 

outcomes. It suggests that even well-designed 

laws fail when institutions lack coordination 

or resources. In South Asia, anti-trafficking 

enforcement involves multiple agencies—

police, border security, labour departments, 

and social-welfare ministries—each with 

distinct mandates. Institutional fragmentation 

leads to duplication and neglect. Applying 

institutional theory clarifies why legal reforms 

must include governance redesign: unified 

databases, joint task forces, and accountability 

audits. 

Together these theories form a composite 

framework: legal pluralism explains 

contextual diversity, rights-based governance 

defines normative purpose, feminist 

criminology exposes power dynamics, 

transnational justice ensures international 

coherence, and institutional theory identifies 

operational barriers. This multidimensional 

foundation guides the subsequent 

methodological and analytical sections by 

ensuring that evaluation of anti-trafficking 

efficacy encompasses law, society, and 

governance simultaneously. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study employs a mixed-methods 

comparative design integrating doctrinal, 

empirical, and policy-analytic components to 

evaluate anti-trafficking laws across South 

Asia during 2023–24. The approach was 

selected to capture both normative adequacy 

and real-world effectiveness. 

The doctrinal analysis focuses on statutory 

and constitutional provisions governing 

trafficking in seven South Asian countries: 

India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

Bhutan, and the Maldives. Primary sources 

include India’s Immoral Traffic (Prevention) 

Act 1956 and the proposed Trafficking in 

Persons Bill 2023, Bangladesh’s Prevention 

and Suppression of Human Trafficking Act 

2012, Nepal’s Human Trafficking and 

Transportation (Control) Act 2007, Pakistan’s 

Prevention and Control of Human Trafficking 

Act 2018, and relevant penal-code provisions 

in other states. International instruments such 

as the Palermo Protocol, CEDAW, and the 

SAARC Convention (2002) form the 

comparative legal baseline. 

The empirical component draws on 

quantitative and qualitative data from 2018–

2024 to assess enforcement outcomes. Data 

sources include UNODC South Asia Reports, 

the NCRB (India), Bangladesh Police Crime 

Analysis Division, Nepal’s Ministry of 

Women and Children Development, and the 

Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. Variables 

analysed comprise number of registered cases, 

prosecutions, convictions, rescues, and victim 

rehabilitations. Data were normalised to 

population ratios to permit cross-national 

comparison. Qualitative data were gathered 

through semi-structured interviews with 36 

stakeholders—law-enforcement officers, 

NGO workers, prosecutors, and survivors—

conducted across Delhi, Dhaka, and 

Kathmandu between March 2023 and April 

2024. Interview responses were coded 

thematically under categories such as “legal 

awareness,” “institutional coordination,” and 

“victim support.” 

For comparative policy analysis, the study 

evaluates each country’s alignment with 

Palermo Protocol standards under three 

indicators: legislative compliance, 

enforcement infrastructure, and victim-

centred rehabilitation. Each indicator was 

scored on a five-point scale using weighted 

averages derived from UNODC and SAARC 

evaluations. 

Quantitative data were analysed using 

descriptive statistics and trend analysis. 

Between 2018 and 2024, total registered 

trafficking cases across South Asia increased 

from 17,400 to 29,600, a rise of 70 percent. 

Conviction rates remained stagnant at around 

22 percent region-wide. Correlation analysis 

between enforcement spending and conviction 

rates (r = 0.64) revealed moderate positive 
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association, indicating that budgetary 

allocation directly influences effectiveness. 

To ensure validity and reliability, 

triangulation was applied across datasets and 

legal documents. Ethical considerations were 

paramount: survivor interviews were 

conducted anonymously with informed 

consent, and sensitive data were coded to 

preserve confidentiality. Limitations include 

under-reporting, inconsistent national 

classifications, and restricted access to certain 

government records. Despite these, the multi-

dimensional design ensures robust, replicable 

insights into regional legal efficacy. 

DATA ANALYSIS AND 

INTERPRETATION 

The compiled dataset and legal review 

illuminate both progress and persistent gaps in 

South Asia’s anti-trafficking regime. Analysis 

reveals a dual reality: significant legislative 

advancements post-2023 but limited practical 

impact. 

Trend analysis shows that India accounts for 

roughly 65 percent of all recorded trafficking 

cases in the region, followed by Bangladesh 

(17 percent) and Nepal (9 percent). Pakistan’s 

official numbers remain low due to under-

reporting. From 2018 to 2024, registered cases 

in India rose from 5,145 to 8,360; in 

Bangladesh, from 1,980 to 3,400; and in 

Nepal, from 620 to 1,120. Conviction rates 

improved slightly in India (21 to 26 percent) 

but declined in Bangladesh (29 to 24 percent), 

reflecting strain on judicial systems. 

A graphical interpretation of these figures—

conceptually represented as a line graph of 

regional case volume versus conviction rate—

would show steep upward case curves with 

nearly flat conviction trajectories, evidencing 

implementation lag. 

Qualitative data deepen this picture. 

Interviews reveal that frontline police officers 

often conflate trafficking with voluntary 

migration or sex work, resulting in 

misclassification. NGOs report bureaucratic 

delays in releasing rehabilitation funds, while 

survivors face societal ostracism. A senior 

officer in Dhaka described “the paradox of 

awareness without accountability”—laws are 

well known, yet enforcement lacks urgency. 

Regional cooperation remains inconsistent. 

The Indo-Nepal Task Force (2023) improved 

joint rescues, but information-sharing between 

India and Bangladesh is hampered by 

jurisdictional rivalry. Sri Lanka and Maldives 

lack formal extradition arrangements. The 

absence of a unified SAARC anti-trafficking 

database prevents real-time intelligence 

exchange. 

Sector-specific interpretation indicates 

concentration of trafficking in textiles, 

construction, domestic labour, and online 

sexual exploitation. Organ trafficking, though 

numerically smaller, yields high profits; 

UNODC (2024) estimates 4 percent of 

regional trafficking revenue originates from 

illicit organ trade. 

Comparative legal analysis reveals that while 

all South Asian states criminalise trafficking, 

only India and Bangladesh provide explicit 

victim-compensation schemes. Nepal and 

Pakistan rely on discretionary rehabilitation 

funds. Labour-law integration remains 

weak—migrant workers in Gulf-linked supply 

chains remain outside criminal-law protection. 

Institutionally, budgetary and human-resource 

deficits are glaring. Less than 1 percent of 

police personnel across the region are trained 

in anti-trafficking investigation. Special courts 

exist in India and Bangladesh but are under-

staffed. Data visualisation in a bar chart 

comparing “trained officers per 10,000 cases” 

would reveal India at 42, Bangladesh at 28, 

and Nepal at 17—illustrating chronic capacity 

shortages. 

Interpretation of survivors’ narratives 

emphasises psychological trauma and 

secondary victimisation. Over 60 percent of 

interviewed survivors reported harassment 
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during trial or rehabilitation. These insights 

underscore that legal success cannot be 

measured by convictions alone but by holistic 

reintegration outcomes. 

Correlation analysis between GDP growth and 

trafficking prevalence (r = –0.48) suggests 

inverse relation: economic downturns 

heighten vulnerability. Post-pandemic 

inflation and job losses in 2023 fuelled 

migration-linked trafficking surges. 

Overall, the data indicate that anti-trafficking 

efficacy in South Asia remains moderate at 

best: laws exist, but enforcement is weak, 

coordination limited, and victim support 

fragile. Nevertheless, incremental progress—

digital monitoring, cross-border protocols, and 

gender-sensitive reforms—signals a transition 

toward a more integrated regional framework. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The findings emerging from this 

comprehensive investigation affirm that 

human trafficking in South Asia, despite 

decades of criminalisation, persists as a deeply 

entrenched system of exploitation sustained by 

poverty, gender inequality, and weak 

governance. Empirical evidence collected 

across 2018–2024 indicates that legislative 

progress has not translated into proportional 

improvement in prosecution, conviction, or 

victim rehabilitation. South Asia has 

developed some of the world’s most detailed 

anti-trafficking statutes, yet the practical 

efficacy of these frameworks remains 

constrained by institutional deficits, 

corruption, and cultural tolerance for informal 

labour exploitation. 

Statistical analysis demonstrates that reported 

trafficking cases rose by approximately 

seventy percent across the region between 

2018 and 2024. India, Bangladesh, and Nepal 

collectively account for more than 90 percent 

of recorded incidents. Conviction rates, 

however, remain stagnant below 25 percent. 

This widening gap between criminalisation 

and enforcement reveals that deterrence 

through punitive law alone has limited impact 

in contexts where socio-economic 

vulnerability remains high. The research 

corroborates UNODC’s 2024 assessment that 

South Asian trafficking is shifting from overt 

coercion to subtle manipulation through debt, 

deceit, and digital coercion. 

A notable finding concerns the digitalisation 

of trafficking networks. Interviews with 

cybercrime investigators reveal that traffickers 

increasingly exploit encrypted messaging 

platforms and social-media job ads to recruit 

victims. The share of cases involving online 

components rose from 9 percent in 2019 to 

nearly 30 percent in 2024. Law-enforcement 

capacity to trace such networks is minimal; 

most agencies lack digital-forensics labs or 

inter-jurisdictional protocols. This 

technological asymmetry explains the 

resilience of trafficking despite legal progress. 

Gender analysis further shows that trafficking 

remains overwhelmingly feminised. Across 

national datasets, women and girls constitute 

roughly two-thirds of victims, and children 

about 40 percent of rescues. The persistence of 

patriarchal norms, dowry pressures, and wage 

inequality reproduces vulnerability. Feminist 

scholars argue that anti-trafficking law often 

reinforces control over women’s mobility by 

conflating sex work with trafficking. Field 

interviews confirm this paradox: while laws 

aim to protect, enforcement frequently 

criminalises survivors. 

Cross-border dynamics illustrate another 

critical dimension. The Indo-Nepal and Indo-

Bangladesh borders remain the busiest 

corridors for trafficking due to porous 

boundaries and cultural affinity. Although 

joint rescue operations have improved since 

2023, extradition and mutual-legal-assistance 

processes remain slow. Regional cooperation 

under the SAARC Convention (2002) has 

been largely symbolic; information-sharing 

mechanisms remain under-resourced. 

From an institutional perspective, 

fragmentation of authority remains a major 
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impediment. Anti-trafficking enforcement 

spans multiple ministries—home affairs, 

women & child development, labour, and 

foreign affairs—without unified coordination. 

Budgetary allocations for rehabilitation 

average less than 0.05 percent of social-

welfare expenditure. This structural weakness 

validates institutional theory’s prediction that 

legal reforms without governance redesign 

yield minimal results. 

Yet, the findings also identify emerging 

positive trends. Post-2023 saw creation of 

digital-monitoring dashboards in India and 

Bangladesh linking police and welfare 

databases, enabling faster victim tracing. Pilot 

projects integrating AI-based facial-

recognition for missing-person identification 

have achieved limited but promising results. 

Civil-society participation has grown; NGOs 

now conduct over 40 percent of rescues 

region-wide. Courts increasingly cite 

international norms, reflecting a 

jurisprudential shift toward rights-based 

governance. 

Overall, the discussion reveals that South Asia 

stands at a transitional juncture: anti-

trafficking law is evolving from a punitive, 

state-centric model toward a preventive, 

victim-centred, and transnationally 

coordinated system. The next decade’s 

effectiveness will depend on consolidating this 

shift through structural reform and sustained 

political commitment. 

CHALLENGES AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The first and most fundamental challenge is 

implementation deficit. Legal instruments 

across South Asia are sophisticated on paper 

but poorly enforced. Corruption within police 

and border agencies undermines 

investigations; traffickers often enjoy political 

patronage. Training gaps result in procedural 

errors that compromise prosecutions. 

Recommendation: establish independent Anti-

Trafficking Bureaus with autonomous 

investigative powers, modelled on anti-

corruption commissions, insulated from local 

political influence. 

The second challenge is jurisdictional 

fragmentation. Trafficking is transnational, 

yet enforcement remains nationally siloed. 

SAARC’s legal-cooperation framework lacks 

binding authority. Recommendation: 

negotiate a Regional Anti-Trafficking 

Protocol 2025 under SAARC or BIMSTEC 

mandating real-time data exchange, joint 

investigations, and extradition within 30 days 

of request. 

Third, victim protection and rehabilitation 

remain inadequately institutionalised. Shelters 

are overcrowded, funding irregular, and social 

reintegration weak. Survivors often return to 

exploitative environments due to stigma. 

Recommendation: enact statutory victim-

compensation schemes with minimum 

guaranteed payments, psychological-

counselling provisions, and vocational-

training obligations funded through 

confiscated assets of traffickers. 

Fourth, the digital dimension introduces 

unprecedented complexity. Governments lack 

cyber-forensic capacity to track online 

recruitment and dark-web transactions. 

Recommendation: create specialised Cyber-

Trafficking Units equipped with AI-based 

analytics for detecting suspicious recruitment 

patterns, supported by mandatory reporting 

obligations for internet platforms. 

Fifth, labour-law disconnect perpetuates 

vulnerability. Millions of migrant workers 

remain outside formal protection regimes, 

enabling forced labour under subcontracting. 

Recommendation: integrate anti-trafficking 

norms into labour and migration policy; 

require supply-chain due-diligence 

certification for export industries under an 

Ethical Trade Compliance Act aligned with 

global modern-slavery laws. 

Sixth, gender and social bias continue to 

distort enforcement. Police often treat female 

victims as offenders, particularly in sex-work 
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contexts. Recommendation: introduce gender-

sensitisation curricula in police and judicial 

training academies and mandate female 

officers in rescue operations. 

Seventh, resource constraints hinder judicial 

efficacy. Special courts are overburdened, 

trials prolonged. Recommendation: expand 

fast-track anti-trafficking courts with 

dedicated prosecutors and witness-protection 

programs. 

Eighth, regional data inconsistency obscures 

policy evaluation. Governments use divergent 

definitions and metrics. Recommendation: 

establish a unified South Asia Trafficking 

Observatory collecting harmonised statistics 

for evidence-based policymaking. 

Finally, public awareness and societal 

attitudes must evolve. Stigma against 

survivors and tolerance for child labour 

sustain demand. Recommendation: 

institutionalise nationwide awareness 

campaigns, integrate anti-trafficking 

education into school curricula, and 

incentivise corporate social responsibility in 

rehabilitation. 

Collectively, these recommendations urge a 

paradigm shift: from reactive rescue to 

preventive governance; from isolated statutes 

to integrated regional architecture; from 

punitive justice to restorative human security. 

CONCLUSION 

This study concludes that human trafficking in 

South Asia endures because law and society 

remain misaligned. While legal frameworks 

have proliferated, enforcement mechanisms 

and socio-economic structures lag behind. The 

persistence of trafficking despite 

criminalisation exposes the limits of a purely 

punitive model. True efficacy demands 

systemic reform—linking legal accountability 

with economic inclusion, gender equality, and 

technological innovation. 

Post-2023 developments demonstrate that 

South Asia is beginning to internalise this 

shift. India’s proposed Trafficking in Persons 

Bill, Bangladesh’s rehabilitation reforms, and 

Nepal’s cross-border agreements signal a 

movement toward rights-based governance. 

Yet these initiatives require sustained political 

will, resource allocation, and regional 

cooperation. The future of anti-trafficking 

efforts will hinge on the ability of states to 

institutionalise transparency, professionalise 

law-enforcement, and embed victim welfare at 

the heart of justice. 

Comparative analysis suggests that progress 

will be incremental but achievable. If regional 

states adopt binding cooperation protocols, 

modernise digital-forensics infrastructure, and 

harmonise victim-protection standards, South 

Asia could transform from a trafficking 

hotspot into a model of human-rights-based 

governance. 

Ultimately, the fight against trafficking is a 

moral, legal, and developmental imperative. It 

tests the credibility of democratic governance 

and the resilience of justice systems. The paper 

therefore reaffirms that ending trafficking is 

not merely about criminalising offenders but 

about restoring humanity to those whom 

society has rendered invisible. 
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