A ‘ & ANIMUS ﬁ?w
O ASSOCIATION Nt
IJM

Human trafficking in Bulgaria
in the context of the crisis in
Ukraine

Situational analysis in 2024

Nadia Kozhouharova

This publication is funded by the United States Government



This study aims to present a snapshot of human trafficking in Bulgaria in 2024. It focuses on the
impact of the war in Ukraine and the subsequent wave of refugees.

The research is conducted as part of the “Regional Response to Trafficking in Persons within the
Ukraine Crisis” program, funded by the U.S. Department of State's Office to Monitor and
Combat Trafficking in Persons with International Justice Mission as the lead partner. The
program unites the efforts of three Bulgarian NGOs: Animus Association Foundation, Dignita
Foundation, and the Center for the Study of Democracy. Each organization contributes through
distinct activities, including research. This research is conducted by Animus Association
Foundation, drawing on its extensive experience in supporting trafficking victims and advocating
for their rights.

The analysis includes desk research and insights from interviews with leading experts in counter-
trafficking and victim support. It also incorporates observations from participation in meetings,
conferences, and other forums focused on victim identification and protection. Additionally, the
analysis reflects the practical experience gained through the services provided by Animus
Association Foundation to trafficked persons and individuals at risk. These include the Crisis
Centre “St. Petka,” Crisis Centre “St. Sofia,” the “Mother and Baby” Unit, the Hotline for Victims
of Violence, and the “Safe Space for Women and Girls”.

Experts from the National Commission for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, the Ministry
of Interior, the Prosecutor's Office, NGOs, service providers and researchers participated in the
study. Nine interviews were conducted with a total of 14 individuals. They were carried out in
the form of open-ended discussions on the topics that participants considered important in
terms of victim protection, access to justice and respect for victims' rights. Participants shared
their personal professional opinions and practical experiences; they did not speak on behalf of
the institutions or organizations they are affiliated with. To respect their privacy and encourage
openness, their identities have been kept anonymous.

The study reflects the first calendar year of implementation of the program in Bulgaria. It
contributes to the program’s baseline assessment by pointing at key gaps in both the victim
protection system and the criminal justice system, based on expert opinions and practical
examples. The conclusions and recommendations are guided by the principle of prioritizing the
best interests of victims.

Sofia, May 2025
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Animus Association Foundation
was founded in 1994 and works on the issue of trafficking since

1998. It is the Bulgarian member of La Strada International European NGO Platform against human trafficking.
Animus has supported hundreds of victims of trafficking and implemented more than 100 projects on
domestic violence, trafficking in human beings and gender-based violence. Animus has achieved a widely
recognized position as an organization defending the human rights of trafficked persons in Bulgaria. It has
consistently played a key role in shaping national anti-trafficking policies. The activities of Animus are in 3
main areas:

e Direct support to victims of violence - Animus is recognized in the public sector as one of the most reliable
social services providers with extensive professional experience in Bulgaria. The organization has
established and operates the National Help-line for Victims of Violence, a Crisis Centers for victims of
Violence including a Transit centre for victims of Trafficking, the Sofia Municipality Social Services Complex.
All services provided by Animus Association Foundation are licensed by the relevant state institutions,
with core services receiving sustainable funding from Sofia Municipality

e  Advocacy and Prevention - The organization is recognized as a trusted partner in the fight against human
trafficking and victim support by both Bulgarian institutions and international organizations. Through its
activities Animus advocates for effective protection of victims' rights like unconditional support, access to
justice, compensation etc. Based on its extensive experience, Animus initiated and coordinated the
development of the Bulgarian National Mechanism for Referral and Protection of Trafficked persons.
Animus is part of different expert groups working on child protection issues, GBV and relevant legislation.
The organization advocates for the rights and the best interest of the victims.

e  Training through which the organization transfers its trauma-informed and victim-centered model of work.
The organization has an extensive training practice to enhance the capacity of different professionals in
the field of education, social services and law-enforcement to protect and support victims of violence.
Numerous manuals and guidelines for providing support and protection to victims of trafficking have been
developed and are available to professionals.

Nadia Kozhouharova is a clinical psychologist and psychotherapist who works mainly with survivors of
violence and people who have experienced psychological trauma. She has been
working with Animus Association Foundation for 30 years now. Nadia is the national coordinator of La Strada
program in Bulgaria. She is member of the Permanent Working Group at the National Commission for
Combating Trafficking in Human Beings. She has a number of publications in the field of human trafficking,
mainly related to the support of victims of trafficking and the protection of their rights. Besides her work in

the anti-trafficking field, Nadia has extensive clinical practice as psychotherapist and psychoanalyst.

The author gratefully acknowledges the support of Alyona Tabunshtik, Vasilena Sadakova, and Nikolina
Ganeva in the preparation of this report

This publication is funded by the United States Government

This publication was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The opinions, findings and
conclusions stated herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United States
Department of State.



Contents

Human trafficking in Bulgaria - dynamics and trends........................ooorrninnnnnnnnn. 5
Forms of eXploitation .........ooeeiiiiiie e 6
e (o) {=Tot [0 o ER OO PPPPPRPPPIN 12
ACCESS TO JUSTICE ..ttt e e e e et e e e e e e eeees 15
Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria and human trafficking ..................cc...... . 20
Vulnerability and risk factors contributing to the trafficking of Ukrainian
] 0T =TT SRR 20
Identification of victims of trafficking among Ukrainian refugees.................... 27
PrOtECLION ..t e e e e e e 30
Conclusions and recommendations ............cccoooeeiiiiiiiiii, 32
4

This publication is funded by the United States Government

This publication was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The opinions, findings and
conclusions stated herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United States
Department of State.



Human trafficking in Bulgaria - dynamics and trends

Bulgaria holds a significant place on the European map of human trafficking. The trends
observed in Europe are also valid here. In 2024, the dynamics of trafficking in human beings in
the country are determined by external political factors such as the war in Ukraine and the
accompanying migrant wave of refugees. Another factor is the ongoing migration from the
Middle East and Africa to Western European countries as Bulgaria is located on the so-called
Balkan route. Although the number of refugees has been decreasing in recent years, citizens
from Syria, Afghanistan, Iragq, Morocco, Pakistan, etc. are still seeking international protection
or are in transit in Bulgaria.! The demographic crisis, lack of labour force, impoverishment and
lack of employment opportunities, and high rates of labour migration are key domestic factors
contributing to the conditions that enable human trafficking.

According to the National Commission for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings (NCCTHB)
2023 report? Bulgaria continues to be among the leading countries of origin for victims of
trafficking. The main vulnerability factors cited are prolonged poverty, physical disability or
mental illness, domestic violence, being stuck in debt, addiction to drugs, lack of a supportive
environment, lack of education, long-term unemployment, lack of opportunities and feelings
hopelessness and impasse.?

Labour migration from Bulgaria continues to be intense and many people, mainly in the low-
skilled sectors, are looking for prospects abroad. This explains the increase in the number of
Bulgarian victims of labour exploitation.

Another important factor which determines trends in human trafficking is the increased import
of workers from outside the EU. Bulgaria is experiencing a labour shortage and in 2024, 15 560
foreigners entered the country for short-term employment, which is 35% more than in 2023.
They come mainly from Turkey, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Nepal.?

1 According to the State Agency for Refugees, in 2024, 12,240 persons sought protection.
2 NCCTHB (2023). 2023 Annual Report on the Implementation of the National Program to Prevent and Combat
Trafficking in Human Beings and to Protect Victims
(ttps://antitraffic.government.en/uploads/___ 2023 . final.pdf)
3 ibidem
4 https://www.investor.bg/a/517-pazar-na-truda/408032-prez-2024-gbalgarskite-rabotodateli-sa-uvelichili-vnosa-
na-rabotna-raka-ot-strani-izvan-es
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Forms of exploitation

According to the NCCTHB, the highest number of signals is of women trafficked for sexual
exploitation (over 50%).° This data is confirmed by the interviewed expert from the Prosecutor's
Office, according to whom, 80% of the cases prosecuted are for “lewd acts”. These cases are
characterized by financial debt, coercion and no free will to leave sex work. Building dependency
to substances is also often used.®

Calls to the hotlines (see page 14) primarily concern cases involving Bulgarian citizens abroad.
Cases of internal trafficking increased in 2024, as did cases of informally identified third-country
nationals exploited in Bulgaria.’

According to an expert from the Ministry of Interior, there has been a declining trend in the
number of Bulgarian victims in recent years, attributed to the country’s ongoing demographic
collapse. The working-age population is shrinking compared to previous years. As the
interviewee explained, many Bulgarians seek livelihoods abroad, which is why potential victims
are found in destination countries rather than within Bulgaria. Germany is identified as the most
preferred destination. In most cases, Bulgarian authorities do not receive information about
trafficking incidents abroad. Victims tend to report their cases to local authorities in the
destination countries. These authorities contact their Bulgarian counterparts only when a cross-
border criminal network is involved and a joint investigation is required.® Another way Bulgarian
authorities or NGOs may become aware of a victim is when the individual is preparing to return
to Bulgaria and is assessed as highly vulnerable and in need of support upon arrival.

An example of lack of information is the case of the brutal murder of a woman trafficked
for sexual exploitation in Germany in 2023. We learned about it because a German
television intended to make a documentary about it. Journalists contacted Animus asking
for assistance. We found out that both the victim and the perpetrator are from Bulgaria.
The trial received extensive media coverage in Germany and provoked a strong public
reaction due to the exceptional cruelty inflicted on the victim. The case, however, remains
unknown to the Bulgarian authorities.

5 NCCTHB (2023). 2023 Annual Report on the Implementation of the National Program to Prevent and Combat
Trafficking in Human Beings and to Protect Victims

8 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024

7 JTIP Interview from 21 Feb 2025

8 JTIP Interview 5 from 01 Nov 2024
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Experts point out problems with the identification of victims of sexual exploitation.

An example is given of a woman hospitalized for injuries sustained from violence by her
partner, resulting in moderate bodily harm. The woman was a victim of sexual
exploitation by him. This was ignored by the authorities and the case was treated as
domestic violence.’

The NCCTBH report states that more and more Bulgarian men (and women) are suffering labour
exploitation, especially as seasonal workers in Western European countries.'® According to the
expert from the Ministry of Interior, in these cases it is very difficult to prove forced labour and,
respectively, human trafficking. Victims often avoid engaging in lengthy criminal and court
proceedings, which lack a clear outcome and offer no guarantee of justice. Most prefer to leave
their traumatic experiences behind and seek opportunities in another country. It has been
observed that when victims begin to complain about poor working conditions, employers simply
dismiss them. In such cases, the offense is typically classified as fraud rather than trafficking for
the purpose of labor exploitation, as the elements of coercion and deprivation of freedom are
absent. 11

In 2024, a total of 4 victims of trafficking for labour exploitation in Italy (3 men and 1
woman) were referred to Animus. The victims were coerced, deceived and transported
by the same person. They expressed their dissatisfaction with the poor working and living
conditions and not receiving the promised pay. After threatening to report the situation
to the authorities, they were expelled by the employer and left on the street. The case
was reported and the victims were questioned on their return. With the help of an NGO
in Italy and Animus, they returned to Bulgaria. All the victims live in extreme poverty. In
order to keep in touch with them for the purposes of criminal proceedings and to prevent
their re-trafficking, they receive regular material support from Animus.

In 2024, Nova TV broadcasted a documentary about four Bulgarian men who were
victims of human trafficking for labour exploitation in Denmark in 2018. They were also

9 JTIP Interview 7 from 29 Nov 2024

10 NCCTHB (2023). 2023 Annual Report on the Implementation of the National Program to Prevent and Combat
Trafficking in Human Beings and to Protect Victims
(ttps://antitraffic.government.en/uploads/___ 2023 . final.pdf)

1 JTIP Interview 5 from 01 Nov 2024
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forced to participate in the embezzlement of social benefits. The victims were supported
by Animus on their return and were motivated to report the crime. A human trafficking
investigation was conducted. It is clear from the video that the District Prosecutor's Office
in Ruse refused to initiate pre-trial proceedings because there was “no evidence of a
crime”. Following the broadcast of the film, the alleged perpetrators filed defamation
charges against the journalists from Nova TV. 12

Most experts agree that the risk of exploitation of third-country nationals in Bulgaria is
growing. According to one interviewee, many foreign workers view their employment in
Bulgaria as a stepping stone to Western Europe. This leads employers to retain their passports
under the pretext of a ‘declaration of consent,” claiming the workers might otherwise lose
them.3 In such situations it is difficult to prove exploitation, if any.

According to another expert from the Ministry of Interior, inspections for third-country nationals
are carried out on an ongoing basis in cooperation with foreign partners or through the regional
structures of the ministry. There is data about persons from Vietnam, Nepal, Kazakhstan on the
territory of a given municipality.1*

In 2024, Animus received information from La Strada Poland about a group of Nepalese
nationals working in a metal processing factory in a medium-sized Bulgarian town. Their
passports were seized by their employer and they said they felt threatened. Their
aspiration was to move to Poland to work. The case was handed over to the police and
the Labour Inspectorate. There has been a refusal by the prosecutor’s office to initiate
proceedings.

A shared opinion among the experts interviewed is that labour exploitation is not well
recognized by Bulgarian authorities. The expert from the Prosecutor's office gave the example
of Moldovan citizens who were exploited (with clear indicators of this) in the illegal production
of cigarettes without a tax stamp, but were treated as perpetrators. °

Another reason is that labour exploitation is not clearly defined in Bulgarian legislation. Forced
labour and servitude are not treated as separate crimes but rather as specific forms of

12 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_fIN8raBckg
13 JTIP Interview 5 from 01 Nov 2024
14 JTIP Interview 6 from 22 Nov 2024
15 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
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trafficking.'® This means that in order to prove forced labour, it is necessary to prove not only
the violation of labour rights, but also the existence of means (fraud, deception, physical
coercion, violence, and deprivation of liberty), actions (recruitment, transportation, harbouring,
etc.), and exploitation.

Interviewees reported cases of exploitation involving domestic workers on tourist or short-term
visas who overstay and remain in the country illegally. Two interviewees shared cases of women
from the Philippines who were victims of exploitation in domestic work. 17/ 18

According to IOM experts, third-country nationals are afraid to report crime in order to avoid
deportation.'® 29 They tend to share about it only after they have been in a social service for a
longer period of time.

In 2024, Animus team worked on three cases of trafficked women who are third-country
nationals. They were placed in a long-term service and disclosed their traumatic
experiences after months of being in the service. In these cases, the trafficking took place
in another country.

In many such cases, overt violence is absent; instead, coercion occurs through various
dependencies, including escape from domestic violence, the need to support family, aspirations
to move on to Western Europe, threats against family members, economic hardship and debt,
costs of transfer to another country, and addictions to gambling or drugs.?! Due to these
pressing circumstances, victims are often reluctant to report the crime.

Alarmingly, interviewees shared information about exploitation of foreign minors. There is
mention of unaccompanied boys from Afghanistan and Syria being exploited in construction in
Bulgaria.?2 Most minors come from countries where child labour is the norm and it is natural for
them to seek work in Bulgaria. They easily become victims of fraud and exploitation.
Unfortunately, there is no way to legalize their work, so that they are protected.?3

6 Dobreva, N. (2013). Promotion of the Rights of Trafficked Persons IN Bulgaria. A Human Rights Based Approach.
Legal Analysis. Animus Association Foundation (_https://shorturl.at/nLEes )

7 JTIP Interview 4 from 18 Oct 2024

18 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024

19 JTIP Interview 8 from 29 Nov 2024

20 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024

2L JTIP Interview 8 from 29 Nov 2024

22 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024

23 JTIP Interview 8 from 29 Nov 2024
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One interviewee reported about people from Africa coming to work in agriculture. There is no
information on what happens to them and to what extent their rights are respected.?*

There is a close link between human trafficking and smuggling. Thousands of people from North
Africa and Middle East transit through Bulgaria. Many people are reported missing from the
Registration and Reception Centers of the State Agency for Refugees, including young women.
It is known that many of those who have applied for international protection do not wait for a
decision but instead leave the country via the Serbian or Romanian borders with the assistance
of smugglers. According to information provided by FRONTEX, push backs on the Serbian side
of the border are frequent and accompanied by severe violence.?®> Missing migrants are initially
reported at the local level, then on national level and only afterward is an investigation
launched. Unfortunately, by that time, many have already been smuggled out of the country
through illegal border crossings.?® If apprehended, smuggled individuals often do not report
crimes against them, as they perceive the police as a repressive authority. Police have a very
limited opportunity to interview them, typically only during the 24-hour detention period.
Subsequently, if migrants have already applied for protection or submit an application upon
detention, they are transferred to the State Agency for Refugees.?’” Law enforcement authorities
have only brief contact with these individuals, making it difficult to obtain reliable statements.
Victims typically do not know the perpetrators and therefore cannot serve as credible witnesses.
Smugglers operate in chains and frequently change, making identification impossible. Notably,
in the past 10 years, there has not been a single confirmed case of human trafficking identified
among smuggled persons.?®

Unfortunately, as interviewees share, no foreign nationals — third-country nationals, persons
seeking or receiving protection, or persons with temporary protection — have been officially
identified as victims of trafficking in Bulgaria.

According to observations by Animus, the reasons for this are complex. On one hand, there is a
lack of proactive victim identification by Bulgarian institutions among third-country nationals.
On the other hand, Bulgaria is usually a transit country for these individuals, who are eager to
continue their journey to their desired destination. For this reason, many avoid being identified
as victims of crime. They are unwilling to participate in criminal proceedings that they cannot

24 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
25 Round table in Sofia at the FRONTEX Consultative Forum on Fundamental Rights - Sofia, 09.12.2024.
26 JTIP Interview 6 from 22 Nov 2024
7 ibid
28 ibid
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control, often because they do not know their rights, face language barriers that hinder
understanding of the process, and are uncertain whether cooperating will benefit them.

Interviewees welcome the European Directive 2021/1883, which gives third-country nationals
the right to work in the EU with a blue card. It enables them not to return to their country of
origin when they change employers, but to submit an application the Migration Directorate of
the Ministry of Interior.?°

The expert from the Prosecutor's Office also mentioned a rise in begging cases. The victims are
children with disabilities (or purposely maimed). The scheme involves children being adopted
by Roma families and subsequently forced to beg. The children fall victim because of the poor
assessment of the parental capacity of the adoptive parents and the hosting environment by
the Social Assistance Agency. Reference is also made to adoptions abroad for the same purpose.
These cases remain beyond the reach of Bulgarian institutions.3°

The 2023 NCCTHB report also mentions cases of trafficking for criminal purposes. It says that
traffickers are increasingly involving victims in crimes such as fraud schemes that exploit tax or
welfare systems in destination countries.3?

A trafficked minor girl is accommodated in Animus services. She was forced to participate
in the smuggling of women from a neighboring country to work as sex workers in
Bulgaria.

The experts interviewed agree that there has been a trend in recent years to use softer methods
of recruitment and coercion. The leading method remains the "lover boy" method, which
targets mainly young women.3? In many cases of sexual exploitation, the pimp and the victim
are family. It is also popular that the perpetrator controls several girls, whom he calls 'his
women', and creates a rivalry between them as to which one is his 'real' wife. These women
often do not report the crime or testify against the perpetrator due to traumatic attachment,
viewing the relationship as the most significant in their lives. Some victims are compelled to
remain silent about the violence because their children have been left in Bulgaria—sometimes

29 JTIP Interview 4 from 25 Oct 2024
30 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
31 NCCTHB (2023). 2023 Annual Report on the Implementation of the National Program to Prevent and Combat
Trafficking in Human Beings and to Protect Victims
32 ibid
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even in the care of the pimp’s relatives. In most cases, the money earned is split 50/50 or 40/60
between the sex worker and the pimp. Many women are willing to work under these conditions
and only resist if the arrangement is broken.33

Most of these women are extremely vulnerable and dependent. They have no supportive
environment, no one to return to and see the pimp and other sex workers as their family. 34

According to an expert from the Ministry of Interior, even when there is evidence of human
trafficking, the crime often remains ‘latent.” It goes unreported as victims refuse to testify and
are reluctant to leave sex work due to the income it provides and the standard of living, they
can maintain.?®

Protection

Bulgaria has a relatively well-established system of social services for victims of violence and
human trafficking.

Since 2016, the National Referral Mechanism for Support of Trafficked Persons has served as the
official framework for cooperation, enabling government agencies to fulfill their responsibilities
in victim care and coordinate their efforts strategically in partnership with civil society.3® One
of the interviewees noted that, unfortunately, the mechanism is mainly respected in cases
where the administration of the NCCTHB is involved, or where strong personal and professional
connections exist.?’

Victims of trafficking have access to the following specialized services, which are managed by
the NCCTHB. They are established under the Combating Trafficking in Human Beings Act and are
funded through the NCCTHB’s budget:

- Sofia - Temporary Accommodation Shelter and Support and Counselling Centre;

- Burgas - Temporary Accommodation Shelter and Support and Counselling Centre;
Shelter for long-term integration;

- Varna - Temporary Accommodation Shelter and Support and Counselling Centre

33 JTIP Interview 5 from 01 Nov 2024
34 ibid
35 JTIP Interview 5 from 01 Nov 2024
36 Created in 2010 on the initiative of Animus Association and officially adopted by the Council of Ministers in
2016.
37 JTIP Interview 4 from 25 Oct 2024
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The management of the services is delegated to NGOs - “Demetra’ Foundation in Burgas and
“SOS - Families at Risk”” Foundation in Sofia and Varna.

It is also important to acknowledge the specialized program of Animus Association Foundation
— the Transit Centre for Victims of Trafficking.3® 3°

In addition, in 10 cities of the country (Blagoevgrad, Burgas, Varna, Veliko Tarnovo, Montana,
Pazardzhik, Pleven, Plovdiv, Ruse, Sliven) there are Local Commissions for Combating
Trafficking in Human Beings. At the local level, they are responsible for organizing and
coordinating support for victims in partnership with existing social service providers.

Victims may also benefit from services established under the Social Services Act. As of the end
of 2024, 13 Women’s Crisis Centers are operating across the country.*® Victims of trafficking
who are pregnant or have children under the age of 3 can also benefit from the “Mother and
Baby Unit”’ (12 in the country). Depending on the specificity of their needs, they have access to
Community Support Centers, accommodation services for people with disabilities, etc. Job
Centers and local Legal Aid Offices are also accessible.

IOM provides safe return and reintegration and access to specialized legal, social and
psychological services tailored to the trafficked persons’ individual needs.

Several helplines are also available, including the A21 National Human Trafficking Hotline; the
National Hotline for Support and Referral of Survivors of Violence, operated by the Animus
Association Foundation under the Council of Ministers; and the National Child Helpline, run by
the State Agency for Child Protection..

A multidisciplinary approach has been established in supporting trafficked persons, involving
various social services, NGOs, and international organizations, each contributing according to
their expertise and capacity. Support includes also language courses, legal assistance,
employment services, and more.*!

A key shortcoming of the protection system is that it is primarily designed to support Bulgarian
women who have been trafficked abroad and return to Bulgaria. As a result, the services are

38 Established in 201 under the project "Bulgarian-Swiss Joint Efforts for Providing Immediate and Unconditional
Protection of Trafficked Persons and Preventing Trafficking in Human Beings", funded by the Bulgarian-Swiss
Cooperation Programme.
39 The programme is currently funded by the current project
40 |n the districts of Burgas, Varna, Veliko Tarnovo (3), Pernik, Peshtera, Plovdiv, Ruse, Sliven, Sofia, Stara Zagora,
Haskovo
41 A full list of governmental, international and non-governmental organisations involved in the integration of
victims can be found on the NRM.BG website.
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predominantly accessible to Bulgarian women victims of sexual exploitation returning from
other countries.*? At the same time, the number of victims of labor exploitation—often men—
is on the rise. However, there are still no specialized services available for male victims of
trafficking. With the refugee crises stemming from the war in Syria and now the conflict in
Ukraine, the number of vulnerable individuals from third countries is increasing, prompting
organizations to develop their capacity to work with foreign nationals.

Referrals to services for victims of trafficking are made mainly through the administration of the
NCCTBH, the General Directorate for Combating Organized Crime, and the General Directorate
for Border Police, the National Anti-Trafficking Hotline, and partner NGOs in Bulgaria and
abroad.®

According to interviewees, the greatest challenges in providing services to trafficked people
relate to their physical and mental health. Persistent barriers to healthcare access remain a
major concern and call for high-level intervention.* Many victims suffer from disabilities and
must endure a complicated and slow process to obtain a certificate from the Territorial Expert
Medical Commission (TEMC) in order to qualify for even minimal financial assistance or
accommodation in relevant specialized services. They cannot manage this on their own. Many
victims have moderate to mild intellectual disability. The procedure requires an address
registration with a residence period of at least three months, which victims usually do not have.
Appeals against decisions are usually required and the process drags on for over a year, during
which time victims must be placed in a shelter.*>

Placement in a social service for people with disabilities also takes time. To achieve this, victims’
health and insurance rights must be restored, and pension contributions paid.*® However, not
all organizations supporting trafficking victims have the financial resources to cover these costs.

Animus was approached by an NGO from abroad about a man from Bulgaria who had
been trafficked for begging. The man is blind and has severe hearing impairment. He has
no relatives in Bulgaria. In order to facilitate his return and re-integration, it is necessary
to identify a suitable social service to accommodate him and to secure funding to cover
all associated costs.

42 JTIP Interview 1 from 20 Sep 2024
3 JTIP Interview 1 from 20 Sep 2024
4 ibid
% ibid
4 ibid
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The case of a family in which both spouses are victims of labor exploitation is illustrative.
The man is in extreme vulnerability with kidney failure and is dependent on hemodialysis,
the woman needs a personal assistant. They have been in a shelter for over a year due
to the difficulty of finding a suitable social service for them.*’

Labour market integration is extremely difficult for victims. Many have lived in severe, long-
term poverty and completed education only up to grade 8, with some remaining nearly illiterate.
Often, there is a significant gap between their documented educational level and actual skills,
leaving them highly uncompetitive—even in low-skilled job sectors. Additionally, continuing
education is challenging for trafficked persons, as traumatic experiences and other adverse
factors hinder their ability to concentrate, stay consistent, and remain motivated and
independent.*®

Due to the risk of re-trafficking, lengthy legal proceedings, and the challenges of reintegration,
victims often require prolonged stays in shelters, which can lead to the development of
institutional helplessness. 4°

Access to justice

Pursuant to Article 74, paragraph 1 of the Bulgarian Criminal Procedure Code (CPC), a victim is
defined as a person who has suffered material or non-material harm as a result of a crime.
According to Article 75, paragraph 3 of the CPC, in order to be formally recognized as a victim
of trafficking, the individual must explicitly declare their willingness to participate in the pre-
trial proceedings and provide a summons address within the country.

Formally, victims of trafficking, like other crime victims, are entitled to legal aid, which is
provided through the National Legal Aid Bureau (NLAB) and the Bar Councils in the relevant
judicial district. Legal aid is granted by decision of the chair of the NLAB within 14 days of
receiving the case file from the competent authority—either the prosecutor overseeing the
investigation or the presiding judge—if it is determined that the victim lacks the means to pay

47 JTIP Interview 7 from 29 Nov 2024
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for legal representation, wishes to have a lawyer, and the interests of justice require it. However,
in many trafficking cases, victims are involved only as witnesses and are rarely provided with
legal representation. Courts also seldom appoint a trustee under Article 100 of the Criminal
Procedure Code.>°

Victims of trafficking may apply for legal aid through the investigating authority, after explicitly
declaring their willingness to be constituted as victims in the pre-trial proceedings. To qualify,
they must demonstrate low income, submit a standard declaration of assets, and provide
additional information relevant to the National Legal Aid Bureau’s (NLAB) assessment, such as
family status, health condition, and age. Howeuver, if the victim is accommodated in a Crisis
Centre, they are entitled to legal aid without the need to prove financial hardship. A significant
challenge remains the limited number of lawyers across the country who are adequately trained
and experienced in handling human trafficking cases. These lawyers are not listed in the
National Legal Aid Register®!, but work through their private practices, with their fees typically
covered by NGOs. These lawyers offer both legal advice and legal representation, though the
latter is unfortunately rarely required. >?

Good practice suggests that victims of trafficking receive legal assistance from the moment they
are identified. The lack of competent lawyers to support trafficked persons throughout the
process—both during pre-trial proceedings and in court—makes it nearly impossible to ensure
that many of their rights are upheld. Without a legal representative to "prompt" the magistrates,
key rights of trafficking victims are often ignored in practice. These include the right to a
recovery and reflection period, the prohibition against detaining identified victims, the right to
non-punishment for unlawful acts committed as a result of being trafficked, and the right not to
cooperate with law enforcement authorities. For the same reasons, victims in Bulgaria lack real
and effective access to their right to compensation.

According to organizations that support trafficked persons, it is very rare for a case to reach trial.
It often takes a long time for a case to be transferred to the prosecution, and in nearly all
instances, proceedings are terminated at the pre-trial stage. It is common practice for the
prosecution to refuse to initiate proceedings altogether.>3

50 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
51 This register is different from the registers of bar associations and the Unified Register of Lawyers of the
Supreme Bar Council, in which every lawyer must be registered in order to be entitled to work.
52 JTIP Interview 1 from 20 Sep 2024
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16
This publication is funded by the United States Government
This publication was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The opinions, findings and
conclusions stated herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United States
Department of State.



A case cited from the Vidin District Prosecutor's Office illustrates the above issue: the
prosecution concluded that no crime of human trafficking had occurred, arguing that
only recruitment and transportation took place as the victim was not transferred across
a national border. This conclusion was reached despite the guidance provided in
Interpretative Decision No. 2 of 2009 in Case No. 2/2009 of the General Assembly of the
Criminal Division of the Supreme Court of Cassation (SCC)** which clarifies that cross-
border transfer is not a necessary element for the crime of trafficking.>>

In almost all cases, victims have to appeal to continue the proceedings. This is only possible in

cases when legal support is provided by shelters or NGOs. Victims would never show such

initiative on their own. If there is no appeal 90% of human trafficking cases will be dismissed.>®

An example from 2022 involves a woman who was a victim of extremely brutal violence
in a trafficking case, suffering a broken jaw inflicted by the trafficker. Although she was
granted special protection as a witness, the case was initially closed at the pre-trial
stage. Upon appeal, the proceedings were reinstated, and the investigation is currently
ongoing. The perpetrator is identified; however, there are no witnesses, and the victim’s
testimony is inconsistent due to trauma. According to the jury, the investigation was
superficial and incomplete, with no genuine effort made to identify potential witnesses.>”

Another example is of a woman trafficked to Greece, Italy and Albania being denied pre-
trial proceedings despite she has given sufficient information. Her story has been
considered as unrealistic.>®

The case of a woman with schizophrenia, a victim of sexual exploitation, is also
illustrative. She has been repeatedly hospitalized. As the woman is not a credible witness,
no investigation is being conducted. >°

54 https://www.vks.bg/talkuvatelni-dela-osnk/vks-osnk-tdelo-2009-2-reshenie.pdf
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A key issue is the insufficient expertise of magistrates concerning human trafficking and its
traumatic impact on victims. Without a lawyer to request special protective and victim-sensitive
measures, victims' rights in criminal proceedings are often not safeguarded. In practice, before
being questioned in the presence of a judge, trafficked persons are subjected to multiple
traumatic interrogations—typically three to four times by investigators and prosecutors.®® Some
magistrates insist on face-to-face confrontation with the offenders. Court cases are rarely
conducted behind closed doors. The tendency is to question the victim's testimony rather than
rebut the perpetrator's defense.! Victims often sign documents without understanding what
they are for. They need continuous accompaniment, legal support and protection. 2

Due to the lack of competence of the magistrates, cases are reported where there is no
difference made between human trafficking and solicitation of sex work. It is not uncommon for
judges to display a dismissive attitude toward trafficked persons. The psychological trauma
suffered by victims is often not acknowledged, and psychiatric evaluations to assess the
traumatic symptoms are rarely ordered. In some instances, judges fail to recognize that consent
is legally irrelevant in cases of human trafficking and instead place blame on the victim for
initiating the circumstances that led to their exploitation.®3

The process is slow and cumbersome. Forensic psychiatric and forensic medical experts are few
and not trained in human trafficking. Sometimes they are available after more than a month,
when physical scars have faded, and in many cases the victim has lost confidence in the justice
system and has chosen to hide. &

The experts interviewed said that in many cases, human trafficking reports are ignored and are
not acted upon by the criminal justice system. There is no feedback, neither to the victim nor to
the organization that takes care of the trafficked person. > Victims have no information on
how the case is developing and easily lose their trust in justice. The seriousness of the crime is
underestimated and suspended sentences and plea bargains are much more common than
heavy effective sentences. ¢’

80 JTIP Interview 6 from 22 Nov 2024
51 ibid
52 JTIP Interview 1 from 20 Sep 2024
53 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
54 JTIP Interview 6 from 22 Nov 2024
55 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
5 JTIP Interview 7 from 29 Nov 2024
57 JTIP Interview 2 from 20 Sep 2024
18
This publication is funded by the United States Government
This publication was funded by a grant from the United States Department of State. The opinions, findings and
conclusions stated herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United States
Department of State.



Only one completed court case was reported by one of the interviewees. The case was initiated
in 2017, and in 2022, at first instance, the perpetrator was sentenced to 15 years in prison and
ordered to pay compensation to the victim. The perpetrator appealed the sentence, and as of
2024, the case is still pending. The victim suffered multiple facial and skull fractures. Notably,
the charge was attempted murder, rather than human trafficking® Even if there are effective
convictions, lengthy trials do not lead to satisfaction for trafficked persons because they do not
allow them to distance themselves from the experience and recover. In the cited case, seven
years after the violence occurred, the trauma remains a significant part of the victim’s life, with
ongoing legal proceedings causing her to relive the experience repeatedly. It is important to
note that, since the court case remains unresolved, the victim has not yet received any
compensation.

The conclusion we can draw is that in relation to global migration dynamics, Bulgaria is gradually
changing from a country of origin to a country of transit and destination for victims of trafficking.
The number of victims of labor exploitation, of men and of third-country nationals is increasing.
Bulgarian institutions are making efforts but have not yet adapted to these new trends.

Bulgarian legislation and the protection system offer all current forms of support and protection
for trafficked persons in accordance with European and international treaties. However, they
are not effectively implemented in practice due to attitudes towards victims and lack of political
will, initiative and competence of relevant experts and institutions.

A common view among all interviewees is that the justice system fails to operate effectively and
efficiently in trafficking cases. Trafficked persons lack genuine access to justice and adequate
protection, while perpetrators often go unpunished. Investigations are slow, and insufficient
evidence is gathered to support a strong prosecution. There is a significant gap between the
assessments of experts—who informally identify individuals as victims of trafficking—and the
criminal justice system, including pre-trial and prosecution authorities, who frequently
determine that there is insufficient evidence to prove the crime.®® This creates an attitude of
mistrust towards the justice system, not only on the part of victims, but also on the part of the
experts and organizations that support them.

58 JTIP Interview 7 from 29 Nov 2024
89 According to the National Referral and Assistance Mechanism for Victims of Trafficking in Bulgaria, various
professionals can make an informal identification if they consider that there is sufficient reason to believe that a
person is a victim of trafficking. It provides immediate and unconditional access to services. Formal identification
is carried out by the pre-trial authorities and aims to initiate an investigation.
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Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria and human trafficking

According to data available from UNHCR's information portal’® there are currently over 6.9
million Ukrainian citizens residing in Europe’!. As of February 2025, over 3.5 million persons
from Ukraine have entered Bulgaria and 205,191 temporary protection statuses have been
issued. For many, Bulgaria serves as a transit country; some have continued on to Western
Europe, while others have returned to Ukraine. More than 77 thousand persons are residing in
the country at the end of 202472 .

Although Bulgaria is not among the primary destinations for those fleeing the war in Ukraine, it
is preferred by some due to its geographical proximity, the use of the Cyrillic alphabet, shared
Slavic linguistic roots, common Orthodox faith, and the similar structure and functioning of its
institutions. Some of the refugees belong to the Bulgarian minorities in Ukraine - the so-called
Bessarabian and Taurian Bulgarians. About 2,500 Ukrainian citizens, mostly from these groups,
were granted Bulgarian citizenship after the war. According to the UNHCR, in 2024 Ukrainian
citizens from Odesa, Kherson and Dnipropetrovsk oblasts are still arriving in the country in large
numbers.”3

Vulnerability and risk factors contributing to the trafficking of
Ukrainian refugees

Vulnerability factors are individual characteristics that, on their own, do not constitute
disadvantages but become vulnerabilities due to society’s failure to provide adequate solutions
to address them.”* Vulnerability factors can concern personal aspects such as sex, age, health,
marital status, etc. But they can also be related to barriers to integration, as well as to existing
procedures, policies and legislation in the field of trafficking, migration and asylum.”

Sex is a primary risk factor in the trafficking of refugees and asylum seekers, with women and
girls disproportionately affected. It also intensifies the impact of other risk factors, such as age,

70 The data are as of May 2025.

71 Operational Data Portal - Ukraine Refugee Situation - https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine?utm

72 Operational Data Portal - Ukraine Situation in Bulgaria - https://data.unhcr.org/en/dataviz/311?sv=54&ge0=10816
3 ibid
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economic status, and marital status.”® According to UNHCR, over 70% of Ukrainian refugees
receiving temporary protection are women.

With regard to Ukrainian refugees, adult men subject to compulsory military service should also
be considered vulnerable. Wartime measures in Ukraine classify men of legal military age who
have left the country as outlaws. In Bulgaria, some of these men lack access to consular services
and remain without personal identification documents. Additionally, boys who migrated at the
start of the war and have since reached adulthood (18y.) often avoid renewing their documents
to evade mobilization.”” This creates a serious vulnerability to exploitation because it makes
legal employment impossible and the grey labor market remains the only livelihood option. Due
to the lack of identity documents, men are unable to report crimes against them or seek
assistance when needed.

Another important factor is age. This factor is reinforced by sex, as younger and older women
are more vulnerable. In Bulgaria, there are both younger and older Ukrainian women among
the refugee population. Of the 110 women enrolled in Animus’ specialized program for refugee
women, Women and Girls Safe Space, the largest group consists of women aged 25 to 44 (60%),
followed by women over 55 (21%). According to UNHCR, 20% of Ukrainian household members
are elderly and in need of specialized support. Many single elderly Ukrainian women in Bulgaria
have remained in the more familiar environment of a former socialist country, while their
children have moved on to Western Europe. These women often face material hardship and
health issues.

One of the interviewees described the case of a 75-year-old Ukrainian woman who had
suffered psychological trauma from the war. She was lured by a man to work in a hotel
at the seaside, where she was made to share a room with him and was subjected to
sexual violence. The man also took part of her wages. Later, with the help of relatives,
she was placed in a social service, where she began to develop progressive dementia.”®

The group of young women should not be underestimated. Many are particularly vulnerable
because they are alone or accompanied only by their children. According to one interviewee, it
is common for men from Ukraine to illegally flee to countries like Poland or Germany to avoid
mobilization. As a result, family bank accounts in Ukraine are often frozen, leaving the women
without access to financial resources.”® This situation is further compounded by the difficulty of
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finding work, due to the language barrier and the responsibility of caring for young children, for
whom access to kindergarten is limited.

Marital status is a factor that creates vulnerability primarily in women. Many of them are
separated from their families or widowed. Those whose husbands are in Bulgaria illegally cannot
rely on their support. Many women care for their children alone; others have to care for elderly
or sick people. There are reported cases of rushed relationships—marriages or cohabitation
with Bulgarian citizens—as a means of survival, which often place these women in situations of
dependency. Interviewees also noted numerous instances of domestic violence against
Ukrainian women. They also mentioned that for some young women, the war presents an
opportunity to migrate. They use dating platforms and social media such as Tinder, Facebook,
and Instagram to connect with men as a way to remain in Bulgaria or elsewhere in Europe. This
significantly increases their risk of falling victim to violence.°

Health represents another important vulnerability factor. According to UNHCR, 53% of
Ukrainian households have at least 1 member with a serious iliness. This includes unmet medical
needs, acute and chronic illnesses, various physical disabilities with related special
requirements, and mental health challenges. Particular attention must be given to the
psychological trauma stemming from multiple losses caused by migration. Often it is not only
the loss of security, home, workplace, but also the loss of important human relationships and
the supportive environment of a close family or friendship circle (due to displacement or death).
Symptoms of psychological trauma vary widely, ranging from depression to hypomania, and
from hyperarousal to emotional numbness. Such symptoms can distort reality perception and
impair sound decision-making about personal safety, placing those affected at high risk.
Representatives of Ukrainian women’s organizations have also noted a rise in alcohol abuse
among women, which may be a manifestation of this trauma.

An interviewee shared the case of a Ukrainian refugee, approximately 40 years old, who
was a victim of sexual violence by soldiers. The woman is highly educated and well-
respected in her profession. However, due to the combined stress of war, migration, and
the trauma of the violence she endured, she developed a dissociative fugue.®! She
disappears from her accommodation, travels from country to country, and becomes
involved with suspicious individuals—behavior that poses a serious threat to her safety
and may increase her vulnerability to human trafficking.®?

80 JTIP Interview 3 from 11 Oct 2024
81 International statistical classification of diseases-10 /F44.1 - Dissociative fugue
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Another illustrative case of trauma’s impact involves a Ukrainian woman who initially
appeared highly capable and well-informed about her rights and the procedures she was
undergoing. However, after settling in a safe place, she suffered an emotional
breakdown, became involved with a questionable man, and moved in with him. Upon
realizing she was at risk of human trafficking, she was able to escape on her own. 83

According to UNHCR research, a significant part of Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria feel insecure
about their legal status, accommodation and employment. This insecurity often leads to hasty
decisions, such as premature return or onward migration to other European countries and
increases their vulnerability to trafficking and exploitation. 8

A significant challenge related to healthcare access is that state-covered health insurance is
provided only for three months for those registered in the temporary protection program. After
unemployed refugees remain uninsured. They, and those working in the informal sector, are
often unaware that they are required to pay for their own health insurance in Bulgaria.®> When
they need medical care, they find themselves in a situation where they have to pay high
amounts or cover accumulated debts to the health system.8¢

One of the key factors hindering healthy integration and increasing the risk of abuse,
exploitation, and trafficking is the language barrier. Language courses are provided by the
Employment Agency through the Employment and Training Program to refugees®’ , by some
NGOs (Caritas, Council of Refugee Women in Bulgaria in the framework of their project
activities), by the Bulgarian Red Cross, at UNHCR Compass Centers.

Although Ukrainians find everyday communication in Bulgarian relatively easy due to the
similarity between the two languages, there remains a significant need for formal language
training, and available opportunities are extremely limited. Insufficient Bulgarian language skills
hinder not only employment prospects but also access to healthcare and social services. This
likely explains why many Ukrainian citizens—predominantly women and children—prefer to
seek support from organizations founded by active Ukrainian women in Bulgaria. Such

8 JTIP Interview 8 from 29 Nov 2024
84 UNHCR (2024) Protection Brief; Bulgaria (https://shorturl.at/bs2Xc)
8 No health insurance in Ukraine
8 The information was provided by Ukrainian women in Safe Space for Women and Girls.
8 Employment Agency https://www.az.government.bg/pages/programa-za-zaetost-i-obuchenie-na-bejanci/
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organizations exist not only in Sofia but also in Plovdiv and several other cities. Not all services
there are free.

An additional challenge is the need for refugees to work while undergoing language training.
This often leads to fatigue and overwork, which in turn hinders effective language acquisition
and exacerbates the risk of social isolation or vulnerability to exploitation.

Discrimination, prejudice, stigma and negative attitudes towards Ukrainian refugees represent
a serious barrier to integration.®® Following the initial warm and supportive reception of
refugees in the early days of the war, negative attitudes toward them gradually emerged across
the country. They were fueled by misconceptions that refugees had benefited excessively from
the free assistance provided. A wave of misinformation reinforced prejudices, fostering hostility
and rejection. It became widely believed that Ukrainian refugees enjoy greater rights and
receive more benefits than Bulgarian citizens—for instance, being housed in luxury hotels and
having easier access to the labor market.

Risk factors stemming from existing procedures, practices, and legislation are the most
challenging to overcome, as they are beyond the control of individuals. People often find
themselves compelled to comply with rules and regulations, even when these are not in their
best interest. For example, several interviewees highlighted that Ukrainian citizens are unable
to work legally because doing so would cause them to lose their right to accommodation under
the state humanitarian assistance program. As a result, the only option to increase their income
and provide better care for their families is to work informally—without a contract, job security,
or fair pay. It is important to emphasize that those accommodated under the program are
primarily women with children, elderly women and men, and minors.

According to interviewees, the uncertainty faced by Ukrainian citizens leads to a certain lack of
caution and increased vulnerability regarding security, especially when seeking employment.
Many Ukrainians prefer to conceal their job search by using Facebook groups and messaging
apps like Viber, Telegram, and Signal instead of official Bulgarian platforms. &

It should also be noted that accommodation provided under the program is, in some cases,
located in more isolated areas, posing an additional barrier to effective integration on the labor
market. Refugees are often unable to secure jobs corresponding to their educational
qualifications and are forced to accept low-paid positions, which perpetuates poverty and

88 Kozhouharova, N. Vassileva, A. et al. (2022). Trainer's Manual for Professionals Working in Reception and
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insecurity. According to a UNHCR survey, 25% of respondents do not have a labor contract, 11%
work excessive hours, and in 1% of cases, personal documents have been withheld by
employers—a practice commonly associated with human trafficking and labor exploitation.

According to the UNHCR report for Bulgaria, there is no established mechanism to identify
vulnerable individuals among those granted temporary protection—such as persons with
disabilities, elderly people, those with serious and/or chronic health conditions, unaccompanied
and separated children, and LGBTIQ+ persons. As a result, these individuals are often unable to
be referred to the social services system they are entitled to.*?

In 2022, a Ukrainian woman lost her baby because her pregnancy had not been
monitored since she arrived in Bulgaria.®> This woman was not identified as needing
assistance and therefore was not referred to the “Mother and Baby” Unit available in
the city where she lived. Had she been referred, she would have received comprehensive
care both for herself and, after childbirth, for her child.

This case highlights the lack of social workers in accommodation facilities who can identify
vulnerable persons, refer them to appropriate social services, and accompany them in their
contacts with these services. Social assistance directorates are not prepared to work with
foreigners.

Another problem is that displaced persons from Ukraine benefiting from temporary protection
are not eligible to receive international protection. This intensifies their sense of insecurity and
uncertainty about the future, especially after the expiration of the temporary protection, which
is time-limited and prompts the search for alternative long-term solutions.

Women from Ukraine who attend Animus' Women and Girls Safe Space shared their
feelings of insecurity and lack of control over life:

"Everything, from accommodation to communication, is temporary."

“I'm afraid of the social insecurity."

"Everything that happens to me is out of my control."

"Nothing depends on me, my life doesn't depend on me, and | can't handle the feeling of
transience."

"The hardest thing is the uncertainty."

% UNHCR (2024) Protection Brief; Bulgaria (https://shorturl.at/bs2Xc)
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La Strada International's report “Assisting Displaced Persons from Ukraine: Indications of Human
Trafficking and Labor Exploitation’’ concludes that persons with temporary protection in Europe
remain vulnerable to severe forms of exploitation and abuse. From the analyzed cases of
identified victims of trafficking, 57% had temporary protection status.?® One of the main reasons
cited in the report is that despite temporary protection and access to the labor market, many
Ukrainians work informally and their labor rights are not adequately protected.®*

Lack of sufficient information is another vulnerability factor. Efforts have been made in this
regard. Several portals provide information to Ukrainian refugees about their rights and
available support options in Bulgaria. The NRM.BG platform includes a dedicated section in
Ukrainian that raises awareness about risks of human trafficking, offers guidance on self-
protection, and lists available support services.?> However, when it comes to exercising these
rights in practice, significant administrative and other obstacles often arise.

Women from Ukraine who attend Animus' Women and Girls Safe Space report facing
numerous practical challenges, including difficulties in finding suitable Bulgarian
language courses. They often do not feel safe or confident when renting accommodation,
seeking employment, dealing with banks and the National Revenue Agency, paying social
security contributions, topping up phone credit, interacting with healthcare institutions,
or caring for a person with a disability.

"I don't see enough willingness to help from the Bulgarians."

"I don't know enough of the language to communicate with the administration."

“In the management of banks there is no predictability of what will happen to us next,
there is no protection and no support from the state."

The UNHCR report indicates that 50% of Ukrainian citizens surveyed have information deficits.
50% of them have questions related to financial assistance, 47% - questions related to health
care and 44% - questions related to their legal status.®® We can conclude that these are the areas
of greatest uncertainty for Ukrainian citizens residing in Bulgaria. These are the areas where
they experience the most difficulties and feel the most vulnerable.

% |onita, I. Hoff, S. (2025). Case Assessment Report: Assisting Displaced Persons from Ukraine: Indications of
Human Trafficking and Labour Exploitation. La Strada International.
% ibid
9 https://nrm.bg/stop-trafficking/
% UNHCR (2024) Protection Brief; Bulgaria (https://shorturl.at/bs2Xc)
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Identification of victims of trafficking among Ukrainian refugees

Ukrainian refugees tend to behave differently from refugees originating from the Middle East
and Africa. Coming from a country with a similar institutional structure, they generally
demonstrate greater trust in institutions, have a better understanding of their rights, and are
more likely to assert those rights. Temporary protection status provides them with a legal basis
for staying in the country, which contributes to a greater sense of security when seeking support.
According to interviewees from the Ministry of Interior, reports concerning Ukrainian citizens
who are victims of trafficking are extremely few, and after checks, the crime was not
confirmed.®”?® No victims of trafficking have been identified.

According to interviewees®® there is suspicion of labor exploitation involving Ukrainians housed
under the state humanitarian program in a hotel in Sofia. Several reports have been filed
concerning elderly, retired women with medical conditions who are being forced to perform
unpaid work in exchange for accommodation. The women have not reported these abuses out
of fear of eviction. The labor they were required to do exceeds their physical capabilities.

According to another expert interviewed, who conducted focus groups among Ukrainian
refugees, many of them reported labor violations - low pay, extended working hours, no
contract. It is speculated that around 5-6,000 Ukrainian citizens are in labor exploitation.1®

Officially, there have been several cases of Ukrainians accommodated under the program in a
hotel who were deceived and forced to work for little or no pay in the kitchen or cleaning in
exchange for accommodation. These are among the few cases reported to the authorities;
however, investigations have not confirmed any cases of human trafficking.

During the regular meeting of the EU Civil Society Platform Against Trafficking in Human
Beings in Brussels, the representative of the European Network of Migrant Women said
that she had been approached for help by a group of Ukrainian women who had been
exploited in Bulgaria and were worried about reporting to the authorities. No further
information on the case was provided.
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An illustrative case involves a woman in Bulgaria living with her three-year-old child and
her mother, who is over 60. They are accommodated in a hotel on the Black Sea coast,
along with 120 other Ukrainians. Under threat of eviction, both the young woman and
her elderly mother have been coerced into working at the hotel, leaving no one available
to care for the child.1%!

Cases of exploitation of Ukrainian citizens are treated as administrative violations of their labor
rights, not as crimes, and so they are not identified as victims.

Bulgaria has faced persistent challenges in identifying foreign victims of trafficking for sexual
exploitation, a problem that existed long before the wars in Syria and Ukraine.

Ukraine has always been among the top countries of origin for victims of trafficking for sexual
exploitation. Bulgaria is also one of the destinations for trafficked Ukrainian women. According
to one interviewee, since 2002, Ukrainian women from the eastern part of the Odessa region
have been observed engaging in prostitution in northeastern Bulgaria (Dobrich) and the
northern Black Sea areas of Balchik, Varna, and Kavarna. The identified cases are sporadic.
Ukrainian criminal networks exploit these women, masking sexual services behind seemingly
legitimate employment. Many work in hotels and restaurants, where they combine legal work
with sex work. Although physical violence is not always present, the women are typically subject
to profit-sharing agreements with their pimps.10?

According to interviewees, there remains a significant presence of Ukrainian women engaged
in sex work in Bulgaria. However, it is unclear how many are involved voluntarily and how many
are coerced and exploited. One expert observed that there are many Ukrainian sex workers in
hotels in northeastern Bulgaria, where large numbers of Ukrainians are accommodated. At
these they avoid competition with Roma women involved in sex industry.1% There are similar
observations for Bansko, Sunny Beach and Plovdiv, which are tourist destinations. Prostitution
takes place in areas with more foreigners seeking sex services from Ukrainian women.
Romanians come to Kavarna for sex tourism and are looking for Ukrainian women. Ukrainian
women are less visible in Svilengrad, while in Stara Zagora they are said to be involved in elite
prostitution. In that city, social housing previously designated for Roma population is now used
to accommodate Ukrainian refugees. There are also reported cases of Roma individuals acting
as pimps for Ukrainian women.1%* Ukrainian women are also involved in sex work in Sofia;

101 )TIP Interview 9 from 21 Feb 2025
102 JTIP Interview 3 from 11 Oct 2024
103 ibid
104 ibid
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however, their presence remains largely unnoticed due to the big city's urban environment. It is
alleged that most of these women engage in the work voluntarily to earn their own income and
have the autonomy to choose their clients and the freedom to stop at any time.'% According to
operational and unofficial sources, Ukrainian women are reportedly displacing Bulgarian sex
workers, who predominantly operate under the control of pimps.1% In most cases, the police
are aware of this activity but do not take proactive measures to identify whether any of the sex

workers are victims of trafficking.1%’

A young woman from Ukraine works in a hotel in various roles—as a bartender, cleaner,
and maid. One day she disappears and the hotel calls one of the hotlines. They report
that she leaves daily and returns by taxi, raising suspicions that she may be a victim of
sexual exploitation. A report is filed with the police. However, no one had reported her
missing for some time, since only a relative can do so. Eventually, contact was made with
her mother. There is no available information on the progress of the case.1%

In Sofia and other major cities, there are known cases of Ukrainians begging—including a
pregnant woman—who have not been identified as victims of exploitation.

La Strada International’s study analyzed 42 cases of trafficked Ukrainian nationals, based on
information provided by 11 European countries. It is noted that, since the start of the war in
Ukraine, La Strada members have supported 1,517 individuals exhibiting clear indicators of
human trafficking or labor exploitation. The conclusion is that Ukrainian victims of trafficking
are highly likely present in Bulgaria, although they have yet to be identified. 0

In practice, according to one expert interviewed, even when Ukrainian refugees (and other
foreigners) are identified as victims of trafficking, they cannot be registered in the Uniform
Crime Information System—established in 2009—because they lack a Uniform Civil Number.
Only Bulgarian citizens are eligible for registration in this system, which presents a significant
limitation.10

Lack of identification denies victims access to essential services and justice.

105 Regarding prostitution, Bulgaria follows the so-called "Nordic model" that criminalises clients and third parties.
106 JTIP Interview 6 from 22 Nov 2024
107 )TIP Interview 3 from 11 Oct 2024
108 )TIP Interview 9 from 21 Feb 2025
109 |onita, I. Hoff, S. (2025). Case Assessment Report: Assisting Displaced Persons from Ukraine: Indications of
Human Trafficking and Labour Exploitation. La Strada International.
110 JTIP Interview 3 from 11 Oct 2024
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Protection

Under Bulgarian law, Temporary Protection is granted by the Council of Ministers based on
decisions from the Council of the European Union, which also determine its duration. Since
2022, Ukrainian nationals in Bulgaria have been granted Temporary Protection under Council
Implementing Decision (EU) 2022/382 of 4 March 2022, recognizing a mass influx of displaced
persons from Ukraine pursuant to Article 5 of Directive 2001/55/EC and the Asylum and
Refugees Act. This protection was extended until 4 March 2026.

Furthermore, Government Decision No. 115 of 28 February 2025 extended the humanitarian
assistance program for Ukrainians under Temporary Protection until 31 March 2025, with a
subsequent extension until 30 April 2025 (Decision No. 201 of 1 April 2025). According to the
State Agency for Refugees, 44,400 foreigners have completed re-registration for Temporary

Protection.11!

The latest Decision of the Council of Ministers regarding the Program for Humanitarian Support
and Integration of Displaced Persons from Ukraine with Temporary Protection in Bulgaria is
dated 2 May 2025. In a social media post, Deputy Prime Minister and Chairman of the NCCTHB,
Mr. Atanas Zafirov, stated: “The Bulgarian state stops spending money unconditionally on
displaced persons from Ukraine and gives them a real opportunity to fully integrate into the
labor market.” The new program offers one-off humanitarian accommodation support for
persons with temporary protection for up to 60 days. Vulnerable groups—such as children under
12 accompanied by one parent, pregnant women, people with permanent disabilities,
individuals with mental health issues, and those over 65—may receive accommodation for the
entire duration of their temporary protection, subject to an assessment by the Social Assistance
Agency.!'? The program promotes integration by enhancing access to employment, education,
and social support.

Ukrainian citizens rarely access Bulgaria’s social services system, largely due to language barriers
and lack of information. Additionally, soon after the war began, Ukrainian support organizations
were established by Ukrainian women, some of whom had been residing in Bulgaria before the
conflict. These organizations rapidly built the capacity to meet refugees’ most urgent needs,
providing services such as individual and group psychological support in Ukrainian, childcare,
education and kindergarten, accommodation, humanitarian aid, and social assistance. In Sofia,

111 SAREF (2024) Report of the Directorate for the Quality of the International Protection Procedure
https://shorturl.at/Es72D
112 https://pris.government.bg/document/6d69bf743388f6a39ebd340a91111fb6
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there are organizations such as “Ukrainian Hive” and “For the Good,” which offer some services
at low cost.!*® In Plovdiv, “Ukrainian Home” offers temporary shelter following the state-
sponsored accommodation, with stays of up to six months to help people find work and housing.
These organizations are often preferred by Ukrainian refugees over Bulgarian social services.

It is important to note that there is a large Russian community in Bulgaria, which serves as a
resource for adaptation and integration for Russian-speaking Ukrainian refugees. 114

113 The information is from the women at Women and Girls Safe Space.
114 )TIP Interview 3 from 11 Oct 2024
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Conclusions and recommendations

One of the most important tasks for Bulgarian society, the state, international organizations,
and civil society is to work together to reduce the vulnerability of Ukrainian refugees and
third-country nationals to human trafficking and exploitation

Measures are needed to ensure effective and sustainable integration into the labor market,
as well as easy access to social support, healthcare, and legal aid.

The proposed measures should be durable and sustainable, aiming to provide a lasting
sense of security and safety, which includes extending temporary protection and
humanitarian assistance until the conflict comes to an end.

All responsible institutions need to engage in proactive efforts to identify cases of trafficking
involving Ukrainian citizens.

It is essential to undertake proactive measures to identify vulnerable Ukrainian refugees
and ensure they can access necessary social services.

"Increased efforts are needed to raise awareness within the Ukrainian community about
the risks of human trafficking and exploitation.

Various forms of individual and group support should be provided to address the traumatic
experiences resulting from war and migration.

The social services system must be better equipped to serve foreign nationals.

A well-defined and coordinated strategy or action plan for the integration of Ukrainian
refugees is urgently needed, with clearly assigned roles and responsibilities for all relevant
institutions and organizations. Humanitarian support should be just one aspect of a
broader, long-term integration approach. The plan should include access to education,
Bulgarian language courses, vocational training and retraining opportunities, and targeted
support for working mothers, such as childcare services.
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