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Canada’s 
Human Trafficking Action Plans 

Policy Analysis



Documents & Key Themes

2012 - Conservative Action Plan (National Action Plan to Combat Human Trafficking)

2019 - Liberal Action Plan (National Strategy to Combat Human Trafficking)

● Key actors in the policy universe construct human-trafficking “problems”
○ Governments, media/entertainment, NGOs, etc.

● Policy-based problem solving, not evidence-led

● How do we analyze policy problems?



What is the Problem Represented to Be?

*Bacchi, C. (2009). Analysing Policy: What's the Problem Represented To Be? Pearson Education.

● Bacchi (2009) suggests that government policy does not solve problems, but 
produces them

● Key considerations:

○ What is the problem?
○ What assumptions underpin the problem?
○ What is left unproblematic?
○ What effects are produced by the problem?
○ How/where is the problem produced/disseminated/defended?



Rhetoric Analysis

*Turnbull, N., & Broad, R. (2020). Bringing the problem home: The anti-slavery and anti-trafficking rhetoric of UK non-government 
organisations. Special Issue: Rhetorical approaches in political studies, 1-16.

● Policy problems utilize rhetoric as a persuasive device
● Rhetorical appeals often idealize victims and oversimplify problems
● Anti-trafficking rhetoric often focuses on sexual exploitation
● Rhetorics of pathos centre compassion rather than broader debates

For example (2012 Conservative Action Plan):



Discourse Analysis

*Sharapov, K. (2017). ‘Traffickers and their victims’: Anti-trafficking policy in the United Kingdom. Critical Sociology, 43(1), 91-111.
*Fournier, S. (2020). The human trafficking crusade: A content analysis of Canadian newspaper articles. [Master’s thesis, University of Ottawa]. uO Research.

● Policy is discursively constructed and has implicit interpretations
● Discourses position traffickers/victims/actors in limited subject positions
● Key considerations:

○ Who is vulnerable? 
○ How do policy problems limit their subject positions (and policy solutions)?

For example (2019 Liberal Action Plan):



A Selection of Codes Policy Problem

Policy Solution

Canadian Factors

International Influences

Challenges/Limitations

Victims

External Forces 

Lexical 

Rhetoric/Discourse



Preliminary Findings

2012 Conservative Action Plan

Problems: Intimidation/violence, gender 
inequality, lack of education/social 
programs, demands for sexual services

Victims: women, vulnerable, impoverished 

Solutions: criminal accountability, 
awareness training, RCMP task force, 
data collection, immigration amendments

(Call to Action 2018)

2019 Liberal Action Plan

Problems: Some people are vulnerable to 
poverty, sexism, racism, lack of 
education/social programs, demand for low-
cost goods

Victims: women, vulnerable, impoverished

Solutions: empower victims, raise 
awareness, work with private sector, CSR, 
immigration amendments, supply 
chains/CSR transparency

*Root, K., & and De Shalit, A. (2015). Evidence that evidence doesn’t matter: The case of human trafficking in Canada. Atlantis, 37.2(1), 65-80.



Limitations of Canadian policy problems

● Reactionary
● Often ignores root causes of modern slavery/exploitation
● Victims have little to no agency
● Implies that demand for sex/goods causes exploitation

● Ignores trafficking/exploitation within Canada
● Supports oppressive sex work legislation within Canada
● Paternalistic/saviour narratives
● Discourses: immigration control, moral crusades, CSR, securitization

*Sharapov, K. (2017). ‘Traffickers and their victims’: Anti-trafficking policy in the United Kingdom. Critical Sociology, 43(1), 91-111.
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Labour Trafficking in Canada

Literature Review



Introducing Work & Method

● Dominant discourse focuses on sex trafficking

● Method
○ Identified 30+ peer-reviewed articles, guides, government reports and book chapters
○ Search engines: Academic OneFile, Google Scholar, JSTOR, Nexis Uni
○ Search terms: “modern slavery”, “forced labour”, “labour exploitation”, “human 

trafficking”, “sex trafficking”, and “labour trafficking”, also adding “in Canada”

● Two overarching categories
○ Legal definitions and approaches
○ Preponderance of labour trafficking and its causes



Legal Doctrinal and Critical Legal

● Limitations of Canada’s current legislation in addressing labour trafficking, particularly in the 
context of criminal law

● Legal alternatives focused on remedies for the victim
○ Human rights law
○ Labour law

● Socio-Legal and Theoretical
○ Assembling a social understanding of labour trafficking
○ Impact of legal jurisdiction and the confusion of competing jurisdictions



Labour Trafficking in Canada by the Numbers

● Available and accurate data is extremely limited – why?

○ Legislative focus on traffickers in the criminal context

○ Continuum of exploitation

○ Reluctancy of workers to report



Practices Resulting in Labour Trafficking in Canada

● MICRO & MESO

○ Migrant workers in Canada experience compounded vulnerability

○ Language barriers & limited resources

○ Poor socio-economic conditions in their country of origin

○ Precarious immigration status
■ Cases treated as illegal immigration, fear of being criminalized
■ Temporary Foreign Workers Program (TFWP) 
■ Third-party recruiters taking advantage of migrant workers



Practices Resulting in Labour Trafficking in Canada

● MACRO

○ Broader social and economic factors driving migration and creating vulnerability

○ International economic inequality, ‘economic refugees’

○ Potential impact of climate change, ‘climate refugees’
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Canadian Media 
Coverage of Labour Trafficking, 

Modern Slavery, and Forced Labour

Analyzing the Globe and Mail and National Post 



Methods

● Collected From the Database NEXIS UNI

● Date range: 2011-2019 

● Search Term: Human Trafficking, Sex Trafficking, 
Forced Labour, Modern Slavery 

● Exclusion Criteria 



Why the Globe and Mail and 
National Post?





Content of Labour Trafficking, 
Modern Slavery, Forced 

Labour Articles



Labour Trafficking

● Most articles (4/6) with the term ‘labour trafficking’  do 
not examine instances of labour trafficking 

● Two that do-focus is on the Temporary Foreign Worker 
Program



Modern Slavery & Forced Labour 

In Canada

● News story of trafficking, or 
quote government officials 

● Modern Slavery Legislation:
○ National Post and Globe and 

mail’s differing 
perspectives 

Internationally

● Focus on Supply Chains
○ Little discussion of 

root causes 

● As a problem of the Global 
South 



Concluding Thoughts
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