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Human trafficking is one of the most complex forms of organized crime and is shaped by a
combination of economic, social, geographic, legal, and institutional factors. Due to its
transnational and exploitative nature, it produces serious consequences for social security,
victims’ rights, and the rule of law. Sistan and Baluchestan Province is particularly important in
this regard because of its extensive international borders, geographic dispersion, location along
migration and transit routes, socioeconomic disparities, and the presence of informal cross-
border movements. This study aimed to identify and explain the major factors contributing to
the emergence and persistence of human trafficking in Sistan and Baluchestan Province and to
analyze the interaction among these factors. The study adopted a descriptive-analytical approach
with a focus on the legal, criminological, and social dimensions of human trafficking. The
findings indicated that poverty, unemployment, economic insecurity, informal employment,
limited public awareness, the vulnerability of women and children, irregular migration, extensive
border areas, multiple unofficial routes, insufficient coordination among responsible institutions,
difficulties in identifying victims, and the operation of organized criminal networks are among
the most important factors contributing to human trafficking in the province. The findings also
demonstrated that these factors do not operate independently; rather, they interact and reinforce
one another, thereby creating conditions that facilitate the recruitment, transportation, control,
and exploitation of victims. The study concludes that an effective response to human trafficking
requires a comprehensive and coordinated strategy that simultaneously addresses economic
development, reduction of social vulnerability, intelligent border control, victim identification
and protection, specialized training of law-enforcement authorities, interagency coordination,
and regional cooperation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Human trafficking is one of the most complex forms of contemporary organized crime because it
emerges at the intersection of economic deprivation, social vulnerability, migration, weak institutional
protection, cross-border mobility, and criminal opportunity structures. Unlike ordinary illegal migration,
human trafficking is fundamentally characterized by exploitation, coercion, deception, abuse of
vulnerability, or other mechanisms through which individuals are recruited, transported, transferred,
harbored, or received for exploitative purposes. This distinction is especially important in border regions
where irregular migration and trafficking may overlap in practice but remain legally and criminologically
distinct. Human trafficking has serious consequences not only for individual victims but also for public
security, social trust, the rule of law, and the integrity of national and transnational legal systems (Assar &
Bayabani, 2007). In Iran, the criminalization of trafficking has developed within the broader framework of
criminal policy and the need to confront organized and transnational crime (Habibzadeh et al., 2009). The
issue becomes particularly significant in Sistan and Baluchestan Province because of its extensive
international borders, dispersed settlements, strategic transit position, socioeconomic disparities, and
proximity to migration routes connecting Iran with neighboring countries. These characteristics do not
themselves produce trafficking, but they may create an enabling environment when combined with
unemployment, poverty, informal labor, weak social protection, irregular migration, and organized
criminal networks. International and regional studies likewise indicate that border regions exposed to
migration, economic insecurity, and uneven law-enforcement capacity are more vulnerable to trafficking
activities (Koulayi, 2007). Accordingly, the present study sought to identify and analyze the principal
economic, social, geographic, legal, institutional, and transnational factors contributing to human
trafficking in Sistan and Baluchestan Province and to explain how these factors interact rather than operate
independently.

From a theoretical perspective, the study conceptualizes human trafficking as a multilevel
phenomenon that cannot be adequately explained through a single causal model. Socioecological
approaches emphasize that trafficking risks emerge through interaction among individual, family,
community, and structural factors, and that effective prevention must therefore address vulnerabilities and
protective factors simultaneously (Hopper, 2024). Economic hardship, for example, may increase
susceptibility to deceptive job offers, but poverty alone does not automatically result in victimization.
Rather, vulnerability intensifies when economic deprivation is accompanied by unemployment, limited
educational opportunities, family instability, lack of legal knowledge, weak access to social services, and
exposure to recruiters or criminal intermediaries. Social disorganization theory is also relevant because
areas characterized by population mobility, marginalization, weak local institutions, and low informal
social control may provide favorable conditions for trafficking networks. Rational choice theory helps
explain the behavior of offenders who may perceive trafficking as highly profitable when the expected
economic returns exceed the perceived risk of detection, prosecution, or asset seizure. This is particularly
important in organized trafficking networks in which recruitment, transportation, documentation,
accommodation, and exploitation may be distributed among several actors. The characterization of human
trafficking as organized crime therefore requires attention not only to direct perpetrators but also to
facilitators, financiers, intermediaries, and beneficiaries of exploitation (Nourmohammadzadeh, 2024). In
addition, routine activity theory suggests that trafficking becomes more likely where motivated offenders
encounter vulnerable targets in the absence of capable guardianship. Within Sistan and Baluchestan, such



guardianship may be weakened in remote border areas where administrative presence, formal employment
regulation, and access to protective services are uneven.

Economic conditions constitute one of the most significant dimensions affecting human trafficking
in the province. Limited employment opportunities, unstable income, informal labor relations, and
economic marginalization may increase the attractiveness of offers promising employment, migration,
marriage, or higher earnings outside the local community. Trafficking networks can exploit such
expectations by presenting deceptive opportunities that initially appear voluntary but later involve debt
bondage, restriction of movement, confiscation of identity documents, threats, forced labor, sexual
exploitation, or other forms of coercive control. The informal economy is particularly relevant because
unregistered employment and weak contractual protections make it more difficult to distinguish legitimate
labor mobility from exploitative arrangements. Comparative and domestic legal studies have repeatedly
emphasized that trafficking often develops through apparently legitimate transactions that conceal
exploitative intent (Bonyadi, 2010). In this context, young people facing unemployment or limited
prospects for social mobility may become especially vulnerable to recruiters. Economic vulnerability is
further intensified when individuals lack access to reliable information about employment agencies,
migration procedures, or legal protections. The risks are not limited to economically disadvantaged
residents of the province; migrants and undocumented persons passing through the region may also be
exposed to coercion and exploitation. A person may initially agree to pay a facilitator for transportation
across a border but later become subjected to forced labor, extortion, or other exploitative conditions. This
transition from migrant smuggling to human trafficking is legally important because initial consent does
not eliminate victim status when coercion, deception, or abuse of vulnerability subsequently emerges
(Eyni, 2011). For this reason, law-enforcement authorities require specialized capacity to identify
trafficking victims among irregular migrants rather than treating all cross-border movement as a
homogeneous immigration violation.

Geographic and transnational conditions form another major dimension of the problem. Sistan and
Baluchestan has long land borders, extensive desert and mountainous areas, scattered settlements, and
multiple formal and informal routes of movement. These geographic characteristics increase the logistical
complexity of comprehensive border monitoring and may be exploited by criminal groups seeking to
move persons outside established checkpoints. Similar dynamics have been observed in other regions
where migration corridors and porous borders intersect with socioeconomic instability and transnational
criminal activity (Koulayi, 2007). However, geography should be understood as a facilitating condition
rather than an independent cause. A long border does not necessarily generate trafficking if surveillance,
intelligence-sharing, community cooperation, and cross-border coordination are effective. Conversely,
even sophisticated domestic enforcement may have limited effects when trafficking networks operate
across several jurisdictions. Regional cooperation is therefore critical. Previous studies of regional
initiatives against trafficking indicate that information exchange, judicial cooperation, harmonization of
procedures, coordinated border management, and shared victim-protection mechanisms are essential
components of an effective response (Sheikh al-Islami & Khorrami, 2014). International approaches
similarly emphasize that trafficking cannot be addressed through unilateral criminal enforcement alone
because offenders may recruit in one country, transport through another, and exploit victims in a third
(Shayegan, 2010). In the context of Sistan and Baluchestan, this means that provincial and national anti-
trafficking strategies should be linked to broader regional frameworks that facilitate the identification of



networks, tracing of routes, verification of identities, return of victims, and prosecution of cross-border
offenders.

Legal and institutional factors also strongly influence the persistence or containment of human
trafficking. Iran has developed legal mechanisms for criminalizing trafficking and prosecuting offenders,
yet the changing nature of trafficking requires continuous attention to implementation, interpretation, and
institutional coordination (Zagheli, 2015). One of the key challenges lies in distinguishing victims from
offenders or irregular migrants, particularly when victims initially consented to travel or lack
documentation. A system that focuses exclusively on immigration status may fail to recognize coercion
or exploitation and may consequently punish individuals who should instead receive protection. Victim-
centered approaches emphasize the importance of legal assistance, safe accommodation, psychological
services, medical care, confidentiality, and protection from retaliation (Eyni, 2011). Law-enforcement
effectiveness likewise depends on specialized training, interagency cooperation, and the capacity to
identify complex trafficking patterns rather than relying only on visible cases of abduction or confinement.
Research on contemporary anti-trafficking strategies shows that enforcement is more effective when
police and judicial authorities are trained to recognize indicators of coercion, financial control, deceptive
recruitment, and trauma-related behavior (Thammasiri, 2024). Social attitudes are also relevant because
stigma and victim blaming may discourage survivors from reporting abuse or cooperating with authorities.
Recent research demonstrates that perceptions of vulnerability and emotional responses can affect the
degree to which trafficking survivors are blamed for their exploitation (Wiener et al., 2024). This suggests
that public education should address not only legal definitions but also misconceptions about consent,
coercion, and victim responsibility. Institutional responses in Sistan and Baluchestan should therefore
integrate law enforcement, border control, social welfare, judicial authorities, health services, and
community organizations rather than operating through fragmented and isolated interventions.

The analysis further indicates that the most effective policy response should be comprehensive,
prevention-oriented, and sensitive to local conditions. Economic development initiatives should reduce
structural vulnerabilities by expanding secure employment opportunities, improving vocational training,
and decreasing dependence on informal and unregulated work. Social prevention should strengthen family
and community support systems, increase awareness of deceptive recruitment practices, and provide
accessible information regarding safe migration and legal employment. Border management should
become increasingly intelligence-led and technology-assisted while maintaining cooperation with local
communities that often possess valuable knowledge about changing routes and trafficking patterns.
Criminal justice policies should focus on dismantling entire networks rather than only arresting low-level
transporters, with greater attention to financial investigation, asset tracing, communication analysis, and
identification of organizers and beneficiaries. Because trafficking is often organized through flexible
networks, legal and investigative strategies must reflect its organizational character (Nourmohammadzadeh,
2024). At the same time, prevention should not stigmatize border communities, ethnic groups, migrants,
or informal workers. Effective intervention requires distinguishing between ordinary cross-border social
and economic activity and criminal exploitation. Protective policies should ensure that victims can report
abuse without fear of punishment, retaliation, deportation, or social exclusion. In this respect, a locally
grounded anti-trafficking strategy should combine structural development, community education, victim
protection, specialized policing, judicial coordination, and regional cooperation within a unified
framework.



In conclusion, human trafficking in Sistan and Baluchestan Province should be understood as the
product of interacting vulnerabilities and opportunities rather than a single economic, geographic, or legal
cause. Economic hardship, unemployment, informal labor, migration pressures, social vulnerability,
limited public awareness, extensive border geography, institutional fragmentation, and transnational
criminal networks can reinforce one another and create conditions in which recruitment, transportation,
and exploitation become more feasible. Effective prevention therefore requires moving beyond a
predominantly reactive and punitive approach toward a coordinated strategy that reduces victim
vulnerability, increases the risks and costs faced by trafficking networks, improves victim identification
and protection, and strengthens interagency and cross-border cooperation. Particular emphasis should be
placed on data-driven monitoring, specialized training, safe reporting mechanisms, community
participation, employment creation, and the development of integrated protection services. Such an
approach can contribute not only to reducing trafficking but also to strengthening social security, public
trust, human dignity, and the rule of law in one of Iran’s most strategically important border provinces.
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