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 Coloradas de la Virgen, a remote village in the Sierra Tarahumara, Chihuahua. Indigenous 
populations are particularly vulnerable to marginalization, exploitation and violence  

linked to organized crime. © Andrew Lichtenstein/Corbis via Getty Images
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY



  A mural depicting rangers and illegal loggers in Cheran in the state of Michoacán, Mexico. 
Communities here have adopted various strategies to resist the onslaught of organized 
crime. © Enrique Castro/AFP via Getty Images
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The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC), with 
generous funding from the United States (US) Department of State’s Office 
to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons (J/TIP), conducted research 

on the Mexican forestry sector in 2018 and 2019 to identify links between 
organized crime, trafficking in persons and deforestation. 

The linkages between environmental degradation and human trafficking have pre-
viously been explored. However, there is a lack of previous detailed research that 
examines the nature and mechanisms connecting organized crime, environmental 
degradation and human trafficking for labour exploitation, or that identifies clear 
intervention points for specific sectors. 

Labour issues in the logging industry have received little attention. In frontier 
logging zones, there are human-trafficking risk factors, such as displacement, cor-
ruption and organized criminal activity. There is also trafficking in illicit goods, 
such as illegally mined minerals and wildlife products. Workers in illicit industries, 
such as illegal logging, are inherently at greater risk of human trafficking for labour 
exploitation as they cannot turn to the authorities for help, and their employers 
operate out of sight of law enforcement. 

To address this gap, the GI-TOC examined the links between organized crime, 
human trafficking and environmental degradation in the context of active 
deforestation. 

This research found that in the state of Chihuahua, the growing involvement of 
organized crime in illegal logging and related activities had greatly increased levels 
of violence, displacement, vulnerability to being trafficked and deforestation. 
Illegally logged wood from Chihuahua is often laundered and used in the manufac-
ture of consumer goods exported to the US. This means that without effective due 
diligence, companies and consumers who purchase wood-based products from 
Mexico may be financing organized crime, and contributing to trafficking in persons 
and deforestation.
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The research process began with a literature review and remote expert consultations 
to gather information on the forestry sector, organized crime, labour issues and for-
estry-related environmental degradation; and to inform the selection of locales and 
the development of security protocols. The GI-TOC chose to carry out field research 
in Chihuahua. This included interviews with workers, community and ejido (communal 
land) members, the private sector and experts from the government, academic insti-
tutions, civil-society organizations (CSOs) and international organizations. 

In Chihuahua, researchers found a clear link between the growing presence of orga-
nized crime and the forestry sector. The involvement of criminal groups, especially 
international drug-trafficking organizations (DTOs), was found to significantly increase 
the risk of trafficking in persons and deforestation. 

The research indicates that organized criminal groups have become entrenched 
at various levels in the wood supply chain in Chihuahua. Local ‘mafias’ have been 
involved in illegal logging in Chihuahua for decades, but an influx of DTOs in recent 
years has greatly increased the level of violence, along with other social and envi-
ronmental impacts. DTOs are directly involved in illegal logging and the control of 
sawmills, but also benefit tangentially by extorting actors along the supply chain and 
using the sector to transport drugs and launder drug money. 

The research also found that the presence of organized criminal groups greatly 
increases the risk of trafficking in persons. 

Some of the newer, more violent DTOs that have appeared in Chihuahua engage in 
the forced recruitment of teenagers, mainly from indigenous communities. In these 
instances, adolescents are coerced into illegal logging and other illicit activities, with 
DTOs using the threat of violence and induced drug addiction to retain their recruits. 

The presence of organized crime also contributes to vulnerability to trafficking in 
various indirect ways. Community forest enterprises (CFEs), ejido members and saw-
mills are often forced to make regular piso (protection) payments (or else face threats 
and violence), which can lead to indebtedness and pressure to increase production. 
This, in turn, can lead employers to institute practices such as forced overtime – an 
indicator of forced labour. Additionally, the violence and fear associated with orga-
nized crime impede workers’ freedom of movement. Given threats of violence, 
employees are far more hesitant to leave their job when their employers are believed 
to be affiliated with DTOs. 

Drug traffickers who are involved in illegal logging have also been associated with 
land grabs and deforestation. These activities often result in the forced displacement 
and migration of vulnerable, mostly indigenous people, who are at a high risk of 
becoming victims of trafficking in the forestry and agricultural sectors. 

Previously, DTOs engaged in displacement and deforestation to clear land for the 
cultivation of marijuana and poppies. However, they soon realized that they could 
make easy money through illegal logging. It has since become a major source of 
revenue that elicits much less oversight and carries far lighter penalties than other 
illicit activities. 

The increased involvement of organized crime in illegal logging heightens the risk of 
deforestation, as DTOs show no respect for environmental legislation and frequently 

Drug traffickers 
who are involved in 
illegal logging have 

also been associated 
with land grabs and 

deforestation.
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engage in clear-cutting (a forestry or logging practice whereby most or all trees in an 
area are uniformly cut down). Deforestation takes away the livelihoods, firewood and 
clean drinking water of local populations and contributes to climate change on a local 
level. Together with violence, deforestation therefore causes displacement and vul-
nerability to trafficking in persons. 

The problem of marginalization and discrimination against members of indigenous 
communities is significant across Mexico, and these groups are especially vulnerable 
to exploitation. When coupled with language barriers, limited access to education 
and scarce job opportunities, they often have no option but to migrate for work in 
other regions. Mexican authorities have failed to effectively address increasing forced 
displacement of indigenous communities, thus exposing them to a risk of trafficking in 
persons and labour exploitation related to violence, displacement and deforestation. 

The GI-TOC found that illegally logged wood – which finances organized crime and 
conflict, and is linked to trafficking in persons and deforestation – is used in consumer 
goods sold both domestically and in the US. 

Sawmills frequently ‘launder’ illegally logged wood by mixing it with legally logged 
wood, making it virtually impossible to trace the wood back to its source. Due to lax 
legislation on imports of illegally logged wood and weak enforcement of existing laws, 
Mexico is also a transit point and destination for large amounts of wood from coun-
tries such as Peru and Brazil – countries that have a high rate of illegal logging and 
deforestation, and a documented risk of trafficking in persons connected with the 
logging sector.

Unscrupulous intermediaries and manufacturers purchase wood from sawmills and 
importers, and use it to manufacture consumer goods such as furniture, broomsticks 
and lumber, as well as crates and pallets. Many of these products are shipped to the 
US or are used in the transport of goods such as produce and construction materials. 

The researchers were able to trace the purchases of major US-based retailers and 
producers of consumer goods back to manufacturers in Monterrey, a city in Mexico’s 
Nuevo León state, a major manufacturing hub for export goods. These manufactur-
ers, in turn, purchase wood from sawmills in high-risk areas of Chihuahua with no due 
diligence conducted on the legality of the wood, or connections to organized crime, 
trafficking in persons and deforestation. 

This report provides a series of recommendations for the Mexican government and 
countries that import wood-based products from Mexico. As the research carried out 
for this report was a rapid appraisal, it includes recommendations for more in-depth 
research on the forestry sector, organized crime, trafficking in persons, environmental 
degradation and interrelated topics. Finally, there are also recommendations for the 
private sector and government actors to reduce the risk of trafficking in persons and 
deforestation in Mexico’s forestry sector. 

Key recommendations for the government of Mexico:* 

■■ Improve mechanisms to identify and refer victims, especially among vulnerable 
populations, such as migrant workers employed in illegal logging.

■■ Ensure that all suppliers of timber and wood-based products to the federal 
government conduct rigorous due diligence on trafficking in persons in their 
supply chains.

Deforestation takes 
away the livelihoods, 
firewood and clean 
drinking water of 
local populations and 
contributes to climate 
change on a local level. 
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■■ Strengthen the labour inspection system, particularly in the forestry and 
agricultural sectors, and enforce laws to hold fraudulent labour recruiters 
accountable.

■■ Develop resilience indicators to identify effective community initiatives to resist 
organized crime, as well as identify, raise awareness of, encourage and fund the 
replication of best practices.

■■ Promote multi-sectoral (environmental, law enforcement, labour and human-
rights institutions) strategies and actions to eradicate illegal logging, with a special 
emphasis on rural areas and indigenous populations.

■■ Improve oversight, and establish protections and incentives for wood producers 
that operate in accordance with the law, in cooperation with IMEXFOR.

■■ Promote fair trade practices that benefit local certified timber producers, 
in cooperation with the Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources 
(Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales – SEMARNAT). 

■■ Provide enforcement bodies with the necessary resources, training and security 
to allow for the effective enforcement of regulations on illegal logging and 
environmental degradation.

■■ Integrate forced-labour indicators into Mexican timber certification schemes.
■■ Enact legislation that requires companies to disclose due-diligence efforts 

in ensuring that wood purchases do not fuel illegal logging, environmental 
degradation, organized crime and trafficking in persons. 

*  A full list of targeted recommendations (including recommendations for further research 
and for the private sector) begins on page 58.

Methodology
The methodology focused on three objectives: 

1. To develop an analytical approach for examining and documenting the relation-
ship between organized crime, labour trafficking and environmental degradation 
associated with deforestation.

2. To conduct qualitative, comparative research in deforestation hotspots, examin-
ing and documenting the relationship between environmental degradation and 
crime risks (including labour trafficking). 

3. To create awareness of the connection between environmental degradation 
associated with deforestation and illicit activities in Mexico.

The methodology was specifically selected to help identify how organized crime 
elevates the risk of trafficking in persons and deforestation in the forestry sector. 
Qualitative data techniques included key informant interviews, focus group discus-
sions and analysis of existing literature. Sampling techniques included purposive and 
snowball sampling. 

The research was divided into three components, namely a desk review, rapid analy-
sis and field research. The desk review gathered information on relevant legislation, 
and the ways in which forest exploitation (both legal and illegal) and organized crime 
increase vulnerability to trafficking in persons, and environmental degradation. The 
GI-TOC also conducted desk research on the security situation in Mexico and the 
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regions considered for field research as part of the selection process, and to ensure 
that appropriate security measures were put in place. 

Desk research included a review of academic literature, government reports, civil- 
society reports, press articles, statistical analysis of previous studies and legal reviews. 
The desk review was complemented by telephonic interviews with international, 
country and local experts.  

Based on the findings of the preliminary desk research, the GI-TOC selected 
Chihuahua for field research to examine how the involvement of organized crime in 
illegal logging and the extortion of forestry-sector actors increase trafficking-in-per-
sons vulnerability. The GI-TOC also carried out a rapid assessment of forestry 
supply-chain dynamics in Monterrey. 

The goal of the field-research phase was to document the context, causes and 
presence of trafficking-in-persons indicators related to forest-sector activities and 
environmental degradation by engaging, to the extent possible, with workers and 
communities. Researching sensitive topics required a careful approach and mitigation 
measures to protect the security of both the research team and research subjects. 

Field research visits were conducted in Chihuahua in 2019. The research included 
telephonic and face-to-face interviews with key stakeholders and experts at a 
regional, national and local level, including government officials, civil-society repre-
sentatives and grassroots/local informants. Interviews were conducted in Spanish by 
experienced GI-TOC researchers. 

Deforestation in Mexico 
is usually related to illegal 
logging, forest fires, the 
conversion of forests 
for agricultural use and 
pastureland, and logging  
for firewood.  
© Adid Jimenez/EyeEm
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Once the field research was complete, another round of desk research was con-
ducted to help answer outstanding research questions. There is very little publicly 
available information on working conditions in the forestry sector. Researchers 
therefore relied on interviews with local experts, members of ejidos and indigenous 
communities and workers (including in focus groups), to assess working conditions in 
Chihuahua’s forestry sector. 

Sampling
Researchers conducted interviews with experts from various institutions, including 
national, regional and local-level government offices; ejidos and indigenous communi-
ties; national, regional and local-level CSOs; and migrants in or near migrant shelters.

Testimonies from workers and community members were extremely important. 
There has been very little research on labour conditions in the forestry sector and 
others related to deforestation in Mexico, and workers and community members are 
thus the main experts on this topic. Where possible, researchers triangulated data 
and information against stakeholder interviews and existing reports.

In Chihuahua, researchers interviewed 55 workers and ejido members (individually 
and in focus groups), and a total of 15 experts. The GI-TOC developed and used 
semi-structured interview questionnaires. 

Focus group discussion with ejido representatives in ejido premises, April 2019 
© Rosalba Landa 
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Researchers generally focused on interviewing workers in their communities of origin 
and near their worksites, as opposed to within their places of work. The latter could 
create risks of reprisals, and workers would be less candid about sensitive issues 
such as forced labour. Some members of indigenous communities were interviewed 
outside of their communities to protect their safety. 

TABLE 1  Overview of group discussions from field visits to Chihuahua 

Occupation Number Municipality

Forestry engineers: external technical 
service providers to ejidos

6 San Juanito, Chihuahua

Ejido members and workers 10 San Juanito, Chihuahua

Ejido members and workers 16 San Juanito, Chihuahua

Ejido members and workers 23 San Juanito, Chihuahua

Total interviewed 55

TABLE 2  Chihuahua expert interviews 

Number of experts interviewed Institution Location

5 CSO Chihuahua, Chihuahua

4 Government Chihuahua, Chihuahua

2 CSO Creel, Chihuahua

1 Ejido Sisoguichi, Chihuahua

3 CSO Ciudad Cuauhtémoc, Chihuahua

15 experts interviewed in total

Analytical approach
The relationship between trafficking in persons, organized crime and deforestation is 
complex. Examining and documenting this relationship required the development of 
an analytical approach. Findings from the field research were triangulated with previ-
ously published research and analyzed using the International Labour Organization’s 
(ILO) forced labour indicator approach. 

Trafficking in persons and forced labour: definition 
The GI-TOC bases its definition of trafficking in persons on the 2000 United Nations 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women 
and Children, also known as the Palermo Protocol. The protocol offers the following 
internationally recognized definition of trafficking in persons, which includes forced 
labour:

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, 
of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability 
or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of 
a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 
Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of 
others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery 
or practices similar to slavery, servitude, or the removal of organs.1 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The existence of trafficking in persons can be determined by assessing three ele-
ments: the act (what is done – e.g. recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring 
or receipt of persons); the means (how it is done – e.g. threat or use of force, coer-
cion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or vulnerability); and the purpose 
(why it is done – e.g. for the purpose of exploitation).2 

The Palermo Protocol holds that forced labour is one of the purposes of trafficking in 
persons. In the case of children, the element of ‘means’ (such as using force or threat), 
is not relevant and it is not necessary to prove that force or coercion was used to 
characterize the offence as forced labour. In instances involving children, the ele-
ments of ‘act’ and ‘purpose’ are sufficient.3 

The GI-TOC based its analysis of forced labour on methodological guidance provided 
by the ILO.4 According to the ILO’s Forced Labour Convention 1930 (No. 29): ‘Forced 
or compulsory labour shall mean all work or service which is exacted from any person 
under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered 
himself voluntarily’.5 

Indicators of forced labour
The ILO forced labour definition outlines two sets of forced labour indicators. The 
first set assesses the element of involuntariness, and the second set assesses the 
existence of a penalty or the menace of a penalty.6 The ILO framework of forced- 
labour indicators has been widely accepted internationally to assess the existence  
of forced labour and trafficking in persons for the purpose of labour exploitation. 

To evaluate the risk of trafficking in persons for labour exploitation and the underly-
ing practices that contribute to trafficking-in-persons risk, this research relied on the 
ILO’s forced-labour indicators. These are defined in ‘Hard to see, harder to count: 
Survey guidelines to estimate forced labour of adults and children and the more 
recent Guidelines concerning the measurement of forced labour’, published in 2018 
by the ILO and the International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS).7,8 

The ICLS guidelines, in conjunction with earlier guidance on indicators provided by 
the ILO, provide specific indicators that can contribute to conditions of involuntary 
work and threat or menace of penalty, the two primary components of forced labour.

There is a significant overlap between indicators of forced labour and those of traf-
ficking in persons, and there has been growing acceptance of using the ILO indicators 
for research on trafficking in persons for labour exploitation.9 These indicators can 
also demonstrate the ‘means’ element under the Palermo Protocol, such as ‘threat 
or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 
payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another 
person …’

As mentioned above, the ILO framework for measuring forced labour include two 
types of indicators: those that reflect involuntariness, and those that indicate a 
penalty or threat of penalty. The indicators provided by the ICLS guidance are as 
follows:10, 11

The existence of 
trafficking in persons 

can be determined 
by assessing the 

act, the means and 
the purpose.
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Indicators of involuntariness, which include:

■■ unfree recruitment at birth or through transaction such as slavery or bonded 
labour (coercive recruitment); 

■■ situations in which the worker must perform a job of a different nature from that 
specified during recruitment without a person’s consent (deceptive recruitment); 

■■ abusive requirements for overtime or on-call work that were not previously 
agreed with the employer;

■■ work in hazardous conditions to which the worker has not consented, with or 
without compensation or protective equipment; 

■■ work with very low or no wages;
■■ work in degrading living conditions imposed by the employer, recruiter, or other 

third-party; 
■■ work for other employers than agreed; 
■■ work for longer period of time than agreed; and
■■ work with no or limited freedom to terminate work contract.

 
Indicators of menace of penalty, which include: 

■■ threats or violence against workers or workers’ families and relatives, or close 
associates; 

■■ restrictions on workers’ movement; 
■■ debt bondage or manipulation of debt; 
■■ withholding of wages or other promised benefits; 
■■ withholding of valuable documents (such as identity documents or residence 

permits); and 
■■ abuse of workers’ vulnerability through the denial of rights or privileges, threats 

of dismissal or deportation. 
 
Children (persons under 18 years of age) are more vulnerable to exploitation than 
adults, given that it is harder for them to assess job offers, evaluate risks and seek 
help. The ILO has adjusted the indicators of forced labour for situations or cases 
involving children accordingly, and has established that children should be con-
sidered victims of forced labour if they are working alongside parents who are 
themselves engaged in forced labour. 

Using the ILO framework, the research focused on identifying specific indicators 
of forced labour, how these indicators manifest in practice, and the factors that 
increase worker vulnerability. This methodology can help to identify ways that the 
public and private sectors, civil society, government and international stakeholders 
can most effectively detect, remediate and prevent trafficking in persons and forced 
labour in these sectors. 

It is important to note that researchers carried out a rapid analysis of the existence 
of indicators of forced labour – rather than determining whether each individual 
was a victim of trafficking in persons. Thus, this research does not aim to determine 
the existence or scale of this problem, but rather to highlight risks of labour and 
human-rights violations (including trafficking in persons). 

Children are more 
vulnerable to 
exploitation than 
adults, given that it 
is harder for them 
to evaluate risks 
and seek help.
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Limitations
This research was qualitative, and aimed to uncover information about trafficking- 
in-persons risks. Although the research found indicators of trafficking in persons, the 
sensitive nature of the activities researched and the small sample sizes represented 
limitations. The researchers interviewed a wide variety of workers, private sector and 
community representatives, CSOs and subject matter experts. However, the sample 
is not statistically significant, and the research should not be used to determine prev-
alence rates of trafficking in persons at a sectoral or regional level. A formal, more 
structured large-scale survey would be a natural extension of this research.

Security
Mexico is one of the most dangerous countries in the world. Rates of societal vio-
lence and homicide are at a historical high. This includes targeted acts of violence 
against environmental and human-rights defenders, as well as journalists. This risk is 
tied largely to the presence of organized-crime groups (mostly DTOs) in many parts 
of Mexico. These organizations are increasingly branching out to control other illicit 
activities, including trafficking in persons and illegal logging. High rates of corrup-
tion and alleged collusion with local-government officials further facilitate territorial 
control by organized-crime groups (see the ‘Organized crime and violence’ section of 
this report for more detail). 

The presence of DTOs in the areas where the research was carried out necessitated 
careful analysis of the security situation, and appropriate protocols were implement-
 ed. The GI-TOC adapted its security protocols to the Mexican context, including how 
the security situation was evaluated at the national and local levels, the travel forms 
used and communications protocols. The GI-TOC also instituted organizational confi-
dentiality and human-subjects protocols in Mexico. The research teams were trained 
on all of these protocols before they commenced with field research. However, 
during the field research phase, it was impossible to completely eliminate potential 
risks to both researchers and workers due to high levels of illegality in the timber 
sector, which impeded access to some logging areas.

The GI-TOC first carried out risk assessments of the security situation before select-
ing sites for field research. Based on this analysis (combined with the evaluation of 
the trafficking-in-persons risk, the level of environmental degradation and the rele-
vance of forestry and related sectors to the international market), the GI-TOC settled 
on Chihuahua for field research. 

Chihuahua has a high level of insecurity due to the presence of organized-crime 
groups and DTOs, many of which are involved in the forestry sector and illegal 
logging. This meant that safety considerations were of the utmost importance. 

The GI-TOC conducted a more thorough security assessment in the three regions 
before initiating field research. This included desk research and telephonic interviews 
with local stakeholders who understand the security situation and political context. 
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Not all cities or zones in Chihuahua have the same levels of insecurity, and the 
GI-TOC avoided research in the most dangerous areas of the state. Nevertheless, 
it was necessary to hire local guides when conducting focus group discussions with 
forestry workers.

The research team was careful to maintain confidentiality, and worked with trusted 
and respected local CSOs to gain the confidence of community members and 
workers, and to ensure the security of the researchers and respondents. In some 
cases, community leaders at the village and provincial levels were not consulted 
because of their potential role in illegal activities. 

Researchers carefully explained the purpose of the research to avoid misperceptions 
surrounding the term ‘trafficking in persons’. Questions about trafficking in persons 
were couched in questions about forestry management and timber production, 
general conditions of work, labour relations and related issues. Due to the high level 
of insecurity and the fear of possible reprisals, interviewees were somewhat reluc-
tant to share information during focus group discussions. In contrast, during most of 
the one-on-one discussions, interviewees were willing and sometimes very eager to 
share information.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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