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of the hearing on Sustainable European guidelines to counter social
dumping and strengthen collective bargaining mechanisms, held in Helsinki
on Friday 16 May 2025

Ms Saskia Kluit, Chairperson of the Committee, opened the hearing and welcome the guest speakers:

- Ms Natalia Ollus, Director, European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, affiliated with the
United Nations (HEUNI);

- Mr Samuli Hiilesniemi, lawyer, Central Organization of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK);

- Ms Pia Marttila, Coordinating Senior Advisor, Victim Support Finland (RIKU).

The aim of the hearing was to gather information from experts on the situation in Finland regarding measures to
counter social dumping and exploitation through work. The results of the discussion would be used in the
preparation of a report on “Sustainable European guidelines to counter social dumping and strengthen collective
bargaining mechanisms” being prepared by Ms Valérie Piller Carrard (Switzerland, SOC). Although the rapporteur
could not be present at the hearing, she would get, in due course, the summary of today’s hearing.

Ms Marttila started her presentation by explaining the work of the specialised Service for Victims of Trafficking
and Related Crimes / Victim Support Finland (RIKU) which was an NGO running 20 offices in the country. RIKU
contributed to the public service effort which provided regular services under the European Union’s Directive on
victims of labour exploitation?; it was funded by the Finland’s Ministry of Justice and the Centre for Social Welfare
and Health Organisations (STEA).

Social dumping was distinct from labour exploitation. It induced damage to the society as a whole through market
distortion which penalised the operation of law-abiding enterprises. It was very difficult to uncover without exploited
workers signalling abuse. As a hidden phenomenon, it also escaped statistics but could lead to the snowballing
of criminality if public authorities turned a blind eye to it. RIKU was the first point of contact for exploited workers
who could receive confidential counselling; its activities covered also support to victims of human trafficking. 289
labour exploitation cases were reported in 2024, with majority of victims ending up filing a criminal complaint. Most
exploited workers were of foreign origin holding a work permit.

Labour exploitation mainly occurred in the services sector (notably in agriculture for seasonal work, restaurants,
cleaning and housekeeping, car repairs, construction industry) among the low-paid workers recruited abroad and
whose residence permit was tied to their work permit. Victims were grossly underpaid and typically worked
excessive hours. In the past, berry-picking activity in a forest had not been classified as employment. Exploitative
employment had often been presented as “salary disputes” and was complex to investigate. It clearly contributed
to underpinning an underground economy and a segregated job market.

RIKU’s work helped to identify labour exploitation cases and new trends, understand mechanisms of exploitation,
dismantle criminal networks, accelerate investigations and close legal loopholes. Identification of exploitation
cases should be followed by tangible consequences for the perpetrators and assistance, protection and
compensation for the victims. Lack of attention to data analysis could lead to impunity, increase in exploitation

1 The minutes were approved and declassified by the Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development at its meeting on
24 June 2025.

2 Directive (EU) 2024/1712 amending Directive 2011/36/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its
victims.
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and social dumping. Focusing only on the worst cases could lead to continued exploitation and its normalisation.
Cooperation of different stakeholders (authorities, NGOs, trade unions and others) was essential combating
exploitation through work.

Ms Ollus then described the research of the European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control (HEUNI) on
labour exploitation, human trafficking and forced labour. The institute worked in close contact with authorities,
labour market entities, businesses, public procurement units and NGOs to develop targeted responses and
concrete tools. While social dumping was essentially an economic problem, the labour exploitation facet illustrated
the problem of violation of fundamental rights of individuals concerned. The latter suffered from pressure related
to working conditions, notably excessive working time and no extra pay for overtime, underpayment and
withholding of pay, violence or a threat thereof, and confiscation of ID documents, unreasonable or unlawful
recruitment fees and/or restriction of movement. Underpayment was by far the most common aspect of labour
exploitation but as such it was not criminalised in most countries; it was a combination of infringements that
characterised labour exploitation most accurately. Cross-country comparisons showed that Finland was quite
ahead of many other European countries in addressing labour exploitation.

The Finnish approach sought to identify crime victims and understand their vulnerabilities by combining both
specialised and multidisciplinary interventions. Understanding the psychological control mechanism was essential
to effectively detecting and prosecuting labour exploitation. In Finland, the first legal provisions and policy
programmes had seen the day over 2004-2010 period. This included the first national action plan against human
trafficking which also covered labour exploitation. Over the next seven years, research had been conducted,
parliamentary reports had been published, case law had developed and victim support measures had been
strengthened. Since 2019, a major governmental programme was rolled out and media shed light on the
phenomenon. In 2024, a national action plan against labour exploitation had been launched.

In terms of expertise, the national system included a specialised nation-wide police unit and a specialised
prosecutors’ network, the Assistance System for Victims of Trafficking, the Victim Support Finland, civil society
initiatives, independent national rapporteur, governmental anti-trafficking coordinator, a dedicated unit within the
Labour Inspectorate and empirical research and guidance by HEUNI. Specialised labour inspectors had a
mandate to oversee the labour conditions of migrant workers and to refer victim to support services; they could
rely on special guidelines for handling the potential cases of exploitation and had an obligation to report
exploitation, trafficking and related crimes to the police. Sector-specific guidelines for businesses had been
published in 2023-2024 (regarding international recruitments in healthcare, social welfare and constructions sites).

The Finnish legislation (Aliens Act, chapter 4, section 54.b) had put in place a specific permit category for exploited
migrant workers which enabled exploited workers to switch to another employer without any restrictions over their
sector of work. However, if the employer was suspected of violating immigration rules, the permit was denied to
those engaging in work under first permits but without prejudice to obtaining a permit with a different employer.
Information to migrant workers was provided by the Government through Work Help Finland mobile application,
by trade unions and by civil society organisations.

Mr Hiilesniemi spoke of labour exploitation as part of the underground economy which sprawled to more vulnerable
sectors. All measures should be targeted to the key sectors where labour exploitation actually occurred (notably
construction, cleaning, food catering and agriculture sectors). Research had shown the importance of the role of
occupational health professionals, and with regard to cases of non-respect for minimum wage requirements,
collective bargaining offered reinforced protections. From a trade union perspective, social dumping was a key issue
because of a breach of equality of rights). Prevention worked through national administrative channels but also
through international mechanisms enabling a country to refer to the minimum standards established by the ILO
(International Labour Organisation), such as for the foreign vessels passing through Finland.

Mr Fridez noted that different European countries faced very similar challenges in terms of labour exploitation. These
notably included the need to counter illegal labour, to ensure a proper pay and effective controls, and to guarantee
adequate working conditions. What was probably different was the treatment of victims.

Ms Marttila agreed with Mr Fridez. Most migrant workers were employed legally, and all looked correct on paper.
In reality, there were breaches of labour regulations and conditions which concerned a small percentage of
workers. When the irregularities were detected, the residence permit would be extended for the duration of
procedures. Finland sought to avoid a vicious circle of perpetuating abuses by issuing new residence permits to
those reporting labour exploitation so that they could find a new job.

Ms Ollus then added that Finland had the reflection period which was granted to victims of human trafficking or
presumed victims of trafficking to enable them to apply for a residence permit in the country.
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The Chairperson referred to the situation in her country, the Netherlands, where by far the biggest problems were
linked to persons who were allowed to work in the Netherlands but became victims of labour exploitation because
of unscrupulous employers.

Further to an additional question by Mr Fridez, Ms Martilla explained that exploited workers typically did not belong
to trade unions. They constituted unfair competition vis-a-vis regular, law-abiding workforce. In recent years, more
and more trade unions had understood that addressing the problems of the non-union members and exploited
workers also benefited their members directly because as long as there was a large group of underpaid workforce,
it brought the general salary level down. Moreover, this disincentivised the hiring of competent local workers who
would not work for less than the collective agreement provided for.

Mr Hiilesniemi confirmed that many trade unions nowadays took the issues faced by the non-union members very
seriously. Underpayment affected not only exploited workers but also regular workers.

Ms Ollus also commented on underpayment which had been discussed in Finland for many years as to whether it
should be criminalised as a specific offense or not. One prominent suggestion recommended to apply the provisions
of fraud and usury instead of underpayment as a specific separate offense and this had been then introduced into
the law used by the labour inspectors, helping to address underpayment through the existing criminal categories.
There was also a working group at the Ministry of Justice which was looking into the option of introducing a new
criminal provision on ‘usury in working life’, which would target not only underpayment, but also other kinds of
exploitation.

The Chairperson warmly thanked the experts for sharing their know-how, experience and for standing up for
workers in vulnerable situations. She then closed the hearing.
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