
 

 
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport “call for evidence”: 

Impact of Covid-19 pandemic on sport and human trafficking in the UK 

 

1. What has the impact of Covid-19 been on trafficking and sport in the UK? 
 

Despite the lack of UK-based empirical evidence, a recent roundtable conducted by 

Mission 89 titled “Impact of the coronavirus pandemic and restrictions imposed on the lives 

of migrant footballers in Istanbul” found vital information regarding the daily struggles faced 

by migrant footballers, some of which have been victims of trafficking.  One of the main 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the issue of trafficking is the lack of reporting of it in 

during this time, as football migration and trafficking appears now to be of low priority, 

whereby its victims are at the bottom of the pyramid in terms of welfare and protection. 

Additionally, in Turkey, the lack of existing support services for victims of trafficking and 

other vulnerable migrant communities in sport stems from the lack of holistic understanding 

of the issue by governmental policy-makers. Hence, despite efforts by the local municipality 

and it’s councilors to provide support in the form of basic needs services (food and shelter) 

to these vulnerable communities, the lack of formal regulation and funds clearly hinders this 

process.  

 

We cannot for certain state that the impact of COVID-19 on victims of trafficking in sport 

in Turkey would be identical to that in the UK, as socio-political factors such as the way local 

governments are funded has a significant influence, and perhaps more importantly the fact 

that Turkey already has some existing mechanisms in place to cater for some 3.5 million 

Syrian refugees since 20131.  However, parallels can be drawn and one should expect 

similarities, as there does not seem to be any formal regulations in place that provide 

welfare support to victims of trafficking in sport in the UK during the pandemic either.   

 

2. How effective has support from DCMS been in addressing particular needs? 

At the moment, athletes/players from outside the EU require a Tier 5 (Temporary-Creative 

and sporting) visa or Tier 2 (Sportsperson) visa23. With either of these visas, athletes have 

access to the NHS and have the right legally work for up to 20hrs a week. Most victims of 

trafficking in sport obviously do not have this visa, and hence are unable to access the 

aforementioned healthcare facilities or work legally. During the period of the COVID-19 
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 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/113 
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 https://www.gov.uk/tier-2-sportsperson-worker-visa 
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 https://www.gov.uk/tier-5-temporary-worker-creative-and-sporting-visa 
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pandemic, these basic life necessities become even more crucial to victims of trafficking and 

irregular migrants in sport.  In terms of support for victims of trafficking in sport, there have 

been no formal measures that have been taken by the DCMS so far.  

3. What will the likely long-term impacts be, and what support is required by 
DCMS to meet these needs? 

With the economic uncertainties that many European clubs have to face post-COVID-19, 

such as reduced commercial revenue due to empty stadiums, lower sponsorship and 

broadcast earnings, there is going to be a reduced appetite for recruitment of new players, 

particularly for football clubs in the lower division of British football. The German economy, 

Europe’s largest, entered into a recession in the first quarter of 2020 due to the impact of 

the pandemic. The UK, for now Europe’s second largest economy, will undoubtedly face 

even greater economic hurdles. The impact of reduced spending in Europe will impact many 

of the smaller football clubs that are the first ports of call for Africans in the journey to 

Europe. Many of these clubs are trying to manage their books until things improve before 

looking to recruit new talent. Some agents of African footballers are being given the option 

of free transfers, which could be the only way to get in their players at this time. However, 

the global freeze means that many of these players cannot get visas because of closed 

embassies, and there are no airlines to ferry them to Europe for trials.4 

Hence, it is quite clear that the current environment is ripe for the further exploitation of 

desperate players from Africa by traffickers and unscrupulous intermediaries. Ultimately, 

victims of football trafficking face with harsher conditions than ever before in the immediate 

post COVID-19 timeframe, given the financial recession and reduced financial power of clubs 

with regards to player recruitment. One envisages that these players who do not end up 

signing with a club will be even more desperate than before due to the lack of formal work 

opportunities in the wake of the COVID-19 induced recession, and hence be pushed into a 

life of illegal work or petty crime. A formal and easily accessible basic needs services that 

caters for victims of trafficking in sport, as well as illegal migrants, needs to be established by 

the DCMS at the very least. Moving forwards, a robust integration system that equips these 

victims with the language and working skills necessary to attain gainful employment would 

be a necessary step in the longer-term.  

 

4. How might the sector evolve following Covid-19? 

As mentioned above, the financial instability of teams and clubs across all sport in the UK 

will have a tremendous impact on processes such as recruitment and contract extensions 

that affect sport migrants. It is at lower league clubs that the financial strain will be felt the 

most, which would also put further scrutiny the sustainability of certain sport leagues and 

clubs in a decade where they have often been deemed as “too big to fail”. Ironically, there is 

perhaps a light at the tunnel to all this (for football trafficking anyway), in the form of 

greater scrutiny on the recruitment practices of clubs, and with it, the identification of 
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 https://www.theafricancourier.de/sports/how-covid-19-will-affect-the-export-of-african-footballers-to-

europe/ 
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instances of football trafficking that would have otherwise gone on unnoticed, or simply 

ignored. This is an area whereby the DCMS, in partnership with its governmental and non-

governmental partners, should be proactive to and stay vigilant against.  

 

 

 

 


