
Funding as a Driver of Systemic 
and Practical Change

ANTI-TRAFFICKING FUNDING IN CANADA:



In February 2026, GAATW Canada released the findings of a three-year 
project documenting experiences of gender-based violence (GBV) among 
racialized and migrant women working in precarious, informal, or non-
standard labour. 

The study examined how the women’s 
experiences of GBV are understood 
and responded to by the women 
themselves and service providers 
delivering essential support across 
four provinces and one territory in 
Canada.  

Particular attention was given to 
how racialized and migrant women’s 
experiences are positioned within 
broader anti-trafficking discourse, 
including how being recognized (or 
not) as a victim of human trafficking 
influences the services available to 
them, and the barriers they may face in 
accessing support.

The research also explored how government funding shapes the services 
available to migrant and racialized women experiencing GBV, and the 
ways in which human trafficking is understood and responded to in 
Canada.

In this brief document, we summarize the research findings in relation to 
funding. 

We highlight the political nature of funding for human trafficking, 
migrant rights, and GBV services as they emerged from GAATW Canada’s 
research, and how funding can actually operate as a key driver of 
systemic and practical change. 

About the Series  

https://gaatw.ca/is-it-trafficking/
https://gaatw.ca/is-it-trafficking/
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Funding as a Driver of Systemic 
and Practical Change 

A Quick Look at the Funding Landscape in 
Canada 
Anti-trafficking funding can come from a variety of 
sources, including federal, provincial, and municipal 
governments, private donors, charitable foundations, 
corporate donors and other for-profit companies, and 
public fundraising initiatives such as galas or walk-a-
thons.  

The federal and provincial governments have become 
major funders of anti-trafficking efforts. 

Federal support has been provided through two national 
frameworks – the National Strategy to Combat Human 

Trafficking (2019-2024) and the National Action Plan to 
Combat Human Trafficking (2012-2016), while provinces 
have increasingly expanded their investments. 

These funds support government institutions and 
initiatives, law enforcement, public awareness 
campaigns, and non-profit organizations providing 
victim services.

The service providers interviewed for GAATW Canada’s 
research illustrate the diversity of funding sources to 
support service and program delivery. 

Most organizations relied on a combination of 
federal, provincial, and municipal funding. In some 
cases, government funding was distributed through 
intermediaries, with Public Safety Canada, Women 
and Gender Equality Canada (WAGE), and the Law 
Foundation among the most frequently cited funders. 

Organizations described using the funds to deliver a 
variety of services to racialized and migrant women 
experiencing GBV, exploitation, or human trafficking. 

Services include, but were not limited to: legal rights 
information, assistance with residence and work permit 
applications, safe housing, accompaniment to hospitals 
and courts, harm reduction supplies, and emotional 
and peer-based support.  

What’s the Problem? 
In the first part of this series – based on interviews 
with representatives of organizations supporting 
racialized and migrant women experiencing GBV – we 
outlined several major constraints imposed by funders, 
including: 

•	 Funding is often short-term, project-based, or 
program-specific. While this is appropriate for 
some activities, the core resources needed to 
sustain organizations, staff, relationships, and 
long-term programs remain largely unfunded. 
Additionally, the constant need to write grant 
applications and project reports increases the 
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administrative burden on organizations and 
decreases the time spent on supporting women. 

•	 Participants identified major gaps in social 
services for vulnerable groups such as victims 
of intimate partner violence or people who use 
drugs. This is particularly troubling given that 
significant financial resources are being directed 
toward anti-trafficking approaches centred on 
awareness, rescue, and policing. 

•	 Interviewees also stated that government 
funding is awarded to the same large 
and established organizations, which can 
demonstrate the capacity to manage large 
grants. However, such organizations are often 
far removed from the daily realities of the 
people they are supposed to serve and have 
high overhead costs.  

•	 Organizations reported that some funding 
contracts restrict them to assisting only migrants 
with regular migration status, effectively 
excluding undocumented migrants who face 
heightened vulnerability to GBV and exploitation. 
Similarly, some anti-trafficking funding requires 
that women exit the sex industry in order to 
access support. 

•	 Anti-trafficking calls for proposals conflate 
human trafficking with sex work and perpetuate 
harmful assumptions about trafficking and 
victims. This prevents sex worker rights groups 
and organizations that adopt nuanced, critical 
anti-trafficking lenses from applying. This 
limits the breadth and quality of anti-trafficking 
responses.

HOW DID ORGANIZATIONS RESPOND?

Organizations described how they resist and navigate 
funding constraints. Some refused to apply or accept 
government funding if it came with conditions that 
were contrary to their principles. 

For example, one organization described the 
restrictions on supporting undocumented workers as 

“discriminatory” and “against human rights.” 

For this and related reasons, some of the organizations 
choose to operate on a volunteer basis and with 
minimal to no institutional funding. This allows them to, 
as one organization said, “operate in the interests of the 
worker” without having to bend to the requirements 
imposed by funders.   

Others educated their funders. Two organizations 
discussed how they engaged in lengthy communication 
with their funders and negotiated the removal of 
potentially harmful provisions from their grant 
agreements. This demonstrates that organizations 
are not passive receipts of funding and do not have to 
comply unquestioningly with all funder requirements.

It is within this context that we can begin to imagine 
the possibilities for systemic change, including the 
role funders can play in listening to organizations, 
challenging their own assumptions and practices, and 
creating funding structures that better respond to the 
realities and needs of the communities they seek to 
support. 

WHAT DOES SYSTEMIC CHANGE MEAN?  

Funders occupy a powerful and unique position within 
the broader policy and institutional landscape through 
which Canada responds to GBV and human trafficking. 

As our research demonstrated, Canada’s political and 
carceral approach to migration, sex work, GBV, and 
human trafficking become embedded in funding 
structures through eligibility requirements, funding 
priorities, and conditions attached to grants. 

These requirements, in turn, determine whose needs 
are recognized, which organizations are considered 
legitimate, and what forms of support are considered 

“anti-trafficking.”  

Systemic change therefore requires attention to the 
infrastructure of funding itself, as well as to how funders 
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can challenge exclusionary policies, shift institutional 
practices, and support alternatives to carceral 
approaches. 

This involves investing in community-led services 
and grassroots organizations that promote the labour 
rights of all workers, support migrants regardless of 
immigration status, and fund initiatives that address 
racism and discrimination. 

Funders must also recognize the expertise of 
communities and organizations working on broader 
systemic and structural issues, such as racism, 
patriarchy, and poverty alleviation, understanding their 
work as part of preventing and addressing GBV and 
human trafficking. 

By directing resources toward these communities, 
funders can actively participate in challenging the 
systems that produce vulnerability. 

What Can Be Done?  
If allocated strategically and sensitively, funding can 
be used to provide relief to women and gender diverse 
victims and survivors of GBV and trafficking, as well as 
other vulnerable groups, reduce structural inequalities, 
and create a more equitable society.  

Research participants highlighted several ways that 
funding for organizations assisting people affected by 
GBV and trafficking could be strengthened. 

Anti-trafficking funding must:  

•	 Be designed in consultation with community-
based organizations and members of impacted 
communities, such as survivors of trafficking 
and GBV, migrant workers, sex workers, and 
others. It is important that funding streams 
reflect the views and needs of those affected. 

•	 Collaborate with and fund a diversity of 
organizations, including small, grassroots, 
worker and community-led organizations, 
including informal collectives. These 
organizations are in close, constant contact 
with the people and groups they serve and are 
most aware of their problems and the most 
appropriate solutions.

•	 Prioritize funding models that address  
systemic conditions, such as the criminalization 
and marginalization of sex workers, racism, 
systemic precarity, and social exclusion, rather 
than only downstream “rescue” or crisis 
responses. 

•	 Avoid exclusionary practices that may be 
reproduced through funding priorities, 
eligibility requirements, and grant conditions. 
Funders should remove stipulations that require 
organizations to align with ideological or carceral 
approaches to GBV and human trafficking and 
allow organizations to use community-informed, 
survivor-centred, harm reduction, and rights-
based approaches that reflect the realities of the 
people they support.
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GAATW Canada is a federal non-profit organization and charity based in 
British Columbia.

GAATW Canada bridges community and scholarly expertise to address 
human trafficking through research, policy change, advocacy, education, 
and collaborative partnerships.

Since 1996, GAATW Canada’s work has been grounded in several guiding 
principles. Our goal for a fairer Canadian society is to prevent, reduce, 
and address human trafficking while prioritizing the rights of those at risk 
or trafficked, as well as those harmed by anti-trafficking efforts.

We aim to build a fairer, more compassionate society where 
exploitation has no place. 
We listen to diverse voices—including Indigenous peoples, migrant 
workers, sex workers, and other affected groups—to honour the varied 
experiences of exploitation at individual, community, and regional levels. 

We move beyond rescue and criminal-legal approaches, fostering lasting 
change and creating a society where everyone can flourish, free from 
exploitation.

About GAATW Canada




