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Foreword 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) is the guardian of the United Nations 

Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 

Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, and the Protocol against Smuggling of Migrants 

by Land, Sea and Air. UNODC promotes these instruments and assists States to adopt and implement 

them effectively. 

 

UNODC’s Regional Office for Southeast Asia and the Pacific (ROSEAP) has been implementing a joint 

project with the Thailand Institute of Justice (TIJ) to address human trafficking. The project aims to 

improve evidence-based knowledge, sharing and access to knowledge on trafficking in persons (TiP), 

and to assist project countries in increasing their capacity to generate and use information on TiP. 

 

The Report Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is the result of 

an intensive UNODC and TIJ collaboration under this project to collect and review information on 

trafficking-related flows of people from the target countries of Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to 

Thailand. Covering four States, the report is unique, providing a comprehensive overview of the 

profiles of victims and traffickers, flows and patterns of TiP, push and pull factors, and the complexities 

of trafficking in persons in the region. 

 

Drawing on the available literature, and qualitative data collected through interviews with experts in 

the four target countries, the report presents in detail the current picture of trafficking in persons to 

Thailand, and highlights challenges and opportunities for preventing and combating trafficking.  

 

Approximately four million migrants live in Thailand. 90 per cent of the total migrant population living 

in Thailand come from neighbouring Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. Many of these migrants are in 

an irregular situation in Thailand and work in a range of labour-intensive industries, including 

agriculture, fishing, construction, manufacturing, domestic work, hospitality and the sex industry. 

Higher wages and the demand for labour in certain industries, combined with the lack of income-

generating opportunities and widespread poverty in the source countries, especially in rural areas of 

Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, are the main pull factors that draw migrant workers to Thailand. 

Further fuelling the push for emigration is the fact that population growth in the source countries 

remains high. The available information suggests that irregular migrants are particularly vulnerable to 

traffickers. Trafficked Cambodians, Lao PDR nationals, and Myanmar nationals have been identified in 

Thailand’s labour and sex sectors. 

 

Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation involves mostly women and children, However, boys, particularly those living in tourism 

hot spots, are also vulnerable to sexual exploitation. Labour exploitation, forced labour and other 

forms of labour trafficking are also the most common forms of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, 

Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. Men and boys are trafficked into Thailand’s fishing, construction 

and manufacturing industries, amongst others, while trafficked women and girls can be found in 

domestic services, hospitality, and retail industries of Thailand.  
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Victims of trafficking often endure extreme hardship. Physical violence, sexual abuse, harassments, 

threats and coercion are common experiences for many trafficked persons. Some victims lose their 

lives at the hands of ruthless traffickers who exploit the victims’ vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities 

and the risks of exploitation are amplified for children.  

 

With the opening of South-East Asian borders in 2015 with the ASEAN Community, the cross-border 

movement of people in the region is expected to increase. Poverty, environmental disasters, political 

disturbances, and other new push factors for initial migration to Thailand are expected to continue. 

Concurrently, the evidence base on trafficking in persons and related aspects of transnational 

organized crime in the region, remains limited. 

 

UNODC promotes a comprehensive response to trafficking in persons, which is informed by in-depth 

research activities in concerned countries. A multifaceted approach, supported by evidenced-based 

research, is required to increase the protection of persons who are vulnerable to trafficking, improve 

international cooperation, and build States’ capacities to target the networks and operations of human 

traffickers.  

 

Data lies at the heart of any such approach, but in Southeast Asia high-quality, evidence-based data 

on trafficking in persons is lacking. To help combat migrant smuggling, ROSEAP runs a secure, online 

database – the Voluntary Reporting System on Migrant Smuggling and Related Conduct (VRS-MSRC) - 

for the collection and sharing of law enforcement data between member countries. Regional actors 

urgently need to integrate similar data-focused initiatives into their efforts to combat trafficking in 

persons. ROSEAP stands ready to assist them.  

 

 

 

 

 

Jeremy Douglas 

UNODC Regional Representative 

Southeast Asia and the Pacific 
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Executive summary 

The present report, “Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand” is the 
result of a partnership between the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the 

Thailand Institute of Justice (TIJ). In 2016, TIJ invited UNODC to collaboratively develop an extensive 

research report on trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand with the 
objectives of increasing evidence-based information relating to trafficking in persons, reviewing the 
current state of knowledge, identifying existing information gaps and enhancing the capacity of States 
to generate, access and use information on trafficking in persons. This report is the first of its kind and 

marks the launch of an ongoing research and strategic policy partnership between UNODC and TIJ.  

Previous UNODC reports on trafficking in persons have covered the subject of trafficking to Thailand 
as one important flow in a region rife with trafficking cases. Previous reports have explored trafficking 

primarily from a law enforcement perspective and highlighted the need for strengthened legal 
frameworks, law enforcement responses, including the need for proactive investigations, and stronger 
criminal justice frameworks. This report, while emphasising the way forward in preventing and 

combating trafficking to Thailand, also explores the many facets of the trafficking phenomenon itself, 
including the profiles of victims and traffickers, the contemporary push and pull factors for trafficking, 
the routes taken by regular and irregular migrants to Thailand, the fees paid to smugglers and 
traffickers and the modi operandi of traffickers and their networks. 

Drawing on the available literature and qualitative data collected through interviews with experts in 
the four target countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand) the report presents in detail the 

current picture of trafficking in persons to Thailand and highlights challenges and opportunities for 
combating trafficking. While gaps in information remain and the overall picture remains incomplete, 

the findings presented in this report rely on a solid evidence base and may be useful for researchers, 
policy makers, governments and others interested in improving the response to combating trafficking, 
as well as approaches to identifying and supporting victims.  

The report consists of six chapters. The introduction (Chapter I) presents information on the topic 

covered, the background and context of the study, the study’s purpose and goals, and methodology. 
Chapters II to IV examine the levels and characteristics of trafficking in persons in Cambodia 
(Chapter II), Lao PDR (III), and Myanmar (IV). Each of these chapters follows an identical structure by (1) 
summarising the available data, (2) exploring the causes of trafficking in persons, (3) examining the 

different types of trafficking and the profile of victims, (4) documenting the means and routes used for 

trafficking to Thailand, (5) analysing the exploitation of victims by their traffickers and (6) exploring the 

profile of the traffickers and trafficking networks. 

 

The scale of the trafficking in persons phenomenon in Thailand 

In 2015, approximately 4 million migrants lived in Thailand, constituting 5.76 per cent of the total 

population of the country. Approximately 90 per cent of the total migrant population living in Thailand 

come from neighbouring Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. Many of these migrants are in an irregular 

situation1 in Thailand and work in a range of labour-intensive industries, including agriculture, fishing, 

                                                      

1 There is no universally accepted definition of irregular migration. From the perspective of destination countries 
it is entry, stay or work in a country without the necessary authorisation or documents required 
under immigration regulations. 
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construction, manufacturing, domestic work, hospitality and the sex industry.  

Reliable data on the levels of trafficking in persons is very limited due to its clandestine nature and the 
small number of victims formally identified. A recent publication by UNODC, which drew on official 

data and studies conducted by other agencies, estimated between 4 and 23 per cent of irregular 
migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar in Thailand could be classified as victims of 
trafficking.2   However, the report noted the limitations of using official and non-official figures on 

irregular migration to extrapolate the number of trafficked persons and emphasised the need for more 
robust official and non-official data (meaning, data not collected by governments) collection and 
reporting and sharing processes on all aspects of trafficking in persons crimes.  

 

Background  

Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar have a long history of migration to neighbouring Thailand. In many 

places, it is easy to cross the long and porous border, which is marked by the Mekong River for long 
stretches. Many Cambodian, Lao and Myanmar nationals look to Thailand to improve their lives and 

those of their families, hoping to find employment and better pay. Many migrants seek to settle and 

work in Thailand long term or permanently; others cross into Thailand daily to work in areas near the 
border.  

Higher wages and the demand for labour in certain industries, combined with the lack of income-

generating opportunities and widespread poverty in the source countries, especially in rural areas of 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, are the main pull factors that draw migrant workers to Thailand. 
Further fuelling the push for emigration is the fact that population growth in the source countries 
remains high. Existing communities of migrants in Thailand provide an additional pull factor as they 

can assist with local contacts, accommodation, tips about employment, and can provide a social 
network for newly arrived migrants.  

Despite the existence of formal bilateral Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) between Cambodia, 

Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, most labour migration to Thailand occurs irregularly. This is because 

many migrants still associate avenues for legal migration and work with high costs and significant levels 
of bureaucracy, while informal channels are seen as inexpensive, fast and readily available. These 

factors fuel the demand for migrant smugglers and may provide opportunities for traffickers to recruit 
and subsequently exploit migrants who are vulnerable due to their irregular status in Thailand and the 
debts incurred during the migration process.  

 

Types of trafficking 

Labour trafficking 

Irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand mostly involves labour migration. Such migration can 

lead to trafficking if the workers are exploited or deceived when they are first recruited, during their 
journey, or, most commonly, once they take up employment in Thailand. Most reports about labour 

trafficking from Cambodia to Thailand relate to men who often work for minimal pay and in harsh 
conditions in Thailand’s fishing, construction and agricultural industries. Women are most commonly 

                                                      

2 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13-14. 
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trafficked into the domestic services, garment or hospitality sectors in Thailand.  

Labour trafficking is the most prevalent form of trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand and, 
according to available literature, involves more women than men. This is particularly the case among 

the many Lao nationals who move to Thailand to work in the domestic service and garment industries. 
Lao men tend to work in the construction and agricultural sectors in Thailand.  

Labour exploitation, forced labour and other forms of labour trafficking are also the most common 
forms of trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand. Men from Myanmar are more commonly 

trafficked into Thailand’s fishing, construction and manufacturing industries, while women can be 
found in domestic services and the textile and garment industries of Thailand.  

Sexual exploitation and trafficking 

Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation involves mostly women and children, However, boys, particularly those living in tourism 
hot spots, are also vulnerable to sexual exploitation.  

Recent studies suggest that trafficking from Cambodia to Thailand for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation has been declining in recent years. Cambodia has instead become a destination country 

for sex trafficking from Viet Nam and experiences high levels of internal trafficking.  

Trafficking in children 

Children are trafficked from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of labour 
trafficking, sexual exploitation and forced begging. Child labour is particularly common in border areas 

where many children enter Thailand from neighbouring countries every day to work in agriculture, in 
markets or in seafood processing. Children from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar are frequently 

found begging in cities in Thailand. Despite its visibility, this issue is not well researched and it is not 

clear whether these children are recruited from their home countries for the purpose of begging or 
whether they were born to migrants who were already living in Thailand.  

Experiences and exploitation 

The irregular status of migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar in Thailand, the migrants’ fear 
of deportation, the lack of knowledge of their rights and of the laws applicable to them, language 
barriers and limited access to authorities and to people outside their workplace make irregular 
migrants from these countries particularly vulnerable to deception, coercion, violence, exploitation, 
and trafficking.  

Victims of trafficking often endure unspeakable hardship. Physical violence, sexual abuse, 

harassments, threats and coercion are common experiences for many trafficked persons. These 

experiences leave most victims scarred for life. Some suffer serious trauma and depression; others are 

marked by injury or contemplate self-harm. Some lose their lives at the hands of ruthless traffickers 

who exploit the victims’ vulnerabilities and turn their dreams of a better life into nightmares. These 

vulnerabilities and the risks of exploitation are amplified for children.  

Despite the harsh realities, regular and irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 
continue to move to Thailand in large numbers undeterred. Many migrants require little convincing to 

explore opportunities in Thailand and to follow in the footsteps of millions of others who have 
migrated before them.  
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Trafficking and smuggling routes and methods 

Travel from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is easy, and migrants, smugglers and 
traffickers can choose from a variety of means of transportation to cross the border into Thailand. This 

includes the use of scheduled bus services, boats and ferry services across the Mekong River, driving 
migrants across the border in cars, vans or trucks, or simply guiding the migrants on foot to Thailand. 
Both covert and overt methods are used to transport migrants across the border. Some migrants 

simply walk or take transportation to the border and are then met by people who will take them to 
their place of employment. For movement into other parts of Thailand, migrants usually require some 

assistance with documents and transportation.  

The great majority of migrant workers enter Thailand without the required documents. If smugglers 

and traffickers are involved, they often try to conceal the movements of migrants from law 
enforcement and border authorities. Smugglers may guide the migrants across the border in remote 

areas or conceal them in the loading areas of trucks or in other vehicles. If migrants cross into Thailand 

independently or in small groups, they usually do so through fields, forests, rivers and other areas with 
few border patrols. Migrants travelling independently or with family or friends may also elect to use 

the daily border pass system to cross in a regular manner into Thailand, and then overstay, thus 
becoming irregular migrants.  

In some cases, migrants from Myanmar make their irregular journey to Thailand by boat. Most of these 

cases involve departures from Rahkine state, sometimes via Bangladesh. The migrants initially tend to 

be loaded onto small boats that depart from coastal towns and beaches and are then taken to larger 
‘rendezvous vessels’ waiting offshore. Once this vessel has been filled—often with many more 

migrants than the vessel was built to carry—it embarks on a journey across the Andaman Sea to 
Thailand.  

 

Fees, payments and debts 

The fees smugglers charge for irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand amount, on average, to 
approximately USD 100—significantly less than what migrants must pay for regular migration to 
Thailand. The precise fees depend on several factors, especially on the smuggling services offered and 

the distances travelled.  

Many migrants cannot afford to pay the fees associated with migrating irregularly or legally to Thailand 
upfront and instead must borrow money. Generally, the money needed to pay those who facilitate the 

journey to Thailand often represents a migrant’s life savings. Migrants often must rely on their families 

and friends to contribute to payments. Another way migrants can afford the fees is through an 

arrangement that allows brokers or employers to automatically deduct money from their income once 
they are in Thailand.  

Many migrants are in debt by the time they reach Thailand. This debt further complicates their 

situation if they lose their jobs or want to change employers. If their stay in Thailand is irregular, they 

also run the risk of being apprehended by Thai authorities, returned to their home country and left in 
significant debt with limited prospects of paying it off. These circumstances make regular and irregular 

migrants vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking, leaving them with little choice but to remain with 
their employers and work long hours for little or even no pay.  
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Traffickers—and their networks 

In general, the smuggling and trafficking ‘trade’ across the borders of Thailand is characterised by a 
high degree of flux and flexibility, which means that the modi operandi of smugglers and traffickers 
may change frequently. For the most part, perpetrators are connected through loose networks that 

facilitate the process of recruiting migrants, transporting them to Thailand and placing them in 
employment. Because of the many tasks and stages involved in the migrants’ transportation and 

employment placement process, it is unlikely for perpetrators to operate alone; however, it is 
uncommon for mafia-style syndicates with clear hierarchical structures and wide geographical reach 
to engage in the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons to Thailand. 

The way forward 

An important step that governments need to take to counteract trafficking is to deter the use of 
irregular migration and actively promote safe migration. To maximise the benefits of international 

migration, protect the rights of migrants and to prevent and combat trafficking in persons and 
smuggling of migrants, national policies need to be developed and followed by implementation and 
enforcement. This requires human and financial resources that turn policy goals into practical 

measures. To be effective, policy development also needs to be based upon sound data.  

National laws criminalising trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants are the cornerstone for 
any legitimate and effective action to prevent and suppress these crimes. Legal frameworks permitting 

police and other authorities to conduct investigations, arrest suspects, confiscate property, and seize 
assets are needed.  

A crucial element in the fight against trafficking in persons is international cooperation at all levels of 
government, particularly coordination across law enforcement bodies. Law enforcement agencies, 

including police, border agencies, coast guards and immigration authorities play important roles in 
investigating trafficking cases, identifying suspects, arresting offenders and seizing the assets of such 
crimes. Agencies should enhance their use of mechanisms such as a joint investigation taskforces to 

ensure law enforcement coordination across multiple countries.  

Successful prosecutions of trafficking in persons cases are generally more dependent on victim 
testimony than many other transnational crimes. Victim cooperation is therefore a fundamental 

requirement for trafficking investigations. A lack of trust between victims and law enforcement is a key 

barrier to successful trafficking prosecutions in target countries. One way criminal justice systems in 

the target countries can rebuild trust is to embrace a “victim-centred approach”. Such an approach 

seeks to minimise additional trauma associated with the criminal justice process by providing adequate 
support to victims of trafficking and placing their needs at the centre of the process rather than 
subjugating them to the demands of investigation and prosecuting traffickers. Over time, a victim-

centred approach can yield results by improving the relationship between law enforcement and 
victims without compromising the victims’ needs and rights. 

It is important that any strategy aimed at preventing and suppressing trafficking in persons to Thailand 
considers the root causes that trigger migration and displacement. Combating trafficking thus also 

involves improving school attendance, reducing the number of early school leavers and ensuring that 
both boys and girls are given fair, equal and free access to education. Such measures need to be 

complemented by other initiatives that foster skills training and improve employment opportunities 
for school graduates so they have real incentives to complete school and pursue a career in their home 
country.  



 

xii 

While many policies and practical measures have sought to address the symptoms of trafficking, they 
often overlook underlying factors, structural deficits and political and economic realities. Any 

meaningful attempt to reduce and eliminate trafficking in persons must be combined with efforts to 
promote sustainable development, economic growth, democracy, the rule of law, and peace. 
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TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Topic 

This report examines trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR) 
and Myanmar to Thailand. It explores the circumstances that make Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 

source countries for trafficking, the means and routes used to traffic persons to Thailand, the 
conditions of such trafficking, the profile of victims and perpetrators, the circumstances that make 
Thailand a destination for trafficking and the exploitation of trafficked persons in Thailand. This report 

aims to increase evidence-based information relating to trafficking in persons in these countries, 
review the current state of knowledge, identify existing information gaps and enhance the capacity of 
States to generate, access and use information on trafficking in persons. 

This report adopts the definition of “trafficking in persons” in Article 3 of the United Nations Protocol 
to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children: 

(a) “Trafficking in persons” shall mean 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; 

(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth in 

subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in 

subparagraph (a) have been used; 

(c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose 

of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even if this does not involve any of 
the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article; 

(d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age.3 

The report explores all forms of trafficking in persons within the meaning of Article 3(a) of the United 

Nations (UN) Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and 

Children. This includes, in particular, trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, labour trafficking 

and trafficking in children. The report also explores trafficking for forced begging, forced marriage and 

for other exploitative purposes insofar as these are documented. Wherever possible, the report 

distinguishes between trafficking in children and trafficking in adults.4 

It must be stressed from the outset that trafficking in persons to Thailand sits along a spectrum that 
covers various forms of irregular migration. Irregular migration may occur without the assistance of 

others or may involve facilitation and payment, a phenomenon commonly referred to as smuggling of 

                                                      

3  Opened for signature 12 December 2000, 2237 UNTS 319 (entered into force 25 December 2003) [hereinafter 

Trafficking in Persons Protocol].  
4  Article 3(b) of the Trafficking in Persons Protocol defines ‘child’ to ‘mean any person under 18 years of age.’ 
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migrants.5  In the context of irregular migration from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand, it 

is not always possible to clearly and unambiguously identify instances of trafficking in persons and 
separate them from smuggling of migrants and other forms of irregular migration. Much of the 

available literature and data also struggles to differentiate and accurately label these phenomena and 
acknowledges that they are placed along a continuum. The information collected for and presented in 

this report needs to be understood accordingly. Wherever possible, the report highlights 

commonalities and differences between smuggling and trafficking, between smugglers and traffickers, 
and between trafficked persons and smuggled migrants. 

The goal of this report is to comprehensively document the available knowledge, including official 
reports, literature and data, on trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to 
Thailand and to provide insight and analysis into the causes, circumstances, conditions and 
consequences of such trafficking. The report seeks to assist the governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Myanmar and Thailand, international and non-government organisations (NGOs), researchers, civil 

society groups and individuals working in this field to develop effective responses to prevent, suppress, 
and punish trafficking in persons whilst protecting and assisting victims of trafficking.  

 

1.2 Background and context 

1.2.1 Background and settings 

Thailand is a source, transit and destination country for trafficking in persons. In absolute numbers, 

the majority of persons trafficked into or through Thailand come from neighbouring countries in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion, especially Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. An estimated 451,000 

migrants are smuggled into Thailand annually from Myanmar, 55,000 from Cambodia and 44,000 from 
Lao PDR. A publication by UNODC, which drew on official data and studies conducted by other 

agencies, estimated that between 4 and 23 per cent of these irregular migrants could be classified as 
victims of trafficking.6   

Trafficking to Thailand occurs for a range of purposes. It often involves various forms of labour 

trafficking in which people hoping to find work and earn higher wages are recruited by traffickers, 
transported to Thailand and then exploited in industries such as fishing, seafood processing, 
agriculture, construction, manufacturing or domestic services. Many victims of trafficking, especially 

women and children, are brought to Thailand from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar for the purpose 
of sexual exploitation. Other forms of trafficking, such as trafficking for the purpose of forced marriage 

or for forced begging also take place, albeit on smaller scales. 

In May 2015, the serious hardship endured by many trafficked persons made headlines worldwide 
when Thai authorities found barbed wire camps and mass graves in southern Thailand. Several 

hundred people, many of them ethnic Rohingya from Myanmar and Bangladesh, had been kept in 
subhuman conditions for prolonged periods of time in these camps. It is widely believed that some of 

these persons were being trafficked into the Thai fishing industry; others were waiting to be taken 

                                                      

5 Article 3(a) of the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air (opened for signature 15 

December 2000, 2241 UNTS 507 [hereinafter Smuggling of Migrants Protocol] defines ‘smuggling of migrants’ 

to ‘mean the procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of 

the illegal entry into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident .’ 
6 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13-14. 
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across the border to Malaysia.7 

Cases like this raise questions about the distinction between trafficking in persons and smuggling of 
migrants. While the two phenomena are defined differently and set out in separate international legal 

instruments—namely the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially 
Women and Children and the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, which 
supplement the United Nations (UN) Convention against Transnational Organized Crime8—they are 

often difficult to distinguish in reality. This is particularly the case in situations where migrants willingly 

seek out or agree to take up the services of smugglers or traffickers but are later faced with exploitation 
and hardship they did not anticipate. 

Crucially, a full understanding of the problem of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and 
Myanmar into Thailand is lacking. Data and information are often incomplete and government data on 

trafficking and related statistics are not often made publicly available. Consequently, national 

governments and criminal justice authorities frequently develop policy measures and take action “in 
the dark” without proper evidence bases. Detailed research is needed to address these lacunae.  

1.2.2 Context of this research 

The Thailand Institute of Justice (TIJ) was established by the Royal Thai Government in 2011. It aims to 

promote excellence in research and capacity building in crime and justice. Building on Thailand’s 

engagement in the UN Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice and the UN Crime 
Congresses, TIJ serves as a bridge that transports global ideas to local practice, including in enhancing 
domestic justice reform and the rules-based community within the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) region. 

UNODC, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, is the guardian of the Trafficking in Persons 
Protocol, the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol, and of the Convention against Transnational Organised 
Crime. UNODC leads international efforts to comprehensively prevent and suppress trafficking in 

persons and protect victims of trafficking. UNODC’s Regional Office for Southeast Asia and the Pacific 

in Bangkok assists national authorities in their efforts to fight trafficking in persons.  

A crucial prerequisite in responding to the challenges associated with trafficking in persons is fostering 
evidence-based knowledge in order to raise awareness and inform adequate policy development. In 

January 2016, the UNODC Regional Office for Southeast Asia and the Pacific and the Thailand Institute 
of Justice requested the services of independent experts to examine and document the levels and 
characteristics of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand in all its 
forms and to produce a comprehensive report outlining the causes, circumstances, conditions and 
consequences of such trafficking. 

 

1.3 Purpose and goals 

Drawing on the available literature and information provided through semi-structured interviews, the 
main goal of this report is to assist the governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, 
international organisations, NGOs, researchers, civil society groups and individuals working in the anti-
trafficking in persons field to develop effective responses to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking 

                                                      

7 See further Section IV.5.2.3 below. 
8 Opened for signature 12 December 2000, 2225 UNTS 209 (entered into force 29 September 2003). 
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in persons whilst protecting and assisting victims of such trafficking.  

The report seeks to provide detailed insights into and analysis of the causes, circumstances, conditions, 
and consequences of trafficking in persons in the target countries and to reveal existing gaps in the 
available information. It aims to provide a thorough and up to date picture of trafficking in persons 

from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand.  

This report seeks to encourage more and better collection and sharing of data relating to trafficking in 
persons in order to (1) raise awareness about the manifestations, levels, and characteristics of 

trafficking in persons, (2) inform counter-trafficking policies at regional and national levels and (3) 
foster cooperation between concerned countries.  

 

1.4 Structure 

This report is divided into six chapters. Following this Introduction (Chapter I), Chapters II to IV examine 

the levels and characteristics of trafficking in persons in Cambodia (Chapter II), Lao PDR (III) and 

Myanmar (IV). Each of these chapters follows an identical structure by (1) summarising the available 

data, (2) exploring the causes of trafficking in persons, (3) examining the different types of trafficking 

and the profile of victims, (4) documenting the means and routes used for trafficking to Thailand, (5) 
analysing the exploitation of victims by their traffickers and (6) exploring the profile of the traffickers 

and trafficking networks. 

In Chapter V, this report turns to the specific situation in Thailand. This includes (1) an overview on the 

available data, (2) information about the arrival and reception of trafficked persons from Cambodia, 

Lao PDR and Myanmar in Thailand, (3) the experiences and working conditions of trafficked persons in 

various industries and sectors, (4) the exploitation and vulnerabilities of victims, (5) the release and 

return of trafficked persons and (5) any information relating to secondary movements of Cambodian, 

Lao, and Myanmar nationals who were originally trafficked to Thailand. 

Chapter VI of this report summarises the main observations and, on that basis, identifies opportunities 
for intervention by legislators, law enforcement, and relevant government agencies. Information and 

knowledge gaps are also identified to shape the direction and content of future research and analysis.  

 

1.5 Methodology 

The research for this project was carried out between January 2016 and March 2017 at locations in 
Bangkok (Thailand), Brisbane (Australia), Nay Pyi Taw and Yangon (Myanmar), Phnom Penh (Cambodia), 
Vienna (Austria) and Vientiane (Lao PDR).  

This research was conducted through (1) collection and analysis of open-source material, including 

primary sources, such as reported cases and official data collections and reports, as well as secondary 
sources prepared by international organisations, academic scholars and other experts, NGOs, and 
selected media reports from major international news outlets; and (2) information collected through 

36 semi-structured interviews with representatives of law enforcement agencies and other 
government agencies in the four target countries, NGOs and international organisations. The data and 

facts obtained from the two key information collection methods were further complemented and 
validated by information received orally and in writing from representatives of international 
organisations in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand. The research for this project does not 
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involve any classified or confidential information.  

In more detail, the literature search used for this report involved two phases. First, a comprehensive 

search was undertaken using online library database aggregators. This function permits searching of 

over 1,000 research databases containing journal articles, books, online resources and reports 
authored by government agencies and international and non-governmental organisations. The search 

looked for resources dating from 1 January 2006 to present, using Boolean operators to filter the 
results. Positive results to the search criteria had to contain three distinct components: (1) a reference 

to ‘Thai’ or ‘Thailand’; (2) a term relating to trafficking in persons, smuggling of migrants or irregular 

migration, which were contained within a bank of relevant phrases constructed by the research team; 
(3) a reference to Myanmar, Lao PDR or Cambodia, which were again made by reference to a bank of 

relevant phrases encompassing the variations in spelling and demonyms of these countries. This search 

resulted in several thousand positive returns to the search criteria, of which the largest component 
were books, followed by journal articles and, lastly, other reports. The second phase of research 

involved a systematic review of the search results in order to trim the body of literature to a smaller 
number of higher-quality sources. To accomplish this, each individual result was checked for relevance. 
This limited the pool of sources to several hundred books, journal articles, and reports that have been 
considered in the preparation of this publication. The information retrieved from these sources was 

sorted into a structure developed to document the causes, types, means and routes, perpetrators, 
victims, conditions and consequences of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 
to Thailand.  

Using country templates as an organising structure allowed the research team to identify, and 
subsequently deal with, conflicting information. In cases of conflicting information, the research team 

elected to utilise more recent information and/or information that was appropriately referenced, to a 
reputable source, in the reviewed material. Where information was considered ‘old’—having been 

published around a decade ago—interview data were used to qualify or supersede the literature.  

The report is fully referenced to identify the origin and sources of information, which are set out in the 
footnotes. A complete list of sources used in this report is set out in the bibliography. To facilitate the 
reading of this report and to avoid unnecessary duplication, wherever possible, references have been 
clustered into a single footnote at the end of paragraphs where the sources listed in this footnote 
provide or suppor the information set out in this paragraph. 

Thirty-six semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives of government and non-

government agencies, as well as international organisations in the four target countries. Interview 

respondents were initially invited to participate in interviews for the study through formal letters sent 
by UNODC to relevant agencies. Respondents were sent the concept note for the study and interview 

questions in advance, which were translated into the national language of the respondents on request. 
Respondents were asked questions about the causes of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar to Thailand; profiles of victims; profiles of traffickers and other key players; victims’ 

exploitation; rescue and victim support; and the challenges associated with the law enforcement 
response to trafficking in persons in the region, amongst others. Interview audio-files were transcribed 

by UNODC and interview data were analysed thematically. To address persistent knowledge and 

information gaps, representatives of international organisations in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and 
Thailand were, in later stages of the research, contacted both orally and in writing to validate the 
available information, close information gaps and resolve conflicting statements. To protect the 

identity of persons who participated in interviews, the phrase ‘interviews conducted for the purpose 
of this report’ is used consistently throughout this report.  

Respondents from the participating agencies were sent copies of the relevant draft chapter for review 
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and comment. Potentially sensitive information was removed prior to reviews that included state 

authorities. Respondents’ comments and feedback were included in the final draft of this report. In 

addition to feedback from interview respondents, the Thailand Institute of Justice also provided 
feedback on the content of the report.  

Currencies are referred to by their standard three letter ISO 4217 codes. Because data were gathered 
and estimates made by the source material at different times and because of great fluctuations of 
currency exchange rate over the past ten years, currencies are reproduced in the same way as they 
appear in the original source and comparison exchange rates have not been included as there is a risk 
that these may greatly differ from the original data or estimate. 

The scope, objectives and methodology of this report are deliberately ambitious, although there are 
many limitations to researching, documenting, and analysing trafficking in persons from Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. This report shows that many facets and dimensions of this 

phenomenon are not adequately researched or documented. Data is limited and, in some instances, 

the available information is out of date, incomplete, questionable or unreliable. The obstacles, 

concerns and limitations encountered during the research are clearly marked throughout this report 
and are also reiterated in concluding sections. 
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2 Cambodia 

2.1 Overview and data 

 

 

Migration from Cambodia to Thailand has a long history. Travel and trade across the shared border, 

which measures 817 km in length, and visits by family and friends have persisted even during periods 
when border crossings were prohibited and illegal. During the period in which the Khmer Rouge was 

in power from 1975 to 1979, many Cambodians fled or were forced to leave Cambodia. The political 

instability that followed the end of the Khmer Rouge regime triggered further emigration to 
neighbouring countries.9 

Over the last two decades, regular and irregular migration from Cambodia has mostly involved migrant 
workers who move to Thailand in search of work. Labour migration from Cambodia started on a 

significant scale in the early 1990s with the gradual opening of Cambodia’s borders and the country’s 
economy. Trafficking in persons, both domestically and across Cambodia’s borders, became an 

important issue at the same time. Several academic books and articles attribute the rise of trafficking 

in persons to the arrival of United Nations (UN) peacekeeping forces who came to Cambodia after the 

end of the Khmer Rouge regime. The administrative vacuum that existed at the time meant that many 

                                                      

9 See generally, UNHCR, The State of the World’s Refugees 2000 (2000) 92. 
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government services and educational institutions were not available or only slowly developing. This 

period of transition left many Cambodians vulnerable to exploitation and created opportunities for 
trafficking in persons; a situation that persists today, especially in those sectors that are not, or not 
comprehensively, regulated, and monitored.10 

Many Cambodians look to Thailand to improve their lives and the lives of their families, hoping to find 
employment and better pay. The long border between the two countries runs through many rural and 

remote areas and is not controlled—and not controllable11 —in many parts. Many Cambodians cross 

into Thailand for work on a daily basis, especially to work in the agricultural sector in areas near the 
border. Other migrants seek to settle and work in Thailand long-term or permanently, which is more 

common for men than women.12 

2.1.1 Irregular migration 

Despite the existence of formal agreements between the governments of Cambodia and Thailand, 
much of the migration between the two countries occurs irregularly. This is due to the fact that legal 

avenues of migration are limited in scope and are associated with high costs and significant levels of 
bureaucracy, while informal channels are inexpensive, fast and readily available.  

Estimates relating to the number of irregular Cambodian migrants entering or residing in Thailand vary, 
though most estimates suggest that approximately 200,000 Cambodians reside in Thailand irregularly 
at any one time. Data from the mid-2000s suggested that some 180,000 irregular Cambodian migrants 

were residing in or had crossed into Thailand in the ten-year period from 1998 to 2008; a 2006 
publication by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) estimating that approximately 

                                                      

10 Deanna Davy, ‘Understanding the complexities of responding to child sex trafficking in Thailand and Cambodia’ 
(2014) 34(11) International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 793, 800; Thomas M Steinfatt & Simon Baker, 

Measuring the extent of sex trafficking in Cambodia – 2008 (2011) 12; Peter Munro, ‘Harbouring the illicit: 

borderlands and human trafficking in South East Asia’ (2012) 58 Crime, Law and Social Change 159, 160, 164; 

Shukuko Koyama & Henri Myrttinen, ‘Unintended consequences of peace operations on Timor Leste from a 

gender perspective’ in Chiyuki Aoi et al (eds), Unintended consequences of peacekeeping operations (2007) 
23, 32–33; Vanessa Kent, ‘Protecting civilians from UN peacekeepers and humanitarian workers: Sexual 

exploitation and abuse’ in Chiyuki Aoi et al (eds), Unintended consequences of peacekeeping operations (2007) 
44, 45. 

11  Meaning that the borders are so long that it is impossible, even if an increased number of border guards were 
recruited, to monitor migration across the borders.  

12  Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 
Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 119; Hing Vutha et al, Irregular 

migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 9–10; Hossein Jalilian & 

Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-

Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 14; Bruno Maltoni, Review of Labour Migration Dynamics in 

Cambodia (2006) 25. 



 

9 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

180,000 undocumented Cambodian workers were in Thailand is frequently cited.13  In 2006 alone, 

70,408 unauthorised Cambodian migrants were detected at Thailand’s border.14  Estimates by the 

Ministry of Labour of Thailand are considerably lower, suggesting that about 120,000 ‘informal 
Cambodian migrants’ reside in Thailand.15  A 2008 publication by the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) found that 196,798 irregular migrant workers from Cambodia were arrested in Thailand in 2006, 

up from 98,268 a year earlier.16  There is general consensus that the number of irregular migrants is 

considerably greater than the number of persons migrating from Cambodia to Thailand through 
regular, or legal, avenues.17  Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report determined that 

approximately 3,000 to 4,000 irregular Cambodian migrants cross into Thailand each day. 

It is not clear to what extent irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand involves smuggling of 
migrants and trafficking in persons. In 2013, UNODC estimated that 83 per cent of irregular Cambodian 

migrants are smuggled to Thailand. According to UNODC’s calculation, this would mean approximately 

55,000 migrants are smuggled from Cambodia to Thailand annually.18   

A further indicator for irregular migration levels from Cambodia to Thailand is the number of 
Cambodians detected by Thai authorities and returned to Cambodia for staying in or entering Thailand 
unlawfully. In 2006, for example, 147,167 Cambodian nationals were deported from an immigration 

detention centre in Aranyaprathet, Thailand to Cambodia.19 In 2008, Cambodian authorities estimated 
approximately 130,000 Cambodians were deported from Thailand that year; in 2009, the number was 
89,096. 20  Figure 1 below shows the number of Cambodian nationals deported from Thailand for the 

years 2010–2016. 

                                                      

13  Bruno Maltoni, Review of Labour Migration Dynamics in Cambodia (2006) 24–25; also cited in Chan Sophal, 

‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 118, 122; Hing Vutha et al, Irregular 

migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 10; Hing Vutha et al, 

‘Irregular Migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, and Regulatory Approach’ (2011) 38(70) 
Philippine Journal of Development 1, 5. 

14  Pracha Vasuprasat, Inter-state Cooperation on Labour Migration. Lessons learned from the MOUs between 

Thailand and Neighboring Countries (2008) 17–18. 
15  Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 

10, referencing Ministry of Thailand. 
16  Pracha Vasuprasat, Inter-state Cooperation on Labour Migration. Lessons learned from the MOUs between 

Thailand and Neighboring Countries (2008) 18. 
17  Chan Sophal, Review of labour migration management, policies and legal framework in Cambodia (2009) 1. 
18  UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13. 
19  Jerrold W Huguet & Varamon Ramangkura, The Long Road Home: Analysis of Regional and National Processes 

for the Return and Reintegration of Victims of Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (2007) 5. 
20  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 8–9; UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 

2009–2010 (2010) 36, 46; ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing labour migration between 

Thailand and neighbouring countries (2015) 23. 



 

10 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

Figure 1: Cambodian nationals deported from Thailand to Cambodia, 2010–2016, UN-ACT (2015)21 

 Total Men Women Boys Girls 

2016 50,867 26,420 16,640 3,067 1,560 

2015 59,321 33,729 19,296 4,019 2,227 

2014 281,218 174,458 89,652 12,203 4,905 

2013 61,161 35,998 20,154 3,023 1,986 

2012 102,002 61,657 30,485 5,765 4,095 

2011 109,860 66,679 32,834 5,956 4,391 

2010 104,673 62,805 31,791 5,825 4,252 

 

Figure 1 shows that approximately two thirds of all adult Cambodian nationals deported from Thailand 
are men and about one third are women. Among minors, most deportees are boys, though the number 

of boys and girls varies greatly between years. Overall, the number of deportations has decreased in 

recent years, though 2014 marked a significant increase in the number of deportations of Cambodian 
nationals.  

2.1.2 Trafficking in persons 

Cambodia is a source, transit and destination country for trafficking in persons. Accurate statistics and 

estimates for the level of trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand are lacking. The United 

Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP) estimated that in 2009, more than 20,000 

Cambodian victims of trafficking in persons were returned to Cambodia from Thailand.22 At the end of 

2009, 57 Cambodian nationals received assistance from the Thai Bureau of Anti-Trafficking in Women 
and Children.23  In 2010, Thai authorities uncovered only four Cambodian victims of trafficking among 

371,456 irregular migrants interviewed and screened by Thai authorities that year.24  Figures reported 

by UNIAP on the number of trafficking victims returned to their country were slightly higher. On 

average, some 100–150 victims of trafficking in persons are returned or repatriated to Cambodia from 
Thailand each year—a figure that was also mentioned in interviews conducted in Cambodia for the 
purpose of this report.25 Official government figures show that 118 Cambodian victims of trafficking 

were identified in Thailand between 2013 and 2014.26   

In the context of labour migration from Cambodia to Thailand, it is sometimes difficult to clearly 
separate instances of irregular migration from smuggling and trafficking in persons. This is because 

exploitation and trafficking are often extensions of, or coincide with, irregular migration. Migrants 

initially decide to migrate from Cambodia to Thailand in order to find employment, but abuse, 
                                                      

21  Information provided by UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian 

workers deported from Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 8–9. 
22  UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–2010 (2010) 44. 
23  UNIAP, Mekong Region Country Datasheets: Human Trafficking 2010 (2010) 25. 
24  Government of Thailand, cited in UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat 

Assessment (2013) 14, fn 39. 
25  UNIAP, Mekong Region Country Datasheets: Human Trafficking 2010 (2010) 2; see also, Jerrold W Huguet & 

Varamon Ramangkura, The Long Road Home: Analysis of Regional and National Processes for the Return and 

Reintegration of Victims of Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (2007) 5. 
26  Government of Thailand, 2014 Thailand Situation and Progress Report on Prevention and Suppression of 

Trafficking in Persons, 45. 
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exploitation and trafficking arise during the journey or upon arrival to Thailand.27 

The difficulty in definitively identifying cases and collecting data on trafficking also stems from the fact 
that much of the cross-border migration occurs informally. Clear policies, laws and institutional and 

administrative frameworks to regulate and control labour migration are only slowly evolving. Some of 

these mechanisms are not comprehensive, lack coherence and coordination and do not set out clear 
responsibilities.28  This makes it difficult to separate lawful labour migration from irregular migration 

and trafficking in persons. 

 

2.2 Causes of irregular migration and trafficking 

The main cause of emigration from Cambodia is the country’s generally poor economic situation 
relative to the rapid economic growth in some neighbouring countries and other Southeast Asian 
nations. 29   A lack of employment opportunities for the country’s rapidly growing population, 

widespread poverty, landlessness and debt of many rural people, as well as limited access to markets 
have been identified as major causes for emigration, including smuggling of migrants and trafficking in 
persons, from Cambodia.30 

2.2.1 Push and pull factors  

General economic situation 

Over the last decade, Cambodia has experienced considerable economic growth. Figure 2 below shows 

that between 2006 and 2015, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the country more than doubled, 

both as a total and per capita. GDP growth exceeded 7 per cent most years. 

 

  

                                                      

27  Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International Labour 

Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration), Philippine Institute of Development Studies, Discussion Paper 

Series No 2011-2 (2011) 26. 
28  Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 

13, 21–22, 27–28. 
29  Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource 

Book (2013) 92; UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: A Thematic Review of Literature (2012) 18. 
30  Brett Dickson & Andrea Koenig, Assessment report: profile of returned Cambodian migrant workers (2016)  

14; Bruno Maltoni, Review of Labour Migration Dynamics in Cambodia (2006) 27; Mekong Migration Network 

& Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource Book (2013) 103; Chan Sophal, 

‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 121, 135; UNIAP, Recruitment Agencies 

and the Employment of Cambodian Domestic Workers in Malaysia (2011) 11; Chan Sophal, Review of labour 

migration management, policies and legal framework in Cambodia (2009) 2. 
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Figure 2: Economic indicators, Cambodia 2006–2015 (World Bank, 2016)31 

 GDP at market 
prices, USD million 

GDP per capita, 
USD 

GDP growth 

% 

Unemployment, % 

of total work force 

2015 18,050 1,159 7.0 n.a. 

2014 16,778 1,095 7.1 0.4 

2013 15,450 1,025 7.5 0.3 

2012 14,038 947 7.3 0.2 

2011 12,830 879 7.1 0.3 

2010 11,242 783 6.0 0.4 

2009 10,402 735 0.1 0.1 

2008 10,352 743 6.7 0.3 

2007 8,639 629 10.2 0.6 

2006 7,275 538 10.8 0.9 

 

Despite recent economic growth, Cambodia’s overall economic situation remains considerably weaker 
than that of neighbouring Thailand. Although economic growth has been lower in Thailand in recent 

years, the per capita GDP in Thailand has been more than six times that of Cambodia in most years.32  

The Human Development Index (HDI), developed by the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) to assess the overall socio-economic development of a country, ranked Cambodia 143 in 2015, 

whereas Thailand ranked 93.33 

With the collapse of the Soviet Bloc in the early 1990s, Cambodia lost much of the economic support 
it had received from former allies. The political uncertainties and reforms that followed led to uneven 

economic development. It also marked the beginning of significant levels of labour migration, both 

regular and irregular, from the country.  

The economic growth that Cambodia has experienced in recent years has failed to benefit large parts 
of the population, especially those with limited education, training and skills as well as those living in 
rural areas. In 2015, 79 per cent of the population lived in rural areas.34  Recent economic changes have 

also caused greater socio-economic disparities and job competition, which several sources see as the 

                                                      

31  World Bank, ‘Open Data’ <data.worldbank.org>. 
32  See further Section V.1.2 below; UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–

2010 (2010) 21; IOM, Analyzing the Impact of Remittances from Cambodian Migrant Workers in Thailand on 

Local Communities in Cambodia (2010) 23; Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong, ‘Introduction’ in 

Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for 

development in Thailand (2011) 1, 1. 
33  UNDP, ‘International Human Development Indicators’ (2015) <http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries>; see also, 

Ashley G Blackburn et al, ‘Understanding the Complexities of Human Trafficking and Child Sexual Exploitation: 

The Case of Southeast Asia’ (2010) 20(1–2) Women & Criminal Justice 105, 108. 
34  World Bank, ‘Open Data’ <data.worldbank.org>; Jenna K Holliday, ‘Turning the Table on the Exploitative 

Recruitment of Migrant Workers: The Cambodian Experience’ (2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 464, 

466. 
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cause for the rise in irregular economic activities, irregular labour migration and trafficking in persons.35   

The Cambodian economy’s many weaknesses have been attributed to structural deficits, poor 
infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, and a workforce with limited education. The productivity of 

Cambodia’s agricultural sector, which constituted 28.6 per cent of the country’s GDP in 2015, 36 

remains hampered as many fields are not adequately irrigated, resulting in few and limited harvests. 
Small farms often do not generate enough produce to feed a whole family of farmers. 37  Rural areas 

also have an oversupply of workers and insufficient employment opportunities. The high costs 

associated with running a business in Cambodia and malpractices in the business sector have been 
cited as further factors that lead to emigration.38 

Questions have also been raised about the sustainability of Cambodia’s economic growth and its short 
and long-term benefits to the local environment and its population. Much of the growth has been 

attributed to foreign investment and the exploitation of natural resources, which are finite and often 
associated with large-scale environmental destruction.39 

Availability of work, labour demand 

The limited availability of regular paid work in Cambodia makes it necessary for some people to migrate 
and look for work abroad. 40   Although official unemployment rates in urban and rural areas of 

Cambodia are traditionally quite low many people do not have full-time work. Even if they do, wages 

are often too low to support workers and their families. Unemployment is also considerably higher 

among young people aged 15 to 24 who, in 2012, comprised 63 per cent of Cambodia’s total labour 
force.41 

Population growth adds further pressure to Cambodia’s already tight job market. Some sources 

                                                      

35  IOM, Analyzing the Impact of Remittances from Cambodian Migrant Workers in Thailand on Local 

Communities in Cambodia (2010) 23; AKM Ahsan Ullah & Mallik Akram Hossain ‘Gendering Cross-Border 

Networks in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Drawing Invisible Routes to Thailand’ (2011) 4(2) Austrian Journal 

of South East Asian Studies, 273, 277; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and 

Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 14. 
36  United States, Central Intelligence Agency, ‘The World Factbook: Cambodia’, <https://www.cia.gov/ 

library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cb.html>. 
37  Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource 

Book (2013) 30; Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory 

approach (2011) 13; citing Cambodia, Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology (MOWRM), Strategic 

Development Plan 2009-2013 (2009). 
38  Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 

5. 
39  Cf Duncan McDuie-Ra, ‘Insecurity Within and Outside the State: The Regional and Local Dynamics of 

Environmental Insecurity in the Mekong’ in Benny Chen Guan Teh (ed), Human Security: Securing East Asia’s 

Future (2012) 75, 118. 
40  See generally, Naparat Kranrattansuit, ASEAN and Human Trafficking: Case Studies of Cambodia, Thailand 

and Viet Nam (2014) 98; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ 

in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 135. 
41  Cambodia, Policy on Labour Migration for Cambodia (2014) 25. 
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suggest that the job market increases by as many as 250,000–300,000 people each year.42  In 2015, 

31.43 per cent of Cambodia’s population was under the age of 14 and 19.71 per cent of the population 

was aged 15 to 24. Population growth stood at 1.58 per cent that year.43  This population increase 

exceeds job growth, leaving many young people looking for work and forcing them to consider 
emigrating to find a job.44  A 2014 study stresses that with “few prospects for economic growth, the 

Cambodian Government is struggling to provide adequate employment for its young population, 
leaving many young Cambodians susceptible to the grasp of traffickers.”45 

Greater economic development and job opportunities in neighbouring Thailand, a demand for 
unskilled migrant workers and geographical proximity explain why many Cambodians are drawn to 
Thailand. As the Thai economy has continued to grow, the demand for low-skilled labour has also 

increased. Many employers have been unable to satisfy this demand domestically through Thai 

labourers and have turned to recruiting Cambodian migrant workers.46  In recognition of the need to 

formalise the mass employment of Cambodian migrant workers, the Thai government in the late 2000s 
instituted a program to bring more migrant workers from Cambodia to Thailand. By the end of 2010, 

51,966 Cambodians arrived in Thailand under this scheme and were engaged in paid employment in 
Thailand.47   

Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report confirm that migration to Thailand is 
driven by necessity, as many individuals and families are unable to find employment and sustainable 
income. Although many people would prefer to work in Cambodia and stay with their families, there 

are few jobs in many parts of Cambodia. For those working in the agricultural sector, there is no work 

outside the harvest season and long droughts often further reduce the demand for labour. As a result, 

many people of working age, especially those with limited skills and training, “are sitting around with 
nothing to do, slowly starving to death”, as one interview respondent commented. Experts interviewed 

for this study stress that migration to Thailand is, for many Cambodians, necessary for basic survival. 

                                                      

42  Jenna K Holliday, ‘Turning the Table on the Exploitative Recruitment of Migrant Workers: The Cambodian 

Experience’ (2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 464, 466; ADB & IOM, Facilitating Safe Labor Migration 

in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Issues, Challenges, and Forward-Looking Interventions (2013) 5; Cambodia, 

Policy on Labour Migration for Cambodia (2014) 12; Max Tunon & Khleang Rim, Cross-border labour migration 

in Cambodia: Considerations for the national employment policy (2013) 1; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 118. 
43  United States, Central Intelligence Agency, ‘The World Factbook: Cambodia’, <https://www.cia.gov/ 

library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cb.html>. 
44  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 4. 
45  Deanna Davy, ‘Understanding the complexities of responding to child sex trafficking in Thailand and 

Cambodia’ (2014) 34(11) International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 793, 801. 
46  Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 

Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 120, 122. 
47  Andy Hall, ‘Migration and Thailand: Policy, Perspectives and Challenges’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat 

Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for development in Thailand (2011) 17, 21. 
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Wages and remittances 

Labour migration from Cambodia primarily serves to improve a migrant’s personal economic position 
and, by way of remittances, that of their families.48  The prospect of higher wages and the ability to 

support family members through remittances are generally cited as the main reasons for which 
Cambodian nationals migrate to Thailand.49   

A World Bank study found that in 2010, per capita income in Cambodia ranged between USD 700 and 
800 per annum. In the same period, the per capita income in Thailand was approximately USD 5,000, 

six times higher than in Cambodia.50  Other sources similarly suggest that wages in Thailand are usually 

between two and seven times higher than in Cambodia.51  Although Cambodian nationals generally 

earn at least 20–30 per cent less than Thai nationals for the same position, these higher levels of 
income nevertheless draw many Cambodians to Thailand. Importantly, many employers are willing to 

provide jobs to workers who will accept lower pay.52  Several studies show that most Cambodians find 

they can earn higher wages in Thailand than in Cambodia, even if they are paid below minimum 
standards.53   

There is conflicting information as to whether irregular Cambodian migrants earn lower wages than 

individuals moving through official channels. An ILO study published in 2008 found it was more 

                                                      

48  Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 
7; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs 

and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 56; Mary Rose Geraldine A Sarausad, 

‘Cost or Benefit? Valuing Migration through Remittances by Irregular Migrants in Thailand’ paper presented 

at the conference Rethinking Development in an Age of Uncertainty, University of York, 19-22 September 

2011, 3. 
49  UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: A Thematic Review of Literature (2012) 18; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs 

and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-

Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 118–119. 
50  World Bank, Gaining from Migration: Migration Trends and Policy Lessons in the Greater Mekong Sub-region 

(2012) 8; see also Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein 

Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 26, with reference to 

2009 World Bank data. 
51  Max Tunon & Khleang Rim, Cross-border labour migration in Cambodia: Considerations for the national 

employment policy (2013) 7; Naparat Kranrattansuit, ASEAN and Human Trafficking: Case Studies of 

Cambodia, Thailand and Viet Nam (2014) 102; Cambodia, Policy on Labour Migration for Cambodia (2014) 
12–13.  

52  Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 48; see also, Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs 

and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-

Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 135, 139–141. 
53  Human Rights Watch, From the Tiger to the Crocodile: Abuse of Migrant Workers in Thailand (2010) 19; 

Yongyuth Chalamwong et al, ‘Management of Cross-border Migration: Thailand as a Case of Net Immigration’ 
(2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 447, 449; Yongyuth Chalamwong & Raphaella Prugsamatz, ‘The 

Economic Role of Migration: Labor Migration in Thailand: Recent Trends and Implications for Development’ 

(2009) 24(3) TDRI Quarterly Review 3, 5. 
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common for Cambodian labour migrants entering Thailand through formal channels to receive lower 
remuneration than it was for migrants using irregular channels.54  The ILO concludes that irregular 

migrants may save money on initial fees for migration and, once in Thailand, also seem to be able to 
achieve the same or even higher incomes than those of regular migrants.55  

On the other hand, a 2013 study of net economic returns for Cambodian workers in Thailand found 
that the average net return over two years was just USD 600 for irregular workers compared to 
USD 2,380 for regular workers.56  While another study found a less significant discrepancy, it also 

confirmed that regular migration was still more beneficial. The average net return for Cambodians who 

arrived and worked in Thailand legally was USD 2,704 over two years, according to the study. Persons 

who arrived irregularly but were in possession of valid papers earned USD 2,394, while persons who 
arrived irregularly with no papers earned USD 2,352.57   

Remittances 

Remittances are important for many Cambodians and increasingly contribute to the country’s national 
economy. For many families, remittances received from relatives abroad are the main source of 

income, helping them to cover daily expenses, pay for health care and repay debts.58 

Estimates of the volume of remittances sent from Thailand to Cambodia vary greatly, but it is generally 
believed to amount to several hundred million US dollars each year.59   In 2015, the World Bank 

estimated USD 397.42 million in remittances was sent to Cambodia from abroad, constituting 

approximately 2.2 per cent of the country’s GDP. This represented an increase of more than USD 220 

million from 2013, when USD 176 million in remittances was sent to Cambodia. As shown in Figure 3 

below, approximately USD 233 million in remittances was sent from Thailand alone in 2015. 

                                                      

54  ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest Broker – Improving cross-border recruitment practices for the benefit 

of Government, Workers and Employers (2008) 57. 
55  ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing labour migration between Thailand and 

neighbouring countries (2015) 13. 
56  Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 73; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 147. 
57  Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 72; see also UNIAP, Human Trafficking 

Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–2010 (2010) 96–97. 
58  Cambodia, Policy on Labour Migration for Cambodia (2014) 19; Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from 

Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 9; Max Tunon & Khleang Rim, Cross-

border labour migration in Cambodia: Considerations for the national employment policy (2013) 7; World 

Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 60. 
59  See also, UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported 

from Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 3; World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. 
Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 10, 46; Chan Sophal, Review of labour migration management, policies and 

legal framework in Cambodia (2009) 5; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case 

of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 
118, 119. 
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Figure 3: Migrant remittance flows, Thailand to Cambodia 2012–201560  

 Total in million USD 

2015 233 

2014 224 

2013 103 

2012 23 

 

Existing communities; prior migration by family and friends 

The existence of Cambodian diaspora and established social networks of Cambodians throughout 
Thailand further contribute to emigration. Remittances sent by migrants in Thailand to relatives and 

friends in Cambodia and “success stories’ about the migrants” lives and careers in Thailand provide 
many would-be migrants with further incentives and information to move to Thailand.61  Survey results 

published in 2015 by the United Nations Action for Cooperation against Trafficking in Persons (UN-ACT) 
found that, among Cambodian workers in Thailand who had been deported, the vast majority knew of 
others who had migrated to Thailand when they made the decision to emigrate.62 

Cambodians’ networks of contacts in Thailand may encourage and facilitate the movement of irregular 
migrants from Cambodia, provide information on the means and methods of migration and assist with 
securing accommodation and employment at the destination. This assistance may reduce the costs 

and risks associated with migration.63  Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report 

confirmed that personal contacts and stories of prior migration to Thailand have a significant 
influencing factor on Cambodians’ decisions to migrate irregularly to Thailand. 

In this context, it is important to note that known and reported risks associated with irregular migration 
to Thailand and stories of abuse and negative experiences by prior migrants sometimes do little to 
deter would-be migrants. Many migrant workers who return to Cambodia, voluntarily or forcibly, often 

immediately plan to re-migrate even if they had negative experiences in Thailand. The factors that spur 

migrants to leave Cambodia frequently outweigh the known risks. Instead of seeking help and 

returning to the home community, many people are willing to endure dangerous and difficult working 

                                                      

60  World Bank, ‘Migration and Remittances Data’ <http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittances 

diasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data>.  
61  Yongyuth Chalamwong et al, ‘Management of Cross-border Migration: Thailand as a Case of Net Immigration’ 

(2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 447, 449; Bruno Maltoni, Review of Labour Migration Dynamics in 

Cambodia (2006) 27; UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: A Thematic Review of Literature (2012) 9, 18; Shalika 

S Hegde et al, ‘Unsafe Abortion as a Birth Control Method: Maternal Mortality Risks Among Unmarried 

Cambodian Migrant Women on the Thai-Cambodia Border’ (2012) 24(6) Asia Pacific Journal of Public Health 

986, 992–993. 
62  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 18. 
63  Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 

15; ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest Broker – Improving cross-border recruitment practices for the 

benefit of Government, Workers and Employers (2008) 39; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the 

Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the 

GMS (2012) 1, 14. 
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conditions in Thailand in order to earn higher wages and send money to their families.64 

Microfinance schemes and other personal debt 

A further factor influencing emigration appears to be personal or family debt. A 2016 study of returning 

migrant workers from Cambodia found that 40.6 per cent of respondents cited financial debts as the 

main reason for leaving Cambodia.65 

Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report found that many Cambodians, 
especially in rural areas, have rapidly increasing microfinance loans that they are unable to repay. 
Microfinance schemes from both not-for-profit and for-profit institutions have become increasingly 
popular in Cambodia. For-profit institutions are registered and tend to charge higher interest rates 

than their not-for profit counterparts, usually approximately 5-10 per cent per month, which can result 
in interest payments of 60 per cent to more than 100 per cent per year. Not-for-profit microfinance 

institutions charge approximately 3 per cent interest per month. In return for the loan, both types of 

institutions require collateral from borrowers, such as land or house deeds, though only an 
identification card is required for smaller loan amounts (around USD 50). 

Interviews conducted for this study suggest that most Cambodians engage for-profit microfinance 
institutions because the procedures are faster and less complex and borrowers sometimes do not meet 
the requirements set by not-for-profit institutions. Not-for-profit lenders generally require stringent 

proof of identity, such as a birth certificate, and have longer waiting and approval periods. 
Furthermore, for many borrowers, the loan they are seeking to take is not their first loan and not-for-
profit microfinance institutions have more checks in place for ensuring borrowers do not have existing 
microfinance or other debts during the loan application process. For these reasons, many Cambodians 

sign up for loans with for-profit microfinance lenders, which visit urban and rural parts of the country 
to actively recruit borrowers.  

For many Cambodians, microfinance loans often do not lead to financial relief. Instead, they only serve 

to push borrowers further into poverty. As one interview respondent noted, for-profit institution 

microfinance loans at interest rates of 60 to 100 per cent interest per annum are “not designed to be 
paid off; they are designed to bring ongoing profit to the microfinance lender while ensuring that the 
borrower and the borrower’s family are stuck in a never-ending cycle of poverty, debt and desperate 
loan interest repayments.” 

Interviews conducted in Cambodia for this report further revealed that microfinance loans are sought 
for a range of reasons. Common expenses include money to pay for medical bills, education, or to 

purchase farming equipment and fertilizer for crops. In a more recent phenomenon, villagers have 

borrowed money from microfinance institutions to pay for a family member’s drug or gambling debts. 
Families will sometimes also need loans to pay to get a family member out of prison for drug-related 
offences.  

High interest rates and the lack of flexibility for loan repayments place great stress on borrowers and 
their families. The fact that many borrowers are illiterate and do not fully understand the 

consequences of the high interest rates is deliberately exploited by some lenders, some of whom 

deliberately neglect to record loan payments or record lower payments than were actually made. The 

responsibility for the loan often does not just rest on the person who took it out, but also on the 
extended family, including children and other family members who provide their signatures or thumb 

                                                      

64  World Vision, The Vulnerability Report: Human Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (2014) 9. 
65  Brett Dickson & Andrea Koenig, Assessment report: profile of returned Cambodian migrant workers (2016) 14. 
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prints on loan documents as guarantors. This leads to generations of a family being indebted to 

microfinance lenders.  

The nexus between microfinance debt, migration and trafficking in persons is not currently well 
documented or explored in research literature but warrants further attention and analysis.  

2.2.2 Availability of legal avenues of migration 

Although regular migration to Thailand has been an option for Cambodian workers since 2003, when 
the two governments signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), irregular migration remains the 

predominant form of migration. This is because irregular migration is more readily available, more 

flexible, faster and less expensive for prospective migrants. Much of the recruitment takes place 

informally, outside official channels. The services offered by irregular labour migration agents and 

smugglers are widely seen as being much more affordable and efficient than those offered through 
the limited official labour migration scheme.66 

Limitations of legal migration frameworks 

On 31 May 2003, Cambodia signed a Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the 
Employment of Workers with Thailand to enable and facilitate labour migration between the two 
countries and protect labour migrants from fraud and exploitation.67  The lifetime of the MoU was 

initially limited to five years, but has since been extended several times. The MoU’s central goal is to 

create an official channel for Cambodia to send migrant workers to Thailand. It also seeks to protect 

the safety and basic rights of labour migrants, as well as allow them to send income to their home 
country. The workers are obliged to abide by local laws and meet certain other criteria when they apply 

for and work abroad; otherwise their employment may be terminated and their work permits 
cancelled. Workers migrating under the MoU are allowed to live and work in Thailand for two years, 

with the possibility of a two-year extension.68 

                                                      

66  Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 
Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 118, 173–174; Hing Vutha et al, 

Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 9; Hing Vutha et 
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Figure 4:  Number of labour migrants from Cambodia to Thailand using regular channels, 2006–201469 

Year Number 

2014 13,802 (to 18 Nov) 

2013 13,468 

2012 26,390 

2011 16,837 

2010 11,224 

2009 3543 

2008 2116 

2007 5670 

2006 445 

 

Figure 4 shows that the number of Cambodian workers migrating to Thailand through regular channels 
has increased significantly over the last decade.70  The low number of migrants moving from Cambodia 

in 2006 was due to the fact that it took several years after the MoU signing in 2003 to establish agencies 
and procedures to recruit migrant workers, as well as set up the mechanisms through which they could 
migrate and find employment in Thailand.71  In total, 99,401 Cambodian nationals, including 58,806 

men and 40,595 women were recruited through the MoU between 2003 and June 2014.72 

According to other sources, by the end of 2008, only 8,231 Cambodian workers had been sent to 
Thailand through official channels;73 by the end of 2010, 51,966 labour migrants had been recruited 
from Cambodia under the MoU.74  A 2013 report by the ILO suggests the percentage of labour migrants 

entering Thailand through formal channels from Cambodia is considerably higher than from other 
countries.75 

Since the signing of the MoU in May 2003, the Cambodian government has established a range of laws, 
regulations, as well as extensive policies and administrative procedures to recruit labour migrants, 
process their applications, issue relevant documents and enable them to enter and remain in Thailand 
lawfully. Today, labour migration between the two countries is governed by a complex set of rules 
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addressing the many aspects of the recruitment, transportation and employment process.76 

Despite the many changes and improvements that have been made to the system since the MoU was 
first signed, much, if not most, of the labour migration from Cambodia to Thailand continues to flow 
through irregular channels. A 2013 report suggests that less than 10 per cent of Cambodian workers 

have migrated to Thailand using the legal channels established by the MoU.77   

The current legal migration system has also been inflexible in responding to changing demand and 
supply. The limited number of issued work permits has not been able to match the high number of 

Cambodians seeking to work abroad.78  Similarly, the system cannot adequately respond to increased 

demand for Cambodian workers in Thailand, especially if employers have short and medium-term 
vacancies to fill. For instance, after a labour recruitment system was formally set up in late 2005, 

Thailand requested 17,470 workers from Cambodia, but received only 570 workers. Between 2006 and 

August 2007, demand increased to 36,733 workers, but only 5,282 were supplied.79  This mismatch has 

been one of the main reasons workers and employers frequently turn to irregular migration channels 
and the services offered by smugglers and traffickers.80 

It should be emphasised that migration through formal channels does not necessarily protect workers 
from exploitation, especially if migrants go into debt to cover the high costs associated with using these 
channels, as the following section shows.81  
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Costs 

The costs associated with legal channels of migration and labour recruitment in Cambodia are 
considerably higher than for irregular channels. Official avenues are considered too expensive for 

migrants from lower socio-economic backgrounds or are only affordable if migrants take up loans and 
enter debt. This leads many migrants to resort to informal recruitment agents and migrant smugglers.82 

Estimates of the costs for labour migration from Cambodia to Thailand through official channels range 
between THB 20,000 and 25,000, depending on the time the estimate was made and whether the 
estimate is inclusive of all costs for documents and travel.83 Cambodians migrating through official 

channels have to pay approximately USD 120 to obtain a passport, in addition to the fees charged by 
their recruitment agency.84 

Interviews conducted for this report revealed that irregular migration to Thailand from Cambodia is 
inexpensive or possibly even free, depending on whether migrants make the journey on foot or 
independently. Many migrants do not require the services of smugglers to undertake the journey to 

Thailand.  

Available literature suggests that irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand costs migrants 
approximately THB 2,500–3,000.85  Some sources suggest that the cost of migration through formal 

channels is 1.5 times higher than the costs for irregular migration, constituting the equivalent of one 

month’s earnings in Thailand.86 The ease of irregular crossing deters many migrants and creates an 

incentive to use informal channels and, in some cases, accept the promises and offers made by 
smugglers and traffickers.87  So long as irregular migration remains the less expensive alternative, the 
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number of Cambodians migrating to Thailand irregularly is expected to remain high.88   

Interviews conducted in Cambodia for this report consistently identified the high costs associated with 
regular migration as the main factor deterring would-be migrants from using these channels. The 

interview respondents identified a range of costs associated with regular migration as a barrier to legal 
migration. These costs include acquiring a birth certificate or similar document, and paying for a 

passport, recruitment agency fees, travel costs, as well as paying for accommodation costs while 
staying in Phnom Penh or other cities to source the required documents, waiting for receipt of the 
documents and meeting with brokers and other individuals that migrants engage to coordinate their 
journeys and employment permits. These costs, interview respondents highlighted, add up to sums of 

money that most would-be migrants cannot afford. In addition, the process of applying for regular 

migration often takes Cambodians away from home and make them unable to work, which is a further 
disincentive for pursuing regular migration channels.  

To reduce the initial costs for would-be migrants in Cambodia, labour recruitment agencies, Thai 
employers, or both, often provide loans and advance payments. Under these schemes, migrants 

contribute approximately USD 100 to an overall fee of USD 700. The rest is covered by the agency or 

employer and later deducted over several months from the workers’ salaries. Workers who migrate to 

Thailand under the MoU must agree to the recruitment agency recovering some of the fees by 
deducting money from their earnings in Thailand. On average, about 20 per cent is deducted from a 

migrant’s salary in the first 10 to 12 months of employment, amounting to approximately 2,000–3,700 
THB a month. In some cases, Thai employers advance the fees and then levy migrants to recover these 

expenses.89  Many would-be migrants are lured into these schemes without realising they may lose up 

to a third of their monthly wages (approximately 2,000 of 6,000 THB per month). They often end up in 

debt, forced to work long days and excessive hours to discharge their debts and support their families. 
The debts also make the migrants vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking as they create a fear of 
loss of employment and force migrants to accept employment conditions they would otherwise 
reject.90   
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Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy and long waiting periods also serve as further deterrents from legal migration. In 

interviews conducted in Cambodia for this report, respondents repeatedly emphasised that the 
procedures for obtaining relevant documents, registering with agencies and authorities were 
extremely cumbersome. Most migrants found it easier to use informal channels and simply cross into 

Thailand without the necessary papers. 

The formalities and documents needed to obtain official permits are complex: It takes on average three 
to six months until passports and permits are issued. At a cost of USD 120, Cambodian passports are 

considered expensive for most nationals. In order to apply, Cambodian nationals also need to produce 

a range of identity documents, which many people do not have, or are very expensive and difficult to 
obtain. These factors have been identified as the main reasons for why few migrant workers ever apply 

for or own a passport.91 

Some labour recruitment procedures also do not seem to be standardised. Some licensed recruitment 

agencies remain unsure about procedures they need to follow, especially if they are newly licensed.  

A further deterrent inherent in the official labour migration scheme stems from the fact that, even 
with a work permit, migrants are only allowed to remain in Thailand for two years. The permit may be 

renewed once, but workers eventually have to return to Cambodia. They are then barred from 

participating in the program for a set period, before they have to go through the entire application and 
registration process again. 92   

Figure 5 below, which is reproduced from a 2015 ILO publication, shows the steps involved in the 
formal recruitment and placement process for Cambodian migrant workers under the labour migration 
MoU between Cambodia and Thailand. 
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Figure 5: MoU recruitment and placement process for workers from Cambodia (as of 2014)93 

 

 

The small number of recruitment agencies operating in Cambodia has reportedly contributed to slow 
approval processes. By 2009, for instance, six years after the MoU was signed, only 12 recruitment 

agencies were operational after six others had to close down in July 2006.94  The number rose to 31 by 

2010 and to 39 by 2013. An Association of Cambodian Recruitment Agencies (ACRA), which says it 

represents the majority of agencies, was established in 2009 and seeks to ensure members comply 
with minimum standards set out in a code of conduct.95 
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A report published by the ILO in 2008 found that the primary reason Cambodian workers in Thailand 
had chosen to use irregular channels of migration was speed and ease of use.96 More recent sources 

confirm that the bureaucracy and complexity of the recruitment and migration process continue to be 
cumbersome. As a result, many migrants do not understand relevant procedures. Would-be migrants 

receive insufficient information and explanation and, thus, show no interest in using official channels. 
This was observed especially among labour migrants from poor or rural backgrounds.97  Some migrants 

use brokers to assist in the process, which further adds to the costs associated with legal migration. In 

some cases, brokers trick would-be migrants into giving them money with no service received in 
return.98 

For some professions, legal migration can also involve mandatory training, which comes at an 
additional cost to the migrants and further complicates the recruitment process. This is the case, for 

instance, for domestic workers who must undergo pre-departure training with a Cambodian 
recruitment agency for a period of three to six months without pay.99   

By law, recruitment agencies are required to provide training on the work systems, skills, customs, 
traditions and the basic laws of the country receiving the worker.100  Standardised pre-departure 

training and manuals for a range of professions are under development to inform migrants about their 
rights, workplace practice and remittances, and provide them with information about the culture and 
customs of the host country. Information, advice and counselling are offered through newly 

established migrant resource centres, and information campaigns are run at schools and in local 
communities.101  At the time of writing there was no further information about the extent to which 

these measures have been implemented, about the costs, if any, to the migrants, or about the effect 
the measures may have on levels of regular and irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand. 

The existing labour migration MoU between Cambodia and Thailand does not permit recruitment into 
specific industries, despite some industries having a particularly high demand for workers. It has also 

been reported that permits are not issued or renewed for Cambodian nationals over the age of 35.102 
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Furthermore, official channels, insofar as they do exist, are usually reserved for persons possessing a 
certain level of education or standard of skill. Many would-be migrants do not meet these 

prerequisites.103 

To avoid lengthy bureaucracy and slow procedures, many migrants enter into vague contracts that do 
not specify their rights and obligations. Sometimes, these contracts do not even specify the type of 

work to be undertaken abroad. Labour migrants are particularly vulnerable to exploitation in these 

circumstances.104  According to a 2016 report, 19 per cent of labour migrants experience one or more 

forms of abuse and exploitation. Among these, 83 per cent are undocumented labour migrants.105 

Legalisation of status 

The possibility of migrants legalising their status after arrival has also enhanced the appeal of migrating 
to Thailand irregularly. A Nationality Verification System permits Cambodian nationals who are 

working in Thailand without regular status to have their nationality verified by their own government, 
protecting them from being deported as undocumented migrants. Though originally intended as a 

temporary possibility while procedures for regular migration from Cambodia to Thailand were being 
implemented, it continues to operate sporadically today.106  The system has allowed a number of 

irregular Cambodian migrants to remain in Thailand lawfully.107 According to Thai authorities, 73,793 

irregular Cambodian migrants regularised their status by the end of December 2012, entitling them to 
temporary residence.108  

2.2.3 Displacement, forced migration and trafficking 

Kidnapping and other forms of forced or coerced migration 

Cases of kidnapping, insofar as they occur and are reported, usually refer to trafficking in children, girls 
in particular. They involve situations in which victims are taken from remote villages or hill tribes. In 

such cases, traffickers confiscate any identity documents and exercise close control over their victims 
during the journey to Thailand.109   
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Natural disasters and environmental factors 

Several sources link irregular labour migration to natural disasters such as floods and droughts that 
destroy harvests, land, homes and livelihoods. In the last two decades, flooding and droughts have 

affected some parts of Cambodia, resulting in crop failure and lost harvests. Flooding is particularly 

common in low-lying areas along the Mekong. Floods in late 2011 inundated many paddy fields and 

destroyed important infrastructure, causing internal displacement and creating further incentives for 
emigration.110 Fields and villages along the Mekong can be flooded for several months during heavy 

monsoon seasons. At other times, Cambodia experiences very severe drought, causing insufficient 

irrigation. The construction of new dams further upstream on the Mekong has further exacerbated this 

problem.111 

There is growing concern that the effects of climate change may lead to more extreme weather 
patterns with prolonged periods of rain or drought. These factors push many farmers into debt and 

landlessness, forcibly displacing some and causing others to look for work elsewhere. Some cross into 

Thailand to take up employment in the agricultural industry while others, unable to find similar work, 
seek work in Thailand’s construction and garment industries.112 

The level of deforestation in Cambodia has also become a particularly contentious issue. Logging has 

created some benefits: It has contributed to job creation in rural areas and the clearing of land has 
helped establish new farms and farmland. However, deforestation often occurs at unsustainable and 

uncontrolled levels and can lead to environmental degradation, higher risks of flooding, and mudslides. 
Furthermore, many of the jobs associated with logging are short-term and workers must migrate to 
look for employment elsewhere once contracts are completed. This has led to further displacement 

and emigration from Cambodia.113 
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2.3 Types of trafficking 

Trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand involves both male and female victims. Men are most 

commonly exploited by way of forced labour or other forms of labour exploitation in Thailand’s 
agricultural, fishing and construction industries. Women are mostly trafficked for exploitation in the 

domestic service, hospitality and sex industries. The following sections outline the available 

information, separated by type of trafficking and industry, and explore various forms of trafficking of 
adults and children from Cambodia to Thailand. 

2.3.1 Sexual exploitation 

There is limited up-to-date research on trafficking in persons, especially women, from Cambodia to 
Thailand for the purpose of sexual exploitation. It is difficult to gauge from the available sources the 

extent of this phenomenon or make general observations about its modi operandi and characteristics. 
Some sources are contradictory. Some suggest sex trafficking is the most prevalent form of trafficking 

of female Cambodian nationals to Thailand, while others state it is declining.114  Recent sources point 

to a “casino belt” in coastal areas near the Thai border and in the very north of Cambodia close to 
Thailand, describing the area as a “haven” for sex tourists and as locations to which many Cambodian 
and Vietnamese women have been trafficked.115  

Recent literature, as well as interviews conducted in Cambodia and Thailand for the purpose of this 
report, suggests that trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand for sexual exploitation has 
declined in recent years. Interview respondents suggested that there has been a perceivable decline 

in the number of Cambodian trafficking victims identified in Thailand since 2012. Respondents further 

emphasised that the decline in official numbers of identified victims in the sex industry may be the 
result of a number of factors, including the international community’s increasing focus on labour 
trafficking, changes in the modi operandi of traffickers and the fact that law enforcement efforts may 
have pushed sex trafficking further underground.  

Recent research suggests that most Cambodian victims of trafficking in Thailand— approximately 80 
per cent—are male.116 Instead of being a major source of women and girls trafficked in Thailand’s sex 

sector, Cambodia has become a destination country for sex trafficking from Viet Nam. It also 

experiences high levels of internal trafficking.117   
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Recruitment and first contact 

Traffickers often target vulnerable communities, individuals, and in particular, women, who are easily 
lured with promises of work and money, who can be controlled without much effort, and who are least 
likely to seek protection from law enforcement and other authorities.118  

Despite the promises recruiters make, it should be stressed that the majority of Cambodian women 
who seek to work in the sex sector in Thailand appear to do so voluntarily and are aware they are being 
recruited for sex work. Many women contact recruiters for that purpose. Some also have prior 

experience in the sex industries in Cambodia or other countries and hope to find more work, higher 
pay and better working conditions in Thailand. Several sources stress that recruitment generally does 

not involve—and does not require—the use of force or coercion. Deception and exploitation mostly 

occur once they start working in Thailand.119 

Profile of victims 

The majority of persons trafficked for sexual exploitation from Cambodia to Thailand are women, most 
of them young adults in their late teens or early twenties.120  Women who are trafficked for sexual 

exploitation come from both rural and urban backgrounds in locations across Cambodia.121 

While gender discrimination may be a cause of emigration, education and family conditions reportedly 
have little impact on the risk of being trafficked. Several reports note that women have lower risks of 

being trafficked to Thailand than men because they are less likely to employ brokers to find work.122 

Arrangements and departure 

In cases of sex trafficking, it is difficult to gauge the extent to which traffickers, smugglers, or migrants 
themselves make the arrangements to leave Cambodia and travel to Thailand. A 2010 study, for 

instance, suggests that Cambodian women migrate to Thailand more independently than men, use 
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smugglers less frequently and thus run a lower risk of being trafficked.123 A 2009 publication highlights 

that most victims experience exploitation only at the end of the migratory journey: 

Less frequently, smuggled women and girls become victims of trafficking into commercial sex work during 
their migratory journey. Usually, the migratory process itself is not exploitative, but once foreign women 

and girls arrive in Thailand, they are particularly vulnerable to exploitation because of their lack of 
knowledge and experience.124 

According to some sources, many Cambodian women enter Thailand for short periods to work in the 
sex industry. This has been reported, for instance, from areas near the city of Poipet where Cambodian 

girls cross local rivers, forests and fields to engage in employment in the sex sector for several weeks 
and then return.125 The extent, if any, to which such cases amount to trafficking is not clear from the 

available sources. 

2.3.2 Labour trafficking 

Most irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand involves labour migration of men and women. 
Such migration can lead to trafficking if the migrant workers are exploited, deceived, or abused when 
they are first recruited, during their journey, or, most commonly, once they take up employment in 
Thailand. The following sections explore the available information relating to the recruitment of labour 

migrants and arrangements for trafficking made in Cambodia.  

Recruitment and first contact 

Labour migration from Cambodia to Thailand may occur through legal channels, but most Cambodian 
workers prefer the faster, cheaper and more efficient informal channels for moving and finding work 
in Thailand.126 There is no standard way in which smuggled labour migrants and trafficked persons first 

come into contact with the people who will take them to Thailand. In some cases, migrants seek out 

smugglers; in others, smugglers actively recruit migrants.127 

Awareness of legal avenues of labour migration to Thailand appears to be widespread: Both public 
media and recruitment agents advertise formal avenues for labour migration. As of January 2015, there 

were 44 registered recruitment agencies in Cambodia who send workers to Thailand. Media ranging 

from newspapers to television, radio, and information sessions are used to advertise employment 
opportunities in Thailand and to promote the official channels available to work abroad. Flyers, 

brochures and other information packages are utilised to spread the word further, and officials and 
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subcontractors travel through rural areas to recruit workers.128  

Nevertheless, most Cambodian migrant workers choose to use irregular channels. In the fishing 

industry, for instance, labour migration appears to take place largely outside regulated migration 
channels.129  Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report also revealed many 

migrants have a general understanding of the risks and dangers associated with irregular migration to 
Thailand but frequently decide that these risks and dangers are greatly outweighed by the perceived 
benefits of migration. 

The use of unlicensed brokers appears to be the most common way for would-be migrants to start 
organising their departure from Thailand.130  Potential migrants using irregular avenues of migration 

usually learn about job opportunities abroad through families, friends, word of mouth or unlicensed 
brokers. These brokers often come from the same areas as the migrants they recruit, which enable 

them to seek out specific groups and individuals. It also creates an element of trust, as migrants and 

their families may have known or been aware of the broker for some time. Brokers usually have 

information about job situations in Thailand and use their connections to Thai employers, other 
brokers and Thai authorities to arrange the irregular migration and job placement.131  Migrants who 

previously worked in Thailand and returned to Cambodia may also be involved in the recruitment 
process. These migrants share their experiences and encourage others to follow in their footsteps by 

providing them with contacts and information about travelling to and working in Thailand.132  

Labour exploitation and trafficking are more likely to occur through these irregular migration channels. 
However, even recruiters, agents and others working in official labour migration schemes similarly 
often have no control over the wages and working conditions that Cambodian workers experience 
once in Thailand. Exploitation and trafficking can thus occur regardless of the way in which workers are 

recruited. 

It is worth noting that recent literature contains next to no examples of instances in which irregular 
migrants from Cambodia were deceived or otherwise tricked into moving to Thailand. Nearly all 

migrants from Cambodia enter Thailand voluntarily. Whether or not the circumstances amount to 

trafficking will, in most cases, depend on the situation the migrants encounter once they reach 
Thailand and whether their employers or others exploit them.133 
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Profile of victims 

Gender 

Most reports about labour trafficking from Cambodia to Thailand are about men who often work for 
minimal pay and in harsh conditions in Thailand’s fishing, construction and agricultural industries.134 

Women, on the other hand, are most commonly trafficked into the domestic services, garment, or 
hospitality sectors in Thailand. Some sources also suggest it is not uncommon for Cambodian women 

to be trafficked into Thailand’s construction and agricultural industries and only the fishing industry is 
more male-dominated.135 

Men are more likely to be deceived, exploited and trafficked than women, according to several studies. 
This has been observed in the agricultural, construction and other industries. Though the exact reasons 

and circumstances for this are not well-explored, it appears that men, especially young men, are more 
likely to use brokers than women. The use of brokers and the way migrants reach Thailand greatly 

increases the risk of being trafficked.136 Some sources, however, reject these observations and argue 

that Cambodian women are more vulnerable to labour trafficking because they are less likely to 
demand workplace rights and often work as domestic servants in private homes where exploitation is 
more likely to occur.137   

Age (adults) 

Most Cambodian men and women migrating through regular and irregular channels to Thailand are 
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young adults under the age of 29. Labour migration and trafficking very rarely involves men and women 

aged 40 or older. Younger labour migrants tend to be more likely to use brokers, smugglers or other 

aid during the migration process and, as mentioned, are believed to be at greater risk of becoming 
victims of trafficking.138 

Background 

Available information regarding family, educational and economic background of Cambodian nationals 
who are trafficked in Thailand for labour purposes are incomplete, and at times, conflicting. According 

to some sources, the decision to migrate is often driven by family circumstances, such as the need to 
support relatives after a main income-earner passed away or the need to pay school fees or debts. 
Family circumstances can also include “broken” families and alienation.139 Other sources, however, 

contend that family conditions have little impact.140 

Information about Cambodian migrant workers’ level of education varies between different studies 
and samples. A 2006 World Bank publication found that Cambodian labour migrants have slightly 

higher educational levels than the overall population in Cambodia and are higher than those of 
migrants from Lao PDR and Myanmar.141 This was supported by a 2015 UN-ACT study, which found 

that in a particular sub-set of Cambodian labour migrants (those who were deported from Thailand), 
education levels are rising and are considerably higher now than in the late 2000s. This was true for 

both men and women.142 A 2016 study of returning migrant workers in Cambodia found that less than 

half had completed primary education and about 12 per cent of respondents had no schooling at all.143 

Cambodians who migrate to Thailand through irregular channels tend to have lower education levels 
than those migrating through regular channels.144  People with lower levels of education and literacy 

are widely believed to be more vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking, as they possess less 
knowledge and understanding of the conditions they can expect in Thailand and often have naïve 
beliefs about the levels of income and living arrangements awaiting them. They are also more likely to 

be deceived by traffickers and fall victim to the promises made by them. The level of prior knowledge 
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of migration does not, however, reduce vulnerability to trafficking.145 

Socio-economic background can influence a migrant’s final destination. Poorer Cambodians tend to 

only migrate shorter distances across the border, while those who can afford it migrate deeper into 
Thailand, especially to Bangkok and other big cities.146 

Irregular migration and labour trafficking affects people from all parts of Cambodia, including urban 
and rural areas. In absolute numbers, most irregular labour migrants come from the more populated 

central and southern parts of Cambodia.147 Research on the trafficking of Cambodian nationals into 

Thailand’s fishing industry reveals that many victims come from provinces to the east and southeast 
of Phnom Penh, including Svay Rieng, Prey Veng, Kandal and Kampong Cham.148 

Arrangements and departure 

Licensed or non-licensed recruitment agencies are usually responsible for making arrangements for 
Cambodians to enter Thailand. These agencies provide migrant workers with the relevant documents 

and arrange transportation to Thailand, where the workers then meet other agents and their future 
employers. A 2015 ILO study found that a growing number of “labour consulting companies” have 

been established in Thailand, especially in border areas. These companies cater specifically to migrant 

workers who enter the country irregularly in search of employment. Sometimes they work directly 

with other agencies or recruiters in Cambodia, but they also offer their services to those who enter 
Thailand independently. These companies work in a legal grey area that is not sufficiently regulated by 

existing laws.149 

2.3.3 Trafficking in children 

Trafficking in children from Cambodia to Thailand is a phenomenon that has been documented for 
some time and appears to be quite widespread. 150  The available information mostly points to 

trafficking in children for the purposes of labour, sexual exploitation and forced begging in Thailand.  

Purposes of child trafficking 

Trafficking in children within Cambodia often involves the trafficking of young girls from rural to urban 
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areas for the purpose of sexual exploitation. There is some evidence that children, girls and boys, aged 

12 and younger are also taken to Thailand to engage in commercial sex work. In some instances, 

parents accept money for transferring their daughters, who are then put to work in the sex industry, 
while in other cases children are hired to work in the agricultural sector, domestic services or other 
industries but ultimately end up in Thailand’s sex industry. Some also work in the sex industry in 

addition to other employment.151 

Cambodian children are also trafficked to Thailand for labour exploitation. This includes Thailand’s 

fishing and seafaring industries, street flower vendors and other forms of exploitative labour. 152 

Trafficking of child labourers from Cambodia into Thailand seems particularly common in border areas, 
where several hundred children are believed to enter Thailand every day to work in agriculture, in 
markets or in seafood processing. In some cases, Cambodian children also work as guides to help others 

cross the border irregularly in areas away from official border control points.153 

Child trafficking from Cambodia to Thailand may also be done for the purpose of forced begging. A 

2007 study estimated that more than 10,000 Cambodian children are beggars in Thailand.154  While 

some Cambodian children remain in border areas to their home country where they beg in markets or 
in the streets, most are taken to Bangkok or to tourist areas such as Pattaya. It is not clear whether 

Cambodian children are taken to Thailand specifically for the purpose of begging, whether they turn 
to begging later and only if they cannot find other ways to earn money or whether they are children 
born to Cambodian parents in Thailand.155   
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Recruitment and first contact 

Child trafficking may occur with or without parents’ consent and knowledge of the circumstances. 
Teenagers sometimes independently choose to migrate to Thailand to earn money. In other cases, they 

are assisted or encouraged by parents or family friends. In other cases still, parents are deceived about 

why their child is recruited and transfer their child without knowing they will be trafficked.156   

Children recruited to work in Thailand may be tricked or lured by traffickers. The traffickers initially 

manipulate children by gaining their trust and loyalty.157 Several sources have recounted stories of 

young girls being kidnapped from remote areas of Cambodia and taken to Thailand, where they were 

then forced to engage in sex work. Just how common such cases are is unclear.158 

Parents often look to local brokers, believing they will provide safe transportation, accommodation 
and care to their children and connect them to job opportunities in Thailand that are safe and free 
from exploitation. Because children are often recruited and transferred through informal, irregular 

channels, this belief is rarely reflective of actual conditions. Most networks seek to profit off of the 

child and frequently make false representations about the type of work the child will be performing 
and the amounts of money paid to them or their families. All too frequently, children and young girls 

in particular are “siphoned” into sex work once they arrive in Thailand. This is not to say that 

unaccompanied migration by children is any more desirable because it, too, exposes children to harm 
and exploitation at all stages.159  

Some children migrate from Cambodia to Thailand with a parent, usually their mother. A 2011 report 

found that about 80 per cent of Cambodian child beggars in Thailand arrived with their mothers.160 The 

remaining 20 per cent arrived with people to whom they were not related. The report concluded that 
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child begging is an issue more closely related to “vulnerable migration” than trafficking.161 

Finally, children’s ages are sometimes manipulated in documents used to migrate through official 
channels. In such cases, parents may collude with recruitment agencies or bribe officials to issue 

fraudulent documents.162 

Profile of victims 

Trafficking in children from Cambodia to Thailand involves both girls and boys. Both sexes appear to 

be represented equally among trafficked children. Younger children are often trafficked into industries 

that involve less skill while older teenagers work in slightly more skilled positions. A small-scale study 

conducted in 2013 involving 24 children in the Rong Kluea Market area in the Aranyaprathet District in 
Thailand, near the Cambodian border, for instance, found that boys aged between 8 and 15 take up 
jobs peddling goods and fruit. Girls aged 10 to 16 often work in retail and girls aged 14 to 18 often work 

in the sex industry.163  

Children who are trafficked from Cambodia to Thailand come from a range of backgrounds. 
Information about the circumstances that make them more vulnerable to recruitment by traffickers is 
very scattered. Some children come from poor rural areas and farming families who do not own land 

or have suffered poor harvests or crop losses. Some girls who are trafficked to engage in sex work may 

often choose to leave their families out of shame over early sexual experiences. Others come from 

“broken homes” where parents are separated or where domestic violence is rife. Education levels 

among trafficked children are low; few have attended, let alone completed, primary or secondary 
education before they are trafficked.164   

2.3.4 Other types of trafficking 

Other forms and purposes of trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand are not well 
documented and do not appear to occur on a large scale.  

In 2014, reports emerged of a case involving three Cambodian nationals who sought to sell their 
kidneys in Thailand. A Cambodian female was later convicted and sentenced in Phnom Penh for 

offences relating to trafficking and exploitation for convincing them to do so. The woman allegedly 

operated a “transplant-brokering ring” for over a year and also forged identity documents stating the 
intended donors were relatives of recipients in Thailand, a requirement under Thai law. Two relatives 

of the accused were also convicted on conspiracy charges.165 This report is, at present, an isolated one 
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and there is currently no information to suggest trafficking in persons for the purpose of organ removal 
from Cambodia to Thailand takes place on a significant scale. 

 

2.4 Means and routes for irregular migration and trafficking 

According to a 2013 UNODC publication, most migration from Cambodia to Thailand is irregular and it 
has been estimated that approximately 83 per cent of migrants from Cambodia entering Thailand 
irregularly are smuggled.166 Smugglers offer a variety of services to Cambodian migrants travelling to 

Thailand, including transportation, securing work permits and jobs and escorting the migrants to their 
destination.167   

2.4.1 Means and methods of irregular migration and trafficking to Thailand 

Means of transportation 

Cambodia and Thailand are connected by road and air. Several ferry services also connect the two 

countries along the Mekong River and in coastal areas. Passenger rail services only exist on the Thai 

side of the border and do not cross into Cambodia. The shared border is approximately 800 km in 

length and has several official control points situated along main roads. Many more informal border 

crossings points exist and are frequently used by locals. Many areas along the border are very remote 

and run through wetlands or jungles, which make it difficult, if not impossible, to patrol them.168 

Available sources suggest irregular migrants are often driven to or guided to the border, walk across 
the border and are then met by other vehicles on the Thai side.169 

Interviews conducted for this report revealed that because the border can be crossed with ease in 
many locations, it is also not always necessary to employ smugglers to cross from Cambodia into 
Thailand irregularly. Many migrants make the journey independently or form small groups to enter 

Thailand, which may also involve families.  
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Clandestine smuggling and trafficking methods 

Available information suggests that the Cambodian-Thai border is usually crossed clandestinely, 
meaning migrants do not pass through official control points. The great majority of migrant workers 

enter Thailand without a passport and less than 45 per cent carry any kind of identification 
document.170 If smugglers and traffickers are involved, they try to conceal a migrant’s movements from 

law enforcement and border authorities. Covert crossings usually take place away from main roads 

and border control points. Smugglers may guide the migrants across the border in remote areas or, in 

some cases, conceal them in truck loading areas or in other vehicles.171 

If migrants cross from Cambodia into Thailand independently or in small groups, they usually do so 
through fields, forests, rivers and other areas with few border patrols. This often happens at night to 

avoid detection by authorities on either side of the border. Once they are dropped off in Cambodia, 

migrants often have to walk for hours until they are picked up, sometimes by trucks where they have 
to hide amongst cargo to avoid detection.172 There are also several control points along the border that 

are not staffed at all times, which make it possible to cross into Thailand with no travel or identity 
documents.173 

Fraudulent travel and identity documents 

There is little evidence to suggest that fraudulent travel or identity documents are widely used to 
facilitate irregular entry into Thailand. The ease with which the border can be crossed in many places 

makes it unnecessary to resort to the use of forged documents. It is also likely sophisticated forgeries 

are too expensive for most irregular migrants from Cambodia. In interviews conducted in Cambodia 

for this report, respondents mentioned that children are sometimes provided with documents 
declaring they are adults, though it is not known if this occurs on a significant scale. 

Overt and lawful transportation methods 

Not all migration from Cambodia to Thailand is covert and unlawful. Overt migration generally refers 

to methods that may be detectable by border guards and law enforcement. This is the case, for 

instance, when migrants present themselves to immigration and customs officials at the border or 
make contact with authorities after they enter Thailand without passing border controls.  
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A significant number of migrants enter Thailand overtly and lawfully, many doing so on a daily basis 
for work or personal visits. In border areas, local residents can easily obtain border passes that permit 

them to cross into Thailand and stay (and work) in Thai provinces neighbouring the border. This is a 

simple way to cross the border lawfully. Although the practice violates border pass conditions, 

Cambodian nationals who intend to move deeper into Thailand and stay there for long periods also 
sometimes use this method.174 Some Cambodians also use their valid passports to enter Thailand. 
Migrants holding valid border passes or passports are also less likely to employ smugglers to cross into 
Thailand and more commonly use licensed brokers.175   

Earlier parts of this chapter have shown that some migrants go through official recruitment and labour 
migration channels, leave Cambodia and enter Thailand lawfully and with the required papers, but may 
nevertheless fall victim to traffickers. Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report 

confirmed many migrants enter Thailand voluntarily and lawfully and only experience exploitation 
some time after they have taken up employment.176   

2.4.2 Common routes 

The border between Cambodia and Thailand is long and porous in many places. Most irregular 

migration routes into Thailand follow main roads connecting the two countries. Other routes run in 

the vicinity of towns along the border in north-western parts of Cambodia/south-eastern parts of 
Thailand. One common route leads from Prey Veng to Battambang and Poipet and then across the 

border to Aranyaprathet Province in Thailand. Other routes commonly used go through other parts of 

Banteay Meanchey Province in Cambodia or through Kampot to Koh Kong in Thailand. Routes are not 

always the shortest and most convenient ways to enter Thailand and may involve a range of 
transportation methods, including by land, across rivers or by sea. Some migrants (and their smugglers) 
may follow the border for some time before they find the right location and moment to cross into 
Thailand.177   

Irregular migration and smuggling of migrants from Cambodia to Thailand involve both long-term 
migration of people wishing to remain and settle in Thailand, as well as migrant workers who only want 
to stay in Thailand temporarily, including people who cross the border on a regular basis. This is 

particularly the case with people living in border regions who cross into Thailand to take up 
employment in agriculture, work at local markets and shops and sometimes in the Thai sex industry. 
The creation of free-trade zones along some parts of the border has reportedly made it easier for 

                                                      

174 World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 9. 
175 ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest Broker – Improving cross-border recruitment practices for the benefit 

of Government, Workers and Employers (2008) 27; Andrea Koenig, Assessment report: profile of returned 

Cambodian migrant workers (2016) 15. 
176 See also UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 11. 
177  IOM, Trafficking of Fishermen in Thailand (2011) 25; ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest Broker – 

Improving cross-border recruitment practices for the benefit of Government, Workers and Employers (2008) 
5; UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: A Thematic Review of Literature (2012) 18–19, 204; Ahsan AKM Ullah 

& Mallik Akram Hossain ‘Gendering Cross-Border Networks in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Drawing 

Invisible Routes to Thailand’ (2011) 4(2) Austrian Journal of South East Asian Studies 273, 283–284; UNIAP, 

Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–2010 (2010) 49, 57 UNIAP, Exploitation of 

Cambodian men at sea, SIREN case analysis, CB-02 (28 September 2007) 2. 



 

42 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

migrants to cross the border in pursuit of employment.178   

Some migrants commute to Thailand on a daily basis while others stay for two or three weeks at a 
time. As migrants become more experienced in when, where and how to best cross the border, they 

may also do so without the aid of migrant smugglers.179 A 2015 report notes that levels of irregular 

migration from Cambodia to Thailand vary significantly between seasons and greater numbers of 
irregular migrants cross between April and August, which may be a result of higher labour demand 
during Thailand’s harvest seasons.180 

For migrants from border areas, crossing into Thailand is a short and one-stop journey that can be 
done in a matter of hours, sometimes less. Those coming from southern and eastern parts of Cambodia 

usually take two or three stops before they enter Thailand. This often involves short stays in Phnom 

Penh and towns near the border such as Poipet, Boeung Trakoun or Malai.181  According to a 2011 

publication, some Cambodians first travel by boat or air to Malaysia and then continue north through 
the Malay Peninsula to Kota Bahru before they cross into Thailand. This seems to be a route used to 

traffic rather than smuggle migrants from Cambodia.182 

2.4.3 Entry into Thailand 

Entry points into Thailand 

Cambodian nationals smuggled into Thailand sometimes arrive in the country in remote areas in south-

eastern parts of Thailand or, in a small number of cases, via Malaysia. Border crossings in western parts 

of Cambodia seem to be more frequent than in the north, partly because the crossings are in a more 
direct line and closer to Thailand’s main urban centres, particularly Bangkok. The crossing at Poipet in 

Cambodia and the surrounding rivers and rural areas in the border region separating Cambodia from 
neighbouring Sa Kaeo province in Thailand have been identified as places where Cambodian migrants 
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are most commonly smuggled into Thailand.183  The crossing at O’Smach in the north-east of Cambodia 

has been identified as a place for trafficking Cambodian women to Suring province and other parts of 
Thailand.184 

Irregular migration into Thailand may occur through main border control points when they are not 
adequately staffed and controlled. Some lanes at these border crossings are kept open for travellers 

and drivers with border passes and are therefore sometimes not controlled. In populated areas spread 

across the border, workers and local people can often cross freely without any controls, a situation 
that may be used by smugglers and traffickers to bring irregular migrants into Thailand.185 

Cambodian migrants who only seek short term employment in Thailand or who commute to Thailand 
on a daily basis for agricultural work may use any point along the border to cross into Thailand. Some 

hold border passes, which can be valid for as little as one week or as long as two years. These passes 

enable migrant workers to cross through official control points without much delay. Migrants often 

make their own way to the border and are then met on the Thai side by their employers, who take 
them to the farms and sites where they work.186 

Complicity and corruption of border officials 

There have been longstanding allegations that border guards and law enforcement officials have been 
bribed to facilitate the smuggling and trafficking of migrants from Cambodia to Thailand. Some sources 

cite statements by victims of trafficking who say trafficking of women into Thailand frequently occurs 
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with the knowledge and complicity of these officials.187 In interviews conducted in Cambodia for the 

purpose of this report, several respondents acknowledged the vulnerability of border guards to bribes 
and the need to do more against corrupt and other unethical behaviour by immigration officials. 

Corruption and bribery may occur at any stage of the smuggling and/or trafficking process and at any 
checkpoint. It may occur along major transportation corridors or at border crossings. In some instances, 

migrants are required to pay fees of anywhere between USD 6.50 and USD 260 to continue their 

journey.188   

 

2.5 Exploitation 

Exploitation can occur at any stage during the journey to Thailand and may involve the conditions of 
travel, treatment by traffickers or situations of debt bondage that may arise from fees associated with 
the recruitment, transportation and transfer of the migrants. More commonly, exploitation occurs 

once migrants arrive in Thailand and find employment or are forced to work.  

2.5.1 Conditions of travel 

Smuggling and trafficking from Cambodia frequently does not occur along the fastest and most 
convenient routes and many irregular migrants suffer hardships or are exposed to dangers along the 
way. Though the journey to Thailand usually does not involve long distances, migrants may encounter 

many obstacles that prolong their journey and create uncertainty about how and whether they will 
reach their intended destination. A 2011 study into trafficking to Thailand involving 94 respondents 

found 67 per cent of trafficked Cambodians took between five and 10 days to reach their destination 
in Thailand, 12 per cent less than five days and the remaining 21 per cent between 10 and 20 days.189 

The journey from Cambodia to Thailand can be very hazardous, especially if migrants have to walk 
through difficult terrain and/or attempt to make the journey at night. Smugglers have abandoned 

migrants for fear of being detected by border guards or police patrols.190 Smuggling in trucks is no less 

dangerous, especially if migrants are placed in concealed compartments where they may suffocate or 
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dehydrate.191 In a recent study involving interviews with 667 migrant workers who had moved from 

Cambodia to Thailand, 90 per cent of respondents complained about not receiving sufficient food and 
overexposure to heat and sunlight during their journey to Thailand.192 

It needs to be stressed that most migrants are not completely unaware or merely naïve about the 
conditions of their travel to Thailand and of the dangers irregular migration and border crossings entail. 
Many know that their chosen method of entering Thailand is associated with risks but nevertheless 
opt to use means and methods that may place their health and lives in jeopardy.193 

2.5.2 Treatment by traffickers 

Deception  

Recent literature contains few examples of irregular migrants from Cambodia being deceived or 
otherwise tricked into moving to Thailand. Nearly all migrants from Cambodia enter Thailand 

voluntarily. Whether or not the circumstances amount to trafficking depends on the situation migrants 

encounter once they reach Thailand.194 

Control 

During their journey, migrants are often at the mercy of their smugglers and traffickers, especially if 
they receive no information about the routes and modes of transportation used and if they have to 
surrender their travel and identity documents to traffickers. These circumstances give traffickers much 

greater control and increase the risk that migrants will be maltreated, cheated or arrested if they are 
found without required documents.195 The risk that smugglers and traffickers will demand additional 

payments from the migrants or their families increases if migrants are handed from one smuggling or 
trafficking group to another or if they become stranded along the way.196 

Physical and sexual abuse 

It is not clear how commonly migrants travelling from Cambodia to Thailand experience abuse and ill 
treatment by their smugglers. A 2011 study involving interviews with 94 respondents found that 63 

per cent reported being sexually abused and 29 per cent reported being verbally abused during their 
journeys. 57 per cent reported they were served meagre food and 36 per cent were threatened by 

their traffickers. The risks of abuse are even greater if the migrants are transferred between trafficking 

networks at the border or anywhere else along the route. This appears to be a common practice, with 

43 per cent reporting they had been handed over from one group to another three to four times along 
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Tourism in Thailand – Reactions of the EU’ (2014) 30 Pravni Vjesnik God 355, 364. 
196 Cf Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs 

and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 68. 



 

46 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

the route.197   

Other sources report that persons trafficked from Cambodia to Thailand, women in particular, are 
sometimes beaten, raped or robbed.198 By contrast, a 2014 survey of 1,738 Cambodian nationals found 

fewer than 5 per cent of young Cambodian labour migrants reported physical violence or sexual abuse 
during their journey to Thailand.199 

2.5.3 Payments and debts 

Payments by migrants and family members 

Smuggling fees may be paid upfront by migrants to the person or people recruiting them. If migrants 

are unable to afford this option, they may also pay their employer or smuggler in Thailand later. In 

some instances, employers pay recruiters upfront, then recover the money from migrants later.200 

There is some disagreement about how often Cambodian migrants and their families are able to cover 
the costs associated with irregular migration to Thailand, as well as how frequently migrants and their 
families have to take up loans or agree to debt bondage situations. Both practices and the combination 

of upfront payments and loans seem to be used. In many cases, migrants and their families have to sell 

some of their belongings, property or other household assets to pay smuggling fees or make the 
required down payments.201 Interviews conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report also 

point to migrants using their savings or taking loans to pay smugglers’ fees.  

Several studies suggest it is more common for female migrants to pay the fees for labour migration to 
Thailand using their own money, while men use brokers and borrow money more frequently.202 This, 

as the following section shows, can be attributed to the higher fees male migrants have to pay 
compared to Cambodian women seeking to migrate to Thailand for work. 
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Information on fees 

Among the available sources, there is general consensus that the fee charged by smugglers for irregular 
migration from Cambodia to Thailand amounts, on average, to approximately USD 100—significantly 
less than the USD 700 regular migrants tend to pay for regular migration to Thailand.203 With fees 

averaging around USD 74, female migrants are said to pay less than male migrants as men employ 
brokers more commonly than women.204 

Estimates for the costs associated with transportation (sometimes also including food, water and 

accommodation) range from as a little as USD 4 to as much as USD 850.205  More recent estimates tend 

to be higher, as inflation may have increased prices in recent years. A 2015 study by UN-ACT also found 

that fees increased from THB 2,777 in 2009 to THB 2,908 in 2010, and to just over THB 3,000 in 2013.206 

Figure 6 below lists the available estimates and sources on this point. Smugglers who arrange irregular 

journeys to Thailand make an estimated profit of USD 10–30 per migrant and a further USD 6–15 
(THB 200–500) per worker if they recruit migrants for particular employers in Thailand.207 

Figure 6: Fees for irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand, estimates 

Currency, 
estimated fee 

Year of 
estimate 

notes Source 

USD 70-100 2012  C Sophal, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in 
Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 142, 145 

                                                      

203 Aniceto C Orbeta jr & Kathrina Gonzales Managing International Labor Migration in ASEAN: Themes from a 

Six-Country Study, Philippine Institute for Development Studies, Discussion Paper Series No 2013–26 (2013) 
14; Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource 

Book (2013) 121; Habibul Haque Khondker, Migration, Displacement, and Precarity in a Globalised World, 

Working Paper, ISA eSymposium for Sociology (2013) 6–7; Annuska Derks, ‘Migrant Labour and the Politics of 

Immobilisation: Cambodian Fishermen in Thailand’ (2010) 38 Asian Journal of Social Science 915, 917; ILO, 

The Mekong Challenge: Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked — The realities of young migrant workers in 

Thailand, volume 1 (2006) 71; UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of 

Cambodian workers deported from Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 22. 
204 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13, 19; see 

also, UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–2010 (2010) 53; UN-ACT, 

Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from Thailand in 

2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 22. 
205 Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 

Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 142; UNIAP, Human Trafficking 

Sentinel Surveillance, Poipet, Cambodia 2009–2010 (2010) 53. 
206  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 22. 
207 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13; Chan 

Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs 

and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 142, 145; ILO, The Mekong Challenge: 

Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked — The realities of young migrant workers in Thailand, volume 1 

(2006) 71.  
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USD 50–100 2012 Brokerage fee 
only 

J Holliday, ‘Turning the Table on the Exploitative Recruitment 
of Migrant Workers: The Cambodian Experience’ (2012) 40 

Asian Journal of Social Science 464, 469 

USD 79 2012  H Jalilian & G Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and 
Losses’ in H Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 68 

USD 100 2011  H Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: 

Characteristics, Challenges, Regulatory approach (2011) 14. 

USD 100–200 2006 Upfront 
payment to 
recruiter 

B Maltoni, Review of Labour Migration Dynamics in Cambodia 

(2006) 28 

THB 1,050–4,300 2008 Total fee paid 
to recruiters 

ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest (2008) 52 

THB 5.361 

 

THB 4,116 

2011 

 

2011 

Without 
documents 

With 
documents 

S Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: 
Managing International Labour Migration in ASEAN: Thailand 
(Immigration) (2011) 33 

THB 3,000–5,000 2010  A Derks, ‘Migrant Labour and the Politics of Immobilisation: 

Cambodian Fishermen in Thailand’ (2010) 38 Asian Journal of 

Social Science 915, 917. 

THB 2,958 

THB 2,304 

2010 

2010 

Men 

Women 

UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 53 

 

Actual fees depend on several factors. Fees tend to be higher if migrants require documents (fraudulent 

or genuine) to enter Thailand or if they are smuggled without valid documents. Fees are lower if the 

migrants possess valid travel and identity documents. The costs also increase if brokers are involved in 

connecting migrants to employers in Thailand and in organising relevant checks and permits for them. 
Figure 7 sets out the average fees paid by irregular workers from Cambodia for the services offered by 
brokers and contrasts them with the fees paid by migrant workers using official legal channels. 

Figure 7: Average fixed costs incurred by sample Cambodian migrant worker in Thailand, USD208 

service Irregular migration 
with documents 

Irregular migration 
without documents 

Legal migration 

Brokerage fee 33 136 625 

Passport 4 – 110 

Border pass 26 – – 

Physical check-up – – 10 

Transportation 77 81 2 

Others 10 – – 

Total 150 217 747 

 

Figure 7 shows that the costs for irregular migration are considerably lower than those for legal labour 
migration. Further, migrants who possess valid documentation face lower costs than those who need 

to be smuggled clandestinely or who need to be furnished with fraudulent papers. Other sources 
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confirm that average fees for irregular labour migration from Cambodia to Thailand with the use of 
brokers range between USD 100 and 200, far less than the fees for legal avenues.209  

Debt and debt bondage 

Many Cambodian migrants cannot afford to pay the fees associated with migrating to Thailand upfront 
and instead have to borrow money. Because many would-be migrants cannot obtain loans from 

financial institutions in Cambodia for this purpose, they often depend on brokers, traffickers or 
employers in Thailand who offer loans or advance payments to cover the costs and then recover that 
money once the migrant has taken up employment. 210   The costs for accommodation, food and 

electricity in Thailand are often part of the package and lead migrants to think they can move to 
Thailand at next to no cost and then quickly repay any money owed.211 

While it is not clear just how many migrants rely on loans,212 there is ample evidence to show it is 
common practice for Thai employers to cover all or some of the costs for the labour migrants and then 
deduct this money from the workers’ salaries once they are in Thailand213. This practice is used for 

both regular and irregular migration. For migrants using legal channels, fees amount to about three to 

four months’ wages. In addition, some recruitment agencies also charge a percentage of up to 20 per 

cent of a migrant’s monthly earnings during their first year of employment in Thailand.214  In some 

cases, families in Cambodia have to help repay the loans, especially if migrants cannot find adequately 
remunerated work in Thailand.215 

In theory, migrants should be able to repay their debts within a few months,216 but the reality for many 

                                                      

209 Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, and Regulatory approach 

(2011) 10; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein 
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210 See generally, IOM, Trafficking of Fishermen in Thailand (2011) 24; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants 

of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration 
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Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 32. 
212 See Section II.5.3.1 above. 
213 Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, and Regulatory approach 

(2011) 18; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein 

Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 147. 
214 Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, and Regulatory approach 

(2011) 18; Chan Sophal, ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Cambodia’ in Hossein 

Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 118, 147. 
215 Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 52. 
216  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 22. 
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migrants is vastly different. The debt in which many Cambodian migrants find themselves once they 

reach Thailand becomes especially difficult if the migrants lose their jobs or want to change employers. 
If their stay in Thailand is irregular, they also run the risk of being apprehended by Thai authorities, 
returned to Cambodia and left in significant debt with no prospect of paying it off.217 

These circumstances make regular and irregular migrants from Cambodia particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation and trafficking. Their situation often amounts to debt bondage, which leaves them with 

little choice but to remain with their employers and traffickers and work long hours for little pay. Many 

traffickers exploit these vulnerabilities and use force, threats and coercion as a means to recoup the 
debts. In these circumstances, it is not uncommon for traffickers to further inflate debt with additional 

fees for accommodation and other services or to charge excessive interest rates. Interviews conducted 

in Cambodia for the purpose of this report revealed many migrants have their freedoms restricted if 
they cannot repay loans on time. Some migrants have to work for several years to get out of debt.218 

Debt bondage seems to be particularly common among women who are trafficked from Cambodia to 
Thailand for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Many women find themselves in trafficking situations 

once brothel owners or traffickers demand repayment of inflated debts for bringing them to Thailand. 
Original fees are further increased by adding excessive charges for accommodation, food and items 
such as clothing, thus extending the period of debt servitude.219 A similar observation has been made 

in relation to children who are trafficked into Thailand’s agriculture industry.220 

 

2.6 Perpetrators 

2.6.1 Profile of individual perpetrators 

Age, gender, and background 

The individuals involved in trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand are men and women of 
all ages. Existing research highlights the fact that a considerable number of women are involved as 
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(2011) 18; UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 
12. 

218 See also Hing Vutha et al, Irregular migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges, and Regulatory 

approach (2011) 17; United States, Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2015 (2015) 330; 

Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International Labour 

Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration) (2011) 27; Aungkana Kmonpetch, ‘The Phenomenon of Cross-

Border Human Trafficking: Complexities of Exploitation Issues in Thailand’ (2011) 104 Kyoto Working Papers 

on Area Studies: G-COE Series 1, 12. 
219  Ahsan AKM Ullah & Mallik Akram Hossain, ‘Gendering Cross-Border Networks in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion: Drawing Invisible Routes to Thailand’ (2011) 4(2) Austrian Journal of South East Asian Studies 273, 

278, 282; UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 20; 

Aungkana Kmonpetch, The Phenomenon of Cross-Border Human Trafficking: Complexities of Exploitation 

Issues in Thailand, Kyoto Working Papers on Area Studies No 106 (2011) 11. 
220 Hans van de Glind & Anne Kou, ‘Migrant children in child labour: A vulnerable group in need of attention’ in 

Moussa Harouna Sambo & Fabrizio Terenzio (eds), Children on the Move (2013) 27, 35. 



 

51 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

perpetrators and that female offenders are, on average, older than male offenders.221 Statistics from 

2008, for instance, show 77 per cent of all people incarcerated for trafficking in persons in Cambodia 
that year were women. Trafficking was the offence with the highest percentage of female 

perpetrators.222  

Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report found that most smugglers are Cambodian, while 
traffickers in Thailand are predominantly Thai nationals. The involvement of Cambodian smugglers 

often stops at the Cambodia-Thailand border, where the smugglers hand migrants to Thai smugglers 
to continue the journey.  

Perpetrators generally tend to be from one of two backgrounds. Commonly, they are relatives or 

friends of migrants. They try to encourage migration and link them with the people who will arrange 

transportation and employment in Thailand. Trafficking in women and children is said to be frequently 

carried out by people close to the victims, “who may be relatives, neighbours, known villagers, 
boyfriends, powerful persons, procurers and/or friends”. 223  Interviews conducted for this report 

suggested it is very unclear to what extent these friends and acquaintances know whether the would-

be migrant would be exploited after their arrival in Thailand.  

Shared experience was another common thread among perpetrators. Many perpetrators were once 

themselves smuggled to Thailand, worked and lived there for some time and now use their own 
experience, knowledge and contacts to bring other Cambodians to Thailand and link them with 
employers or traffickers. Perpetrators in this category will often share information about the routes 

and methods they used to enter Thailand, about the people they encountered and about the industries 
in which they worked.224 These perpetrators operate mostly independently. Although many of them 

have contacts to other people assisting in the smuggling process, they are generally not part of larger, 
organised networks and do not simultaneously engage in other organised criminal activities.225 The 

services offered by these “pioneer migrants or brokers” are also generally much simpler and cheaper 
than those carried out by sophisticated smuggling or trafficking schemes run by large criminal 
organisations.226   
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Perpetrators of both backgrounds have a common characteristic: they are in a position of trust such 
that would-be migrants either know the perpetrator from their local areas or through other relatives 
and friends, or trust the perpetrators because they, too, were once Cambodian nationals migrating to 
Thailand in search of work and better opportunities. There are also some indications that the people 

who recruit migrants and connect them to employers and traffickers in Thailand are only involved in 
these early stages of the smuggling and trafficking processes and are usually not the people who 
exploit victims once they have reached their destination in Thailand.227 

The involvement of former migrants in the facilitation of irregular migration may involve former victims 
of trafficking who sometimes use their experience and networks to recruit other victims and facilitate 
their entry to Thailand.228 This may be surprising given the hardship and exploitation many victims 

would have experienced, but the fact that a considerable number of victims of trafficking later turn 
into traffickers themselves has also been observed elsewhere. The failure to provide former victims 

with meaningful alternatives when they exit their trafficking situation is seen as one of the reasons 
some victims later engage in trafficking themselves.229 

Other research into the profile of persons convicted for trafficking in persons from Cambodia to 
Thailand found that about 80 per cent of perpetrators were Khmer and 20 per cent non-Khmer (i.e. 
Vietnamese or Thai). About 50 per cent were married at the time of incarceration, about 70 per cent 

or more had no or only primary schooling and around 80 per cent came from poor or very poor 
backgrounds.230 

Motivation 

Information on the reasons individual perpetrators become involved in trafficking in persons from 
Cambodia to Thailand and about what would be required to change their motivation is limited. 

Some evidence shows that perpetrators come from poor backgrounds. This highlights the financial 

motivation of trafficking in persons offences. Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report 

determined that “recruiters in Cambodia will be paid about THB 2,500 for each person they recruit”. 
The fact that some migrants who were once themselves smuggled or trafficked to Thailand later 
engage in these activities further suggests that their experience tells them these activities are 
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sufficiently lucrative. Research into the motivation of convicted Cambodian traffickers shows that 

trafficking activities are more profitable than legitimate work, especially for people who, as shown 
earlier, have limited education and skills.231   

Studies that interviewed both recruiters and traffickers further found that some recruiters see their 
activities as a way to lift people out of poverty and provide them with opportunities they otherwise 
would not have.232 

2.6.2 Smuggling and trafficking groups and networks 

Available research suggests smuggling and trafficking activities are not organised in a sophisticated 
manner. This is largely because sophisticated planning is not necessary to arrange the irregular journey 

across the border and to connect migrants with employers in Thailand. As earlier sections of this report 

show, the distances that need to be travelled are relatively short and thus private vehicles or public 
transportation may be used. Many smuggling and trafficking ventures frequently involve crossing the 

border on foot and border controls can easily be avoided or border guards bribed. Interviews 

conducted in Cambodia for the purpose of this report confirmed that most smuggling and trafficking 
activities to Thailand are low-level and informal and do not involve sophisticated criminal enterprises. 
Interview respondents emphasised that for trafficking in persons activities to occur, there must be at 
least some organisation of perpetrators on both sides of the border. As one respondent commented:  

There are three different types of actors in the trafficking process: brokers at village level in Cambodia, 
smugglers at the border and the traffickers on the Thai side. They work together; it’s organised. If 

individuals get caught, it’s because they were operating outside this organised system. 

The fact that most Cambodian migrants voluntarily seek to reach Thailand, at least initially, also means 
that it is unnecessary to maintain tight control over the migrants along the journey or to coerce them 
to cross the border. While many smugglers and traffickers show a considerable level of professionalism 

and routine (and some perpetrators use their own prior trafficking and smuggling experience), it is 

unlikely for complex hierarchical criminal organisations to set up and operate in this environment.233   

The significant role played by relatives and friends in facilitating irregular migration to Thailand further 
indicates it is not common for transnational criminal organisations to be involved in trafficking.234 A 

survey of people convicted and jailed for trafficking in persons offences in Cambodia found the 
majority of traffickers operated independently. Some were linked to small-scale networks and only 

one of the persons surveyed claimed to have been a member of a large organised crime syndicate.235 
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The people involved in smuggling and trafficking migrants from Cambodia to Thailand do not, however, 
operate in complete isolation and it is unlikely single individuals carry out the entire process on their 
own. Most commonly, perpetrators operate within flexible networks of contacts that connect the place 

of origin with transit points and the destination.236   

Some of these networks, especially those operating in Thailand, are said to be well established and 
have been in operation for some time.237 This enables them to arrange journeys faster and quickly 

connect new migrants to employers. Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report revealed it is 

also not uncommon for groups and networks on either side of the border to collaborate with each 
other if and when the need arises. Many of the persons involved in the smuggling of irregular migrants 

to Thailand only operate on an ad hoc basis and are paid on a fee-per-service basis.  

The level of sophistication of the smuggling and trafficking networks further depends on the services 
sought by their clientele. Many migrants require no more than some assistance in acquiring documents 

or crossing the border, which does not warrant the involvement of a large network of skilled criminals. 
Others may need forged documents or may want to be set up with employers in specific industries, 
which will require a greater number of facilitators and contacts than individual perpetrators or small 
local groups are able to offer.238 

2.6.3 Legal and semi-legal operators 

In the context of smuggling and trafficking operations from Cambodia to Thailand, it is often difficult 
to differentiate between criminal operators and individuals and businesses that offer legal or semi-
legal services. This is particularly the case with labour hire agencies and recruitment agents, which play 

an important role in facilitating both regular and irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand. 

Although Cambodia has instituted a licensing system that authorises private businesses to recruit 
Cambodian workers for Thai employers, some service providers do not fully comply with regulatory 
requirements. Others operate completely outside the licensing system. But even when labour 

recruitment agents operate within the legal framework, it is not uncommon for Cambodian workers 
who use official channels to end up in trafficking situations once they reach Thailand. A 2008 study, 

which involved interviews with 177 formal and 160 informal workers, found 64 per cent of “informal 
migrants” working in Thailand said their recruiter had provided them with safe passage to Thailand, 
while only 41 per cent of migrants who used formal channels responded that way.239 

The higher fees for using official channels often create more debt burden for migrants, making them 
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even more vulnerable to exploitation and leaving them little choice but to comply with the demands 
of their employers, even if they are underpaid and work in sub-standard conditions. Moreover, the use 

of official channels also entails the risk that agents lead their clientele into the hands of employers who 
exploit them.240 

2.6.4 Persons aiding and facilitating smugglers and traffickers 

Corrupt officials 

The corruption of border guards, police and other officials plays a vital part in enabling and facilitating 
irregular migration from Cambodia to Thailand. Allegations of the involvement of corrupt individuals 

in trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants are long-standing. Some sources suggest that 

trafficking in persons, especially trafficking in women and children, could not occur with the ease and 
on the scale it does without corruption.241   

In some instances, traffickers, smugglers or migrants themselves may offer payments to officials to 

turn a blind eye to irregular border crossings or fraudulent documents. In other cases, officials may 

actively request or extort bribes to enable trafficking and smuggling.242 Migrants may also bribe police 

officers during the recruitment process to acquire the necessary documents or to be permitted to leave 
Cambodia and work abroad. In some cases, police officers have assisted migrants with transportation 

and enabling them to enter Thailand and find employment.243 

Estimates about the money paid to bribe border guards and other officials vary greatly and are not 
very reliable. Migrants paid bribes of between USD 6.50 and USD 260 to avoid arrest by officials they 

encountered along their journey, according to a 2010 publication.244 

It is difficult to gauge just how endemic corruption is in the context of smuggling and trafficking across 
the Cambodian-Thai border. Much of the available evidence is scattered, unsystematic and anecdotal 

and there are, at present, no reliable and comprehensive studies on the levels and characteristics of 
corruption in Cambodia and Thailand with a specific focus on trafficking and smuggling. Some sources 

nevertheless argue corruption is inextricably linked to all forms of trafficking in persons and that it 
provides evidence for the existence of transnational organised crime groups and their level of 
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sophistication.245  Based on the available source material, it is difficult to justify these conclusions.246 

Travel agents, carriers, et cetera 

Smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand involve a range of 
individuals and businesses that may not be directly connected to the perpetrators and their networks 
but offer specialised services needed to transport migrants, transfer funds or otherwise facilitate 
irregular migration. These may include travel agencies, bus and transport companies, taxis and drivers, 

other transport providers, hoteliers and other accommodation providers, as well as financial 
institutions and agents used to transfer money. Using informal agents appears to be particularly 

common for remittance transfers.247 

Other persons supporting trafficking 

Trafficking to and within Cambodia, especially trafficking in women and girls, has frequently been 
linked to the rapidly growing casino industry that sprawls along several border areas. Prostitution and 

instances of trafficking for sexual exploitation are quite common in the vicinity of these designated 
gambling areas, involving mostly Cambodian and Vietnamese women and girls. There have been some 

allegations that these casinos and their powerful owners, some of whom are Chinese nationals, are 
associated with smuggling and trafficking activities across Cambodia’s borders.248 There currently is no 

specific information suggesting the gambling industry fuels, supports or otherwise facilitates the 
smuggling of migrants or trafficking in persons from Cambodia to Thailand.  

 

                                                      

245 Peter Munro, ‘Harbouring the illicit: borderlands and human trafficking in South East Asia’ (2012) 58 Crime, 

Law and Social Change 159, 166, with further references.  
246 Kritaya Archavanitkul & Andy Hall, ‘Migrant Workers and Human Rights in a Thai Context’ in Jerrold W Huguet 

& Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for development in Thailand 

(2011) 63, 68. 
247 ILO, Migrant workers’ remittances from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar: Synthesis report on 

survey findings in three countries and good practices (2010) 13. 
248 Peter Munro, ‘Harbouring the illicit: borderlands and human trafficking in South East Asia’ (2012) 58 Crime, 

Law and Social Change 159, 168. 
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3 Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR) 

3.1 Overview and data 

 

 

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR) has a long history of migration, especially labour 

migration, to neighbouring Thailand. It is easy to cross the long and porous border between Lao PDR 

and Thailand, which is marked by the Mekong River for long stretches. Many Lao nationals cross into 

Thailand on a daily basis or for short periods of time if and when job opportunities arise. In 2010, IOM 
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estimated 6,000 migrants cross from Lao PDR into Thailand every day.249 Extensive cross-border trade 

and frequent border crossings in the populated areas along the Mekong make it difficult, if not 
impossible, to thoroughly control all entries and departures and to clearly identify regular and irregular 
migration.250 

Despite the scale and history of irregular migration from Lao PDR to Thailand, the patterns and levels 
of smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons remain quite poorly documented and researched.251 

Some of the available literature is outdated and some sources make speculations unsupported by 
sustainable evidence. As a result, many facets of trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand remain 

unknown and require additional research and analysis. 

3.1.1 Irregular migration 

Various sources contain figures relating to the number of labour migrants, irregular migrants and 
trafficked persons from Lao PDR in Thailand. Estimates of the total number of labour migrants from 

Lao PDR working in Thailand range between 100,000 and 500,000.252 In interviews conducted in Lao 

PDR for the purpose of this report, some respondents said that as many as 1.2 million labour migrants 

from Lao PDR may be living in Thailand. Emigration from Lao PDR tends to increase considerably in 

years of weak economic growth. A 2013 report noted that between 2005 and 2010 Lao PDR 

experienced a net annual loss of 15,000 people from migration.253 

Just how many Lao labour migrants in Thailand have an irregular status is not exactly known. Although 

estimates vary greatly, there is general consensus that irregular migration from Lao PDR into Thailand 
occurs on a very significant scale and irregular movements may outnumber legal cross-border 

                                                      

249 IOM, Forecasting Migration Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, Demographic Change 

and Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion (2010) 30–31. 
250 Jerrold W Hughet & Varamon Ramangkura, The Long Road Home: Analysis of Regional and National Processes 

for the Return and Reintegration of Victims of Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (2007) 17. 
251 See also, United States, Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2016 (2016) 237. 
252 Brendan Howe & Kearrin Sims, ‘Human Security and Development in the Lao PDR — Freedom from Fear and 

Freedom from Want’ (2011) 51(2) Asian Survey 331, 342; Lao PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National 

Economic Research Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in 

Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 192, 235; 

World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 9; cf Aree 

Jampaklay et al, ‘Gender and migration from Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar to Thailand’ in IOM, Gender and 

Labour Migration in Asia (2009) 193, 211. 
253 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource 

Book (2013) 118; cf Didier Bertrand, ‘Migrations and Trafficking in the Lao PDR Contextual Analysis of Sexual 

Exploitation and Victimisation’ in Pierre le Roux et al (ed), The Trade in Human Beings for Sex in Southeast 

Asia: A General Statement of Prostitution and Trafficked Women and Children (2010) 157, 158. 
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movements.254  UNODC estimates that, on average, approximately 44,000 migrants are smuggled from 

Lao PDR to Thailand each year.255 Other sources suggest between 32,792 and 110,854 irregular Lao 

migrants work in Thailand.256 

3.1.2 Trafficking in persons 

Trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand is widespread, according to the available literature.257  

However, very few cases of trafficking from Lao PDR to Thailand are officially identified each year, as 
shown in Figure 8.   

Figure 8:  Estimates of the number of trafficked persons from Lao PDR to Thailand 

year estimate 

(number) 
Notes Source 

2014 157 trafficked persons from Lao PDR 
repatriated by Thai authorities. 

World Vision Laos, Analysis of Trafficking in 
Laos (2015) 1 

2014 103 trafficked persons from Lao PDR 
identified and returned by Thai 
authorities. 

United States, Department of State, 
Trafficking in Persons Report 2014 (2014) 
240 

2014 108 Trafficked persons from Lao PDR 
identified by Thai authorities 

Government of Thailand, 2014 Thailand 
Situation and Progress Report on 
Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking 
in Persons, 45. 

2010 145 trafficked persons from Lao PDR 
identified and returned by Thai 
authorities. 

Mekong Migration Network & Asian 
Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater 
Mekong Subregion Resource Book (2013) 
122 

2009 195 trafficked persons receiving assistance 
by Thai Bureau of Anti-Trafficking in 
Women and Children shelters, 31 
December 2009 

UNIAP, Mekong Region Country Datasheets 
Human Trafficking (2010) 25 

 

In 2010, the Immigration Bureau of Thailand along with officials from the Ministry of Social 

                                                      

254  Dennis Arnold & John Pickles, ‘Global Work, Surplus Labor, and the Precarious Economies of the Border’ 
(2011) 43(5) Antipode 1598, 1608; Lao PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National Economic Research 

Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 
Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 235; Roy Huijsmans, ‘Unpacking 

the Gender Paradox in Lao Households’ Migration Decision-making Processes’, paper presented at the 

Workshop on Householding in Transition: Emerging Dynamics in ‘Developing’ East and Southeast Asia, 25–26 

July 2011, 4. 
255 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 8. 
256  Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International Labour 

Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration) (2011) 13; Hing Vutha et al, Irregular Migration from Cambodia: 

Characteristics, Challenges and Regulatory Approach, Working Paper No 58, Cambodia Development Resource 

Institute (2011) 10–11; also cited in Srawooth Paitoonpong & Yongyuth Chalamwong, Managing International 

Labor Migration in ASEAN: A Case of Thailand (2012) 11 
257  AKM Ahsan Ullah & Mallik Akram Hossain, ‘Gendering Cross-Border Networks in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion: Drawing Invisible Routes to Thailand’ (2011) 4(2) Austrian Journal of South East Asian Studies 273, 

276. 
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Development and Human Security interviewed and screened 371,456 irregular migrants using 
standardised manual guidelines. Among those migrants, only 79 people were identified as actual or 

potential victims of trafficking, including 31 Lao nationals who were confirmed victims of trafficking 
and 18 Lao nationals who were potential victims.258   A similar process in 2012 involving 397,167 

interviewees identified 34 Lao victims of trafficking, comprising nine men, 11 women, five boys and 
nine girls.259   

During the course of this research, data on the number of Lao nationals trafficked to Thailand and 
returned to Lao PDR from 2011 to 2015 was obtained from the Lao PDR Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare. These figures, shown in Figure 9, may not reflect the true number of people trafficked to 

Thailand but are indicative of the small number of people identified as victims of trafficking and 
returned to their country of origin. The figures also show the majority of victims are women, many of 

them minors. 

Figure 9:  Number of trafficked persons returned from Thailand to Lao PDR, 2011–2015, Lao PDR, Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare (2016) 

year adult male male < 18 y.o. adult female female < 18 y.o. 

2015 4 2 23 78 

2014 0 0 42 115 

2013 9 7 23 71 

2012 26 9 44 125 

2011 10 8 59 126 

 

Figures from Lao PDR authorities show that in 2008, 38 trafficking cases involving 23 alleged offenders 
and 49 victims were investigated. In 2009, this number rose to 50 cases involving 74 alleged offenders 

and 103 victims.260 More recent data was not available at the time of writing and it is not clear how 

many of the reported cases involve trafficking to Thailand. 

 

3.2 Causes of irregular migration and trafficking 

Irregular migration from Lao PDR to Thailand is, for the most part, driven by economic considerations 
and the desire to find employment in Thailand.261 While this is true for most migrants, the reasons for 

and circumstances of migration are generally more complex and cannot always be explained by plain 
economic factors. The following sections explore and differentiate the principal factors that drive 

migration, both regular and irregular, from Lao PDR to Thailand. 

                                                      

258 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 14. 
259 Thailand, Thailand’s Annual Report on Efforts and Progress on the Implementation of Anti-Human Trafficking 

Action Plan in 2012 for the U.S. Department of State’s preparation of Trafficking in Persons Report of 2013, 

12–13. 
260 UNIAP, Mekong Region Country Datasheets: Human Trafficking 2010 (2010) 15. 
261 IOM, Assessing Potential Changes in the Migration Patterns of Lao Migrants and their Impacts on Thailand 

and Lao People’s Democratic Republic (2016) 8; ILO, The Mekong Challenge: An Honest Broker – Improving 

cross-border recruitment practices for the benefit of Government, Workers and Employers (2008) 38. 
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3.2.1 Push and pull factors  

General economic situation 

The early 1990s, which saw the beginning of an “open door policy” and the dawn of greater regional 
integration, marked the beginning of large-scale emigration from Lao PDR. 262   To this day, most 

migration involves Lao workers, both men and women, who move to neighbouring Thailand in search 
of work and higher wages. At the time, Thailand offered better pay, more diverse employment 

opportunities and considerable labour demand for workers from a range of Southeast Asian nations. 
This continues to be the case today, as poverty levels in Thailand remain considerably lower and Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) figures and human development much higher than in Lao PDR.263 

Over the last decade, Lao PDR has seen strong economic growth, as shown in Figure 10. Per capita GDP 

has doubled over the last decade and foreign investment, especially from China, has led to a boom in 
the resource sector, extensive construction projects across the country and improvements to national 
infrastructure connecting main urban centres. 

Figure 10:  Economic indicators, Cambodia 2006–2015 (World Bank, 2016)264 

 GDP at market 
prices, million USD 

GDP per capita, 
USD 

GDP annual growth, 
% 

Unemployment, % 

of total work force 

2015 12,327 1,810 7.0% n.a. 

2014 11,997 1,750 7.5% 1.4% 

2013 11,192 1,700 8.5% 1.3% 

2012 9,359 1,450 8.0% 1.4% 

2011 8,283 1,300 8.0% 1.4% 

2010 7,181 1,150 8.5% 1.4% 

2009 5,832 948 7.5% 1.4% 

2008 5,444 900 7.8% 1.4% 

2007 4,222 711 7.6% 1.4% 

                                                      

262 See further, Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International 

Labour Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration), Discussion Paper Series No 2011-28, Philippine Institute 

for Development Studies (2011) 9; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ 
in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 14; Lao 

PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National Economic Research Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 213–214, 235; Srawooth Paitoonpong & Yongyuth Chalamwong, 

Managing International Labor Migration in ASEAN: A Case of Thailand (2012) 9. 
263 Lao PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National Economic Research Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 196–197; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: 

Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS 

(2012) 1, 22–23; Pungpond Rukumnuaykit, A Synthesis Report on Labour Migration Policies, Management and 

Immigration Pressure in Thailand (2009) 3–4. 
264 World Bank, ‘Open Data’ <data.worldbank.org> 
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 GDP at market 
prices, million USD 

GDP per capita, 
USD 

GDP annual growth, 
% 

Unemployment, % 

of total work force 

2006 3,453 591 8.6% 1.4% 

 

Although Lao PDR has been one of Southeast Asia’s fastest growing economies for some time, the 
country remains one of the region’s poorest and is on the list of least developed countries by the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 265  This is largely due to the fact that other 

economies, especially those of neighbouring countries, including Thailand, grew earlier, faster and 
more sustainably at a time when Lao PDR’s present economic boom was only getting started.266 

Economic development in Lao PDR has been very uneven. Many parts of the country as well as many 

segments of society have experienced little, if any, improvement to their economic situation in recent 
years. Much of the economic development has been limited to urban centres and to resource and 

tourism sectors and has not benefited the broader population. Furthermore, the economic boom has 

caused a considerable rise in the cost of living, such that many people are in a worse economic situation 
today than they were before the present boom.267 

As a result, the economic disparities between Lao PDR and Thailand continue to be one of the most 
important factors motivating migration between the two countries. In interviews conducted in Lao PDR 

for the purpose of this report, general poverty was consistently identified as the main reason for 
migration, both regular and irregular, to Thailand. The long and porous border and the growing number 

of transportation links make both legal and irregular migration to Thailand an attractive and easy 
option.268 

Availability of work, labour demand 

The availability of jobs, many of which require few or no qualifications, and the high demand for labour 
in certain industries are the main pull factors drawing Lao migrant workers to Thailand. These factors 

combine with the lack of income-generating opportunities and, as mentioned, widespread poverty in 
Lao PDR, especially in rural areas, small towns and villages.269 Migrant workers from Lao PDR also tend 

to be in particular demand in Thailand because they find it easier to communicate with Thais and 
encounter less cultural and language barriers than migrant workers from other countries such as 

                                                      

265 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion Resource 

Book (2013) 52. 
266 World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 16. 
267 See generally, Duncan McDuie-Ra, ‘Insecurity Within and Outside the State: The Regional and Local Dynamics 

of Environmental Insecurity in the Mekong’ in Benny Teh Cheng Guan (ed) Human Security: Securing East 

Asia’s Future (2012) 75, 118; Inthasone Phetsiriseng, ‘Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR’ — Migration 

Mapping Study: A Review of Trends, Policy and Programme Initiatives (2007) 5. 
268 See also Mekong Migration Network (MMN) & Asian Migrant Centre (AMC), Migration in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion Resource Book (2013) 118. 
269 Lao PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National Economic Research Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 199. See Section III.2.1.1 above. 
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Cambodia and Myanmar.270 

Formal paid employment is not very common in Lao PDR, where most people are self-employed. Most 

low-skilled and unskilled labourers work as short-term temporary workers on daily, weekly or monthly 
wages with little to no job security or other job protections. Industrialisation in Lao PDR is still very 

limited and education levels are generally low among rural populations. This means that most available 

work is short-term and poorly paid, making it difficult for many workers to earn enough money to feed 
and support their families.271  A recent survey of Lao labour migrants found many migrants, about 23.3 

per cent of the sample, were unemployed before moving to Thailand. A further 41.9 per cent were 

farmers working on their own land but generating too little crop and income to feed their families.272 

Populating growth in Lao PDR remains high, which further fuels the push for emigration. The 

population is very young and the labour force continues to grow much faster than the number of 
available jobs. As a result, many young people cannot find suitable employment and income. Many 

leave their local areas in search for jobs in Lao PDR’s urban centres, but opportunities and job security 
are also limited in the main cities.273   

Neighbouring Thailand, on the other hand, has a much more advanced and industrialised economy. In 

the second half of the 20th century, Thailand’s economy expanded considerably while Lao PDR’s 
economy stalled. Though Lao PDR’s economic growth over the past 15 years has somewhat reduced 

the economic disparity between the two countries, it has not created enough jobs to absorb the 
country’s growing local labour force, nor provide Lao nationals with adequate wages. Interviews 

conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report confirmed that the inability to find work at home 
is one of the main reasons Lao nationals move to Thailand. Despite the fact that many migrants are 

aware of the dangers associated with irregular migration and the risks of falling victim to trafficking, 
many desire to find work in Thailand. In these circumstances, the push factors for migration strongly 

prevail. 

Thailand’s level of labour demand and labour migration fluctuates from year to year depending on the 
strength of the Thai economy and its ability to absorb foreign workers.274 Research published in 2012 

shows that in 2004 alone, the Thai economy needed 300,000 migrant workers in addition to the 1.3 

                                                      

270  Pracha Vasuprasat, Inter-state Cooperation on Labour Migration: Lessons learned from MOUs between 

Thailand and neighbouring countries, ILO Asian Regional Programme on Governance of Labour Migration 

Working Paper No 16 (2010) 13. 
271 Inthasone Phetsiriseng, ‘Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR’ — Migration Mapping Study: A Review of 

Trends, Policy and Programme Initiatives (2007) 5. 
272 IOM, Assessing Potential Changes in the Migration Patterns of Lao Migrants and their Impacts on Thailand 

and Lao People’s Democratic Republic (2016) 6. 
273 ADB & IOM, Facilitating Safe Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion (2013) 5; UNICEF & Lao PDR, 

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, Broken Promises Shattered Dreams, A Profile of Child Trafficking in the 

Lao PDR (2009) 11–12; Human Rights Watch, From the Tiger to the Crocodile: Abuse of Migrant Workers in 

Thailand (2010) 19–20; ADB, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, a background paper for the Fourth 

Greater Mekong Subregion Development Dialogue (2009) 9. 
274 Hing Vutha et al, Irregular Migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges and Regulatory Approach, 

Working Paper No 58, Cambodia Development Resource Institute (2011) 31; World Bank, Labor Migration in 

the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 8. 
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million migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar working in the country at that time.275 A 2015 

study by the International Labour Organization (ILO) predicts Thailand’s labour demand will continue 

to grow as the country’s working age population reduces by up to 150,000 workers each year and 
rising education levels among Thai nationals push more and more Thais out of low and unskilled 
labour-intensive positions.276 At the same time, population growth in Lao PDR has been predicted 

continue to exceed the capacity of the local labour market to absorb additional workers, such that 
emigration to Thailand will likely continue on a large scale for years to come.277 

Wages and remittances 

In addition to more employment opportunities, Thailand’s higher wages, even if working irregularly, is 
a further pull factor for migrant workers from Lao PDR. Most migrants move to Thailand hoping to 

improve their income as well as their economic position and that of their families.278   

A 2016 IOM report found that 59.5 per cent of 1,209 respondents reported not earning any income at 

all before migrating to Thailand.279 Regardless of their legal status in Thailand, Lao nationals can earn 

much higher wages than in their home country. A report published by the World Bank in 2012 found 

that average per capita income in Thailand is five times higher than in Lao PDR. 280  Two studies 

published in 2012 found Lao migrants working in Thailand received average monthly salaries of 
approximately USD 131, including payment for working overtime and on Sundays, which many 
migrants choose to do to increase their salaries. Monthly wages in Lao PDR, on the other hand, ranged 

between USD 65 and USD 84. Even though these wages are well below minimum average wages in 

                                                      

275 Lao PDR, Department of Statistics (DOS), National Economic Research Institute (NERI), ‘Economic Costs and 

Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 199. 
276  ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing labour migration between Thailand and 

neighbouring countries (2015) 15–16; cf World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. 
Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 14. 

277 Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and 

Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 29. 
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Thailand, they are still nearly twice as high as those paid in Lao PDR.281   

The available information further suggests there is little to no financial advantage for Lao nationals to 
go through official channels and secure a work permit for employment in Thailand. Research in 2012 

found irregular migrant workers from Lao PDR earned on average USD 1,331 in Thailand over a two-

year period, while regular workers only received USD 960 for the same period.282 

Remittances 

The ability to remit money to families in Lao PDR is a major factor for migrants to seek employment in 
Thailand. Lao nationals who witness others in their community receive remittances from relatives 

working in Thailand often feel they need to follow in the paths of earlier migrants to improve their 
social status and that of their families.283  

Although wages, employment opportunities and working conditions in Thailand may be much worse 
than first hoped, the majority of migrant workers from Lao PDR are nevertheless able to earn enough 
money to have savings and send remittances to their home country. A 2014 report shows that even 

among children and young people from Lao PDR working in Thailand, 82 per cent were able to transfer 
remittances to their families.284 Even those who encountered abuse, exploitation and trafficking in 

Thailand were able to generate some income and remit money to their home country.285  

Estimates of the total value of remittances sent from Thailand to Lao PDR vary greatly, not least 
because many funds are transferred through informal channels or are carried in cash across the border. 
Few migrant workers have bank accounts in Lao PDR. Many migrants avoid using formal banking 

systems to avoid fees and losses involved in foreign currency conversions. Instead, most Lao migrants 

send their remittances through friends, relatives or informal agents. Some migrants also deposit 

money into Thai bank accounts before withdrawing cash at banks or ATMs near the border and 
carrying Thai currency into Lao PDR. Although these practices violate reporting requirements and, if 

detected, may incur penalties and fines, they are nevertheless considered to be safer and cheaper than 
international money transfers through banks. This also explains why remittances are underreported 
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also, Linda Deelan & Pracha Vasuprasat, Migrant workers’ remittances from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR 

and Myanmar (2010) 9. 
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and reliable estimates are difficult to come by.286 

A 2010 ILO study found labour migrants from Lao PDR sent, on average, about THB 26,000 in 
remittances to their home country over the two years prior. The specific amounts remitted vary 

greatly, with some 29 per cent remitting less than THB 10,000 and another 29 per cent remitting more 
than THB 50,000 per year.287 A further study of Lao workers in Thailand published in 2016 found that 

on average, workers remitted approximately THB 40,000 per migrant per year.288   

In 2006, UNDP estimated that some USD 100–150 million is transferred from Thailand by Lao workers 
each year.289 A 2016 study by IOM estimates that as much as THB 11.59 billion or USD 331 million may 

be remitted from Thailand to Lao PDR each year.290  Data provided by the World Bank, shown in 

Figure 11 below, is more modest, estimating approximately USD 40 million was transferred per year in 
2013, 2014 and 2015.  

Figure 11:  Migrant remittance flows, Thailand to Lao PDR 2010–2015291  

 Total in million USD 

2015 39.89 

2014 39.89 

2013 39.82 

2012 16.11 

2011 15.16 

2010 5.67 

 

Existing communities; prior migration by family and friends 

The Mekong River, which divides the two countries in many parts, is a main trade route and cross-river 
trading has a long tradition. Short-term migration is particularly common in areas along the border 

where people cross from one country to the other for work, to visit relatives and friends, to engage in 

                                                      

286 Lao PDR, Committee for Planning and Investment, National Statistics Centre & UNDP, International Trade and 

Human Development Lao PDR 2006: The Third National Human Development Report (2006) 81; Linda Deelan 

& Pracha Vasuprasat, Migrant workers’ remittances from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar (2010) 
xi, 13. 

287 Linda Deelan & Pracha Vasuprasat, Migrant workers’ remittances from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and 

Myanmar (2010) 9. 
288 IOM, Assessing Potential Changes in the Migration Patterns of Lao Migrants and their Impacts on Thailand 

and Lao People’s Democratic Republic (2016) 25. 
289 Lao PDR, Committee for Planning and Investment, National Statistics Centre & UNDP, International Trade and 

Human Development Lao PDR 2006: The Third National Human Development Report (2006) 75, 81. 
290 IOM, Assessing Potential Changes in the Migration Patterns of Lao Migrants and their Impacts on Thailand 

and Lao People’s Democratic Republic (2016) 25. 
291 World Bank, ‘Migration and Remittances Data’ (2016). 



 

67 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

trade or for other purposes on a regular basis.292 

Although both Thailand and Lao PDR have their own distinct cultures, languages and script, the two 
countries share many similarities. It is also reasonably easy to understand and communicate in Thai for 

most people from Lao PDR, especially those who are descendants of the Tai ethnic group, This is 
reportedly why some Thai employers prefer to work with Lao migrants over other migrant groups who 
have greater difficulties understanding, speaking and reading Thai language.293   

Existing migrant communities from Lao PDR in Thailand provide a further pull factor for other migrants, 
as these communities can assist with local contacts, accommodation, tips about employment and can 
provide a social network for newly arrived migrants. Many migrant workers first learn about 

opportunities available in Thailand from relatives and friends who have left Lao PDR and established 
themselves in Thailand or from migrants who return to Lao PDR for short visits.294  Also important in 

this context are the remittances sent by migrants, which provide evidence for many would-be migrants 
that Thailand is a country of opportunity and wealth.295 

Other pull factors  

Many migrants from Lao PDR are led by the belief that Thailand offers them economic opportunities 
and prosperity not similarly available in their home country. This belief often stems from Thai television 

shows and other broadcasts that are widely accessible and extremely popular across Lao PDR. These 
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shows portray Thailand as a modern and exciting country, full of wealth and opportunities.296  Many 

migrants aspire to improve their material wealth by moving to Thailand, believing they will be able to 
improve their overall lifestyle, afford modern conveniences or buy land or houses. Young migrants and 

those with limited education are particularly impressionable about the lifestyle they can expect in 
Thailand. Moreover, for many young people, traditional family structures hold less importance than in 

previous generations and many feel less inclined to remain in their local areas and in established 
community structures. This feeling is even stronger if unemployment is high and opportunities for post-

primary education are limited.297 

Interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report also identified a lack of awareness 
about the reality of living as a migrant working in Thailand as an important contributor to the smuggling 
of migrants and trafficking in persons. As one interview respondent commented, “Thailand is perceived 

as heaven on earth”. While it would be too simplistic to portray migrants as naïve, interview 

respondents further stressed that many migrants and their families have false perceptions or 
incomplete information about everyday life in Thailand and sometimes base their decision to migrate 
merely on hearsay, on the stories of prior migrants and on images they have seen on television. Those 

who actively recruit migrants from Lao PDR often fuel these images even further and create 
expectations greatly removed from the reality migrants can expect in Thailand. 

Natural disasters, such as flooding, and poor harvests, sometimes created by locusts, were also 
identified in interviews conducted for the purpose of this report as further push factors for migration 
to Thailand. Additional literature on the scale and impact of natural disasters and environmental 

factors on irregular migration from Lao PDR to Thailand was not available at the time of writing. 

3.2.2 Availability of legal avenues of migration 

Many Lao migrants use irregular avenues to enter, settle and find employment in Thailand because of 
the limited availability of legal avenues to migrate from Lao PDR to Thailand, as well as the costs, time, 
inflexibility and bureaucracy associated with them.298 A 2012 World Bank report predicts that, given 

the long and porous border between the two countries, irregular migration will continue to prevail so 
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long as formal channels for migration remain unattractive options.299 

Limitations of legal migration frameworks 

Lao PDR began to regulate labour migration and offer formal, legal avenues for migrant workers to 
move to Thailand when many informal channels were already well-established. As of January 2015, 

there were 13 registered agencies operating in Lao PDR that are licensed to send migrant workers 
abroad, up from nine in February 2007.300 

The Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers (MoU) between 

the Governments of Lao PDR and Thailand was signed on 18 October 2002 to enable legal labour 
migration into Thailand and to ensure that migrant workers entering the country through official 
channels obtain the same protection and benefits as Thai workers.301 Since that time, both countries 

have established policies and procedures to enable and control labour migration. However, these 

frameworks have been frequently criticized for remaining incoherent, inefficient and unable to meet 
the demands of both Lao nationals and Thai employers for workers. Most migrants consider formal 

procedures to be too expensive and complicated, and as a result, continue to use irregular channels to 
move to Thailand and find employment.302  

Although it took nearly three years to implement the MoU, the number of Lao workers migrating to 
Thailand under the agreement grew quickly in the late 2000s. Between 2000 and 2009, 11,957 Lao 

migrant workers arrived in Thailand under the MoU.303 From October 2002 to the end of 2010, a total 

of 25,507 workers were recruited from Lao PDR.304  As of November 2014, 21,289 migrant workers 
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from Lao PDR were in Thailand with work permits issued under the bilateral MoU.305 

Despite this growth, the World Bank observed in 2006 that the capacity of Lao PDR (and that of 

neighbouring countries) to set up an efficient system to recruit and inform migrant workers was very 

limited and the country lacked the necessary human, financial and technical resources.306 Today, the 

capacity for official labour migration from Lao PDR to Thailand still remains too low to meet demand 
and supply. A 2012 World Bank report suggests only 10 per cent of Thailand’s requests for migrant 

workers from Lao PDR are met through formal processes under the existing MoU. 307  Research 

published in 2013 citing official figures from Thailand’s Ministry of Labour came to a similar conclusion: 

A total of 6,374 Lao workers (3,937 men and 2,437 women) had entered Thailand under this [official] 
process as at January 2008. By March 2010, the total number had increased to 10,753 Lao workers and by 

March 2012 had reached 15,603. However, despite this increase, the number still fell far short of the 

75,229 workers originally requested by Thai employers during that time period.308 

In 2008, the ILO estimated only 7 per cent of the demand in Thailand for migrant workers from Lao 
PDR was met by people migrating through official channels. In industries such as food processing, the 

garment industry and work in small industrial plants, migrants entering through formal channels made 
up only 6 per cent of employers’ demands for workers. Of the 62,094 migrant workers requested by 

Thai employers from Lao PDR by September 2007, only 4,448 were actually placed.309 In 2007, only 

5,400 people or 2.7 per cent of all Lao migrant workers moved to Thailand under the labour migration 

MoU between the two countries.310 

Costs 

One of the principal reasons many migrant workers prefer irregular over official channels of migration 
from Lao PDR to Thailand are the expenses associated with formal avenues of recruitment and 
migration. On average, the estimated total financial costs of migrating to and working in Thailand 

regularly are 1.7 times higher than the costs for doing the same irregularly.311   

Most sources report that the fees associated with official migration channels range between 
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THB 12,700 and THB 21,000 or USD 492–783. This amounts to the equivalent of about four to six 

months’ wages in Thailand, while the costs of irregular migration are equivalent to only one month’s 
pay.312 Interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report also confirmed these estimates, 

with most respondents suggesting that legal migration to Thailand costs Lao nationals a minimum of 
USD 500. 

A 2012 study found that migrant workers from Lao PDR in possession of travel and identity documents 
can pay as little as USD 56 for irregular migration to Thailand, or USD 106 if they need additional 
papers. Those migrating through formal channels, on the other hand, pay estimated fees totalling 

USD 626, including brokerage fees of USD 484, passport fees of USD 42, USD 37 for physical check-ups, 
USD 46 for transportation, and USD 16 for other expenses.313  A 2013 study found similar results, 

suggesting that migration through informal channels costs between THB 2,500 and 3,000 compared to 
the THB 20,000 or more for migration using official procedures. 314  Another publication similarly 

estimates that  

agency and management fees in Laos are about 10,000 baht. Additional expenses when they arrive in 

Thailand is about 5,000 baht, 1,800 baht a year for a work permit, 100 baht for an application fee, 600 
baht for medical check-up, and transportation cost from the borders to work place.315 
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Because few migrants are able to pay the fees associated with formal recruitment and migration 
services in advance, recruitment agencies and prospective employers usually cover all of the expenses 
and recoup them later when migrants earn money in Thailand. The Thai employers normally advance 

50 per cent of the cost to agencies in Lao PDR as initial expenses and the remaining 50 per cent after 
workers have arrived in Thailand.316 Some would-be migrants are also charged fees in advance, further 

adding to the overall costs of migration.317 Recruitment agencies in Lao PDR recover some of their costs 

by charging a levy on the migrants’ monthly income over the duration of their contract, which is 
capped at 15 per cent under Lao PDR law (though it is not clear if they can also charge additional fees 

for health checks, documents, et cetera).318 These liabilities create a considerable burden for migrant 

workers and can, in some cases, place them in situations of debt bondage.319 Many would-be migrants 

opt to use irregular avenues of migration in the face of these consequences.320 

Some migrant workers prefer irregular over formal channels because it saves them payment of income 
taxes and social security contributions, amounting to approximately 14 per cent of their income. Using 

irregular channels can also help migrants avoid fees for health examinations, work permits and 
payments into Thailand’s repatriation fund.321 

Thai employers often prefer to hire irregular workers since they pay workers lower wages and avoid 
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taxes and certain overhead costs.322 Employers in Thailand also prefer to recruit migrants informally 

because of the high upfront fees they must pay to recruit workers through formal channels. Some 

employers also fear that migrants may leave or change employers before the initial costs can be 
recovered.323 

Bureaucracy 

The cumbersome and slow bureaucratic processes involved in formal recruitment and migration 
further deter many migrants.324 Moreover, formal channels are not seen as ensuring better-paying jobs 

and greater protection in Thailand. A 2010 publication notes that “another reason for migrants to shun 

the formal recruitment system is that the value of services provided by the agency may not be 
commensurate with the costs they have to pay, especially the long waiting period, and the poor 
protection of their rights when they encounter problems in the host country.”325 Migrants who arrived 

in Thailand through informal channels found it less difficult to find employment and were more 
satisfied with their work than migrants who arrived through formal avenues, according to a 2008 
study.326  However, just like informal channels, the use of official recruitment and migration services, 

too, can lead to exploitation and trafficking.327 

Figure 12, which is reproduced from a 2015 ILO publication, shows the steps involved in the formal 
recruitment and placement process for Lao migrant workers under the labour migration MoU between 
Lao PDR and Thailand. 
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Figure 12: MoU recruitment and placement process for workers from Lao PDR (as of 2014)328 
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The process to apply for and obtain the relevant permits and placements to migrate and work in 
Thailand regularly can take anywhere between 55 and 90 days. This does not include the time needed 

to obtain and prepare certain documents from local authorities and the time many applicants need to 
travel from rural and remote areas to the urban centres where processing takes place. As a result, the 

entire process can take as long as six months or more.329 In interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the 

purpose of this report respondents also stressed that it is very complicated for Lao nationals to obtain 
identity documents and passports and that passports applications are associated with high costs and 
very long waiting periods. 

Work permits issued through official channels are also only valid for two years, adding a further 
obstacle for migrants. Permits may be extended once—and at times the Government of Lao PDR has 

permitted further extensions—but once they expire, migrants are barred from applying for a new work 
permit for three years.330 This leads some returning workers to look for ways to migrate irregularly and 

deters others from using formal channels in the first place. Furthermore, work permits are restricted 

to specific industries or employment sectors and, while workers are permitted to change employers, 
they are usually not permitted to change industry or sector.331 

The Lao PDR government restricts migration through formal channels to specific jobs and professions. 
This system frustrates Thai employers who seek workers to meet particular demands.332 A 2008 ILO 

study, for instance, reported that Thai employers requested a total of 45,357 domestic workers from 
Lao PDR, but none were approved because Lao authorities considered domestic work to be unskilled 
work and did not recognise it as a sector for formal migration. Professions considered ineligible for 

migration to Thailand tends to disadvantage female migrant workers, leaving many women with no 
choice but to use informal channels to emigrate. This, in turn, places them at greater risk of deception, 

exploitation and trafficking. Similar risks exist for the many male migrants working in Thailand’s fishing 
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industry.333 Interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report confirmed that many 

migrants are deterred by the complexity and restrictions associated with formal migration channels. 
Respondents further highlighted that persons under the age of 18 often resort to irregular migration 
because they are not eligible for migration through formal channels. 

While most of the recruitment and migration process remains in the hands of government agencies, 
some private operators have gained authorisation to recruit migrants and, once approved by the 
administration, transport them to Thailand. Private businesses have brought some flexibility and offer 

migrants more choices, but the businesses and subcontracted employments agents are reportedly 
poorly regulated and considered unreliable.334  For these reasons, many would-be migrants in Lao PDR 

who learn about job opportunities in Thailand resort to informal channels that have no or limited 
waiting periods, document requirements and formalised recruitment processes.335   

It needs to be stressed that not all labour migration from Lao PDR to Thailand is irregular and many 
migrants, recruitment agencies and employers are law-abiding. Furthermore, while official labour 

migration channels are slow and cumbersome, some improvements have been made over the years. 
Some elements of the process operate moderately well and the recruitment processes for some 
professions run more smoothly than others.336 

Legalisation of status 

The Thai government has taken initiatives to legalise the status of irregular migrant workers in the 
country, as well as established procedures for workers to register with authorities and obtain permits 
to remain and work in the country lawfully.337 These legalisation or registration processes, known as 

the Nationality Verification System, have been set up at times when labour demand was particularly 
high and labour supply from sending countries such as Lao PDR was low. Several thousand Lao 

nationals have been able to legalise their status in Thailand, most of them working as domestic workers 
or in manufacturing, sales and wholesale or agricultural sectors.338 During the 2011 registration period 

(15 June to 14 July 2011), 104,928 Lao migrants registered with Thai authorities.339   
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Among the principal factors deterring many irregular migrants from legalising their status in Thailand 
are the costs associated with some aspects of the process and the requirement to produce certain 
documents, which can be expensive to obtain. The issuance of temporary passports needed to acquire 

legal status in Thailand can cost USD 500–700, which represents several months’ wages for the 
average Lao migrant worker, a 2013 publication found. Some migrants have no choice but to take out 

loans to pay these fees, while others instead opt to remain in the country irregularly.340 A further study 

found that in 2011, registration fees in Thailand ranged between THB 2,980 and 3,800. Such costs are 

beyond the means of most irregular migrant workers in the country.341 

3.2.3 Displacement, forced migration, and trafficking 

Political causes and other push factors 

Political causes and other factors causing forced displacement and emigration today tend to play a 
minor role in irregular migration and trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand. Several sources 

point to the fact that, for most migrants, the decision to migrate to Thailand is a voluntary one, led by 
the desire to pursue opportunities and improve their personal position and that of their families.342 

A small number of sources explore how discrimination, and in some cases, persecution, has caused 
Hmong ethnic groups in Lao PDR to emigration. For the last 30 years, there has been some degree of 

ethnic tension and instances of reprisals against Hmong people. These hostilities are a legacy of the 

Viet Nam War, when United States agencies recruited ethnic Hmong to support the fight against North 
Vietnamese forces. This, together with the uneven distribution of wealth and other push economic 

factors, has led some Hmong to leave Lao PDR and settle in Thailand.343   

Kidnapping and other forms of forced or coerced migration 

There is very little available evidence of instances in which persons have been kidnapped or otherwise 
forced or coerced by individual criminals, criminal organisations, and other non-state actors to move 
to Thailand. A 2010 Human Rights Watch report contained some examples of women, some of them 

teenagers, who were intimidated, threatened and forced to migrate. These women were initially lured 

by advertisements and brokers to particular locations, then forced into vans or other vehicles and 
driven to Thailand where they were made to work in the sex industry.344 However, examples of this 

kind appear to be rather exceptional. One source contains statements about girls being kidnapped 
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from their hill tribe villages and taken to Thailand, where they were abused and forced to work, but 
the source contains few specific details to validate these claims.345 

Available information confirms the overall impression that, even in situations resulting in trafficking, 
including trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, a migrant’s initial decision to work abroad 
is a voluntary one. Furthermore, exploitation and trafficking usually arise only after the person has 

reached Thailand.346 

 

3.3 Types of trafficking 

Trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand occurs in a range of sectors. Labour trafficking and 

other forms of forced labour and labour exploitation appear to be most prevalent, especially in the 
domestic services industry and for low-skilled work in Thailand’s agriculture and manufacturing 
industries. Trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation is also quite common, while other forms 

of trafficking do not appear to occur on a large scale.347 The following sections explore the different 

types of trafficking and the industries in which they occur. 

3.3.1 Sexual exploitation 

Lao women and girls are trafficked to Thailand for the purpose of sexual exploitation.348 Official data 

and reliable estimates about the number of persons trafficked from Lao PDR to Thailand for sexual 
exploitation are not available. This is due in part to the hidden nature of trafficking in persons and of 

some parts of the sex industry. Sexual exploitation may occur in bars, brothels, strip clubs and similar 

premises visible in many cities in Thailand, but it may also take place in private homes or other places 

where it is more difficult to detect. Statistics and estimates are also unavailable because it is often 

difficult to differentiate between Thai and Lao migrants working in the sex industry.349 

Recruitment and first contact 

There are various ways in which Lao nationals are trafficked for the purpose of sexual exploitation, 
ranging “from the ones who have been lured and sold into prostitution to the ones who were left 
knowing that they were taking risks, and others who went to prostitute themselves and were found to 
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be caught up in trafficking,” according to one author.350  

Some migrants are led into the Thai sex industry with the aid of agents and brokers operating in Lao 
PDR. It is unclear to what extent and how these agents advertise their services and how overtly it is 

communicated that they are recruiting for the sex industry. Several sources suggest some agents 

provide very little information about the type of work and the working conditions migrants can expect 
in Thailand. It is not uncommon for people to be deceived or tricked into prostitution and arrive in 

Thailand completely unaware of the fact they will be forced to engage in sex work.351 Interviews 

conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report confirmed some victims are tricked into working 
in Thailand’s sex industry while others entering the sex trade have a general understanding of the type 
of work and the working conditions they can expect. 

Current and former sex workers who return to Lao PDR for visits or after they finish their employment 
in Thailand also play a significant role in recruiting women in their home towns.352 It has been noted 

that families in Lao PDR often know full well their daughters will be taking up employment in the sex 
industry when they depart for Thailand.353 Research conducted in Nong Khai, the province of Thailand 

that borders the Lao capital Vientiane, found that sex workers are often paid about THB 1,000 if they 
can recruit women in Lao PDR or that a THB 4,000 advance is paid to family members for the 
recruitment of sex workers.354 The literature does not, however, clarify whether these women acting 

as ad hoc recruiters know whether the women and girls they are recruiting will be exploited, or indeed 
if any of the recruiters or recruitees are exploited or trafficked at all.  
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Profile of victims 

The majority of Lao nationals who are trafficked to Thailand for sexual exploitation are women or 
girls.355 A study by UNICEF involving interviews with 253 trafficked persons in Lao PDR found about 35 

per cent of respondents had been forced into prostitution.356  Examples of Lao men who are trafficked 

for sexual exploitation are almost non-existent in the available literature.  

There is no comprehensive information about the social, family, education and economic background 
of women and girls trafficked from Lao PDR into Thailand’s sex industry. Generally, the women and 

girls appear to have limited education and come from poor backgrounds in both urban and rural areas; 
some are from ethnic minority groups. 357   In interviews conducted in Lao PDR for this report, 

respondents suggested that in recent years, more victims originated in the north of Lao PDR than from 
the south of the country.  

Arrangements and departure 

Migration to locations immediately across the border from Lao PDR requires very little organisation 
and planning and is sometimes initiated by the migrants themselves. Some migrants simply walk or 

take transportation to the border and are then met by people who take them to their place of 
employment. For movement into other parts of Thailand, migrants usually require some assistance 

with documents and transportation. Because official channels do not permit migration for the purpose 

of commercial sex work, some agents register their clients as domestic workers. Once in Thailand, Lao 

nationals are then led to positions in the hospitality, entertainment and sex industry.358 

The literature generally agrees it is uncommon for trafficking to occur at the recruitment and 
transportation stage. Usually, trafficking occurs after the migrants commence work in Thailand, where 

they encounter working conditions that fall short of their expectations and the promises made to them. 
Some victims are also supplied with illicit drugs such as methamphetamines to increase their 
dependency on traffickers and to endure the physical and psychological pain and long working 
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hours.359 

3.3.2 Labour trafficking 

Labour trafficking is the most prevalent form of trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand. Most 

irregular migrants from Lao PDR can be found in the agricultural, construction, hospitality and retail 
sectors of Thailand,360 though exploitation and trafficking are more common in some industries than 
in others.361 A 2010 report by UNIAP found Lao nationals are most commonly exploited in the domestic 

services, agriculture and garment industries of Thailand.362   

Recruitment and first contact 

Both formal and informal avenues are used to promote employment opportunities in Thailand and 
recruit workers from Lao PDR. Advertisements in the public media and notices by agents are widely 

used to promote regular migration channels. For irregular migration channels, where the risk of 

trafficking may be higher, word of mouth, brokers and recruitment through family and friends are 
more common. Former migrant workers or workers who return to Lao PDR for visits are also often 

used to recruit additional workers from their home communities and to furnish would-be migrants 
with information about Thailand and with contacts to agents, employers or authorities who can 
provide further assistance.363 Brokers, too, may travel to local communities in rural and remote parts 

of Lao PDR to approach would-be migrants and promise them opportunities in Thailand.364 Another 

method mentioned in interviews conducted in Lao PDR for this report involves recruiters simply 
waiting along bridges or roads that cross from Lao PDR into Thailand. In such cases, migrants cross the 

border and then approach a recruiter who will connect them with employers in Thailand. 

Profile of victims 

Irregular labour migration from Lao PDR to Thailand involves more women than men. This is 

particularly the case among the many Lao nationals who move to Thailand to work in the domestic 
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services and garment industries. 365  Irregular male migrants tend to work in construction and 

agricultural sectors and, in smaller numbers, in Thailand’s fishing industry.366 Irregular migrants may 

encounter labour trafficking, labour exploitation and forced labour in any industry, though it appears 
women are at greater risk of trafficking than men.367 Interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose 

of this report revealed that women comprise about 90 per cent of all victims of trafficking in persons 
who are repatriated from Thailand to Lao PDR.  

Most women and men trafficked to Thailand from Lao PDR come from rural areas. Many migrants 

previously worked in agriculture or owned small farms or small lots of land in Lao PDR but could not 
generate enough income for themselves and their families and thus decided to move to Thailand.368 A 

2010 report by UNIAP identified Champasak, Saravan and Savannakhet provinces and the capital 
Vientiane as the main places of origin for migrants from Lao PDR who have been trafficked to 
Thailand.369   

The education levels of irregular migrant workers from Lao PDR in Thailand are quite low; lower than, 
for instance, those of irregular migrants from Cambodia. Levels of education tend to be particularly 

low among those working in Thailand’s construction and fisheries sectors. Many come from poor rural 

areas where literacy levels are below the national average.370 Because of their limited knowledge and 

education, migrants may be dependent on their employers, potentially making them more vulnerable 
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to exploitation.371 On the other hand, Lao nationals, especially those from lowland Lao PDR, are able 

to communicate in Thailand quite easily, which gives them a slightly greater degree of independence 
than labour migrants from Cambodia and Myanmar who often cannot read or speak Thai.372 

Arrangements and departure 

Most Lao labour migrants do not require any assistance or prior arrangements to leave for Thailand. If 
migrants require assistance, it is usually sourced through friends or relatives. 373  In interviews 

conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report, respondents stressed that migration to Thailand 
does not often involve smugglers. Border passes can be easily obtained and “the border is so porous, 

that smugglers are only needed if migrants seek to move to a third country.” 

When migrant smuggling does occur, migrants are guided to the border and then transferred to Thai 
smugglers. Thai smugglers then transport migrants to their prospective employers and provide or 

organise accommodation. These transportation services to and from the border usually cost 

approximately THB 2,500–3,000, which may be paid by Thai employers to recruiters and smugglers 
and later deducted from a migrants’ income.374   

3.3.3 Trafficking in children 

Purposes of child trafficking 

Trafficking in children from Lao PDR to Thailand is done mostly for the purpose of sexual exploitation 
or forced labour. The extent to which Lao children, most of them girls, are trafficked to Thailand to 

work in the sex industry is not documented in any detail, though there are reports broadly identifying 
the problem.375 Children are trafficked for sexual exploitation in brothels, massage parlours, bars, 
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hotels and private residences.376 

Several sources suggest trafficking in children from Lao PDR to Thailand for labour exploitation is more 
common than trafficking for sexual exploitation.377 As is the case of adults, Lao children usually are 

exploited in the domestic services, factory work, hospitality, fishing and the agricultural sectors. 
Exploitation and abuse in the domestic service sector, which usually involves girls, appears to be 
particularly common and severe.378 

Some reports also point to children being trafficked from rural parts of Lao PDR to engage in forced 
begging in Thailand. This appears to be a problem particularly in Bangkok and Thailand’s main tourist 

areas, such as Pattaya. 379  This topic is presently not very well documented and requires further 

research. 

Recruitment and first contact 

Most migrant children, especially those who are adolescents, initiate going to Thailand themselves or 
respond to recruitment by brokers or through social media, according to most sources. This has also 

been confirmed in interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report. Interview 

respondents identified apps such as Line as frequently used today to communicate with brokers and 
to organise the journey to Thailand. 

The migration of children, similar to that of adults, is motivated by the desire to improve their 
economic situation and the perception they can find better employment and opportunities in Thailand. 
Some children are persuaded or encouraged by their parents to work abroad in order to send 
remittances back to their families, but some children also decide to migrate without first soliciting 
parental consent.380   

The methods used to recruit children are not fundamentally different from those used to recruit adults: 

both are lured with promises of a better life and opportunities abroad. Parents, people from the local 

community and elders may also play a significant role in recruiting and encouraging children to 
emigrate. Because of their limited knowledge and experience, children are easily tricked into agreeing 
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to situations that may lead them into trafficking.381 

Profile of victims 

Most child trafficking victims from Lao PDR are between 12 and 18 years old. On average, trafficked 

boys tend to be older than girls. Trafficking in girls is much more common than trafficking in boys.382 

The higher levels of victimisation of girls compared to boys has been attributed to the fact that levels 
of education tend to be lower among Lao girls, making them more vulnerable to trafficking. 383  

Research conducted by UNICEF and the Lao PDR Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare found that most 
trafficked girls had never attended school or had only received incomplete primary schooling.384 Other 

research suggests that while many children and young people have limited education and many come 
from low income families, they are generally not “the poorest of the poor” and do not come from the 
least educated segments of Lao society.385  A 2009 study found that ethnic minorities tend to be 

overrepresented among children trafficked from Lao PDR to Thailand.386 

Arrangements and departure 

The available sources relating to trafficking in children from Lao PDR create the general impression 
that the arrangements and departure of children follow the same patterns as those of adults, though 
a small number of sources say that if children are involved, the use of force and intimidation is more 
common.387 In interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report, respondents suggested 

some children travel on forged documents identifying them as adults. 
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3.4 Means and routes for irregular migration and trafficking 

3.4.1 Means of transportation 

Travel from Lao PDR to Thailand is easy and migrants, smugglers and traffickers can choose from a 
variety of means of transportation to cross the border. This may include scheduled bus services, boats 

and ferry services across the Mekong River, driving migrants across the border in cars, vans, or trucks 
or simply walking or guiding migrants on foot to Thailand. Both covert and overt methods are used to 

bring migrants across the border. Sometimes, local people who live near the border, including children, 

offer to guide or drive migrants to Thailand in return for payment.388   

In most instances, migrants do not require smugglers, traffickers or any other assistance to enter 
Thailand. A recent study by IOM found the use of brokers and other facilitators to reach Thailand is not 

a common occurrence and intermediaries are generally not needed to enter Thailand,389 a point that 
was also stressed in interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report. 

The development of new roads and infrastructure and the creation of special economic zones along 
the border offer faster and easier access to Thailand in some parts of Lao PDR. Some sources suggest 

smugglers and traffickers are using new and more direct roads to bring migrants across to Thailand.390   

Clandestine trafficking methods 

The border between Lao PDR and Thailand runs through many rural and remote areas, along rivers 
and through thick jungles where border controls are non-existent. Some migrants prefer to cross into 

Thailand away from official border control points and main roads and enter the country clandestinely 
without detection. Crossing through jungles, mountains and other remote areas reduces the risk that 

police and border control guards detect migrants, but adds to the time needed to reach Thailand. 
Smuggling through these areas also involves considerable risks stemming from the terrain and the 
unavailability of food, clean drinking water and medical assistance in very remote areas. Many migrants 

are believed to have been injured or to have died whilst attempting to move through jungles or cross 
rivers to reach Thailand.391 

Fraudulent travel and identity documents 

Fraudulent travel or identity documents seem to play a very minor role in smuggling of migrants and 
trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand. The ease of crossing the border makes it unnecessary 

for migrants to acquire forged documents.  

Interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report revealed that fraudulent identity 
documents are sometimes used to bring minors into Thailand. These documents identify the minors 

as adults so they can cross the border more easily. Interview respondents also said some Lao nationals 

misuse their border passes to cross into Thailand or make them available to others to use. 
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Overt and lawful transportation methods 

Although irregular entry to Thailand is common, many migrants enter Thailand lawfully using official 
documentation. Some migrants apply for passports, though they are considered expensive and difficult 

to obtain for ordinary Lao nationals. More commonly, migrants obtain border passes, which permit 

them to enter Thailand temporarily at any of the official border control points. Local authorities issue 

these passes to border area residents seeking to enter Thailand regularly to take up employment in 
one of the provinces bordering Lao PDR, or to sell produce in Thai markets. The border passes are low 

cost and can be obtained with relative ease.392 Lao nationals using border passes to enter Thailand only 

become irregular migrants if they overstay their permit or otherwise violate the conditions of the 
permit. 

3.4.2 Common routes 

Irregular migrants from Lao PDR usually enter Thailand by directly crossing the border overland or 
across rivers, by travelling via another country (especially Cambodia) to reach the Gulf of Thailand and 

then continuing by boat, or via Malaysia and then across Thailand’s southern border.393 Migrants from 

rural areas who are smuggled to Thailand are sometimes moved to one of Lao PDR’s main cities near 
the border, such as Vientiane, Savannakhet or towns in Champasak Province, before making 
arrangements to take them to Thailand.394  

The Mekong River marks much of the border between the two countries, which makes border 
crossings by boat or by swimming across the river quick and easy. Crossings over the land border are 

said to be more expensive and more difficult than those involving boats or other floating devices.395 A 

2007 report noted most Lao migrants cross the Mekong River near the capital Vientiane and enter 
Thailand at Nong Khai. A second main route leads from the Champasak Province to the Khemmarat 

District of Ubon Rachathani Province in Thailand.396 Some migrants may travel along main roads and 

through official border control points, while others use routes through remote mountain or jungle 
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Benefits of Labour Migration: Case of Lao PDR’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country 

Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 190, 194; Sverre Molland, ‘‘The Perfect Business’: Human Trafficking and 

Lao-Thai Cross-Border Migration’ (2010) 41(5) Development and Change 831, 843; cf Inthasone Phetsiriseng, 

Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR: Migration Mapping Study: A Review of Trends, Policy and 

Programme Initiatives (2007) 34–38. 
393  AKM Ahsan Ullah & Mallik Akram Hossain ‘Gendering Cross-Border Networks in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion: Drawing Invisible Routes to Thailand’ (2011) 4(2) Austrian Journal of South East Asian Studies 273, 

284 
394 UNIAP, Mekong Region Country Datasheets Human Trafficking (2010) 14. 
395 UNICEF & Lao PDR Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, Broken Promises Shattered Dreams, A Profile of Child 

Trafficking in the Lao PDR (2009) 40; Daniela Reale, ‘Protecting and supporting children on the move: 

Translating principles into practice’ in IOM, Children on the Move (2013) 63, 69. 
396 Inthasone Phetsiriseng, Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR: Migration Mapping Study: A Review of 

Trends, Policy and Programme Initiatives (2007) 34–38; see also, UNICEF & Lao PDR Ministry of Labor and 

Social Welfare, Broken Promises Shattered Dreams, A Profile of Child Trafficking in the Lao PDR (2009) 3. 



 

88 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

areas to avoid interception by border guards.397 

3.4.3 Entry into Thailand 

Entry points into Thailand 

Entry into Thailand from Lao PDR occurs, for the most part, across the Mekong River, overland across 
the shared border, or, as mentioned, in a small number of cases by boat through the Gulf of Thailand 
or via a third country such as Malaysia. Entry occurs both at and away from border control points, may 

involve overt and covert methods and may be lawful or unlawful.398 Border crossings are particularly 

common in areas near the capital of Vientiane and the Thai border city of Nong Khai, approximately 
40 kilometres south of Vientiane.399 

Towns and provinces along the border are most affected by irregular migration because migrants 
remain in the border areas of Thailand to work in the agricultural sector or other industries and 
frequently return to Lao PDR, some on a daily or weekly basis.400 Ubon Ratchathani and Mukdahan 

provinces in Thailand’s east have been identified as frequent entry and transit points for irregular 
migrants from Lao PDR.401 

Complicity and corruption of border officials 

There seem to be considerable differences in the rigour with which a migrant’s documents are checked 
at different control points along the Lao-Thai border. Some locations have tight controls and frequent 

checks, while less rigorous checks occur elsewhere. At some border control points, officials require all 

arrivals to present their travel and identity documents, while at others, border officials only conduct 
selective checks or allow the entry and presence of migrant workers from Lao PDR without checking 
the validity of their documents.402 

In some instances, border guards and police along the Lao-Thai border are complicit in the smuggling 
and trafficking activities, in that they deliberately “turn a blind eye” to irregular cross-border 
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movements. In other cases, they actively assist irregular migrants, smugglers and traffickers by 

allowing migrants to cross unchecked.403 Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report found 

that border guards may receive small cash bribes in return for allowing migrants without the correct 
documents to exit Lao PDR and enter Thailand. 

 

3.5 Exploitation 

Migrants from Lao PDR are vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. They may encounter harsh treatment 

and discrimination by Lao or Thai smugglers, Thai employers or other Thai nationals who sometimes 
take advantage of a migrants’ irregular status.404  

3.5.1 Conditions of travel 

Irregular migrants from Lao PDR who are smuggled on remote routes often have to travel through 
harsh terrain, jungles, mountainous areas or swim or wade through rivers. While some migrants are 

unaware of the dangers and difficulties they may encounter along their journey, others agree to use 
dangerous routes.405 The more remote the route, the more difficult it can be for migrants to get access 

to food, water and medical assistance. A 2011 report noted some smuggled migrants may take longer, 

more circuitous and dangerous routes leading through mountainous terrain, which can take as long as 
one month to traverse. On some journeys, migrants are often not equipped with sufficient supplies, 

leading to weakness and dehydration, while others suffer from fever, jaundice and stress.406 Further 

dangers arise if the Mekong or other large rivers need to be crossed, especially if migrants attempt to 
swim across the river or use unreliable floating devices. There have been reports of migrants dying 

along the journey.407   

A study published in 2011 found that while most migrants from Lao PDR (about 58 per cent) take 

between one and five days to reach their destination in Thailand, 21 per cent take between five and 
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ten days and others take longer still.408 While these figures are based on a small-scale survey and may 

not be representative of the current situation, they show that irregular migration is often not a fast 
and straightforward process and may be associated with long delays, obstacles and uncertainties.  

3.5.2 Treatment by traffickers 

Deception 

Most commonly, deception involves a migrant’s salary and their working and living conditions in 
Thailand,409 but deception may also occur during the journey to Thailand. Smugglers may withhold 

information regarding the journey to Thailand for fear the migrants may leak these details to other 
smugglers or to authorities, while some smugglers may not have their routes and methods planned 
out in advance. Many migrants appear to receive very little information about how, when and where 

they will be brought to Thailand or only receive information at the last minute. The available literature 

suggests many migrants leave Lao PDR with very limited knowledge about how they will enter Thailand 
and what to expect there.410 

This is not to suggest that all migrants are naïve. Even young people from Lao PDR are becoming more 

aware of the risks associated with migration and trafficking in persons and taking steps to determine 
whether the jobs they are being offered are legitimate. Interviews conducted for the purpose of this 

report revealed that despite migrants’ best efforts to check the legitimacy of brokers and employers, 
they may nonetheless be deceived. As one interview respondent commented: 

But now the brokers have changed. The broker tries to show that they’re a real person who can get good 

information. They advertise factories to make it look real. Provide street addresses and phone numbers. 
It all looks real. It’s only if you really go through the information that you realise that the companies don’t 

exist. There’s a phone number but you call it and it doesn’t work. There’s a road, but no specific address 

or you find the road doesn’t exist. 

Control 

Smugglers and traffickers may exercise tight control over a migrant’s movements. In some isolated 

cases, migrants are transported in locked cars or compartments or may be deprived of their liberty in 
other ways to ensure they do not escape.411  

Such methods of control are not always necessary for employers and subtler methods are used instead 

to control migrants. Many migrant workers are bound to their employers by debt, a point further 
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explored in following sections. In other cases, threats against the victims and their families are 

sufficient to ensure migrants are compliant and meet a trafficker’s demands. Sometimes, smugglers 

and traffickers confiscate a migrant’s passport and other identity documents, making it harder for 
them to escape and return to Lao PDR. Fear of deportation and non-payment of salaries further enable 

traffickers to control and manipulate their victims.412 

Physical and sexual abuse 

Some traffickers use violence and abuse to intimidate migrants and ensure their instructions are 
followed. Abuse may involve threats, physical harm, or, especially in the case of female migrants, 

sexual abuse. Traffickers may also withhold food and water to control migrants or may rob them of 

their sparse belongings and of any money they carry.413 

3.5.3 Payments and debts 

Payments by migrants and family members 

Regular and irregular labour migration to Thailand is expensive for migrants and their families. 
Obtaining travel and identity documents and organising transport are often so expensive that migrants 
have to sell their belongings or borrow money from families and friends. In some cases, migrants may 

also borrow money from licensed or private lenders.414 

Few migrants from Lao PDR are able to pay the fees associated with migration to Thailand upfront. 
Instead, Thai employers commonly cover all or some of the costs to pay recruiters or brokers and later 
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deduct that money from the migrants’ pay once they have arrived in Thailand and commenced work.415 

Such arrangements create debts that tie the migrants closely to their recruiters and employers, making 
it difficult, if not impossible, for migrants to change employers. This poses considerable risks to 

migrants if they lose their jobs or return to Lao PDR before the debts are repaid in full. Such situations 

may also make migrants more vulnerable to exploitation, as recruiters and employers sometimes 
artificially inflate the amount of debt and abuse the power it gives them over migrants.416 

Information on fees 

Most migrants, regular and irregular, pay up to THB 5,000 to get to Thailand. Some 15 per cent of 

migrants pay THB 10,000 or more. Most of these expenses are associated with travel costs and 

obtaining documents required for travel. Broker fees appear to be higher if official channels for labour 

migration are used.417 

In the case of trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, brokers’ fees are often paid by Thai 
employers in advance. Brokers charge approximately THB 30,000 to recruit and organise the transport 

of a woman or girl from Lao PDR to Thailand. The Thai employer then deducts that amount from the 

person’s income.418 

Debts incurred 

One of the main characteristics of smuggling and trafficking from Lao PDR to Thailand is the debt 
migrants incur by utilising the services of brokers and smugglers to cross the border and find 
employment in Thailand.419 This point was also raised in interviews conducted in Lao PDR for the 

purpose of this report. Interview respondents explained that, as a result of these debts, some migrants 

only receive a fraction of their pay or receive no pay at all.  

There is limited information about the average amount of debt incurred by migrants and the time it 
takes for debt to be paid off in full. Research conducted by the ILO has found that many migrants are 
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uncertain about the exact amounts owed and the time needed to repay any outstanding debts.420 

Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report revealed it is a common practice for traffickers to 
artificially inflate debts for expenses such as accommodation, clothing and food. 

The debt arrangements that enable many Lao migrants to move to Thailand come at a great risk to 
migrants. Debt provides an opportunity for employers to exercise close control over the migrants, 

enabling them to force migrants to work long hours and under conditions workers would not accept 
otherwise.421 Debt bondage situations appear to be most frequent in Thailand’s sex industry. Debt 

enables brothel owners and traffickers to control women and girls and force them to undertake work 
or engage in sexual practices they would otherwise refuse.422 

 

3.6 Perpetrators 

3.6.1 Profile of individual perpetrators 

Age, gender and background 

Many of the individuals involved in recruiting and transferring migrants from Lao PDR to Thailand share 

similar backgrounds to those they recruit. Frequently, recruiters or brokers were once themselves 

labour migrants in Thailand. They return to Lao PDR to spread the word about their labour experiences 

abroad, using their connections to arrange the recruitment, movement and employment of other Lao 
migrants. In many cases, these recruiters are known to the would-be migrants or to their families, 

friends or communities.423   

A similar phenomenon has been observed in female recruiters for the sex sector in Thailand. The 

available literature suggests that as workers in the sex industry age and it becomes more difficult for 
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them to secure work, they turn to recruiting young women for sex work in Thailand.424 Interviews 

conducted in Lao PDR for the purpose of this report revealed some former victims of trafficking in 
Thailand’s sex sector later act as recruiters. 

Motivation 

Most people become involved in smuggling and trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand for 
financial gain. Information about the money recruiters, smugglers and traffickers can earn through 

their activities is extremely limited. A 2006 publication by the ILO found recruiters receive between 

THB 200 and 500 from Thai employers per person recruited, in addition to unspecified payments 
received from migrants.425 

Smuggling and trafficking are widely seen as high-profit, low-risk activities requiring little initial 
financial investment. As mentioned earlier, some smugglers and traffickers were once smuggled or 

trafficked themselves and have experienced first-hand how much money can be earned in these 
industries. Financial gain also makes it difficult to deter existing and would-be perpetrators from 

engaging in smuggling and trafficking.426 

Some recruiters have altruistic motives. They believe they are helping their fellow countrymen and 

women by facilitating their migration and providing them with work opportunities in Thailand. They 

take pride in their work and stress they are providing a way for to escape poverty and 
unemployment.427   

3.6.2 Smuggling and trafficking groups and networks 

Structure  

While the level of organisation and sophistication of smuggling and trafficking in persons from Lao PDR 
to Thailand varies, most activities are carried out by loose networks of groups and individuals. Many 

only operate locally or within one of the two countries, leading some sources to describe trafficking in 
persons from Lao PDR to Thailand as a “cottage industry”.428   

Available information suggests that individuals and groups from both sides of the border often work 
in collaboration, handing smuggled migrants from one group of smugglers to the other. The “services” 

offered by smugglers are not limited to transportation, but also often include accommodation and job 
placements in Thailand. Migrants may also carry out some parts of the journey without the aid of 

                                                      

424  Sverre Molland, ‘Tandem ethnography: On researching ‘trafficking’ and ‘anti-trafficking’ (2013) 14(3) 
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425 ILO, The Mekong Challenge: Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked. The realities of young migrant workers 
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smugglers or traffickers, especially if migrants have pre-existing contacts along the route.429 

Smuggling and trafficking from Lao PDR to Thailand generally does not require complex and 
sophisticated planning and many perpetrators are merely opportunistic actors seeking to increase 
their personal wealth, according to available literature. It is not necessary and would not be economical 

to establish closely-knit syndicates that employ elaborate techniques to conceal their activities and the 
migrants they smuggle. Evidence showing the involvement of structured criminal organisations is 

extremely limited.430 Several sources, however, note that some groups and individuals maintain at 

least a minor level of hierarchical organisation, meaning certain individuals oversee the smuggling or 
trafficking venture in whole or in part.431 

It should be stressed that the criminality of the smugglers, traffickers and their networks is not 
immediately clear to many migrants. In the eyes of many migrants, smugglers provide an important 

and useful service that helps people escape poverty and unemployment. This attitude towards 

smugglers may help explain why many perpetrators do not need to employ force or coercion against 
migrants and do not need to establish complex organisational structures to control and intimidate 
migrants.432 

To what extent, if any, the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons may be associated with 
other criminal activities and other forms of organised crime is not known. There is very little evidence 

to support speculations that people are smuggled from Lao PDR into Thailand alongside drugs, 
weapons and other contraband.433   
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Roles and duties 

Although the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand involves a 
range of steps and requires several services, it is not possible to clearly separate the persons involved 
by their specific roles and duties. Irregular migrants often rely on a range of people who facilitate their 

journey. Additionally, because local groups and individuals carry out most ventures, most perpetrators 

perform multiple tasks and do not clearly separate duties between them. Some perpetrators also serve 

as recruiter and transporter, transporter and employer or even smuggler and trafficker at the same 
time. In some isolated cases, single perpetrators may organise and carry out the entire venture into 

Thailand alone 434 

3.6.3 Legal and semi-legal operators 

Much of the labour migration from Lao PDR to Thailand occurs in a legal grey area in which the legality 

of the operation is not entirely certain. The important role brokers play in recruiting migrants and 

arranging their transportation to and employment in Thailand has been stressed in earlier parts of this 
chapter. It is not always clear to what extent the services offered by these brokers is against the law 

and to what degree non-compliance with existing laws and regulations amounts to a criminal offense. 
Greater clarity about the role of brokers, better regulation and greater certainty about lawful and non-

lawful services offered by brokers is needed. Some sources suggest, though, that because irregular 

migration produces considerable benefits for certain groups and individuals, certain “vested interest” 
prevent any change to the status quo.435 

Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report revealed there are currently 15 licenced 
recruitment agencies in Lao PDR that are able to organise migrant workers to be transferred to and 
employed by companies in Thailand. Some interview respondents were critical of the recruitment 

agencies, suggesting their only goal is financial profit and that few workers under recruitment agency 
schemes have contracts. They also said the system of entering Lao migrant workers into debt contracts 

is unethical.  

Some legitimate, commercial operators may be oblivious to the fact they are transporting migrants 
who do not have required papers to enter Thailand or who may have been coerced into migrating. 
Others may “turn a blind eye” to such cases and others still may be complicit with smugglers and 
traffickers. It can be difficult in these cases to determine if this constitutes a criminal offense or 

whether such conduct is merely an infringement of transportation rules and regulations. 
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3.6.4 Persons aiding and facilitating smugglers and traffickers 

Corrupt officials 

Corruption sometimes serves to facilitate smuggling and trafficking. Interviews conducted for the 

purpose of this report revealed that in some instances, officials are bribed to turn a blind eye to 
irregular migration or smuggling and trafficking ventures. In other cases, officials are bribed to prevent 

intervention by other agencies and, in other cases still, corrupt officials are complicit with perpetrators 
and play an active role in smuggling or trafficking networks. Despite the many ways in which corruption 

can facilitate the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons, concrete evidence of specific 
instances and methods is quite limited.  

Based on available information, corruption is most commonly used to facilitate the border crossing of 
irregular migrants.436 Several sources say bribes are paid to law enforcement officers to avoid the arrest 

of irregular migrants or to ensure police refrain from stopping and reporting smuggling and trafficking 
ventures.437 
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4 Myanmar 

4.1 Overview and data 

 

 

Myanmar is an important source country for irregular migration to Thailand. As much as 10 per cent 
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of Myanmar’s population has migrated to other countries.438 Years of political and ethnic tensions have 

led large numbers of people to flee from Myanmar. Many Myanmar nationals also emigrate in pursuit 

of better economic opportunities.  

Neighbouring Thailand is the closest destination for the majority of migrants from Myanmar. In 

interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, respondents suggested approximately 70 per cent 
of migrants from Myanmar head to Thailand. The two countries share a very long land border that is 

mountainous, porous and uncontrolled in many parts. The Thai government has, at times, been very 

tolerant of the influx of refugees and other migrants from Myanmar but, at others, adopted measures 
to return them in great numbers and prevent further arrivals.439  

4.1.1 Irregular migration 

Estimates of the number of irregular migrants from Myanmar residing in Thailand vary greatly. A 2013 

estimate by UNODC suggests approximately 450,000 Myanmar nationals reside in Thailand 
irregularly.440 Other sources say anywhere between 1 and 3 million irregular migrants from Myanmar 

may be living in Thailand, more than ten times the number of regular migrants.441   

The number of irregular migrants from Myanmar may be higher still if refugees living in Thailand are 
included.442  There are between 130,000 and 180,000 refugees from Myanmar estimated to be in 

Thailand.443 Many of them, approximately 100,000–150,000, live in refugee camps along the Thai-
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Myanmar border.444  In addition, some 200,000–250,000 ethnic Shans who have fled Myanmar (but 

are not always recognised as refugees) reside in Thailand’s northern provinces.445   

By any account, Myanmar nationals constitute the largest group of irregular migrants in Thailand. 
Smugglers facilitate most of this irregular migration. According to a 2013 UNODC report, approximately 

83 per cent of irregular Myanmar migrants entering Thailand do so with the aid of migrant 
smugglers.446 An estimated 300 Myanmar migrant workers are also smuggled into Thailand daily.447   

4.1.2 Trafficking in persons 

Thailand is the second largest destination for trafficking in persons from Myanmar after China. 
Accurate data on the true extent of trafficking is not available and estimates vary greatly between 
sources. For example, according to research published in 2013, 483 victims of trafficking, most of them 
women, were “rescued” from Thailand between 2006 and 2011.448  In 2014, the Thai government 

reported that 224 Myanmar nationals were identified as victims of trafficking in Thailand between 
2013 and 2014.449 
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4.2 Causes of irregular migration and trafficking 

A range of complex political and socio-economic push factors causes emigration from Myanmar, 
including irregular migration and smuggling. These different factors, some of which have persisted for 

many years and displaced large numbers of people, are closely interlinked and often coincide. For 

example, the economic stagnation Myanmar suffered in the 1990s was driven, in part, by conflict, 
centralised economic mismanagement, and international sanctions against the country.450   

One of the factors fuelling regular and irregular migration between the two countries is geographical 
proximity. Myanmar and Thailand share a border that stretches some 2,400 km in length and runs 

through many remote areas. The border is porous in many places and, given their proximity, a long 

history of migration and trade connects the two countries.451 

Myanmar’s economic stagnation during the 1990s also played a critical role. As economic development 

in Myanmar stagnated during the 1990s, other countries in Southeast Asia, including neighbouring 
Thailand, experienced considerable economic growth, leading to wide disparities between Myanmar 
and its neighbours. The causes and circumstances of Myanmar’s economic stagnation are categorised 

and prioritised differently in the literature, with some sources focusing on socio-economic push and 
pull factors and others identifying political push factors as the primary drivers of migration.452 In reality, 

it is not possible to clearly separate economic from political factors, as one source argues: 

Differentiating the former from the latter […] is an inherently problematic effort, because it seeks to 

separate those fleeing from political persecution from those fleeing economic hardship, two phenomena 
that are often intertwined. […] The literature on the migration–asylum nexus has demonstrated that this 

division is more of a continuum than a dichotomy, evidence that supports the case of Burmese migrants, 
between one and two million of whom have crossed the border into Thailand for work. Their situation 

may be classified as primarily economic, but influenced by underlying political factors. Alternatively, they 

may have fled for political reasons, but have chosen to remain as undocumented migrants because they 
fear not receiving refugee status.453 

The following sections need to be understood in this context and political and socioeconomic factors 
should not be seen in isolation from each other.454 
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4.2.1 Push and pull factors  

General economic situation 

Myanmar’s political and economic isolation for most of the last three decades has had significant 
consequences for its economic development, employment opportunities and income levels in the 
country—all important push factors for migration. Myanmar’s economy has suffered under many 

years of sanctions, limited foreign investment and economic mismanagement. Severe natural 

disasters, ethnic tensions and political conflict have further hampered economic development.455  

Myanmar’s weak economic position must be understood in the context of economic developments in 
other Southeast Asian nations, especially Thailand, which has experienced strong economic growth 
and development over the past two decades, widening the gap between the two countries and 
creating a strong pull factor for migration.456 Thailand’s per capita GDP has been six to seven times that 

of Myanmar for most of the past 25 years.457 

Despite many recent political and economic reforms, Myanmar’s economy remains poorly developed 
and vulnerable to fluctuations and rampant inflation. Figure 13 below shows that despite strong GDP 

growth rates in recent years, per capita GDP levels have not increased and are lower today than they 
were in 2012. Commodity prices and currency exchange rates are unpredictable and high consumer 

prices have forced many people into cycles of debt and poverty. The Government of Myanmar also 

imposes heavy taxation rates, which often compels farmers to sell crops well below market prices and 
further contributes to rural poverty.458 

Most sources agree that migration from Myanmar to Thailand, regular and irregular, is frequently 
driven by dire economic circumstances and the desire of migrants to improve their livelihoods and 
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those of their families.459 

Figure 13: Economic indicators, Myanmar 2006–2015 (World Bank, 2016)460 

 GDP at market 
prices, USD million 

GDP per capita, 
USD 

GDP growth 

% 

Unemployment, % 

of total work force 

2015 n.a. 1,204 7% 3.3% 

2014 64,330 1,204 8.5% 3.3% 

2013 58,562 1,107 8.2% 3.3% 

2012 74,691 1,421 n.a. 3.3% 

2011 n.a. n.a. n.a. 3.4% 

2010 n.a n.a. n.a 3.4% 

2009 n.a n.a. n.a. 3.5% 

2008 n.a n.a. n.a. 3.5% 

2007 n.a n.a. n.a. 3.3% 

2006 n.a n.a. n.a. 3.4% 

 

There are some early indications that, since 2011, Myanmar’s democratisation and political and 
economic openings have gained traction. Foreign investment is increasing, and opportunities for 

workers are improving.461 These developments, however, have not yet reduced levels of migration to 

Thailand in any significant way. Some observers suggest that if investment and the economy continue 

to grow, the push for emigration will decrease in the medium and long-term and migration to Thailand 
will become less attractive, perhaps even leading some migrants to return to Myanmar. 462   The 

creation of special “Border Economic Zones” (BEZs) in the Mae Sot and Myawaddy area may help 

create better income and work opportunities in Myanmar, though such zones may only benefit a 
limited number of people in close proximity to such zones and are unlikely to reduce push factors for 
migration overall.463  

Although many people from Myanmar irregularly migrate to Thailand due to economic factors, sources 
classify their movements as forced migration, noting that the country’s economic situation is so dire 
there is little choice but to emigrate. Economic policies and poor economic management by previous 
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governments as well as internal conflict, have destroyed the livelihoods of many people. “Severe 

economic hardship makes migration forced, not a choice”, noted a 2006 publication.464  Interviews 

conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report also confirmed this. Several interview 

respondents argued that many people move from Myanmar to Thailand to survive and not because of 
convenience. These interviews also revealed that Myanmar’s difficult economic situation has led many 

people to take out loans. Some move to Thailand to escape heavy debt burdens or to earn money to 

repay these debts. 

Availability of work, labour demand 

Slow economic growth in Myanmar has meant that employment opportunities are very limited, 
especially in positions and professions that offer medium or long-term employment and a sustainable 
income. Although official unemployment rates are relatively low by international standards, many 

people only have casual employment that is poorly paid. Education levels, especially in rural and 

remote parts of the country, are also quite low and only a small class of citizens can develop proper 
careers with long-term employment prospects. Unemployment among youth is particularly high.465 

Myanmar’s economy stands in sharp contrast to Thailand, where economic growth and labour demand 
have been high since the 1990s. Much of Thailand’s growth has been in labour-intensive industries. 
Despite many fluctuations and financial crises, Thailand has continuously needed foreign workers in 
great numbers and labour demand is not met by supply. 466  Migrants from Myanmar and other 

neighbouring countries easily fill low-skilled and unskilled jobs, even if migrants have limited 
knowledge of the Thai language and script.467 

 

Against this background, it is not surprising that many Myanmar nationals are drawn to Thailand, a 
country with higher salaries and high demand for foreign workers.468  A 2013 publication found that, 

of a sample of 5,027 Myanmar migrants, 74.9 per cent cited employment opportunities and the ability 

to earn higher income as their main reasons for emigrating.469 A further survey published by the World 
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Bank in 2012 found 60 per cent of respondents migrated from Myanmar to Thailand to look for a job.470 

Other sources and interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report also confirm 
employment prospects are the main reason for migration, both regular and irregular.471 

Continued population growth and the large number of young people in Myanmar mean that the pool 
of persons of working age in the country continues to increase. Unless a substantial number of new 

jobs are created in Myanmar, unemployment and underemployment will further increase. IOM 

projects that Myanmar’s labour market will be unable to absorb this demand for work and that 
migration flows to Thailand are likely to grow in coming years.472 

Wages and remittances 

The significant wage differential is one of the principal reasons behind labour migration, both regular 
and irregular, from Myanmar and Thailand.473 Many workers in Myanmar earn as little as MMK 1,500–

2,000 a day. While wages among skilled workers are higher, wages did not keep pace with rampant 

inflation and a deteriorating exchange rate throughout the 1990s and 2000s. As a result, many workers 

in Myanmar, even those who are skilled and employed full-time, cannot meet their most basic needs 
and those of their families.474 A 2013 publication also found that “limited employment opportunities 

and a failure of jobs across all sectors of the economy to provide liveable salaries have pushed many 
to migrate”: 

For example, a labourer in Burma earns on average just MMK (kyat) 1,500 to 2,000 (approximately USD 

1.20–1.60) a day, an amount entirely insufficient to meet even their most basic daily needs, particularly as 

the prices of staple goods has steadily increased. The lack of employment opportunities, the rising cost of 

living, and low wages have all prompted many workers to leave Burma and move to Thailand in search of 
work.475 

Levels of income in neighbouring Thailand are, by comparison, considerably higher and have risen 
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greatly during Thailand’s economic boom over the past 25 years. The World Bank estimated in 2010 

that the average per capita income in Thailand was seven times higher than in Myanmar.476 It is not 

surprising then that many Myanmar nationals leave the country to find better paid employment. 
Regardless of whether they migrate irregularly and encounter the obstacles and dangers associated 
with working in an irregular status in Thailand, migrants from Myanmar can still find work and earn 
more, even if Thai employers pay salaries well below the minimum wages set by the Labour Protection 
Act 1998 of Thailand.477 

The ability to earn higher income in Thailand also seems to drive some irregular migration from 
Myanmar into Thailand’s sex industry. Although not all workers enter or work in Thailand’s commercial 

sex sector freely and voluntarily, as later parts of this study show, there is considerable evidence 
demonstrating some women and teenage girls from Myanmar move to Thailand with the intention of 
working in the sex industry, believing they can receive high wages and find adequate working 
conditions. Sex work in Thailand pays relatively well compared to many jobs in Myanmar but also 

compared to other jobs in Thailand. Some migrants from Myanmar initially migrate to Thailand to work 

in one industry but later change to sex work due to better pay.478 

Remittances 

Thailand’s higher wages are not only important for individual migrants who want to improve their 
personal situation, but also for relatives in Myanmar who are supported through remittances sent to 
them by migrant workers in Thailand. This consideration plays an important role when migrants make 

their decisions to go abroad. This is also true for families, who may choose to send one of their children, 

usually a young adult, to find employment in Thailand and send money back to the family in 
Myanmar.479   

Figure 14 below shows that, in 2015 alone, USD 1,848 million in remittances was transferred from 
Thailand to Myanmar, about 55 per cent of all the remittances received in Myanmar in that year.480   
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Figure 14:  Migrant remittance flows, Thailand to Myanmar 2013–2015481  

 Total in million USD 

2015 1,848 

2014 56 

2013 122 

 

It is estimated that, on average, individual migrants remit anywhere between THB 5,000 and 100,000 
per year.482 In 2010, the International Labour Organization (ILO) found that 16 per cent of migrant 

workers sent less than THB 10,000 from Thailand to Myanmar each year, 27 per cent between 
THB 10,001 and 25,000, 34 per cent between THB 25,001 and 50,000, and 23 per cent more than 
THB 50,000 per year.483 Female migrant workers remit a higher proportion of their income to Myanmar 

then male migrants.484 

Although Myanmar’s formal banking sector is rapidly growing, many rural and remote areas still do 
not have access to banks. Many people are not familiar with banks and remain suspicious about their 

operation and fee structures. Prior to 2012, Myanmar also imposed restrictions and levies on 

transactions and currency exchanges. This deterred many migrant workers from using formal banks. 
As a result, informal financial transactions are far more common, both within the country and for 
remittances from Thailand.485   

Many families depend on remittances to sustain basic survival. Remittances are mostly used to cover 

daily expenses, buy food, pay bills and debts, or to pay for housing, education and healthcare. Very 
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few are able to use the money for investments or income-generating activities.486   

For families, remittances can also mean more than just money and an improved daily life and financial 
situation. Remittances may also come in the form of goods and services. Migrants may use their 

earnings to purchase televisions, mobile phones and other communication devices that are then 
brought to Myanmar and improve access to information from abroad.487 Remittances of this kind can 

project images of wealth and prosperity, which may encourage others in Myanmar to take their 
chances and migrate to Thailand. This is discussed further in the following section. 

Existing communities; prior migration by family and friends 

Due to geographical proximity, a long, porous border and a long history of migration, Thailand is home 
to a vast and established community of people from Myanmar. IOM estimates that in 2015, 1,978,348 

immigrants from Myanmar lived in Thailand, constituting approximately 50 per cent of Thailand’s 
immigrant population.488   

Prior migration is—and always has been—particularly common for Mon, Shan and Karen people who 
live in areas along the border and who share many cultural and linguistic similarities with ethnic groups 
on the Thai side of the border. These groups are also more likely to cross back and forth into Thailand 

more frequently, whereas people from other parts of Myanmar or more likely to settle in Thailand for 
the medium or long term. 489 

The existence of an extensive diaspora plays an important part in migrants’ decisions to move from 
Myanmar to Thailand. Family and friends already living and work in Thailand can provide information 

and accommodation, as well as connect new migrants with potential employers and their agents. Prior 

migrants also frequently share their experiences and “success stories”’ by correspondence, online or 
when they return to Myanmar to visit family. These stories encourage other migrants to follow. Social 
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factors therefore play an important part in driving both regular and irregular migration.490   

Other pull factors  

Several sources argue that education systems remain poorly developed and dysfunctional in some 
parts of Myanmar, leading migrants to look for educational opportunities in Thailand. Opportunities 

for secondary and higher education are not available to everyone in Myanmar. Girls in particular are 

sometimes barred from pursuing further education by their parents. Thailand, by comparison, has a 

much more developed education system. It also offers basic education in its refugee camps, which is 

considered to be of higher quality than the education available in some parts of Myanmar. Thailand’s 

society also tends to be less patriarchal and offers women more opportunities to gain education and 
skills.491 

Some sources suggest that one factor driving the migration of women to Thailand is a specific demand 
for women from Myanmar in the sex industry and as domestic workers. Research published in 2006, 

for instance, found some Thai men, especially those from middle and lower income backgrounds, 
specifically request women from Myanmar in Thailand’s sex industry, as they are viewed as foreign, 
exotic, and naïve. Their services may also be cheaper.492 Other research published the same year found 

that some Thai households specifically prefer domestic workers from certain ethnic groups in 
Myanmar’s border regions because they “are perceived to be physically and culturally kindred”, 
“innocent and docile”, and hardworking and obedient.493 

A further factor influencing migration from Myanmar to Thailand is the fact that many labour migrants 
use Thailand as a transit point to reach Malaysia, a country that offers even higher wages and also has 
a considerable demand for labour. After Thailand, Malaysia is the second most important destination 

for migrant workers from Myanmar. Many refugees also flee from Myanmar to Malaysia via Thailand, 

even though Malaysia does not offer formal refugee status in accordance with international refugee 
law. For this reason, some refugees only remain in Malaysia until they find an opportunity to move to 
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a country where they can find permanent protection, especially in North America and Australia.494 

4.2.2 Availability of legal avenues for migration 

The limited availability of regular migration channels and the costs, bureaucracy and long waiting 
periods associated with labour migration from Myanmar to Thailand are among the main reasons 
many people migrate to Thailand irregularly. These factors also fuel the demand for migrant smuggling 

and provide opportunities for traffickers who prey on those unwilling or unable to use legal avenues 
for migration. Considerable improvements in facilitating labour migration from Myanmar to Thailand 

have been achieved in recent years, but, as the following sections show, the current system remains 
fraught with difficulties. 

Limitations of legal migration frameworks 

Legal avenues for migration from Myanmar to Thailand have existed, at least on paper, since 2003, 
when the Governments of Myanmar and Thailand signed a Memorandum of Understanding on 
Cooperation in the Employment of Workers (MoU). The MoU seeks to enable migrant workers from 

Myanmar to enter, live and work in Thailand. It also establishes a recruitment system to identify, select 

and prepare prospective migrants.  

Despite the existence of the MoU, very few migrants were able to move to Thailand through formal 
channels in the early years of its operation. The Government of Myanmar was reportedly reluctant to 

develop a clear recruitment and application system and to work with Thai authorities to facilitate 
labour migration on any scale.495   

Myanmar’s current labour migration scheme has many critics. Several sources say that present laws 

and regulations punish rather than facilitate migration to Thailand. Because of sanctions and penalties 

attached to irregular departure from Myanmar, many migrants reportedly live in great fear of being 
detected and deported. This also makes them unwilling to participate in national verification 

processes, which would legalise their status in Thailand but not protect them from sanctions in 
Myanmar. Some migrants also fear such sanctions may affect their relatives in Myanmar.496 These 

restrictions contribute to the smuggling of migrants and make migrants from Myanmar more 
vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.497 

A further obstacle stems from the fact that some ethnic groups in Myanmar are precluded from 
obtaining citizenship and remain stateless. This affects a large number of people in Rakhine state. As 
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stateless persons, they have very few rights and are unable to access formal migration channels. 
Stateless persons are thus more likely to work with smugglers to emigrate and are particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.498 

Costs 

The complex procedures associated with formal labour migration make it necessary for most would-

be migrants to turn to third parties, including brokers, for assistance. Costs for these services can be 

very high. The registration fee alone reportedly amounts to USD 100, a sum simply too expensive for 

many would-be migrants. Migrants must bear most of the costs themselves, though employers or 

recruiters may initially cover these expenses and later deduct them from migrants’ wages. The costs 

to obtain official documents such as passports are also quite high. Steep fees are one of the reasons 

people from Myanmar forego official migration channels and turn to irregular migration and 
smugglers.499 

The Government of Myanmar also charges a tax or levy on the earnings of Myanmar nationals in 
foreign countries. This tax amounts to about 10 per cent of a migrant’s income. In order to have their 

documents renewed or to return to Myanmar, even for short visits, Myanmar nationals must provide 
proof that this tax has been paid. Otherwise their passports may be refused or their re-entry into 

Myanmar denied.500 

The high fees associated with registration, obtaining documents, and other steps involved in the official 
migration process were also frequently mentioned in interviews conducted in Myanmar for the 
purpose of this report. Several interview respondents confirmed that migrants frequently sell their 

belongings or have to borrow money in order to pay travel-related fees.  

Bureaucracy 

Brokers, licensed recruitment agencies and other intermediaries are used to procure and register 
migrant workers, organise pre-departure orientation and training and act as mediators in the event of 
labour disputes between workers and employers. Government authorities are not involved in many 

aspects of these processes, which enables some private operators to use fraudulent, deceptive or 
coercive practices and reap large profits from migrants who often have little understanding of the 
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complex procedures.501 

Prior to 2007, departure from and re-entry into Myanmar involved many obstacles. The national 

identity card issued to Myanmar nationals did not allow them to freely leave and return to the country. 
Passports were extremely expensive and difficult to obtain at the time, and few nationals held 
passports. Myanmar nationals had to pre-arrange their employment and present proof of employment 

in order to submit their application for a passport. This requirement led to letters being forged on a 

wide scale. Though this requirement was dropped in 2007, other hurdles still remain. Applicants are 

often required to pay repay the Myanmar government for their education if they seek to migrate to 
Thailand, for instance. These complicated procedures deter many Myanmar nationals, particularly 

those from lower socio-economic groups, from departing the country legally. It is therefore not 

surprising that the majority of people from Myanmar enter Thailand irregularly.502   

Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report found that the many hurdles 
associated with applying for documents and submitting them for registration are a significant 
deterrent from using regular avenues for labour migration. Many people from rural areas are not 

aware of these requirements and people in border areas easily find ways to enter Thailand without 
first acquiring a passport. Most migrants see no clear advantage in following formal procedures and 

often find it “cheaper”, “quicker”, and safer to move to Thailand with the aid of social networks or 
through other informal channels: 

Regular migration is not necessarily safe and vice versa. The vast majority of migrants in Thailand have 

migrated irregularly. It’s cheaper, it’s quicker, they have their social networks. It’s not safe for everybody 

but a lot are fine. Through recruitment agencies isn’t necessarily safe, it’s not a guarantee at this point in 

time that you’ll get the job you were guaranteed, or the employment conditions will be decent . 

Legalisation of status 

In an attempt to better monitor and control the whereabouts and working conditions of foreign 
workers, the Government of Thailand operates a Nationality Verification System. This system helps 

establish the identity and nationality of labour migrants and provide an avenue for irregular workers 
to obtain legal status in Thailand. Through a “certification identity process”, irregular workers from 

Myanmar can gain regular status in Thailand by obtaining a Myanmar passport, a Thai visa and then a 
work permit.503 

In the first few years after the National Verification System was established, many migrants were 
required to return to Myanmar to have their identity and nationality verified. The prospect of having 

to return to Myanmar deterred many people from using this system, especially members of minority 
ethnic tribes who feared repercussions should they return.504 

Because most labour migrants from Myanmar do not hold passports when they enter and stay in 
Thailand, they are often barred from registering under the Nationality Verification system. Most 
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Myanmar nationals only carry their Myanmar identification cards, which are not accepted by Thai 
authorities for registration purposes. Without a passport, they are also unable to return to Myanmar 

through regular channels. As a result, the number of irregular Myanmar nationals continues to grow.505 

Today, the Nationality Verification processes are considered slow, bureaucratic and so complex that 
most workers from Myanmar who want to register with Thai authorities have to turn to brokers for 
assistance. These brokers, who operate in a semi-regulated environment, charge fees of up to 

THB 10,000–12,000 for their services. To obtain a passport needed for the verification process, 

migrants have to pay USD 500–700, equivalent to several months’ wages. These costs are too high for 

many foreign workers, who instead opt to remain in irregular status and become particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.506 Further details on the Nationality Verification System are 

discussed in Section V.5.3 below. 

Recent developments 

There appears to have been considerable progress in recent years at facilitating and broadening the 
legal avenues for labour migration from Myanmar to Thailand. In July 2011, the validity of temporary 

passports, needed to exit Myanmar and work in Thailand, was increased from three to six years. In 

2012, further steps were taken to streamline the recruitment processes in Myanmar and make them 
more efficient. Accredited recruitment agencies have been established in Myanmar that now work 

within a clearer, more regulated framework. These agencies carry greater responsibility for the 

protection and welfare of migrant workers and help ensure migrant workers receive statutory 
minimum wages when they work abroad. This has led to a greater understanding of the formal 

migration program.507 

In February 2016, a further MoU was signed with the purpose of protecting the rights of migrant 
workers from Myanmar, ensuring adequate wages and working conditions and preventing labour 
exploitation and trafficking. Under this MoU, the Government of Myanmar also agreed to expedite the 

“Certificate of Identity” process and the issuance of documents to Myanmar workers so they can 
legalise their status in Thailand.508 

Concerns remain over the high fees associated with legal migration channels, which appear to have 
increased with changes in recent years. Recruitment agencies operating in Myanmar are reportedly 

overwhelmed and overburdened by the large number of applicants seeking to work abroad. The costs 

and bureaucracy associated with obtaining passports and other official documents also remain 
expensive. The difficulties with gaining legal status in Thailand or getting permission to work abroad 

are greater still for ethnic groups that are not considered Myanmar nationals and who can therefore 
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not gain the same government support. This is particularly the case for ethnic Rohingyas who live in 

Myanmar and are seeking to emigrate or who live in Thailand. These groups cannot obtain legal status 

under the Nationality Verification System, since Myanmar authorities refuse to issue them temporary 
passports and Thai authorities refuse to assess their status.509  Members of these ethnic groups, many 

of whom are practically stateless, are particularly prone to migrate through irregular channels, use the 
services of migrant smugglers and may fall victim to traffickers. 

4.2.3 Displacement, forced migration and trafficking 

Political causes and other push factors 

Political factors have played an important role in irregular migration, smuggling and trafficking in 
persons from Myanmar. A military coup that ended a pro-democracy uprising on 18 September 1988 

led to considerable displacement within the country and across borders to neighbouring Bangladesh, 
China and, in particular, Thailand.510  Since then, Myanmar nationals have repeatedly fled to Thailand, 

often in large numbers. As of 31 December 2015, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

reported that 106, 349 refugees from Myanmar were residing in Thailand.511 

Figure 15: Refugees (including person in refugee-like situations) from Myanmar residing in Thailand, UNHCR 

2006–2015512  

 No of refugees 

2015 106,349 

2014 128,863 

2013 135,476 

2012 83,317 

2011 88,148 

2010 95,718 

2009 104,107 

2008 111,555 

2007 124,562 
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 No of refugees 

2006 132,241 

2005 116,499 

 

It is difficult to separate political factors from economic considerations and other push and pull factors 

for irregular migration. 513 Poverty, unemployment and the dire economic circumstances experienced 

by many people in Myanmar affect some parts of the country more than others. The poor economic 

situation and lack of job opportunities and access to education are often a result of government 
policies, mismanagement and measures adopted at various levels of the administration.514 Forced 

relocations in both rural and urban areas, forced labour and enforced cultural assimilation have 
triggered further displacement within Myanmar as well as emigration to neighbouring countries, 
Thailand in particular.515 

Several ethnic minorities have also faced considerable persecution and discrimination over the past 
three decades. Ethnic Rohingyas, Shan, Arakanis, Kokangs and Burmese people represent the largest 

numbers of refugees from Myanmar. Renewed ethnic tensions between various national tribes in 

Myanmar in recent years have caused internal displacement and a large number of people to flee the 
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country.516 After the military sought to end resistance movements in Shan state, for instance, some 

300,000 members of the ethnic Shan tribe sought refuge in Thailand.517 In August 2009, approximately 

37,000 ethnic Kokang residents crossed into Yunnan province in China for fear of persecution.518 

Eastern parts of Myanmar have been particularly affected by internal conflict and armed altercations 
between government forces and ethnic rebel groups. People living in these parts of Myanmar, 

especially ethnic Karen in the east bordering Thailand, moved across the border to seek protection.519   

Many Rohingyas attempt to emigrate to Thailand; others flee to Malaysia by boat and then try to reach 
North America or Australia, where Rohingya communities have existed for some time.520 Many ethnic 

Arakani minorities are similarly subject to persecution and, as a result, have taken refuge in southern 
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Bangladesh.521   

Violence and discrimination against ethnic minorities, along with economic concerns, continues to be 
a push factor for emigration from Myanmar.522 The situation escalated in June 2012 when Buddhist 

extremists launched violent attacks against the minority Muslim population, most of them ethnic 
Rohingyas. The clashes, which lasted several months, left several hundred dead and displaced more 

than 140,000 people. Many Rohingya lost their houses and few belongings, and lived in constant fear 

of discrimination, violence and rape. These attacks also heightened their desire to seek refuge 

abroad.523  The tensions in Rakhine state made further headlines in the spring of 2015 when many 

Rohingyas fled human rights violations in Myanmar. Most of them fled by boat, some via Bangladesh, 

seeking to reach Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia.524  

Persecution, forced displacement and a lack of personal security make people particularly vulnerable 
to the promises of migrant smugglers and traffickers. A lack of government support and protection, 

combined with economic despair and a sense of hopelessness, means that many people are easily 
swayed by the offer to live and work abroad. Many traffickers prey on members of the ethnic minorities 

most affected by internal conflicts in Myanmar and lead them into situations involving coercion, 
exploitation and trafficking. This has occurred in the context of ethnic Karen, Shan, Akha and Lahu 

women who are trafficked for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation in Thailand, as well as 
ethnic Kachin women who are trafficked to China for the purpose of marriage.525   
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Kidnapping and other forms of forced or coerced migration 

There are some reports of persons being kidnapped in Myanmar and then taken to Thailand for 
exploitation, but are very isolated. These mostly involve instances in which minors, usually girls, are 

taken from their homes or local communities and brought to Thailand where they are forced to work 
in the sex industry.526 Similar situations have also been reported from refugee camps in Thailand where 

women and children have been kidnapped.527  Reports of this kind are, however, very isolated and, at 

times, anecdotal. 

Natural disasters and environmental factors 

Several natural disasters have severely affected Myanmar’s economy, destroying coastal towns and 
arable land. In May 2008, Cyclone Nargis caused large scale destruction of towns, farms and crops, 

displacing many people and leaving them without jobs and any means of income.528 In interviews 

conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report, several respondents also stressed that storms, 
flooding, and other natural and man-made disasters frequently cause widespread damage and 
displacement, especially in coastal areas. This leads to greater poverty and provides further incentives 

for people to emigrate. 

 

4.3 Types of trafficking 

Trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand takes many forms and involves a great range of 
exploitative practices. 529  Most available research explores trafficking for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation and labour trafficking, which appear to be the most prevalent types of trafficking.  

4.3.1 Sexual exploitation 

Trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of sexual exploitation involves mostly 
women and children. The available literature suggests that the causes and circumstances of sex 

trafficking are not fundamentally different to other forms of trafficking. Most adult victims are believed 

to move to Thailand voluntarily to pursue work in the sex sector. Migrants are motivated by the desire 

to escape poverty, earn higher wages and support their family with remittances.530 
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Recruitment and first contact 

Some victims are initially deceived about the nature of the work and working conditions by recruiters 
or by advertisements. Many victims are lured with promises of safe and well-paid jobs in factories, the 

hospitality sector or domestic work in households in Thailand. Recruiters promote Thailand as a 

wealthy country, reinforcing images victims may have seen on television or in advertisements. Some 

recruiters prey on the naïvety of their victims, young girls in particular. Victims are falsely told that 

their travel, accommodation and meals will be organised and paid for them, or that their expenses are 
generously advanced.531 

In many other cases, victims deliberately seek out employers, often knowing that they will be working 
in massage parlours, strip clubs or elsewhere in the Thai sex industry. For these victims, migration to 

Thailand and working overseas is a way to escape poverty, family problems or other hardship in 
Myanmar. Some people in this category have a reasonable awareness of the low pay and poor working 

conditions in Thailand, but nevertheless seek to migrate and find employment in Thailand. Sometimes, 

they travel to border areas where it can be easier and cheaper to find brokers or smugglers. Others 

enter Thailand independently and then connect with brokers or future employers in border towns such 
as Mae Sot, where they can be taken to other parts of Thailand.532   

Relatives and friends of the victims can also get involved in the recruitment process when brokers 
approach them to identify and recruit people in return for payment. Using their existing relationships, 

relatives and friends encourage victims to consider moving to Thailand for work as well as connect 
them to employers. Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report confirmed that 

recruitment through relatives and friends is a common practice. Women tended to recruit women and, 

in the case of labour trafficking, men usually recruited men. This method of using trust and established 

connections is particularly common in small communities where victims and their families may be 
reluctant to engage with people they do not know. A number of traffickers have established networks 

in some rural areas, which they use to systematically recruit new victims.533   
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Profile of victims 

Most of the victims who are trafficked from Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation are young women.534  Most victims come from poor backgrounds, which explains their 

desire to explore employment opportunities abroad and their families’ decision to encourage their 
daughters to emigrate. Some victims seek to move to Thailand to escape abusive or otherwise difficult 

family relationships or broken marriages. Education levels among victims are quite varied, ranging from 

primary schooling to college level education.535 

Several studies point to the fact that many women who are trafficked to Thailand come from minority 
backgrounds, especially from rural areas in Shan, Mon and Kayin States, or from Yangon or Mandalay. 
Members of the Shan national tribe as well as ethnic Akhas and Lahu are most commonly trafficked to 
Thailand because they tend to live in border areas and are similar in appearance to ethnic Thais. 
Employers and clients in Thailand may also find them more appealing because of their physical 
appearance and their ability to generally communicate in Thai.536 In interviews conducted in Myanmar 

for the purpose of this report, respondents also stressed that women and girls from eastern Shan state 
are frequently involved in sex trafficking to Thailand because they live close to the border and can 
communicate to some degree with Thais. It was further noted that, once in Thailand, Shan women 

sometimes present themselves as Thai nationals in order to get higher salaries. 

Arrangements and departure 

The way in which victims first come into contact with their recruiters partly determines how they get 
to Thailand. Victims who are deceived, tricked, “sold” or coerced into sex trafficking are more likely to 

have their transportation and entry into Thailand organised by traffickers or their associates. Victims 

who seek migration and employment in Thailand themselves tend to move to border areas or even 
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cross into Thailand independently and with little or no assistance.537 

4.3.2 Labour trafficking 

Labour exploitation, forced labour and other forms of labour trafficking are the most common forms 
of trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand. Labour trafficking involves men, women and 

children. Men from Myanmar are more commonly trafficked into Thailand’s fishing, construction and 

manufacturing industries, while women can be found in domestic services and the textile and garment 
industries of Thailand. The topic of trafficking in children is discussed separately in Section IV.3.3 below. 

Recruitment and first contact 

For the most part, labour migrants themselves establish contact with recruiters or recruiters 
collaborate with a migrant’s relatives and friends. Word of mouth plays an important role in this 

process. Recruiters and brokers are usually Myanmar nationals with connections to employers, 

traffickers and their associates in Thailand and some recruiters previously worked in Thailand as 
migrants themselves. In interviews conducted in Myanmar for this report, respondents repeatedly 

stressed the important role that social networks, prior migrants and local communities play in 
recruiting labour migrants. 

It is important to reiterate that not all situations of migrant smuggling lead to trafficking in persons. 
Many migrants enter Thailand irregularly with the aid of smugglers but are never exploited.538 Others 

enter Thailand lawfully and voluntarily and only face exploitation at a much later stage. In these cases, 

the initial recruitment process in Myanmar may not be directly connected to the trafficking migrants 
later experience.  

This does not mean that the recruitment phase plays no role in the labour trafficking process. 
Traffickers and their clients depend on brokers (also referred to as ‘carry’ or ‘carries’) to get in contact 

with one another and to connect labour migrants to their place of employment. Brokers frequently lie 

about the nature of the work and working conditions in Thailand or about the wages paid. Migrants 

may also be deceived about the expenses associated with the recruitment and placement process and 
about the debts they will incur if these expenses are initially covered by Thai employers.539 

Profile of victims 

Labour trafficking from Myanmar to Thailand affects both men and women. There are some gender 

variations between industries; people who are exploited as domestic workers in Thailand are 
predominantly women, for instance. Women also constitute a large percentage of labour migrants 

working in manufacturing and agriculture in Thailand.540 Approximately two-thirds of labour migrants 
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are between 16 and 30 years of age, and approximately 27 per cent are between 31 and 45 years old.541 

Irregular labour migration and labour trafficking affect people from a variety of educational 
backgrounds and with different levels of training and skills. The majority of labour migrants from 

Myanmar come from poorer backgrounds and have lower levels of education. Literacy levels tend to 

be lower than those of the average population in Myanmar. However, educated people have also 

sought work in Thailand during particularly tumultuous political periods or in the aftermath of major 
natural disasters, such as cyclone Nargis in 2008.542 

Although migrant workers and victims of labour trafficking in Thailand come from all corners of 
Myanmar and include nearly all national tribes, many come from border regions, especially Shan state, 
which marks Thailand’s northern border. Ethnic Akha and Lahu are also often trafficked into Thailand 

for labour and sexual exploitation.543 There are some variations between industries and types of labour. 
Ethnic Karens and Mons are the largest groups of migrant workers in Thailand’s agricultural industry. 
Ethnic Burmese constitute a large percentage of domestic workers in Thailand.544 

Arrangements and departure 

Available research and interviews conducted in Myanmar for this report suggest that recruiters and 
traffickers only play a marginal role in arranging the departure of labour migrants and do not need to 
exercise a high level of control over migrants. Some migrants are told to travel to border areas where 

they can collect contact details, such as telephone numbers, and further information on their entry 
into Thailand. Migrants may also receive instructions on where to meet the traffickers or their 

associates in Thailand, who then take them to their place of employment.545 

4.3.3 Trafficking in children 

Numerous reports show that minors are among the many trafficking victims from Myanmar and their 
young age does not fundamentally change the way they are trafficked or which sectors they are 
trafficked into. 
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Purposes of child trafficking 

As with adults, most of the available information suggests that children are trafficked for the purpose 
of sexual exploitation and for labour trafficking. In general, the question of whether a person is below 

or above the age of 18 appears to be of little significance to trafficking patterns from Myanmar to 
Thailand. Sex and labour trafficking usually involve young people ranging from their late teens to early 

thirties. 

Sex trafficking 

Trafficking in women from Myanmar often involves young women under the age of 18, including girls 
as young as 12 or 15. Youth and beauty are critical factors for many employers and for clients in the 

Thai sex industry. Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report noted that girls from 

Shan state are frequently trafficked to Thailand for sexual exploitation. There are widely held beliefs 

that young people are less likely to be infected with communicable diseases, such as HIV, and that sex 
with women who are virgins entails fewer dangers and is more “rejuvenating”.546   

Labour trafficking 

Irregular migrant workers from Myanmar include both adults and children. Many boys from Myanmar 

aged 11 years and older and girls aged 13 and older work in Thailand’s agricultural industry, for 
instance. Most of the children are between 15 and 18 years old. Trafficking in children below the age 

of 15 to work in Thailand’s agricultural industry appears to be less common.547  

Forced begging 

Children from Myanmar are frequently found begging in the streets of Bangkok and other major cities 
in Thailand. Despite its visibility, this issue is not well documented and researched. It is not clear 

whether children are recruited from Myanmar explicitly for the purpose of begging or whether these 
children are found among or were born to the large number of Myanmar refugees living in Thailand. 
According to some reports, refugee children are sometimes targeted by gangs in Thailand and forced 
into begging. Children can earn from 500 to 3,000 THB a day for traffickers who provide them with 

little more than basic food and accommodation. 548  In interviews conducted in Myanmar for the 

purpose of this report, respondents also mentioned that children are sometimes recruited in towns 
and cities near the Thai border and then taken to Thailand to sell flowers or to beg in the streets. 
Muslim children in Myawaddy in Kayin State, on the border to Thailand, seem to be particularly 
vulnerable to this practice. 
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Other types of trafficking 

At the time of writing, there was no further information about any other types of trafficking in children 
from Myanmar to Thailand. Reports relating to forced marriages involving young women from 

Myanmar concern almost exclusively Chinese men and do not appear to involve Thai nationals.549 

Recruitment and first contact 

There is little difference between how children and adults first encounter brokers in Myanmar. 
However, because of their age, children are generally more easily lured and persuaded than adults and 
more readily believe the promises made by brokers. Some are specifically sought out by brokers, while 

others, curious about expanding their horizons and exploring opportunities abroad, may establish 
contact with brokers and potential employers themselves, especially if they are older teenagers 
intending to work abroad.  

Profile of victims 

Trafficking in children involves both boys and girls from a range of locations in Myanmar, including 
children from Rakhine state who are smuggled to Thailand and Malaysia.550 No further information is 

presently available about the profile of children who are trafficked from Myanmar to Thailand. This 

includes information about their social and family background, their education, the economic 
circumstances of the child and his or her family and the specific locations from which the child victims 
originate. 

Arrangements and departure 

Information about how children are prepared for their journey to Thailand, the routes and means of 
transportation used, the way in which they enter Thailand and whether these entries go unnoticed by 
immigration and border officials is presently not available. Such information is, however, vital to better 

understanding the patterns of trafficking in children from Myanmar to Thailand and to exploring 
prevention and intervention measures aimed at stopping the departure of children from their home 
country. 

4.3.4 Other types of trafficking 

According to official sources, forced marriage is one of the most common types of trafficking. Thailand 

appears to be the second most important destination after China, but further information about the 
levels and characteristics of trafficking in persons for forced marriages was not available at the time of 
writing.551   

Information on other forms of trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand was not available at 
the time of writing. 
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4.4 Means and routes for irregular migration and trafficking 

4.4.1 Means and methods of irregular migration and trafficking to Thailand 

Means of transportation 

Travel from Myanmar to Thailand has become increasingly easy and a range of public and private 
means of transportation is used to bring smuggled migrants and trafficked persons across the border. 
The long and porous border between the two countries generally makes it unnecessary to conceal 
migrants when they cross the border, even if they do not hold required documents. Many migrants do 

not require the assistance of smugglers to enter Thailand and do so independently.552 

The available information suggests that irregular migrants mostly enter Thailand in one of two ways. 
The first way involves private vehicles that are used to drive migrants across the border, using any of 
the roads that connect the two countries. In such cases, recruiters or brokers usually accompany 

migrants or use drivers that are connected to members of the network on both sides of the border. 
Actual border crossings usually occur quite overtly, even if migrants do not hold the necessary 
documentation. Arrangements between brokers and border guards sometimes ensure that 

immigration officials turn a blind eye to irregular activities.553   

The second way migrants reach Thailand is by traveling on their own to pre-determined meeting points 
near the border. Migrants sometimes make this initial journey in small groups with family members or 

people from their local community who are using the same smugglers. Women usually tend to travel 

with other family and men travel with groups of friends. They are then met at the designated point by 

smugglers and taken or guided across the border in larger groups. 554  In interviews conducted in 

Myanmar for the purpose of this report, respondents further stressed that women usually travel in 
groups of five or more when they enter Thailand and are unlikely to make the journey alone. 

In some cases, migrants from Myanmar make their irregular journey to Thailand by boat. Most of these 

cases appear to involve departures from Rahkine State, sometimes via Bangladesh. Migrants initially 

tend to be loaded onto small boats departing from coastal towns and beaches and are then taken to a 
larger “rendezvous vessel” waiting offshore. Once this vessel has been filled—often with many more 

migrants than the vessel was built to carry—it crosses the Andaman Sea to Thailand. These larger 

vessels and the crews and smugglers on board tend to be from Thailand. Similar modi operandi are 

also used to smuggle migrants from Rakhine state (or sometimes from Bangladesh) to Malaysia and, in 

some cases, to Indonesia. Between November 2008 and late 2009, an estimated 6,000 people were 
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transported on fishing vessels from Myanmar and Bangladesh across the Andaman Sea.555 In 2011, 

approximately 8,000 people were smuggled from Rakhine state by boat and a further 13,000 were 
smuggled across the Andaman Sea after the end of the rainy season in October 2012. This figure rose 

to about 35,000 people in 2013.556   

Information on the use of public means of transportation, especially buses travelling from Myanmar 
to Thailand, and the use of commercial airlines or freight trucks was not available at the time of 
writing.557   

Clandestine trafficking methods 

Many smuggling and trafficking ventures occur along routes that run through areas some distance 
away from main border crossings and control points. Thick jungles cover the border between Myanmar 

and Thailand in many areas and several rivers also separate the two countries. These conditions enable 

clandestine migration to occur in a range of locations. Smuggling routes change frequently in response 

to interdiction efforts by Myanmar and Thai authorities. If one route is temporarily closed, smugglers 

can choose from a range of other alternatives and adjust their plans accordingly. Smuggling ventures 

by boat similarly encounter very few checks during the journey and can easily evade detection by navy 
and coast guard vessels.558   

In some cases, irregular migrants are hidden among other cargo on the back of trucks and in vans that 
drive to Thailand. If they are detected at the border and returned to Myanmar, smugglers will usually 

make other attempts using different routes and methods until they eventually reach Thailand.559 

Control and enforcement measures at the border seem to have little effect on preventing the 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand. These measures merely 

                                                      

555  Amnesty International, Deadly Journeys: The Refugee and Trafficking Crisis in Southeast Asia (2015) 15; 

Human Rights Watch, Perilous Plight: Burma’s Rohingya Take to the Seas (2009) 6. See also, Syeda Naushin 

Parnini, ‘The Rohingya Issue in Bangladesh-Myanmar Relations’ (2011) 4(23) International Journal of Arts & 

Sciences 65, 65. 
556 Su-Ann Oh, ‘Rohingya Boat Arrivals in Thailand: From the Frying Pan into the Fire?’ in Oie Kee Beng (ed), ISEAS 

Perspective Selections 2012-2013 (2004) 150, 152–153; Amanda Crews Slezak et al, ‘Stateless and Fleeing 

Persecution: The Situation of the Rohingya in Thailand’ (2015) 35 Childrens Legal Rights Journal 44, 48–49. 
557 United States, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, ‘Trafficking and Extortion of Burmese Migrants in 

Malaysia and Southern Thailand’, 111th Congress, 1st Session, 3 April 2009, 14. 
558  Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International Labor 

Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration), Discussion Paper No 28 (2011) 42; Pimpawun Boonmongkon et 

al, ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese Migrants in Thailand’ in Thomas E Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: 

Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation in the Greater Southeast Asia Sub-Region (2nd edn, 2006) 159, 

186; Srawooth Paitoonpong & Youngyuth Chalamwong, Managing International Labor Migration in ASEAN: 

A Case of Thailand (2012) 34; Srawooth Paitoonpong, ‘Managing International Labor Migration in ASEAN: 

Thailand (Immigration)’ (2011) 38 Philippine Journal of Development 163, 174; Amnesty International, Deadly 

Journeys: The Refugee and Trafficking Crisis in Southeast Asia (2015) 24. 
559 Pimpawun Boonmongkon et al, ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese Migrants in Thailand’ in Thomas E 

Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation in the Greater Southeast Asia 

Sub-Region (2nd edn, 2006) 159, 185; Lawi Weng, ‘Migrants Flow out of Burma as Economic Woes Deepen, 

Irrawaddy’, Mekong Migration Network (online), 21 August 2008. 



 

128 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

drive up the costs for smugglers and the price migrants have to pay for their services.560 

Fraudulent travel and identity documents 

There is presently no information about the use of fraudulent travel and identity documents in the 
context of smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand. Interviews 

conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report confirmed fraudulent documents are generally 
not needed to cross the border into Thailand and that the use of such documents would be too costly 
for most migrants. 

Overt and lawful transportation methods 

Many migrants do not require the assistance of smugglers to enter Thailand and many traffickers do 
not need to set up sophisticated, clandestine methods to bring irregular migrants from Myanmar to 
Thailand.  

Locally issued border passes are readily available for many migrants in some parts of Myanmar and 
can be used to enter Thailand lawfully and through official immigration channels and border control 
points. Some migrants also hold valid passports to enter Thailand. Many migrants overstay the time 

allotted in their travel documents or travel deeper into Thailand than their border passes permit.561   

Research published in 2013 found more than 60 per cent of all Myanmar migrants entered Thailand 
on their own or with the aid of family and friends. 37.7 per cent used brokers and only 0.5 per cent 

entered Thailand through the formal process stipulated in the MoU between the two countries. 
Generally, migrants who live closer to the border, especially Shan state, tend to migrate by themselves 
or with the assistance of family or friends, whilst those from areas farther away tend to use brokers 
more frequently.562 

4.4.2 Common routes 

The length and geography of the Myanmar-Thai border offers a number of different routes to cross 
from one country to the other, both independently and with the aid of smugglers. Some common 

routes for irregular migrants from Myanmar to reach Thailand follow established transportation links 
and roads leading through official border control points. A 2013 UNODC publication estimates that 

“one-third of irregular migrants simply proceed along the major roads and cross at official 
checkpoints”.563 Other routes follow smaller roads and paths that cross into Thailand in places where 

no formal control points exist; others lead through remote jungles or, in some cases, by boat across 
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rivers or the Andaman Sea.564   

The most commonly used routes to smuggle or traffic migrants into Thailand follow the most direct 
roads connecting the main cities. Based on the available information, irregular migration occurs all 

along the border and is not concentrated in any one area. Journeys can sometimes be delayed when 

smugglers and migrants change their route due to unforeseen police and border checks or as a result 
of other factors, such as poor weather or road closures. A study published in 2011 found that 41 per 

cent of migrants who entered Thailand from Myanmar irregularly spent between one and five days on 
their journey; 29 per cent took between five and 10 days.565 

The following paragraphs set out the main routes used: 

In the north-east of Myanmar, the main road sometimes used to smuggle migrants begins via Keng 
Tung to Tachileik, which is near Thailand’s northern border and Chiang Rai province.566 Several smaller 

roads and smuggling routes through remote and jungle areas lead from the central north-east of 
Myanmar into Mae Hong Son and Chiang Mai province in the northwest of Thailand. 

Further south, and closest to Yangon and Mawlamyine, two of Myanmar’s largest cities, are some of 
the main roads connecting Myanmar and Thailand, especially the highway that goes through 
Kawkareik and Myawaddy to Mae Sot in Thailand’s Tak province. This is one of the main trade links 

between the two countries and also the most frequently mentioned smuggling route in the available 
literature.567 

The south-east of Myanmar, which borders the Andaman Sea in a stretch some 50 kilometres wide, is 
covered by thick jungles and is sparsely populated. Smuggling from Myanmar along the Three Pagoda 

Pass, which leads to Kanchanaburi province in Thailand via Payathonzu in Myanmar, is believed to be 
quite common.568 It is also possible to cross into Thailand undetected and a long way away from any 
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border control points and police stations in areas further south. The Thanlyin and Moei rivers mark the 

border between the two countries in some parts and these rivers can easily be crossed with small 
vessels or with the aid of local boat owners. The terrain and conditions in other parts of south-east 

Myanmar make individual crossings and the smuggling of migrants in groups extremely dangerous.569 

In the deep south of Myanmar, near the city of Kawthough (also Kawthaung) in Myanmar, several ferry 

services and other avenues provide access to Ranong province in Thailand. Although this route involves 

a considerable detour, it is sometimes used to smuggle migrants from central parts of Myanmar to the 
greater Bangkok area.570 

Smuggling of migrants by sea from Myanmar to Thailand mostly involves migrants from the north-

western coastal areas of Myanmar, many of them from Rakhine state. Migrants sail across the 

Andaman Sea to reach the southernmost parts of Thailand or the Malay Peninsula. For many of these 

migrants, Malaysia, rather than Thailand, is the intended destination.571 There have also been reports 

in which migrants were first smuggled from Myanmar to Bangladesh and/or Malaysia before crossing 
into Thailand.572 

While irregular migration from Myanmar to Thailand is often organised or otherwise facilitated by 
smugglers or traffickers, many migrants travel to the Thai border and into Thailand without their 
smugglers. Generally, smugglers (including drivers, transporters, brokers and guides) are more 

commonly used on journeys by boat and on journeys over longer distances and deeper into Thailand, 
especially to Bangkok and Thailand’s other main urban centres. Migrants in border provinces use 
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smugglers less frequently for crossing the border.573 

4.4.3 Entry into Thailand 

Entry points into Thailand 

Every border province in western Thailand is a site for irregular migration and the smuggling of 
migrants from neighbouring Myanmar. Migrants may enter Thailand along any of the routes described 

above, stretching from Chiang Rai province in the far north to Ranong province in the deep south. Some 

300 migrants are believed to cross irregularly from Myanmar into Thailand each day.574 

The main highway between the two countries, which crosses the border and the Thaunggin river (the 

“Friendship Bridge”) near the Thai city of Mae Sot in Tak province, is one of the main entry and transit 

points for smuggled and trafficked migrants. In 2008, an estimated 150 people were smuggled from 

Myanmar into Thailand via Mae Sot and then to Bangkok every day.575  Mae Sot is also the final 

destination for some irregular migrant workers who remain in border areas to take up employment. 
The city is also home to one of the main holding centres for irregular migrants from Myanmar who 
have been apprehended and are awaiting deportation.576 

Departures from Rakhine state 

Smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Rakhine state in Myanmar’s west tends to follow 
a different pattern from irregular migration and smuggling in other parts of Myanmar. Most departures 

from Rakhine state take place on boats, sometimes after crossing overland into Bangladesh. The boat 

journeys, as outlined in Section IV.4.1.1 above, usually involve transportation on small vessels from 

coastal towns and beaches to “rendezvous vessels”, usually larger boats waiting offshore. These 

vessels, which are usually registered in Thailand and operated by Thai crew and smugglers, take on 
larger numbers of migrants, often exceeding the capacity of the boat. The vessels then bring the 

migrants to Thailand’s west coast or to Malaysia. 

Although several thousand migrants have been taken by boat from Myanmar and Bangladesh across 
the Andaman Sea to Thailand without obstacle, there have been instances in which Thai navy vessels 
stopped and intercepted smuggling boats, prevented them from reaching Thailand or, in some cases, 
pushed them back to sea. Malaysia and Indonesia have occasionally adopted similar measures, leaving 

migrants in limbo and at sea with no place to disembark. Some cases of pushback from Thailand’s navy 
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were reported in 2008, for instance, and Indian and Indonesian vessels later rescued boats that were 
unable to reach Thailand’s shores. Similar events occurred in 2009 when Thai authorities arrested 

migrants from Myanmar who had landed on Thailand’s coast.577 

Concerns about irregular migration, smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons gained worldwide 
media attention in May 2015 when approximately 8,000 migrants from Rakhine state were stranded 
on vessels in the Andaman Sea. Some of the boats had been abandoned by the smugglers who 

operated them, and there were no trained crew or captain on-board to steer and navigate the 
vessels.578 

Complicity and corruption of border officials 

Several reports point to instances in which smugglers colluded, directly or indirectly, with government 
officials. The limited information available mostly discusses smuggling operations that cross through 

official control points. In these cases, police or border guards either are paid to turn a blind eye to 

migrants who enter Thailand without the proper documentation or appear to be part of the smuggling 
network themselves. 579   Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this project also 

identified instances where migrants have been asked for bribes at checkpoints or used brokers to pay 
border officials to facilitate entry into Thailand. 

 

4.5 Exploitation 

Exploitation in the context of irregular migration from Myanmar to Thailand involves harsh and unsafe 
working conditions, long hours, low pay, restrictions on the freedom of movement, as well as physical 
abuse, threats, violence and sexual exploitation. Many migrants experience these conditions once they 

reach Thailand and begin their employment.580 These matters are further discussed in Chapter V of this 

report. 

In some cases, irregular migrants also experience maltreatment by their traffickers and are exposed to 
health and safety dangers during their journey from Myanmar. Many are coerced into accepting 

mounting debts as they commence and continue their journey. These points are explored individually 
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in the following sections. 

4.5.1 Conditions of travel 

During their journey to Thailand, irregular migrants may be at risk or in danger if they use clandestine 
and concealed methods to cross the border. Those who travel or are guided through thick jungles, 

deep rivers or rivers with strong currents are at particular risk of injury, disease or death. These risks 

are higher still if the chosen smuggling route leads through areas far away from towns that offer food 
supplies or medical aid. While exact figures are not known, several sources show that irregular 

migrants have died while attempting to cross from Myanmar to Thailand through remote jungles and 
rivers.581 

The risks associated with smuggling methods that use main roads and border areas are no smaller, 
especially if migrants are instructed by their smugglers or traffickers to hide in closed or crowded 
compartments of trucks, vans or containers without sufficient water, food and ventilation.582   

These dangers became particularly evident in 2008, when 54 irregular migrants from Myanmar 
suffocated in an airtight container on the back of a truck driving through Ranong Province in the south 
of Thailand. On 9 April 2008, a total of 121 migrant workers from Myanmar boarded the rear 

refrigeration compartment of the truck, intending to reach Phuket for work.583  The following details 

are taken from a 2009 publication examining this case: 

Though the driver’s associates called him repeatedly during the early portion of the journey to remind 
him to check that the storage compartment’s air conditioning was functioning properly, he stopped 
answering his phone when he encountered an extended period of treacherous winding roads. During this 

time, the migrants in the rear of the truck also tried to contact the driver by phone. Though it is unclear 

whether the driver failed to turn the refrigeration unit on, or whether the unit subsequently failed, the 
migrants were rapidly running out of breathable air. Eventually, the driver pulled his truck to the side of 

the road in response to noises coming from the storage compartment, discovered that many of his 
passengers appeared near death, and fled. When police arrived, they found that 54 of the 121 passengers 

had suffocated. Among the survivors, the police discovered 14 children, 7 adult workers with proper 
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documentation, and 46 workers without proper documentation.584  

Smuggling by sea, which is common from Rakhine state to Thailand’s west coast,585  can also be 
treacherous if migrants are placed on unseaworthy vessels, travel through storms or are supplied with 
insufficient food, water and life vests. In some cases, the vessels run out of fuel, suffer engine failure 

or sink.586 In mid-2015, UNHCR estimated that about 1,100 migrants had died trying to cross the 

Andaman Sea on migrant smuggling vessels since the start of 2014. A 2015 report detailed the 

precarious conditions in which migrants travel on board these vessels, noting the lack of food, water 
and sanitary facilities, as well as the many medical and emergency situations that arose during the 

journeys.587 There have also been reports in which vessels were not permitted to land on the coast of 

Thailand and were pushed back to sea, sometimes without receiving additional food and water 
supplies.588 

Irregular migrants, especially if they travel on their own or in small groups, are also at risk of being held 
up, extorted or harmed by local groups and individuals they encounter along the way. Migrants have 

been robbed and abused.589 

4.5.2 Treatment by traffickers 

Deception 

Specific information relating to deception, fraud and other trickery used by smugglers and traffickers 
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to lure people from Myanmar is almost non-existent. This is not to say that such methods are not 

employed or uncommon. It is worth noting though that due to strong push and pull factors, many 

would-be migrants do not need to be tricked into leaving Myanmar. Many migrants leave the country 

with a general awareness of what to expect in Thailand and of the dangers associated with their 
journeys. Some migrants, however, may hold naïve views about the lifestyle and working conditions 

they can expect in Thailand. Some recruiters foster these views by embellishing their accounts of living 

and working conditions in Thailand, the journey to the country and what their future lives may be in 
Thailand. 

Control 

According to one 2011 publication, irregular migrants from Myanmar who had been placed in 
detention in Thailand were then “sold’” to criminal groups involved in trafficking in persons.590  Female 

migrants who cannot find other avenues for employment are in danger of becoming victims of 
exploitation and abuse.591 

Physical and sexual abuse 

The great majority of reports documenting the poor treatment of migrants by their smugglers and 
traffickers involve instances of physical and sexual abuse, deprivation of food and water and cases in 
which migrants have been locked up, maltreated and sometimes even killed in fenced camps or other 
enclosed facilities. Most of these reports have been in relation to smuggling and trafficking ventures 

involving migrants from Rakhine state who are brought to Thailand by boat. 592   Many accounts 

document migrants being beaten and killed, with other migrants witnessing the incidents.593 

In May 2015 several barbed-wire camps and mass graves were found in southern Thailand near the 
Malaysian border, and later on the Malaysian side of the border. Most of the people and bodies found 

in these camps were from Rakhine state; some were from Bangladesh. Thai authorities investigating 

these camps found evidence of widespread abuse and mass deaths and killings. Several survivors were 

found in these camps in extremely poor health, displaying signs of malnutrition and dehydration. On 

some sites, migrants were kept in cage-like constructions made from bamboo. Some cages and camps 

evidently had been emptied only a few days before Thai authorities arrived. Further investigations 

revealed that traffickers had held some migrants in the camps in order to extort money from their 
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relatives in Myanmar and Bangladesh.594 

The detection of these camps also caused migrant smugglers to abandon their ventures and some of 
their vessels, which contributed to the Andaman Sea crisis of May 2015, in which several thousand 
migrants were left drifting on the open sea with no place to disembark.595 

4.5.3 Payments and debts 

Payments by migrants and family members 

The money needed to pay the brokers, transporters, smugglers and/or traffickers who facilitate the 
journey to Thailand often amounts to a migrant’s life savings. Some migrants save as much money as 

they can to pay the required fees. Very frequently, they have to rely on their families and friends to 

contribute to their payments. It is also not uncommon that fees are paid, in whole or in part, with 

money provided by persons who have previously migrated along the same route; irregular migrants 
from Myanmar in Thailand frequently send money back to their relatives and friends so that they too 
can migrate to Thailand.596 

Informal banking and money transfer systems are widely used across Myanmar. Payments to brokers, 

smugglers and traffickers are also transferred through these channels. Although domestic and foreign 

banks have spread rapidly across Myanmar’s main urban centres and into some rural areas, many 
people greatly mistrust banks, their practices and fee structures and prefer to use informal systems, 
which are seen as more trustworthy and less expensive.597 

In many cases, migrants are not able to pay upfront the full fee required to move to Thailand. Another 

way to afford the fees charged by brokers and smugglers is to agree to an arrangement that allows 
brokers, employers or others to automatically deduct money from the migrants’ income in Thailand. 
Usually, this means that migrants have to repay their debt over long periods of time and many migrants 
lose track of when they will be able to discharge their debt.598 Under some arrangements, brokers 

withhold all of the payments made to migrants when they first take up employment in Thailand. This 
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may help migrants repay their debts faster, but leaves them with no money to live on. 

Many brokers, also referred to as “carries” in Myanmar, offer to advance fees and repay debts later in 
order to recruit would-be migrants into journeys they otherwise could not afford. This method also 

creates the impression that the journeys are free, as no up-front payments are required. Brokers also 

try to convince migrants that higher fees and more expensive arrangements will lead them into higher-
paying employment in Thailand or enable them to take jobs in Bangkok or other major urban centres 
where salaries are generally higher.599 

The advancement of fees, tied to the promise that migrants will easily repay brokers once they start 
working in Thailand, seems to be particularly common in the recruitment of young women for the sex 
industry. Many of these young women come from poor backgrounds and often lack family support. As 

a result, they are often unable to make any payments in advance.600 This practice can serve as a tool 

to exercise close control of the workers and their movement. It also makes it possible for traffickers to 

“sell” victims to other traffickers.601 

Some brokers and their associates appear to take full control over a migrant’s finances once they reach 
Thailand by deducting fees, transferring some funds as remittances to the migrants’ families in 
Myanmar and paying out the remaining balance to the migrants. These complex arrangements can 

have the advantage of avoiding banking and transfer fees, as well as ensuring that the money reaches 
a migrant’s relatives back home, but some agents reportedly charge exorbitant fees or manipulate 
exchange rates in their favour.602 

Information on fees 

The fees charged by brokers and smugglers depend on a number of factors, especially the services 
offered and the distances travelled. Some brokers leave it to migrants to organise their own travel to 

Thailand, and many migrants are able to independently travel to and cross the Thai border and contact 
other agents or their prospective employers. 603  Other migrants employ brokers to organise their 

transportation. In some cases, this may be a faster way for migrants to reach Thailand, but also 

increases their costs considerably. Given the great range of arrangements and services offered, fees 

can be as low as THB 100 or as high as THB 15,000.604 

Most estimates of the fees charged for irregular migration from Myanmar to Thailand (which include 

transportation) range between about THB 9,000 and 19,000. These estimates from the late 2000s are 
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about twice as high as the estimated fees from a decade earlier. The higher fees are often associated 

with smuggling ventures by boat that take migrants from the western parts of Myanmar to the south-

west coasts of Thailand.605   

In 2013, UNODC estimated that the average price migrants paid to be smuggled to Thailand was 
USD 406, considerably higher than the costs for smuggling from Lao PDR and Cambodia, estimated to 
be USD 97 and USD 85 respectively.606  Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report 

confirm these estimates, with most sources suggesting that fees range between USD 300 and 500 or 
MMK 300,000–500,000. In some cases, migrants are charged MMK 150,000 in Myanmar and a further 

THB 10,000 once they reach Thailand. The latter amount is usually deducted from a migrant’s salary 

by withholding THB 1,000 per month over a ten-month period. 

There are isolated cases in which migrants are not charged a set fee or indeed any fee at all. Some 

recruiters appear to offer their services at no cost to migrants and work exclusively under the 
commission of prospective Thai employers. Based on the limited information available, it is not clear 

just how common such arrangements are, and sources do not disclose whether employers later 
discount these expenses from a migrant’s income. It has also been suggested that smuggling ventures 

involving no or low fees may be indicative of situations of trafficking.607 

Debts incurred 

If migrants and their families are unable to pay fees upfront, the arrangements to repay these fees 
later result in considerable debts, which migrants have to pay off for some time after taking up 
employment in Thailand. These debts, which average around USD 300–500, are usually paid in 

instalments by deducting money from a migrant’s income or, in some cases, withholding most of their 
pay and only releasing a small amount to the migrants.608 

Many migrants appear to have little understanding of the full amount owed and the period of time 
needed to repay their debt. Some migrants are unsure whether they still owe money to the brokers 

and whether money is deducted from their pay. Others seem to underestimate how long it will take to 

repay their debts and how little money they will have left after repayments are deducted.609   

Debt arrangements also offer an easy opportunity for recruiters to deceive migrants and inflate their 
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debt after they agree to be taken to Thailand.610 Some recruiters later add charges for transportation, 

accommodation and for connecting migrants to their employers or charge high interest rates if 
payments are not made on time. In these situations, the debt arrangements quickly turn into debt 

bondage, placing migrants at the mercy of their traffickers.611 

If migrants are transferred between different employers and traffickers, it seems to be common 
practice that the new employer (the recipient of the migrant) discharges the migrant’s debt owed to 

the previous employer/trafficker and then calculates a new debt for the migrant. This method 

resembles the “selling” of migrants from one person to another and involves a high risk of exploitation 
and debt bondage. The practice seems to be common in the sex industry, where migrants are often 

young, naïve and vulnerable. These arrangements enable employers and traffickers to exercise even 

greater control over their victims.612 

 

4.6 Perpetrators 

4.6.1 Profile of individual perpetrators 

Age, gender, and background 

The people involved in recruiting irregular migrants in Myanmar and organising smuggling or 
trafficking ventures do not fit a single profile. The available information is too limited and too 

incomplete to enable generalisations and succinct observations. 

The people would-be migrants first come into contact with in their local areas are frequently men and 
women who previously migrated to Thailand themselves. They often return home to share their 

experiences and to act as recruiters for those who previously facilitated their own migration. These 

recruiters often come from the same background and share the same aspirations as their recruits, are 
familiar with local language and customs and are often known to the would-be migrants or their 
families or friends. In some cases, recruiters are relatives or friends of the people they recruit. This was 

also confirmed in interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report. For these recruiters, 

it is easy to gain a migrant’s trust, answer their questions and connect them to the people who will 
organise their transportation and employment.613 It should be stressed that this method of recruitment 

and information sharing is not, by itself, illegal. It is natural for former migrants and returning visitors 
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to share their impressions and experience with their families and others in their hometowns. Their 

migration was likely triggered by the same conditions that motivate new would-be migrants, who are 
curious about the opportunities and income available in Thailand. 

Many sources highlight the fact that a considerable number of recruiters are women. This has been 

observed across a range of industries and is not limited to the recruitment of other women for 
employment in the sex industry. Some sources suggest this may be reflective of the high number of 

women who are smuggled and trafficked from Myanmar to Thailand for a range of different 
purposes.614 In interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report, it was also stressed 

that it is normal for men to recruit other men, and for women to recruit other women.  

There is very little information about the profile of people who bring smuggled migrants and trafficked 
persons from Myanmar to Thailand. Smugglers and traffickers who are used to cross the border are 

either Myanmar or Thai nationals. Migrants are sometimes handed from one individual or one group 

to another at the border. The crews that are involved in smuggling migrants by sea are also mostly 

from Thailand, Myanmar, or in some cases, from Bangladesh.615 

Motivation 

It is hard to clearly define which situations lead to trafficking. Many recruiters may have the best 

interests of migrants in mind when they give advice and encourage emigration. Others, however, may 

want to take advantage of migrants and make money off new recruits. There are also cases in which a 

migrant’s family members, friends and other acquaintances turn into their traffickers.616 Furthermore, 

recruiters themselves may have been trafficking victims who, despite experiencing exploitation first-
hand, sometimes turn into traffickers or associates and use their own experience in order to better 
their position and make money.  

Suggestions that recruiters are involved in other illegal activities, ranging from drug trafficking to gem 
stone smuggling, and that they smuggle migrants along with other contraband do occasionally appear 
in the literature.617 However, these statements are often not supported by reliable information and 

cannot be independently verified.618 

                                                      

614  UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 21; 

Pimpawun Boonmongkon et al, ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese Migrants in Thailand’ in Thomas E 

Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation in the Greater Southeast Asia 

Sub-Region (2nd edn, 2006) 159, 186; see also, David A Feingold, ‘The Burmese traffic-jam explored: Changing 

dynamics and ambiguous reforms’ (2013) 25 Cultural Dynamics 207, 212. 
615 Amnesty International, Deadly Journeys: The Refugee and Trafficking Crisis in Southeast Asia (2015) 15. 
616 Christa F Crawford, ‘Cultural, Economic and Legal Factors Underlying Trafficking in Thailand and Their Impact 

on Women and Girls from Burma’ (2006) 12 Cardozo Journal of Law & Gender 821, 841; UNODC, Transnational 

Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 21. 
617 See, for example, John R Barner et al, ‘Socio-Economic Inequality, Human Trafficking, and the Global Slave 

Trade’ (2014) 4 Societies 148, 153; Pimpawun Boonmongkon et al, ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese 

Migrants in Thailand’ in Thomas E Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation 

in the Greater Southeast Asia Sub-Region (2nd edn, 2006) 159, 186. 
618 See also, UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 12. 
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4.6.2 Smuggling and trafficking groups and networks 

Structure  

Although the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand generates 
considerable income for the individuals and networks involved, it is not possible to identify a common 
organisational or business model that adequately captures the many varied operators in these 
activities.  

For the most part, perpetrators are connected through loose networks and associations that facilitate 
the smuggling and trafficking process. This includes recruiting migrants in Myanmar, transporting them 

to Thailand and placing them into employment. Because of the many tasks and stages involved, it is 

unlikely for perpetrators to operate alone throughout the entire process. Usually, perpetrators 

specialise in one task or work in one area and are then connected to other groups and individuals that 
cover other parts of the smuggling and/or trafficking journey. Other research has similarly found that 

most groups involved in bringing migrant workers from Myanmar into Thailand are small and “diffuse 
networks of individuals,” ssuggesting that much of the smuggling and trafficking activity across the 
border is best described as a cottage industry with a range of small-scale operators along the way.619 

Interviews conducted in Myanmar for the purpose of this report similarly gave the impression that 
smuggling is mostly based on relationships between recruiters, transporters and employers. 

The loose connection between the groups and individuals involved in the smuggling of migrants and 
trafficking in persons means that perpetrators operating at the beginning of the journey may not 
always know that the venture may lead into exploitation and trafficking. Similarly, Thai employers and 

others at the receiving end of the smuggling and trafficking process may not always know that migrants 
may have been tricked, deceived or exploited at the start of their journey.620 

In general, the smuggling and trafficking trade across the Myanmar-Thai border is characterised by a 
high degree of flux and flexibility. Perpetrators, groups and their modi operandi change frequently. The 

scale of smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons is large enough to allow a great range of 
groups and individuals to engage in and benefit from this trade. Changing economic and political 

circumstances on either side of the border make it necessary for smugglers and traffickers to quickly 
adapt the methods and scales of their operations.621 

Just as it is unlikely for smugglers and traffickers to work on their own, it is similarly uncommon for 
mafia-style syndicates with clear hierarchical structures and wide geographical reach to engage in the 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons on a large scale. The conditions and circumstances of 

smuggling and trafficking between the two countries do not warrant the creation and use of 
sophisticated criminal organisations. The profits generated from these activities are too small to pay 

                                                      

619 Sarah R Meyer et al, ‘Trafficking, Exploitation and Migration on the Thailand-Burma Border: A Qualitative 

Study’ (2014) 53 International Migration 37, 47; Srawooth Paitoonpong & Youngyuth Chalamwong, Managing 

International Labor Migration in ASEAN: A Case of Thailand (2012) 24, with further references; see also, 

United States, Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2014 (2014) 373. 
620 Cf UNIAP, From Facilitation to Trafficking: Brokers and Agents in Samut Sakhon Thailand, SIREN Field Report 

TH-01 (2007) 3–4. 
621  Erick Gjerdingen, ‘Suffocation Inside a Cold Storage Truck and Other Problems with Trafficking as 

‘Exploitation’ and Smuggling as ‘Choice’ along the Thai-Burmese Border’ (2009) 26 Arizona Journal of 

International & Comparative Law 699, 731. 
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large numbers of people at different levels of the organisational hierarchy.622 

This is not to say that structured groups are not involved in the smuggling and trafficking in persons 
from Myanmar to Thailand. Several sources show that some groups operate in certain strategic 

locations along the main smuggling and trafficking routes. They appear to monopolise the local trade 

and control a significant part of the irregular cross-border business in some areas. This has been 

observed, for instance, in the border town of Myawaddy. These groups also have the capacity to bribe 

or otherwise influence border officials on a large scale or, in some cases, operate under the watch or 
control of corrupt officials who enable them to carry out their activities with impunity.623 

The relationship between recruiters or brokers in Myanmar and employers in Thailand is central to the 
movement of migrant workers. This relationship does not follow a single or simple model. Because 

there is such high demand for work, both in Thailand and in Myanmar, the communication networks 
among employers, migrants and brokers have become very complex. Thai employers may be 

connected to migrants through several brokers, agents and recruiters. Networks become more 

complex if employers make payments and remittances through brokers, or if brokers or employers are 
involved in registering migrant workers with local authorities in Thailand. Sub-contracting 

arrangements are frequently used for various tasks. This often makes it difficult to hold people 

accountable if migrants are found working irregularly or if they fail to comply with employment, 
residence or registration requirements. Such arrangements also hamper law enforcement’s ability to 

identify the main individuals responsible for smuggling or trafficking.624 

Roles and duties 

There are a range of players and contributors who occupy certain roles or carry out certain duties 
associated with the smuggling and trafficking process. While certain roles, especially those of recruiters 

and employers, are indispensable, the allocation of tasks and division of labour does not follow a 
particular model. It is difficult to develop a general typology of the roles and duties associated with 

smuggling and trafficking.625 

The recruiter is usually the person who first makes contact with migrants in their hometown or local 
area. Migrants themselves usually initiate contact in order to emigrate or obtain information about the 

process. These recruiters are often from the same background and area as their recruits and, in some 

cases, are their relatives or friends.626 

Brokers (or agents), also referred to as “carry” or “carries” in Myanmar, perform a variety of roles that 

involve connecting migrants to the people who transport, accommodate or employ them. Brokers may 

                                                      

622 See also, UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 21. 
623 Peter Munro, ‘Harbouring the illicit: borderlands and human trafficking in South East Asia’ (2012) 58 Crime, 

Law and Social Change 159, 173; see also, John R Barner et al, ‘Socio-Economic Inequality, Human Trafficking, 

and the Global Slave Trade’ (2014) 4 Societies 148, 153. 
624 UNIAP, From Facilitation to Trafficking: Brokers and Agents in Samut Sakhon Thailand, SIREN Field Report TH-

01 (2007) 3–5. 
625 See generally, Pimpawun Boonmongkon et al, ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese Migrants in Thailand’ 

in Thomas E Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation in the Greater 

Southeast Asia Sub-Region (2nd edn, 2006) 159, 187; UNODC, A short introduction to migrant smuggling, Issue 

Paper (2010) 14–16. 
626 See Section […] above. 
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also be responsible for collecting payments from migrants, transferring funds from employers to 
migrants or remitting a migrant’s funds to his or her family. Depending on the specific arrangement, 

smuggling and trafficking ventures involve more than one broker. Some brokers work in Myanmar and 

organise the journey to Thailand as well as a migrant’s employment. Others work in Thailand and 

connect migrant workers to their employers.  In some cases, trafficking victims may suffer deception 

and exploitation by their brokers rather than their employers in Thailand.627 

Transporters, drivers, captains and crew are responsible for bringing migrants to or across the border, 
and then to a migrant’s place of employment in Thailand. Not all irregular migration from Myanmar to 

Thailand involves the use of specific transporters, as many migrants will venture to Thailand 
independently, sometimes by using commercial means of transportation such as cross-border buses. 
Transporters are used more commonly in cases where migrants may be unable or unwilling to travel 
to Thailand unaided.628 

Employers can often do more than provide migrant workers with jobs. Their role often goes further, 

as they may also be responsible for providing accommodation, food and medical support to migrants. 
As Sections V.3 and V.4 below show, employers and their associates often exploit migrants by not 

paying them as agreed, forcing them to work in unsafe or sub-standard conditions, or, in some cases, 
use coercion, intimidation or violence against migrants. The term “employer” also does not imply that 

their business and the work they provide are lawful. The term also encompasses brothel owners and 

pimps, as well as private individuals and families who employ domestic helpers. 

4.6.3 Legal and semi-legal operators 

Many individuals involved in facilitating irregular migration cannot clearly be identified as regular or 
irregular operators, which makes it difficult to identify and combat the smuggling of migrants and 
trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand. Many aspects of labour migration occur in a grey 

area that is not sufficiently regulated. It is not always clear which activities amount to a criminal offense 

and which ones do not. 

This problem is particularly evident in relation to recruiters and brokers. In some cases, recruiters and 

brokers may merely spread the word and share information about irregular migration routes to 
Thailand. Often, these recruiters are former migrants themselves or relatives and friends of the would-

be migrants. In “recruiting” the migrants, they may do little more than share their impressions and 

                                                      

627 Sarah R Meyer et al, ‘Trafficking, Exploitation and Migration on the Thailand-Burma Border: A Qualitative 

Study’ (2014) 53 International Migration 37, 41–42; UNIAP, From Facilitation to Trafficking: Brokers and 

Agents in Samut Sakhon Thailand, SIREN Field Report TH-01 (2007) 1, 3; UNODC, Transnational Organized 

Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 11–12; United States, Department of State, 

Trafficking in Persons Report 2015 (2015) 330; United States, Department of State, Trafficking in Persons 

Report 2014 (2014) 373; Alexandra Seltzer, ‘Human trafficking: the case of Burmese refugees in Thailand’ 
(2013) 37 International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice 279, 288; Jennryn Wetzler, 

‘Irregular Migration in Thailand: New Possibilities for Anti-Trafficking and Development Programs’ in Benny 

Teh Cheng Guan (ed), Human Security: Securing East Asia’s Future (2012) 75, 84; Jackie Pollock, ‘What’s in a 

label?’ (2011) 37 Forced Migration Review 46, 46. 
628 Sarah R Meyer et al, ‘Trafficking, Exploitation and Migration on the Thailand-Burma Border: A Qualitative 

Study’ (2014) 53 International Migration 37, 41. 
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experiences. Even if recruiters and brokers operate for financial gain and the arrangements they 

promote and sell may lead into situations of trafficking and involve irregular border crossings, their 
activities may be lawful because they are licensed. Conversely, recruiters and brokers may operate 

unlawfully only because they are unlicensed, though the services they offer are indistinguishable from 
those offered by licensed brokers. Based on interviews conducted in Myanmar for this report, it is not 

clear what level of control government agencies exercise over the activities of licensed and unlicensed 
recruitment agencies and brokers in Myanmar. 

4.6.4 Persons aiding and facilitating smugglers and traffickers 

Corrupt officials 

The involvement of corrupt officials in facilitating the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons 
from Myanmar to Thailand has been flagged several times throughout this chapter.629 Several sources 

stress that smuggling and trafficking between the two countries is dependent upon corruption and 
would not flourish at present levels if officials were not bribed on a large scale.630 Interviews conducted 

in Myanmar for the purpose of this report also confirm that corruption in this context does occur and 
several officials have been removed from their positions for this reason.  

Corruption is most likely to occur at the border and at police checkpoints. Smugglers usually seek to 

bribe officials so they can turn a blind eye to irregular border crossings and to migrants who do not 
carry valid travel or identity documents or who carry no documents at all. In some cases, officials are 

complicit with smugglers and traffickers and support their activities on an on-going basis; sometimes, 
they may be regarded as part of the smuggling and trafficking network themselves. A 2013 UNODC 

publication reported that smuggled migrants may pay anywhere between 6.50 and 260 USD in bribes. 
Sometimes migrants directly give bribes to officials; at others, smugglers collect money from migrants 
and pay for them.631 

Allegations of corruption have also been made in the context of smuggling ethnic Rohingyas by boat 
from western Myanmar, sometimes via Bangladesh, to Thailand. Officials reportedly stopped some 

boats and demanded payment before they let the boats proceed. In other cases, irregular migrants 

who had been detained were set free after traffickers paid bribes to officials in charge of the detention 
centres.632 Some sources further suggest that corrupt officials in both Myanmar and Thailand are 

responsible for enabling some boats to carry irregular migrants to Thailand in the first place. They also 

                                                      

629 See, for example, Sections IV.6.2.2 above. 
630  Alexandra Seltzer, ‘Human trafficking: the case of Burmese refugees in Thailand’ (2013) 37 International 

Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice 279, 288; United States, Department of State, Trafficking 

in Persons Report 2016 (2016) 112; see also, Amnesty International, Deadly Journeys: The Refugee and 

Trafficking Crisis in Southeast Asia (2015) 16. 
631 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 11, 20; see 

also, Jennryn Wetzler, ‘Irregular Migration in Thailand: New Possibilities for Anti-Trafficking and Development 

Programs’ in Benny Teh Cheng Guan (ed), Human Security: Securing East Asia’s Future (2012) 75, 84; Women’s 

Commission for Refugee Women and Children, Abuse Without End: Burmese Refugee Women and Children 

at Risk of Trafficking (2006) 15. 
632 Amanda Crews Slezak et al, ‘Stateless and Fleeing Persecution: The Situation of the Rohingya in Thailand’ 

(2015) 35 Children’s Legal Rights Journal 44, 51; Human Rights Watch, Ad Hoc and Inadequate: Thailand’s 

Treatment of Refugees and Asylum Seekers (2012) 76–77. 
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allege that officials work directly with smugglers and traffickers.633 

Corruption makes it difficult for migrants and victims of trafficking to turn to government officials when 
they need aid and protection. Corrupt officials are less likely to protect migrants from smugglers and 

traffickers if they work hand-in-hand with them. If irregular migrants witness corruption first-hand, it 

also destroys their belief that other officials will assist them.634 

Travel agents, carriers, et cetera 

The arrangements for travel from Myanmar to Thailand often involve commercial travel agents and 
cross-border bus operators who run legitimate businesses and are not part of the smuggling network. 
These businesses offer an easy and often inexpensive way for smuggled migrants to make the journey 
to Thailand and are most commonly used if migrants make their own arrangements or if they have 
been furnished with fraudulent travel or identity documents. In these cases, transporters and drivers 

who are part of the smuggling network are not needed.635 Travel agents, cross-border bus services and 

airlines do have an obligation under Myanmar law to check the travel and identity documents of their 
customers and may be fined if they fail to do so or if they carry inadequately documented passengers 
across the border. 

Other persons supporting trafficking 

Families and friends of the migrants play an important role in instigating, facilitating or supporting the 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Myanmar to Thailand.636 Relatives and friends 

may serve as recruiters and brokers by encouraging migrants to move to Thailand, furnishing them 
with contacts and other information or by connecting them to smugglers, traffickers and employers. 

This situation poses particular challenges for the criminalisation of smuggling and trafficking and for 
the enforcement of relevant laws. It raises questions about if and when relatives and friends can be 

liable for smuggling or trafficking, even if they believe they are acting in a migrant’s best interests. 
These questions are further explored in the concluding parts of this report. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      

633 Emma Chanlett-Avery & Ben Dolven, ‘Thailand: Background and US Relations’ (2014) 23 Current Politics and 
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Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2014 (2014) 373, 374. 
634 UNIAP, From Facilitation to Trafficking: Brokers and Agents in Samut Sakhon Thailand, SIREN Field Report TH-

01 (2007) 3. 
635 See Section IV.4.1 above. 
636 See Sections IV.3.1.1 and IV.3.2.1 above. 
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5 Thailand 

5.1 Overview and settings 
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5.1.1 Statistics  

Thailand is home to a vast and growing migrant population. In 2015, nearly 4 million migrants lived in 

Thailand, constituting 5.76 per cent of the total population. The number of migrants living in Thailand 

has nearly doubled over the last decade, as shown in Figure 16 below.  

Figure 16: Total migrant stock, Thailand, 2000–2015637 

Country of origin 2015 2010 2005 2000 

Cambodia 805,272 611,506 369,213 153,382 

Lao PDR 969,267 829,240 539,966 289,366 

Myanmar 1,978,348 1,648,602 1,150,168 734,129 

Total migrant stock, Thailand 3,913,258 3,224,131 2,163,447 1,257,821 

 

The vast majority of migrants living in Thailand, approximately 90 per cent, come from neighbouring 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. The number of Cambodian nationals living in Thailand has grown 

particularly quickly in recent years. The number of Lao nationals in Thailand, reaching nearly 1 million 

in 2015, is especially high in relation to the population of Lao PDR, which stood at about 7 million in 
mid-2015.638 Myanmar nationals constitute the largest group of foreign nationals in Thailand, at nearly 

2 million in 2015.639 

Foreign workers 

Most of the migrants living in Thailand work in a range of labour-intensive industries, including 
agriculture, fishing, construction and manufacturing, as well as domestic work and hospitality.  

Official figures and estimates on the total number of foreign workers in Thailand vary depending on 
the year they were issued and on the definitions used. Most sources published since 2010 estimate 

that approximately 3-3.5 million foreign workers (regular and irregular) live and work in Thailand, 

                                                      

637  UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by 

Destination and Origin’ (2015). 
638 United States, Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook: Laos (July 2015). 
639  UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Trends in International Migrant Stock: Migrants by 

Destination and Origin’ (2015). 
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constituting some 8 per cent of the total workforce in the country.640 Sources from 2005 to 2009 

estimate between 1.5 million and 2.4 million, or 5 per cent, of the Thai workforce were foreign workers 

at these times.641  

Two other sources of data provide insight into the numbers of foreign workers in Thailand: 1) The 

number of foreign workers who register with Thai authorities when they first begin employment in 
Thailand, and 2) the number of migrants who legalise their status and acquire work permits after 

initially entering the country illegal. Since the early 2000s, Thailand has signed Memoranda of 

Understanding (MoUs) with Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar that allow for labour migration through 

official channels. At various times over the past 15 years, Thailand has also established registration and 

nationality verification processes, which have enabled foreign workers without lawful status in the 
country to register with Thai authorities and acquire temporary work permits.642 

Figure 17 Migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar registered in Thailand 

Country of 
origin 

year/ period estimate 

(number) 
Source 

Cambodia 2012 73,793 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in 
the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource Book (2013) 93 

 2016 107,172 Department of Employment (Ministry of Labor) Thailand 

Lao PDR 2011 104,928 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in 
the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource Book (2013) 119 

 2016 33,054 Department of Employment (Ministry of Labour) Thailand 

Myanmar 2009 1,079,991 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific 

                                                      

640 IOM & Asian Research Centre for Migration, Chulalongkorn University, Assessing potential changes in the 

migration patterns of Myanmar migrants and their impacts on Thailand (2013) 1; Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat 

Chamratrithirong, ‘Introduction’, in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration 

Report 2011 – Migration for development in Thailand: Overview and tools for policy makers (2011) 1, 3; 

Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource 

Book (2013) 130; Dennis Arnold & John Pickles, ‘Global Work, Surplus Labor, and the Precarious Economies of 

the Border’ (2011) 43(5) Antipode 1598, 1608; Human Rights Watch, From the Tiger to the Crocodile: Abuse 

of Migrant Workers in Thailand (2010) 19; Utit Sankharat, ‘Cambodian Child Migrant Workers in the Rong 

Kluea Market Area in Thailand’ (2013) 9(11) Asian Social Science 24, 25; Jerrold W Huguet et al, Thailand at a 

Crossroads: Challenges and Opportunities in Leveraging Migration for Development, Issue in Brief No 6, IOM 

Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific and Migration Policy Institute (2012) 2; Yongyuth Chalamwong & 

Raphaella Prugsamatz, ‘The Economic Role of Migration — Labor Migration in Thailand: Recent Trends and 

Implications for Development’ (2009) 24(3) TDRI Quarterly Review 3, 4. 
641 Tsuneo Akaha, ‘Human Security in East Asia’ (2009) 5(2) Journal of Human Security 11, 16; Philip Martin, 

Migration in the Asia-Pacific Region (2009) 25; Philip Martin, The economic contribution of migrant workers 

to Thailand (2007) xi, 4; World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: 

Phase I (2006) 9; see also, Jerrold W Huguet et al, ‘Thailand Migration Profile’, in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat 

Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011 – Migration for development in Thailand: Overview 

and tools for policy makers (2011) 7, 11; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and 

Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 16–

17 
642 See further Section V.5.3 below. 
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Country of 
origin 

year/ period estimate 

(number) 
Source 

(2013) 8 

 end of 2009 1,315,932 UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 22 

 2016 831,235 Department of Employment (Ministry of Labour) Thailand 

Total 
Cambodia + 

Lao PDR + 

Myanmar 

By End of 
2010 

932,255 J Huguet et al, ‘Thailand Migration Profile’, in J Huguet & A 
Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011 (2011) 7, 9 

as of Dec 
2010 

210,044 S Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: 
(2011) 5 

2010-mid 
2011 

996,278 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific 

(2013) 12 

Dec 2012 733,603 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in 
the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource Book (2013) 130 

 

Estimates of the number of migrant workers who arrived in Thailand in an irregular status and later 
gained lawful status vary. Official figures differ from figures provided in secondary sources. This is due 

in part to the fact that some sources show figures of all migrants who register and receive a work 
permit over a certain period, while others provide figures relating to the number of registered workers 
present in Thailand at a particular point in time or in a particular year. Different sources also classify 

and combine the available data differently, such that comparisons between sources are nearly 
impossible. What is evident from the information shown in Figure 17 above is that hundreds of 

thousands of foreign workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar who arrived as irregular migrants 
over the past 10 years have been able to gain lawful status in Thailand. Figure 17 also demonstrates 

the scale of irregular migration from these countries to Thailand, giving some indication that the actual 
number of irregular migrant workers may be much higher. 

Figures relating to the legal entry of migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar into 
Thailand, shown in Figure 18 below, are similarly inconsistent, with sources using different parameters 
and time periods to report their data. Overall, there appears to be a moderate increase in the uptake 

of regular migration programs established under the bilateral MoUs with Thailand, but these numbers 
are still small relative to the overall number of foreign workers entering and working in Thailand. These 

figures show that the majority of workers continue to use irregular forms of migration and cast doubt 
over the effectiveness of existing labour migration programs. 

Figure 18 Migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar entering Thailand regularly under bilateral 
MoUs 

country of 
origin 

year/ 
period 

estimate 

(number) 

Source 

Cambodia up to Dec 
2009 

15,230 S Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and 
Impact: (2011) 61 

 up to end 
of 2010 

51,966 J Huguet et al, ‘Thailand Migration Profile’ in J Huguet & A 
Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011 

(2011) 7, 10 

 2012 63,405 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, 
Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource 
Book (2013) 93 

 June 2014 90,757 ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing 
labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring 
countries (2015) 5 

Lao PDR Up to Dec 11,957 S Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and 
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country of 
origin 

year/ 
period 

estimate 

(number) 

Source 

2009 Impact (2011) 61 

 Up to End 
of 2010 

25,207 J Huguet et al, ‘Thailand Migration Profile’ in J Huguet & A 
Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011 

(2011) 7, 10 

 June 2014 21,289 ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing 
labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring 
countries (2015) 5 

Myanmar June 2014 141,963 ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing 
labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring 
countries (2015) 5 

 2007 14,151 H Jalilian & G Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and 
Losses’ in H Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-

Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 16–17 

Total 
Cambodia +  

Lao PDR + 

Myanmar 

By End of 
2010 

78,686 J Huguet et al, ‘Thailand Migration Profile’, in J Huguet & A 
Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011 

(2011) 7, 9 

As of Dec 
2010 

26,525 S Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and 
Impact (2011) 5 

Dec 2012 93,265 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, 
Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource 
Book (2013) 130 

June 2014 c 250,000 ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing 
labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring 
countries (2015) 5 

 

Irregular entry and residence 

Estimates of the number of irregular migrants in Thailand can vary by up to 1 million. According to the 

Office of Migrant Workers Administration of the Ministry of Labour in Thailand, a total of 935,225 
irregular migrants from Cambodia (56,479), Lao PDR (62,792) and Myanmar (812,984) were living in 

Thailand in 2010.643 By contrast, in 2009, IOM estimated that approximately two million irregular 

migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar were living in Thailand. About half were women, 

though the percentage of women was much higher among irregular migrants from Lao PDR and much 
lower among Cambodian nationals. 644  A 2010 publication estimated that about 2 million 

“undocumented migrant workers” from Myanmar were living in Thailand.645 

In 2006, Thai authorities detected some 135,400 irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
Myanmar, and 95,000 were removed to these countries.646 In 2010, Thai authorities arrested 171,498 

                                                      

643  Cited in Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International 

Labour Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration) (2011) 9, 15. 
644 Aree Jampaklay et al, ‘Gender and migration from Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar to Thailand’ in IOM, Gender 

and Labour Migration in Asia (2009) 193, 211. 
645 Myat Mon, ‘Burmese labour migration into Thailand: governance of migration and labour rights’ (2010) 15(1) 

Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 33, 33–34 
646 Philip Martin, Migration in the Asia-Pacific Region (2009) 29; see also, ILO, Inter-state Cooperation on Labor 

Migration. Lessons learned from the MOUs between Thailand and Neighboring Countries (2008) 17, 18. 
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Cambodian, 41,480 Lao and 218,675 Myanmar nationals for irregular entry. In addition, 71,890 

nationals from these countries were arrested for other immigration and labour offences.647 Another 

source reports that 1,335,962 irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar entered 
Thailand, constituting 96.86 per cent of all immigrants across Thailand’s north and north-eastern 

borders.648 

Some sources suggest that the number of irregular migrants entering Thailand may be much higher, 
perhaps up to 660,000 or even 1 million over an 18-month period.649 These sources also acknowledge 

that the reality of immigrating to and staying in Thailand is very complex for foreign migrants. They 

warn that irregular migration must not be conflated with instances in which migrants fail to register 
with Thai authorities.650 

Earlier research conducted by UNODC concluded that 83 per cent of irregular migrants entering 
Thailand from Cambodia and Myanmar are assisted by smugglers. About 550,000 migrants are 

smuggled from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand each year.651 These figures suggest that 

the vast majority of irregular migrants enter Thailand undetected. 

Trafficking in persons 

Data relating to the number of trafficked persons in Thailand are similarly unreliable, and existing 
estimates vary greatly. Some figures come from small surveys with limited sample sizes and may not 

be reflective of actual levels of trafficking.  

Research conducted by UNIAP estimated approximately 23 per cent of irregular Cambodian migrants 
deported from Thailand experienced exploitation. Approximately 9.3 per cent of deportees were 

victims of trafficking in persons.652 Thai authorities, by contrast, estimate the number of trafficking in 

persons cases to be much lower. In interviews with 371,456 irregular migrants from various countries 

in 2010, Thai authorities, “using standardised manual guidelines” identified only 56, or 0.02 per cent 

of irregular migrants, as victims.653   

5.1.2 Economic developments in Thailand 

Domestic developments 

Thailand’s strong economic growth of Thailand over the past few decades, which caused wages and 
standards of living to rise and created considerable demand for labour in some industries, is widely 
seen as the principal pull factor for both regular and irregular migration. Beginning in the 1980s and 

                                                      

647 Royal Thai Police, 2011 cited in UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat 

Assessment (2013) 9. 
648 Pimupsorn Boriboonrat, ‘Collaborative Border Management in Thailand and Neighboring Countries: Needs, 

Challenges and Issues’ (2013) 8(1) International Journal of Criminal Justice Sciences 1, 2, citing Thailand, 

Bureau of Migrant Workers, Ministry of Labour. 
649 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 12. 
650 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 12. 
651 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 12–13. 
652  UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 44, also cited in UNODC, Transnational Organized 

Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 13–14. 
653 UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 14. 
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continuing throughout the 1990s, Thailand’s economy experienced a remarkable boom, mostly due to 
the opening of trade and the growth in foreign investment and export-oriented, factory-based light 
manufacturing in Thailand’s main urban areas. Over the same period, Thailand made the transition 

from a net-sending country of migrant workers to a net-receiving country. Although economic growth 

was not always consistent and, in some years, the country suffered setbacks, Thailand experienced 
transformations that raised prosperity, educational standards and overall living conditions for large 
parts of the population. Thailand’s economic growth has been recognised as one of the world’s “great 

development success stories”, lifting the country into the ranks of upper-middle income economies 
and to the second largest economy in Southeast Asia.654 

Figure 19 below sets out some key economic indicators. It shows that between 2006 and 2015, both 

Thailand’s total GDP and its per capita GDP nearly doubled. In some years, the economy grew by more 

than 7 per cent, but in others experienced very little growth or, in 2009, shrank as a result of the global 
financial crisis. Over the same period, official unemployment rates, which are traditionally quite low, 

further dropped to below 1 per cent. 

Figure 19 Economic indicators, Thailand 2006–2015 (World Bank, 2016)655 

 GDP at market 
prices, million USD 

GDP per capita, 
USD 

GDP growth 

% 

unemployment, % 

of total work force 

2015 395,282 5,820 2.8% n.a. 

2014 404,824 5,977 0.9% 0.9% 

2013 420,167 6,229 2.8% 0.7% 

2012 397,472 5,917 7.3% 0.7% 

2011 370,609 5,540 0.8% 0.7% 

2010 340,926 5,112 7.5% 1.0% 

2009 281,575 4,231 -0.7% 1.5% 

2008 291,383 4,385 1.7% 1.2% 

2007 262,943 3,963 5.4% 1.2% 

2006 221,758 3,351 5.0% 1.2% 

 

Thailand’s economic growth went hand-in-hand with a transformation from a more agriculture-based 
industry to a more manufacturing and service-based industry. More recently, the country has 

transitioned from a reliance on relatively basic, labour-intensive sectors to more advanced, high-tech 

                                                      

654 Philip Martin, The economic contribution of migrant workers to Thailand (2007) 1; see generally, Mekong 

Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource Book 

(2013) 59, 165–166; Jerrold W Huguet et al, Thailand at a Crossroads: Challenges and Opportunities in 

Leveraging Migration for Development, Issue in Brief No 6, IOM Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific and 

Migration Policy Institute, October 2012, 7. 
655 World Bank, ‘Open Data’ <data.worldbank.org> 
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manufacturing sectors, as well as growing banking, finance and real estate sectors.656   

Despite these transformations, labour-intensive industries, including the garment industry, fishing and 
seafood processing, agriculture and construction, remain important pillars of the Thai economy. It is in 

these low-skill, labour-intensive industries that Thailand’s demand for foreign labour is particularly 
high.657  Demand has also been fuelled by the fact that many Thai nationals are now drawn to better-

paying jobs in the high-tech and service industries, freeing up jobs for foreign workers.658 

Much of Thailand’s economic growth is founded on foreign workers. It is fair to say that labour 

migration, especially from neighbouring Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, has made and continues 
to make an important contribution to economic developments in Thailand and helps maintain the 
economy’s export competitiveness. There is ample evidence to show migrant workers are vital to 

Thailand’s overall prosperity and growth. Several studies emphasise that without foreign workers, 

Thailand’s rate of GDP growth would reduce, the cost for unskilled workers would increase and skilled 
workers would see a reduction in their wages.659 

Thailand’s economic growth has also offered women greater opportunities to participate in the labour 
market. An increasing number of Thai women with higher education are moving into the high-tech and 

service sectors, creating a demand for labour in the garment and textile industries and other sectors 
that traditionally employed women.  

Developments in the tourism, hospitality and sex industries have followed a similar pattern and attract 
many foreign women to take up employment in these sectors. Tourism in Thailand and the number of 

                                                      

656 Yongyuth Chalamwong et al, ‘Management of Cross-border Migration: Thailand as a Case of Net Immigration’ 
(2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 447, 447; Dennis Arnold & John Pickles, ‘Global Work, Surplus Labor, 

and the Precarious Economies of the Border’ (2011) 43(5) Antipode 1598, 1608; IOM, Forecasting Migration 

Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, Demographic Change and Migration in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (2010) 6. 
657  Stephen Campbell, ‘Cross-ethnic Labour Solidarities among Myanmar Workers in Thailand’ (2012) 27(2) 

Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 260, 261–262; Dennis Arnold & John Pickles, ‘Global Work, 

Surplus Labor, and the Precarious Economies of the Border’ (2011) 43(5) Antipode 1598, 1608; Yongyuth 

Chalamwong et al, ‘Management of Cross-border Migration: Thailand as a Case of Net Immigration’ (2012) 
40 Asian Journal of Social Science 447, 447–448. 

658  UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 21; World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater 

Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 31. 
659  Piriya Pholphirul, ‘Migration and the Economy’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), 

Thailand Migration Report 2011 — Migration for Development in Thailand: Overview and tools for 

policymakers (2011) 53, 54; World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: 

Phase I (2006) 10, 44; IOM, Forecasting Migration Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, 

Demographic Change and Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion (2010) 8; ILO, The Mekong Challenge: 

Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked — The realities of young migrant workers in Thailand, volume 1 

(2006) 26; Yongyuth Chalamwong et al, ‘Management of Cross-border Migration: Thailand as a Case of Net 

Immigration’ (2012) 40 Asian Journal of Social Science 447, 450; Inge Brees, ‘Refugee Business: Strategies of 

Work on the Thai–Burma Border’ (2008) 21(3) Journal of Refugee Studies 380, 387; Philip Martin, The 

economic contribution of migrant workers to Thailand (2007) 7–8; Human Rights Watch, From the Tiger to the 

Crocodile: Abuse of Migrant Workers in Thailand (2010) 20. 
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foreign visitors have grown significantly over the past two decades, creating many new jobs in hotels, 
restaurants, bars and entertainment. Despite its ambivalent legal status, the sex industry in Thailand 

has continued to grow, along with the number of customers. Among these customers are many Thai 

men, whose disposable income grew along with the overall economy in Thailand. Figures from 2010 

suggest the sex industry contributes as much as USD 22 billion to Thailand’s GDP.660 

Reliable figures about the total contribution of migrant workers to the Thai economy are not available. 
This is because there is no simple and single way to generate such figures and many migrant workers 
are undocumented. Available estimates of the contribution of foreign labourers to the Thai economy 

range between 1 and 6.2 per cent of GDP. Additionally, though many migrant workers living in Thailand 

send much of their income to their country of origin as remittances, migrant workers still spend about 
half of their income in Thailand, especially on accommodation, food, communication and 
transportation and travel.661 

In years where Thailand experienced economic crises or economic growth slowed, popular sentiment 
sometimes turned against foreign workers, with Thais blaming them for taking Thai jobs. This was 

particularly evident in the aftermath of the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Thailand’s economy took a 

strong hit and unemployment rates rose significantly (from 0.9 per cent in 1997 to 3.4 per cent in 

1998).662  During that time, many irregular workers from Myanmar were reported by Thais to the 

authorities, though it quickly became clear many companies could not find suitable replacements for 
them in sufficient numbers. This led to labour shortages in some industries and, in some cases, to 

companies becoming insolvent.663   The 2008 global financial crisis had a similar effect: it slowed 

economic growth, led many factories and other companies to close down, put many people out of 
work and led to fiercer competition for available jobs.664 

It needs to be noted that not all parts of Thailand have benefited from economic developments equally. 

                                                      

660 Pimpawun Boonmongkon et al‚ ‘From Trafficking to Sex Work: Burmese Migrants in Thailand’, in Thomas E 

Blair (ed), Living on the Edges: Cross-Border Mobility and Sexual Exploitation in the Greater Southeast Asia 

Sub-Region (2006) 157, 167, 169–170, 175–176; ADB & IOM, Facilitating Safe Labor Migration in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (2013) 4. 
661 Inge Brees, ‘Burden or Boon: The Impact of Burmese Refugees on Thailand’ (2010) 11(1) The Whitehead 

Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations 35, 41–42; IOM & Asian Research Centre for Migration, 

Chulalongkorn University, Assessing potential changes in the migration patterns of Myanmar migrants and 

their impacts on Thailand (2013) 1; Jerrold W Huguet et al, Thailand at a Crossroads: Challenges and 

Opportunities in Leveraging Migration for Development, Issue in Brief No 6, IOM Regional Office for Asia and 

the Pacific and Migration Policy Institute, October 2012, 5; Myat Mon, ‘Burmese labour migration into 

Thailand: governance of migration and labour rights’ (2010) 15(1) Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 33, 41; 

Philip Martin, The economic contribution of migrant workers to Thailand (2007) 8, 12; David A Feingold, ‘The 

Burmese traffic-jam explored: Changing dynamics and ambiguous reforms’ (2013) 25(2) Cultural Dynamics 

207, 209. 
662 World Bank, ‘Unemployment, total (% of labour force)’.  
663 Inge Brees, ‘Burden or Boon: The Impact of Burmese Refugees on Thailand’ (2010) 11(1) e Whitehead Journal 

of Diplomacy and International Relations 35, 41, citing Alison Vicary, ‘Employment and poverty in Mae Hong 

Son province, Thailand: ‘Burmese’ Refugees in the labour market’ (2006)1 Burma Economic Watch 47–87. 
664 Myat Mon, ‘Burmese labour migration into Thailand: governance of migration and labour rights’ (2010) 15(1) 

Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 33, 42. 
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Urban centres, especially the capital of Bangkok and surrounding areas, hold much greater prosperity, 
while some rural areas remain poor by both national and international standards. Economic growth 

has also benefited different parts of Thai society differently, and sources note that the gap between 
rich and poor has widened.665 

Comparisons 

In the context of labour migration, the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons, Thailand’s 
economic developments must be seen in comparison to developments in neighbouring Cambodia, Lao 
PDR and Myanmar. Thailand, as mentioned, transitioned from a net labour-sending country to a very 

significant net labour-receiving country, with large numbers of migrant workers coming from 
neighbouring countries.666 

Figure 20 Economic indicators, Thailand, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, 2006–2015 (World Bank, 2016)667 

 Thailand Cambodia Lao PDR Myanmar 

 GDP per 
capita, 

USD 

GDP 
growth 

% 

GDP per 
capita, 

USD 

GDP 
growth 

% 

GDP per 
capita, 

USD 

GDP 
growth 

% 

GDP per 
capita, 

USD 

GDP 
growth 

% 

2015 5,820 2.8% 1.160 7.0% 1,810 7.0% 1.200 6.99% 

2014 5,977 0.9% 1,095 7.1% 1,750 7.5% 1,204 8.5% 

2013 6,229 2.8% 1,025 7.5% 1,701 8.5% 1,107 8.2% 

2012 5,917 7.3% 947 7.3% 1,446 8.0% 1,421 n.a. 

2011 5,540 0.8% 879 7.1% 1,301 8.0% n.a. n.a. 

2010 5,112 7.5% 783 6.0% 1,147 8.5% n.a. n.a 

2009 4,231 -0.7% 735 0.1% 948 7.5% n.a. n.a. 

2008 4,385 1.7% 743 6.7% 901 7.8% n.a. n.a. 

2007 3,963 5.4% 629 10.2 711.0 7.6% n.a. n.a. 

2006 3,351 5.0% 538 10.8 591.4 8.6% n.a. n.a. 

 

Figure 20 above shows the economic discrepancies between Thailand and its neighbours. Although 

economic growth has been considerable and steady, especially in Cambodia and Lao PDR, with per 
capita GDP figures doubling over the last ten years, Thailand’s economy remains considerably 
stronger, with a per capita GDP about five times higher than its neighbours.668 Poverty levels also vary 

                                                      

665 Mekong Migration Network & Asian Migrant Centre, Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource 

Book (2013) 59–60. 
666  Andy Hall, ‘Migration and Thailand: Policy, Perspectives and Challenges’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat 

Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for development in Thailand: Overview 

and tools for policy makers (2011) 17, 17; Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and 

Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 9; 

Srawooth Paitoonpong, Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing International Labour 

Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration) (2011) 26. 
667 World Bank, ‘Open Data’ <data.worldbank.org>. 
668 See also, Hossein Jalilian & Glenda Reyes, ‘Migrants of the Mekong: Wins and Losses’ in Hossein Jalilian (ed), 

Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS (2012) 1, 24. 
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greatly between Thailand and its neighbours. According to World Bank data, 0.1 per cent of the Thai 

population lived below the poverty level of USD 1.90 per day in 2012. In Lao PDR, this rate was 29.9 per 

cent and in Cambodia at 6.2 per cent. Data for Myanmar were not available.669 

After more than 20 years of sustained economic growth, Thailand is classified as an upper-middle 
income country, while Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar remain on the list of least developed 
countries as of May 2016.670 In this environment, it is not surprising that there has been a steady flow 

of migrants from these countries. Thailand has been described as the “economic powerhouse” 

attracting 61 per cent of migrants from the greater Mekong Subregion. Migration has been closely tied 

to economic developments in Thailand, with higher rates of arrivals in strong economic years and lower 
rates during periods when Thailand’s economy struggled.671 

5.1.3 Demographic developments 

Education 

Economic developments in Thailand over the past few decades have led to rising standards of living 
and higher levels of education. Thailand’s education system promotes a relatively long period of 

compulsory schooling, often exceeding 12 years. Thailand has a well-educated population by 

international standards, a fact reflected in literacy rates and gross enrolment rates for both sexes at 
secondary and tertiary levels. 672 

Rising levels of education in Thailand have meant that more and more Thais are pursuing careers in 

technology, finance and service sectors as well as in other areas in which their skills and education can 
be used to earn higher wages. Fewer Thais now work in agriculture and basic manufacturing. This has 

created a considerable demand for labour in low-skilled and unskilled sectors, which is not being met 
by the local population.673 

As the Thai workforce shifts into more office-based and high-tech industries, the many vacancies in 
the agricultural, fishing and manufacturing sectors, which remain important sectors for the national 
economy, need to be filled by migrant workers who are readily available in neighbouring Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar. 

Many Thais also now have more disposable income and can employ staff for jobs they previously 
performed themselves. The number of women participating in the workforce, as well as their 

                                                      

669 World Bank, ‘Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) (% of population)’. 
670 UN, Committee for Development Policy, ‘List of Least Developed Countries’ (May 2016); see also UNODC, 

Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 7. 
671 IOM, Forecasting Migration Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, Demographic Change 

and Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion (2010) 18–19. 
672 For further information and data, see World Bank, ‘Education’ <http://data.worldbank.org/topic/education> 

(accessed 1 July 2016); see also, Mely Caballero-Anthony et al, ‘Forced Migration’ in Mely Caballero-Anthony 

& Alistair D B Cook (eds), Non-Traditional Security in Asia: Issues, Challenges and Framework for Action (2013) 
158, 197. 

673 UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 21; ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in 

managing labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring countries (2015) 15–16; IOM, Forecasting 

Migration Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, Demographic Change and Migration in 

the Greater Mekong Subregion (2010) 8. 
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educational standards, are high by international comparison, which creates a further demand for 
workers in jobs that were traditionally filled by Thai women. This is evident in the growing demand for 

domestic workers and for workers in Thailand’s hospitality industry. Rising education levels and 

changes in the workforce have also had an effect on the make-up of Thai families. Birth rates are lower 

and families have become smaller. This factor further drives demand for domestic workers, as parents 

and children may not be available to carry out these activities.674 

Economic development and increases in education levels have not uniformly benefitted all Thais. Many 

people in rural and urban areas still live in relatively poor conditions and receive only modest levels of 
schooling. These Thais continue to work in industries that are increasingly dominated by foreign 

workers. As later parts of this chapter show, competition between Thai and foreign workers has 

sometimes resulted in conflict, especially in times when economic growth stalls.675 

Ageing population 

Further contributing to the substantial labour demand in Thailand is the fact that the Thai population 
is ageing while population growth rates remain relatively modest.676 As a result, Thailand depends on 

immigration to sustain its economic growth. Fertility rates in Thailand have been declining for some 

time, as has the proportion of the population between 15 and 24 years of age. Over the past three 

decades, population growth in Thailand has dropped from 1.8 per cent in 1984 to 0.4 per cent in 

2014.677 Over the same period, the percentage of the population aged 0–14 dropped from 36 per cent 

in 1984 to just 18 per cent in 2014.678   

In Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, population growth has also declined, but remains at much higher 
levels than in Thailand. In these countries, the percentage of the population aged 0–14 years is 

considerably higher than in Thailand. Figure 21 below shows the population growth rates and the 

percentage of the population aged 0–14 years in Thailand, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar from 

                                                      

674 Jayagupta Ratchada, ‘The Thai Government’s Repatriation and Reintegration Programmes: Responding to 

Trafficked Female Commercial Sex Workers from the Greater Mekong Subregion’ (2009) 47(2) International 

Migration 227, 229; Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong, ‘Introduction’ in Jerrold W Huguet & 

Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for development in Thailand: 

Overview and tools for policy makers (2011) 1, 1; ILO, Review of the effectiveness of the MOUs in managing 

labour migration between Thailand and neighbouring countries (2015) 16. 
675  See also, Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong, ‘Introduction’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat 

Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. Migration for development in Thailand: Overview 

and tools for policy makers (2011) 1, 1. 
676 See generally, ADB & IOM, Facilitating Safe Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion (2013) 4; World 

Bank, Gaining from Migration: Migration Trends and Policy Lessons in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (2012) 
8; Philip Martin, The economic contribution of migrant workers to Thailand (2007) 17. 

677 World Bank, ‘Population growth (annual %)’; see also, IOM, International Migration in Thailand (2005) 5. 
678 World Bank, ‘Population aged 0-14% (% of total)’; see also, Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong, 

‘Introduction’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand Migration Report 2011. 
Migration for development in Thailand: Overview and tools for policy makers (2011) 1, 1. 
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2004 to 2014.679 

Figure 21 Population growth and population aged 0-14 years, Thailand, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, 2006–
2015 (World Bank, 2016)680 

 Thailand Cambodia Lao PDR Myanmar 

 popul. 
growth, 

% 

popul. 0–
14 years, 

% 

popul. 
growth, 

% 

popul. 0–
14 years, 

% 

popul. 
growth, 

% 

popul. 0–
14 years, 

% 

popul. 
growth, 

% 

popul. 0–
14 years, 

% 

2014 0.40 17.7 1.64 34.9 1.65 34.8 0.85 27.6 

2013 0.43 18.0 1.67 35.0 1.64 35.1 0.83 28.1 

2012 0.39 18.2 1.63 35.4 1.65 35.5 0.80 28.5 

2011 0.32 18.5 1.59 35.9 1.68 36.0 0.76 29.0 

2010 0.22 18.8 1.54 36.2 1.73 36.5 0.70 29.4 

2009 0.14 19.2 1.50 36.1 1.77 37.0 0.66 29.8 

2008 0.15 19.7 1.48 36.3 1.77 37.6 0.65 30.0 

2007 0.27 20.3 1.49 36.3 1.71 38.3 0.68 30.2 

2006 0.47 20.9 1.53 36.1 1.62 39.0 0.74 30.4 

2005 0.70 21.5 1.57 36.2 1.51 39.8 0.81 30.6 

2004 0.90 22.2 1.62 36.9 1.42 40.5 0.87 30.7 

 

Based on present indicators, Thailand’s labour demand will continue to grow while its local population 
growth rate remains too low to fill available positions. A 2015 publication by the ILO suggests that “by 

2020, the country’s working-age population is expected to be reduced by 150,000 workers each 
year.”681 The Thai National Economic and Social Development Board, predicts that  

in 2015 there will be 39.36 million Thai workers against the 43.26 million required, resulting in a deficit of 

3.9 million. [By 2025], the gap is expected to grow to 5.36 million because Thais will account for only 41.16 

million of the 46.52 million workers required. These gaps will need to be filled by migrant workers or they 

will affect the planned economic development targets.682 

5.1.4 Job availability and wages 

Labour demand and unemployment 

Strong economic growth combined with an ageing and increasingly well-educated population has 

                                                      

679 See also, IOM, Forecasting Migration Flows: The Relationships among Economic Development, Demographic 
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created high labour demand in Thailand, which the local population is unable and sometimes unwilling 
to fill. Demand is particularly high in labour-intensive, low-skilled and unskilled positions, especially in 

the agricultural, fishing, construction and manufacturing sectors. This demand creates a significant pull 

factor for labour migrants from neighbouring countries, who have moved to Thailand to fill these 
positions for many years.683 

In the construction, garment and agricultural industries, foreign workers work alongside Thai 
labourers. The demand for labour migrants in these industries is very high, although many Thais 

continue to work on construction sites, in textile manufacturing and in agriculture. Thais sometimes 

work in more senior positions supervising foreign workers, but at other times can also be in 
competition with them.684 

Basic positions in industries such as fishing and domestic services are currently almost completely 
occupied by labour migrants, partly because Thai nationals have withdrawn from roles that are 
considered dangerous or poorly paid.685 

The correlation between unemployment and labour migration is complex. The official national 

unemployment rate in Thailand has been and continues to be very low, ranging between 0.7 per cent 

and 1.5 per cent in recent years.686 Thailand’s unemployment rate has been described as “one of the 

lowest in the world” and in 2013 it was estimated that the total number of unemployed Thai workers 
amounted to less than half a million people.687  In 2010, IOM noted “although migrants compete 

directly with low-skilled Thai workers in other sectors of the economy, the extremely low 
unemployment rate in Thailand is strong evidence that they are not taking jobs from Thai persons.”688 

While the national unemployment rate is very low, there are considerable differences in employment 
levels in rural and urban areas. Not surprisingly, migrant workers are primarily drawn to areas with the 

greatest availability of jobs, so “provinces with the highest unemployment rates have the lowest 
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numbers of migrant workers,” according to one publication. 689 

Most sources predict that, in light of demographic and economic developments in Thailand, it is highly 
likely Thailand’s labour demand will continue to grow in the short and medium term. In 2004, the Thai 

economy needed 1.6 million migrant workers, but received only 1.3 million, leaving 300,000 jobs 

unfilled. By the end of 2007, this deficit had risen to 650,000. Even during the 2009 global financial 

crisis, which led many Thai expatriates to return to the country, labour demand in unskilled and low-

skilled positions remained high. This labour deficit is widely expected to increase if population growth 

remains low and if there are no other major economic crises.690 

Wages 

A further pull factor for migration is the considerable wage differential between Thailand and 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. Most migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 

receive about twice the income in Thailand than they would in their home countries, according to 
several sources.691 Other research confirms that the ability to earn higher wages is one of the main 

reasons why foreign workers decide to migrate to Thailand in the first place. In fact, higher wages in 

Thailand appear to be a more important factor than poverty when it comes to migrating to Thailand 
for work.692 

The high number of foreign workers occupying unskilled and low-skilled positions in Thailand has a 
considerable impact on the wages paid in these sectors. Foreign workers are willing to take up 

employment for almost any wage because salaries that are below Thailand’s minimum wage are still 
considerably higher than those in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar.693  Labour migrants are thus 

particularly attractive to Thai employers as they are willing to work for salaries and under conditions 
Thais may not accept. Data from the Thailand Development and Research Institute in 2010 suggests 
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that the widespread use of foreign workers in Thailand lowered the wages of Thai workers with primary 
or lower levels of education by 3.5 per cent. Foreign labour migration tends to lead to an increase in 

income for more affluent Thais and a decrease in income for poorer segments of society. “The real 

income of the poorest 60 per cent of households fell by 0.4 per cent as a result of migrant labour, 

whereas the real income of the richest 40 per cent rose by 0.3 per cent,” according to one 2010 

publication.694 

Labour migrants working for lower wages has widespread effects on Thailand’s national economy: Low 
wages keep prices for the services and products of certain industries low, help to contain the national 
inflation rate and significantly increases Thailand’s global competitiveness.695   

 

5.2 Reception of irregular migrants 

5.2.1 Locations 

Irregular migration and trafficking in persons affect all parts of Thailand, including both urban centres 
and rural areas. Border regions are particularly prone to receiving migrants who enter Thailand for 

short durations or on a daily basis. Many irregular migrants and trafficked persons can be found in 
Thailand’s main urban areas, and particularly in Bangkok, Thailand’s capital.696 

Approximately 40 per cent of all irregular foreign migrant workers live in Bangkok or its surrounding 
areas, especially Samut Sakhon to the south-east of Bangkok.697 These areas are home to much of 

Thailand’s manufacturing sectors and the country’s hospitality, tourism and sex industries. Bangkok 

has also been identified as the main destination for trafficking in children.698 

In an effort to expand the manufacturing sector and take advantage of cheap foreign workers, the Thai 
government successfully developed large industrial areas in some border areas. This is particularly 

evident in provinces close to Myanmar, where large numbers of workers cross into Thailand on short-
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term bases to take up employment opportunities.699 

Irregular migrants seeking to work in Thailand’s vast fishing industry move to coastal areas and large 
ports along the Gulf of Thailand, including Pattani and Songkhla provinces in the south, Prachup Khiri 
Khan province in the west, Samut Sakhon, Samut Prakan and Chon Buri provinces in the north and 
Rayong province in the east.700 The high concentration of irregular migrants in Samut Sakhon has been 

attributed to the concentration of the seafood processing industry in this area and its close proximity 
to Bangkok.701 

Irregular migrants from Cambodia usually enter, and frequently remain, in the Thai border province of 
Sa Kaeo, which is located along one of the main roads connecting Cambodia to the greater Bangkok 
area. Cambodians who remain in border areas usually work in the agricultural sector. Those who 

continue further into Thailand often work in construction or, if they aim for coastal areas, in the fishing 
industry.702 

The area around Mae Sot in Tak province in the east of Thailand, very close to the Myanmar border, is 
home to a vast number of irregular migrant workers from all over Myanmar. Many migrants travel 

from Myanmar to Mae Sot on a daily basis, while others commute less frequent. For some, Mae Sot 

serves as a temporary destination until migrants can earn enough money to move deeper into 
Thailand.  

Much of Thailand’s textile and garment industry is located around Mae Sot and nearly all workers in 
these factories are from Myanmar. Some of these factories have been described as “sweatshops”, with 
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many women and children working in sub-standard conditions for little pay.703 Many irregular workers 

from Myanmar can be found in Chiang Mai, one of Thailand’s more populous provinces in the north-

west and a popular tourist destination.704 

5.2.2 Communities of prior migrants, family and friends 

Earlier parts of this report have shown that family, friends and the stories and experiences of prior 
migrants play an important role in encouraging and shaping labour migration from Cambodia, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar to Thailand. Similarly, once in Thailand, newly arrived migrants often rely on family 

contacts, friends and the existing diaspora to find accommodation, employment and assistance with 
settling into Thailand. Many irregular migrants follow in the footsteps of others who have migrated to 

Thailand months or years earlier.705 

The locations identified in Section V.2.1 above are home to large migrant populations and are often 

the first destination for new arrivals. Here, new arrivals can find established networks of their 

countrymen and women and socialise with people who share their background, culture and language.  

5.2.3 Refugees in Thailand 

The situation is more complex for irregular migrants who are refugees in Thailand. Most refugees come 

from Myanmar and seek protection in Thailand, fearing persecution should they be returned to their 
country of origin or to another country. Estimates of the number of refugees from Myanmar in Thailand 

range from 120,000 to 250,000.706 

Some 120,000 to 145,000 people live in the nine refugee camps that exist along the Thai-Myanmar 
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border.707  These camps were first set up in 1984 and have been both home to and a destination for 

many refugees for over thirty years. Many others live outside the camps where their situation is 

precarious. Refugees outside the camps are mostly ethnic Shans who fled to Thailand in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s. The refugees are very vulnerable to exploitation, trafficking and other human rights 

violations.708 

 

5.3 Irregular migration and trafficking in persons – Industries and Sectors 

Irregular migration and trafficking in persons in Thailand affect a broad range of industries and sectors. 
Trafficking may occur for a range of exploitative purposes, including forced labour and labour 
exploitation, sexual exploitation, child labour and other forms of child trafficking, forced begging, petty 
crime and forced marriage. The means of trafficking may involve coercion, deception, violence, rape, 

sexual assault and other forms of sexual violence and harassment, threats and intimidation and abuse 
of a position of vulnerability, among others.709 

In this report, the situations in which trafficking most frequently occur are separated by industry and 
sector. This is done in order to identify specific circumstances and nuances, and to differentiate as 

much as possible between the trafficking experience of migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
Myanmar in Thailand, as well as to avoid generalisations. The types of exploitation that migrants may 

encounter and the factors that make them vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking are frequently the 
same, regardless of industry. These matters are further explored in Section V.4 below. 

Overall, Thailand’s agriculture, fishing and construction industries are the sectors most commonly 
identified as having the highest incidence of trafficking.710 A 2010 UNIAP report analysing 400 cases of 

exploitation and trafficking found that exploitation and trafficking were most common in the fishing 
sector, where, on average, 44 per cent of migrant workers are exploited, including 31 per cent who 
are trafficked. In other industries, including agriculture, construction and manufacturing (factory work), 
about 33 per cent of migrant workers experience exploitation and 23 per cent experience trafficking.711 

Trafficking in the sex industry and domestic services are also very common for female victims. Reports 

on the trafficking of Cambodian, Lao and Myanmar nationals also involve Thailand’s manufacturing 
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and mining sectors, the hospitality industry, and the retail sector, albeit in smaller numbers. Interviews 

conducted for the purpose of this report identified other emerging sectors of concern, including the 
exploitation of men in logging and the trafficking of children for sexual exploitation in webcam sex 
shows.  

5.3.1 Agriculture 

Figures 

In absolute numbers, Thailand’s agricultural industry is the largest employer of foreign workers, both 
regular and irregular. The sector relies very heavily on foreign workers but, unlike some of the other 

industries explored here, also employs a considerable number of Thai workers. Migrant workers are 

particularly common in rubber plantations, where they can work year-round, and on fruit farms, where 
the work is seasonal.712 

Thailand’s agricultural sector is the largest employer of irregular migrants from Cambodia, employing 
approximately 42 per cent of all irregular Cambodian migrant workers. In 2009, 31,162 irregular 

Cambodians worked in farming, livestock and related industries.713 Most Cambodian farmworkers can 

be found in rural areas near the border; many of them commute to Thailand frequently and some do 
so on a daily basis.714  Thailand’s agricultural industry is also an important employer for irregular 

migrants from Lao PDR. In 2009, 22,504 irregular migrants from Lao PDR worked in these industries.715  

At the time of writing, there were no official figures or reliable estimates for the number of irregular 
migrant workers from Myanmar working in Thailand’s agricultural industry. 

Working conditions  

Reports of exploitation in Thailand’s agricultural industry mostly refer to threats made to foreign 
workers in order to control them. A 2010 study of 85 “agricultural cases” by UNIAP estimated that 25–

30 per cent of migrant workers experience exploitation and trafficking in Thailand’s agricultural 
industry.716  The study further found that over two thirds of persons trafficked into agricultural work 

experienced threats by their employers and traffickers. Other forms of exploitation were very rare in 

the agricultural industry, though in 12 cases, workers had their freedom of movement restricted. Men 

experienced much higher rates of exploitation than women. 717 It should be noted that the UNIAP study 

involved a small sample size, so it is not possible to make generalisations based on this study.  

A 2009 study found about 20 per cent of migrant workers in Thailand’s agriculture industry 
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experienced verbal abuse by their employers, superiors or others.718 The same report also found that 

over 80 per cent had no paid leave and over 60 per cent had no regular time off. More than 85 per 

cent of men and more than 97 per cent of women working in Thailand’s agricultural industry had no 
written contract. Working conditions for women appeared to be worse overall, though men reportedly 

worked more excessive hours (16.4 per cent of men compared to 12.2 per cent of women in the 

sample). The sample size (129 individuals) of this report again makes it difficult to draw more general 

conclusions about the working conditions of labour migrants in Thailand’s agricultural industry.719 

It needs to be stressed that the working conditions and working hours in agriculture are difficult to 
compare to other industries. Because of the seasonal nature of employment in the agriculture sector, 

many migrant workers will work very long hours with no days off for certain periods of the year, but 
will be out of work at other times.720 

Other sources point to increasing incidents of debt bondage among labour migrants in commercial 
agriculture.721 In interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, respondents also mentioned that 

labour migrants encounter very harsh working conditions in Thailand’s timber industry, with workers 
being left to sleep and “fight for themselves” in forests. Further information to substantiate these 

statements was not available at the time of writing.  

Salaries and benefits 

Compared to other industries, working conditions for labour migrants seems to be somewhat better 
in the agriculture industry and cases of exploitation and trafficking somewhat less frequent and severe. 
In 2006, the average monthly wage for migrants was THB 3,549, though due to the seasonal nature of 
the work, many labour migrants had little or no income during non-harvest periods. 722  A 2006 

publication by the World Bank broadly confirmed this figure but noted that while registered migrant 
workers may earn between THB 3,000 and 4,000 per month, the income for unregistered migrants in 
Thailand’s agricultural industry ranged between THB 1,500 and 3,000.723 In 2016, a survey of migrant 

workers from Lao PDR found that the average monthly wage in the agricultural sector in Thailand was 
approximately THB 8,200,724 significantly more than other estimates. 

A 2010 study of 85 Cambodian agricultural workers in Thailand found both male and female workers 
received substantially lower salaries than were promised by brokers or employers and that actual 
salaries were far lower than in other industries. Only 52.9 per cent of men and 63.3 per cent of women 
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received their payments on time, and the rate of non-payment, 36.5 per cent, was much higher than 

in other industries. Most migrants also had deductions taken from their monthly income, including 

broker fees withheld by employers for the first few months of employment, and were also charged 
fees for electricity usage and, in some cases, for “police fees”.725 

Another report found that female migrant workers tend to earn slightly higher wages than men, with 
51.4 per cent earning between THB 3,001 and 4,000 per month, and 19 per cent earning THB 4,001 or 

more per month. Only 12.7 per cent of men earned THB 4,001 or more and 38.2 per cent between 

THB 3,001 and 4,000, though these figures may not be representative due to the small sample size.726  

Although information on this point is quite limited, there appear to be significant differences between 
income levels in agriculture in different provinces of Thailand. A 2013 publication found that daily 

income in Surat Thani in the south of Thailand was substantially higher than in Tak province, which 
borders Myanmar.727 It is not possible to say with certainty that these wage differences reflect the 

availability of cheap migrant workers, as they may also be reflective of different crops and types of 
work, which is not discussed in the report. 

Accommodation 

Migrant workers in Thailand’s agricultural industry usually live in accommodation provided by their 
employers. Depending on how remote their place of work is, they may sleep in simple shelters provided 

to them or may sometimes erect shelters themselves. Usually, workers have little choice but to sleep 

in the accommodation provided to them, even if they wish to stay elsewhere. The conditions in the 

living quarters are usually very simple and some sites have limited access to sanitation.728 

5.3.2 Fishing and seafood processing 

Thailand’s fishing industry is particularly notorious for employing large numbers of migrant workers 
from neighbouring countries. In recent years, many instances of serious exploitation and trafficking 

have come to light. The topic has caught the attention of national and international media and has 

caused Thai authorities to scrutinise recruitment, employment and working conditions in the fishing 
and seafood processing industries. At the time of writing, several initiatives were underway to enhance 

measures to prevent and combat exploitation and trafficking in these industries. As a result, some of 

the information in the following sections may no longer be fully up to date. These sections do 

document the levels and patterns as they have been reported in recent years. 
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Figures 

Fishing industry 

Thailand’s fishing industry is a major employer for migrant workers from Cambodia and Myanmar.729 

An estimated 75 per cent of all workers in Thailand’s fisheries sector are labour migrants.730 Reported 

figures and estimates vary significantly and often fail to differentiate between regular and irregular 
workers, making it difficult to provide any indication of the number of foreign workers trafficked into 
this industry.  

Some NGOs estimate that some 200,000 men and boys from Cambodia and Myanmar have been 
victims of trafficking in the Thai fishing industry.731 In 2015, the ILO, citing 2009 and 2011 data from 

the Thai Office of Foreign Workers Administration, reported that 56,578 migrant workers were 
employed in Thailand’s fishing industry and 136,973 in seafood processing. Most of these workers 

were Myanmar nationals, including 39,809 in fishing and 129,773 in seafood processing.732 A 2011 

publication found that some 20,989 irregular Cambodian migrants were working in Thailand fisheries 
and fisheries-related industries in 2009.733  In 2013, an estimated 14,988 Cambodians were working in 

fishing and 6,020 in the seafood industry in Thailand.734 The same source estimated that 16 per cent of 

all male Cambodian migrant workers in Thailand are employed on fishing boats.735 

Migrant workers from landlocked Lao PDR do not work in Thailand’s fishing industry in large numbers. 
In 2009, some 1,800 irregular migrants from Lao PDR were working in the fishing industry in addition 
to 1,180 in the seafood processing.736   

Seafood processing 

Many sources fail to distinguish between labour migrants who work on fishing vessels at sea and 
workers employed in the seafood processing industry, which is located on the mainland, especially in 
Samut Sakhon and other coastal provinces close to Bangkok. Migrant workers make up over half of the 

workers in Thailand’s seafood processing industry and most of them are employed as temporary 
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workers.737   

An estimated 13 per cent of all migrant workers from the Greater Mekong Subregion are employed in 
Thailand’s “fish processing” industry.738 Two further publications make similar estimates, suggesting 

that 15 per cent of all migrant workers are employed in fishing and seafood processing.739 Another 

source estimates that 250,000 Myanmar nationals are working in the sea- and land-based sectors of 
Thailand’s fishing and seafood processing industry.740 

Working conditions  

Fishing industry 

There are extensive reports about the harsh and often cruel working conditions on Thai fishing vessels. 
Many sources confirm that labour exploitation and trafficking in this sector is widespread.741 Deception 

in the recruitment process appears to be common.742 Reports relating to the working conditions on 

Thai fishing vessels all refer to male labour migrants. Female migrants do not tend to work in this 

industry in significant numbers.743 

Almost none of the migrants working on Thai fishing vessels have written contracts or full information 
about the conditions and types of work they can expect on the vessels, which makes them particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation.744 Once on the boats, migrants are often forced to carry out dangerous tasks 

with which they are not familiar and for which they have not been trained. This may also involve the 

use of heavy and dangerous equipment that can lead to serious injuries.745 

Working hours on-board fishing vessels can be extremely long. A 2009 study of migrant workers in 
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Thailand found 61 per cent of the people surveyed worked more than 12 hours per day. 71.4 per cent 

complained of excessive working hours.746 While it should be noted that the study involved a very small 

survey group, a 2006 report by the ILO similarly found that 62 per cent of migrants on fishing vessels 
worked for more than 12 hours a day.747 Many other sources also show that migrant workers are forced 

to work extremely long hours on these vessels, are deprived of sleep and are often kept on the boats 
for several months and much longer than they anticipated.748   

Because fishing vessels operate in extremely remote areas, it is very easy for superiors to exercise 
control over migrant workers. In these circumstances, migrants have severely restricted freedom of 

movement and little ability to leave their place of work and their traffickers. Some vessels even have 

close-circuit television (CCTV) systems installed to monitor workers.749 Some sources mention that 

traffickers have systematically deprived migrants of food and sleep in order to force them to work.750 

A 2009 report (using a very small sample group) further found that 81 per cent of workers experienced 

verbal abuse by employers and superiors. Instances of physical abuse were also reported, but appear 

to be less frequent.751 Other sources also recount instances in which migrant workers, some of them 

believed to be under the age of 18, were physically abused and, in some cases, beaten to death.752 
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Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report similarly identified cases in which workers were 

killed or thrown overboard if they were not performing as expected or if they were ill and unable to 
work.  

A further way employers exercise control over migrant workers and ensure they do not attempt to flee 
or change employers is to confiscate their identity documents. This practice seems to be particularly 

common on fishing vessels. A 2006 study, for example, found 71 per cent of workers on fishing vessels 

were not in possession of their documents.753 

Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report in Thailand and the countries of origin revealed 
many stories of exploitation, long working hours, abuse, underpayment and instances in which migrant 
workers received no payment at all. Some interview respondents said migrant workers use or are given 

amphetamines to work several days without sleep and to cope with the tough working environments 
on fishing vessels.754 

The restrictions imposed on the workers and their general working conditions seem to differ between 
short-haul and long-haul fishing vessels. Fishing vessels that run short-haul ventures tend to have 

better conditions and freedoms for workers, compared to long-haul ventures that may last several 
months or, in some cases, years.755  “Offshore vessels can become prisons” for the migrant workers, 

notes a 2013 UNODC publication, “as workers have no one to turn to and no prospects for escape.”756  

Research conducted by UN-ACT in 2015 found that, of those surveyed, nearly half of all workers on 
fishing boats left their work by escaping or because vessels were raided.757  

In recent years, stories have emerged about irregular migrant workers, most of them Myanmar 
nationals, who were kept in fenced camps or locked accommodation before being trafficked and “sold” 

to Thai fishing vessels.758 There are also reports that workers are sometimes “sold” from one vessel to 

another while at sea when manpower needs change.759 

It is important to note that the Government of Thailand has implemented measures to protect 
migrants working in the country’s fishing sector. Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report 

identified that one important development has been a “Seaman Book”, which is now required for both 
Thai and migrant workers employed on fishing vessels. The development of the Seaman Book means 

that migrant workers employed on Thai fishing vessels are issued identity papers similar to those of 
their Thai co-workers. Interview respondents also noted, however, that migrant workers and 

employers have already identified means for fraudulently replacing a registered worker’s details or 
photo with one of an irregular or underage worker.  
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Seafood processing 

Information about the working conditions and instances of exploitation in Thailand’s seafood 
processing industry are less frequent and somewhat anecdotal. This industry employs both male and 

female labour migrants in large numbers. A 2009 publication suggested that few of them have written 

contracts, get days off or paid leave and workers must work 12 hours or more per day. According to 

the report, which combines several samples, more than 53.2 per cent of men and 67.4 per cent of 

women also complained about being verbally abused by employers or superiors.760  

In 2012, the World Bank reported that irregular migrant workers in the seafood processing industry 
are often paid on output, such as number of fish processed, which means they tend to work extremely 
long hours but still often earn very low wages.761 

Salaries and benefits 

Fishing industry 

Salaries for foreign workers on Thai fishing vessels are quite low and there are reports of workers 
having unexpected charges deducted from their salaries and of wages being paid with much delay or, 
in some cases, not being paid all.762 In some cases, the wages paid are performance-based, with the 

crew sharing the value of the catch. In such cases, workers have next to no knowledge of the amounts 

they can expect when they set off to sea and can easily be tricked by the captain or other workers. 
Some workers have their payments reduced or delayed if they make mistakes that lead to less fish 
being caught or to catch being spoilt.763   

Average wages for workers in the seafood processing industry tend to range between THB 3,000 and 
4,600 a month, 764  though there are considerable differences between individual cases and 
circumstances. A report published in 2010, for instance, found persons who were trafficked into 

Thailand’s fishing industry earned as little as THB 1,433 per month, while others earned THB 3,933 on 
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average.765 It has further been reported that wages in the fishing industry in Thailand have hardly 

increased over the past two decades. Despite inflation and the rise in living expenses and economic 

standards in Thailand, migrant workers currently earn the same wages as they did in the 1990s.766 

Wage deductions mostly involve the repayment of broker and recruitment fees, which can be quite 
substantial and amount to a large portion of a worker’s wages. Deductions for food and electricity may 

also be made and, in some cases, employers withhold part of the salary to pay “police fees”. This 

money is used to pay off officials who may stop fishing vessels and arrest irregular migrant workers.767 

However, it needs to be stressed that although reports of exploitation and non-payment of wages are 
quite common, many workers are paid their wages on time.768 

Seafood processing 

Wages in the seafood processing industry tend to be slightly higher than on fishing vessels, with 
workers earning between THB 150 and 300 a day, or THB 3,000–5,000 or more per month. In 2012, the 

Thai government introduced a daily minimum wage of THB 300 in some provinces, which may have led 
to a rise in daily wages in recent years.769 In 2016, a survey of 1,209 migrant workers from Lao PDR 

found the average monthly wage in the fishery and fishery-related sector in Thailand was 
approximately THB 9,100,770 significantly higher than other estimates. Women tend to earn slightly 

lower wages than men. There appear to be regional differences within Thailand, with workers in 

processing plants in Samut Sakhon province south of Bangkok earning higher wages than in Ranong 
Province in southern Thailand.771   

Accommodation 

Employers usually arrange accommodation for workers in the fishing industry. Migrants working on 

vessels that venture further out to sea and do not return to port on a daily basis sleep on the vessels 
and have no opportunity to refuse to live “on-site”.772   

In more extreme cases of trafficking, workers are sometimes confined in storage facilities or other 
buildings before they are taken on-board the vessels and forced to work, often for many months 
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without any opportunity to escape.773 

5.3.3 Construction 

Figures 

Thailand’s construction industry is another important employer for migrant workers from Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar, employing about 14–15 per cent of all workers from these countries.774 About 

80 per cent of all workers in the construction industry are believed to be migrant workers.775 It is also 

an industry in which many irregular migrant workers can be found and in which cases of trafficking are 
not uncommon. Although migrant workers can be found on construction sites across Thailand, 

especially in the central provinces, a higher concentration exists in Thailand’s main cities, especially 
Bangkok, which is home to about 54.5 per cent of all migrant construction workers in the country.776 

Construction is the second most important sector for irregular migrants from Cambodia, employing 
about 32,465 or 26 per cent of Cambodians working irregularly in Thailand. According to data published 

in 2010, approximately 30 per cent of Cambodian workers in the Thai construction industry are 
unregistered. The industry employs both male and female workers from Cambodia, with men only 

slightly outnumbering women.777 

In 2009, 12,635 irregular migrants from Lao PDR worked in the construction industry in Thailand. About 

84 per cent of Lao construction workers in Thailand are unregistered and only 16 per cent are 

registered.778 The sector employs men and women from Lao PDR in similar numbers.779 About 24 per 

cent of migrants from Myanmar working in the Thai construction industry are unregistered.780 
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Working conditions  

A 2010 publication suggests about 33 per cent of migrant workers in Thailand’s construction industry 
experience exploitation and 23 per cent experience situations of trafficking. Concerns and complaints 

by migrant workers about working conditions in the construction industry mostly relate to restrictions 
placed on their freedom of movement or on other personal freedoms. This involves controls exercised 

by employers and supervisors over workers that, in some cases, can involve the use of armed guards 
to ensure that workers do not escape, do not take long breaks and do not steal from construction sites. 
In a small number of cases, migrant workers are held in locked rooms or fenced compounds or may be 
monitored by CCTV.781 Situations involving verbal abuse, threats, intimidation and coercion are also 

reported in the literature.782 

A further concern relates to occupational health and safety on construction sites. Workers often lack 

protective clothing and other protective equipment and work with poorly maintained equipment 
without adequate safety measures. This can lead to accidents, injuries and other health problems. Long 

working hours are common in the construction industry. The fact that many migrants work seven days 

a week can lead to exhaustion, sleep deprivation and malnutrition if workers are given too few 
opportunities to rest and eat.783 

The picture that emerges from the available literature and from interviews conducted for the purpose 
of this report suggest that, while working conditions in the construction industry can be harsh and 
dangerous, they tend to be more favourable than in other industries where migrant workers may be 
exploited or trafficked. The “worst cases of trafficking” are generally not found in the construction 

industry. The fact that construction sites are usually in or near larger urban centres has also been 

highlighted as a factor that works the in favour of migrant labourers, especially if they require help or 
support from authorities or other people.784 A 2015 study surveying Cambodian migrant workers in 

Thailand found 79.8 per cent of respondents described their working conditions as fair or good. 87.6 

per cent responded that they had little-to-no exposure to violence in the construction industry.785 

Salaries and benefits 

Instances of low wages and underpayment of migrant workers do appear to occur in Thailand’s 
construction industry. A study published in 2015 involving surveys of Cambodian labour migrants found 

that nearly 25 per cent of workers in Thailand’s construction industry were not paid at all.786 

In many cases, workers are promised wages much higher than what they are actually paid. A 2010 

study found that male workers from Cambodian were, on average, promised wages of THB 6,903 per 

                                                      

781 UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 86–88, 110 

782 Sarah R Meyer et al, ‘Trafficking, Exploitation and Migration on the Thailand-Burma Border: A Qualitative 

Study’ (2014) 53(4) International Migration 38, 45–46. 
783 Myat Mon, ‘Burmese labour migration into Thailand: governance of migration and labour rights’ (2010) 15(1) 

Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 33, 40; cf UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration 

experiences of Cambodian workers deported from Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 28. 
784 Cf UNIAP, Human Trafficking Sentinel Surveillance (2010) 110. 
785  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 36, 37, 42. 
786  UN-ACT, Human Trafficking Trends in Asia: Migration experiences of Cambodian workers deported from 

Thailand in 2009, 2010 & 2012 (2015) 30. 



 

177 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

month and women THB 4,986, but actual monthly salaries only amounted to THB 3,258. In a number 

of cases, migrants received no pay at all or experienced long delays until they received payment. 
Employers also frequently made unexpected deductions from migrants’ salaries, especially for “police 
fees”, for food and electricity or to recoup brokerage fees.787 More recent studies suggest that migrant 

workers in the construction industry earn, on average, about THB 300 a day or about THB 4,120 a 
month, but the studies do not differentiate between salaries for regular and irregular migrant 
workers.788  As in other industries, salaries in the main urban centres, especially Bangkok, tend to be 

higher than in small towns and rural areas.789 

Very few migrant workers have access to social security benefits, although this is mandated by law.790 

Accommodation 

Most migrant workers in Thailand’s construction industry live in accommodation provided by their 
employers. This usually involves basic accommodation such as tents at or near construction sites. 
Workers usually have to share accommodation, with little or no privacy and poor or basic sanitary 
facilities.791 

5.3.4 Domestic services 

Figures 

Approximately 11 per cent of all migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar work in 
domestic service roles in Thailand.792 Over 50 per cent of domestic workers in Thailand are believed to 

be migrant workers, most of them women.793 According to official figures by Thai authorities, nearly 

130,000 migrants were working in Thai households in December 2009.794 

As of December 2009, the largest number of domestic workers in Thailand was from Myanmar, with a 
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total of 101,945 workers, or about 80 per cent of all workers. This included 84,968 women and 16,977 

men.795 About 90 per cent of these workers were registered.796 21,267 irregular migrant workers from 

Lao PDR were working in Thailand’s domestic service industry in Thailand in December 2009. This 

included 18,040 women and 3,227 men.797 Unlike Myanmar nationals, about 96 per cent of domestic 

workers from Lao PDR were unregistered.798  In 2009, 6,578 irregular Cambodian migrants, including 

5,156 women and 1,422 men, were working in the domestic service industry of Thailand.799 

Working conditions  

Concerns over the working conditions of foreign domestic workers in Thailand and instances of 
exploitation and trafficking frequently relate to restrictions on the freedom of movement. In a recent 

study by UN-ACT, labour migrants rated the “level of freedom at work” in the domestic service industry 
as considerably lower than in other industries.800 

To further increase control over their workers, many employers confiscate passports and other identity 
papers. This seems to affect not only irregular migrant workers but also those who migrate through 

regular channels and are employed lawfully.801 In these circumstances, it is very difficult and often 

impossible for domestic workers to seek outside help, to escape and to connect with family and 
friends.802 

Because many domestic workers cannot freely leave their work premises, they have limited ability to 
communicate and socialise with people outside their workplace, and little access to doctors, health 
care and health information. Some employers do not permit their domestic workers to get medical aid, 

even when they are seriously ill. Employers often want to avoid the costs associated with medical care 

and, if workers show signs of physical or psychological abuse, do not want medical practitioners to 
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discover it.803 

Long working hours and a lack of rest days further characterise the working conditions of many foreign 
domestic workers in Thailand. Many workers start work early in the morning and finish late at night. A 

study published by the ILO in 2006 found more than 50 per cent of domestic workers had to work more 
than 14 hours a day, and approximately 82 per cent had to work more than 12 hours.804 A 2015 UN-

ACT study identified that approximately 20 per cent of domestic workers (in a sample of Cambodians 

who had been deported from Thailand), had worked more than 12 hours or more a day.805 Workers 

may also be required to work or be on standby throughout the night, especially if they have to look 
after their employers’ young children. Very few workers get a weekly or regular day off; some only get 

one day off per month or only get time off during particular holiday periods.806 

Reports about threats and coercion by employers against their domestic workers are frequent. Verbal 

abuse by employers is common, particularly among young and new workers.807 

Many foreign domestic workers experience physical and sexual abuse in the premises where they work 
and live. This ranges from unwanted and inappropriate touching to sexual advances, beatings and 

other forms of violence and instances of rape.808  In 2006, the ILO reported about 20 per cent of foreign 

domestic workers encountered unwanted physical contact by their employers, 9 per cent had been 
pushed, slapped or beaten, and about 8 per cent experienced sexual harassment.809 

Employers may trick workers into situations they later cannot get out of, or deceive them about the 
working conditions and salaries they can expect. A 2006 study found that 14 per cent of foreign 

domestic workers had been tricked about their employment and 12 per cent had been deceived about 
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the salaries they would receive.810   

Migrants who come to Thailand to take up employment as domestic workers generally seem to have 
very little information about the nature of the work and the conditions they can expect at their 
workplace. This has been observed for both women and men.811 It is not uncommon for domestic 

workers to carry out duties unrelated to household work; many workers, for instance, also have to 
help out in the employer’s business once they complete their daily household chores.812 

Despite the many accounts of poor working conditions, long working hours, threats and abuse 
experienced by foreign domestic workers in Thailand, it is important to note that many labour migrants 
do not have any of these experiences and that they generally tend to view working conditions in this 
industry as more favourable than others. In a study of Cambodian migrant workers who returned from 

Thailand, it was found that 80 per cent of respondents who had worked in the domestic services sector 
in Thailand viewed their working conditions as “fair to good”, a higher rating than in other industries 
except the service industry. Some 88 per cent reported the level of violence at their workplace was 

“fine to non-existent”. Furthermore, 80 per cent stated that they left their place of employment 

independently, and not as a result of an escape or raids.813 

Salaries and benefits 

Foreign domestic workers in Thailand earn lower salaries compared to the other industries explored 
in this report. Many domestic workers also do not receive the full sums promised to them when they 

were employed or when they first agreed to move to Thailand. On average, most domestic workers 

tend to earn about THB 2,000 a month. Registered migrant workers tend to earn higher wages of 

between THB 2,000 and 4,000, compared to unregistered migrant workers who earn between 
THB 1,000 and 3,000.814  If the foreign domestic worker is a minor, salaries tend to be lower still—and 

lower than those of Thai minors working in the industry.815 

In 2006, the ILO found that as many as 41 per cent of foreign domestic workers surveyed earned less 
than THB 1,000 and 33 per cent earned between THB 1,000 and 2,000. According to this study, only 11 

per cent were able to earn THB 3,000 or more, which is a comparable to salaries expected in other 
migrant labour industries. 816  More recent studies, taking into account inflation and general 

development in the Thai economy, tend to make higher estimates of the average salaries of foreign 
domestic workers. A 2013 IOM report, for instance, found that more than 50 per cent of foreign 
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domestic workers in Bangkok were earning more than THB 300 per day and nearly 40 per cent were 
earning THB 300 a day.817 A 2015 report by UN-ACT found that Cambodian domestic workers who had 

been deported from Thailand earned on average THB 4,194 per month. In 2016, a survey of 1,209 

migrant workers from Lao PDR found the average monthly wage in the domestic service sector in 
Thailand was approximately THB 7,500,818 significantly higher than other estimates. 

Domestic workers generally do not receive social security benefits, which means they cannot get any 
assistance if they fall ill or remuneration for days they are unable to work.819 

Accommodation 

It is common for foreign domestic workers to live at their place of employment. This is partly due to 

the fact they generally start work very early and often have to be available late in the evening or during 
the night to prepare meals or to attend to infant children. It is extremely rare for domestic workers to 

live independently or elsewhere away from their place of employment.820 

The standard of accommodation for domestic workers tends to be moderately better than in other 
migrant labour industries in Thailand, though they often have to live or sleep in tiny quarters or share 
accommodation with little privacy if several domestic workers are employed in the same household. 
In some instances, they have to sleep in the same room as the children or other people in the 
household they care for.821 

The proximity to their place of employment and to their employers explains why domestic workers 
often work very long hours and rarely have rest days. These circumstances increase the risk that 

domestic workers are physically or sexually abused by their employers or other people in the 
household and it reduces their ability to communicate with friends or seek outside help.822 

5.3.5 Hospitality and retail 

Foreign workers are employed in Thailand’s hospitality sector, including restaurants, bars, shops and 
wholesale sectors. The information relating to trafficking in persons in these sectors is very scattered 

and it is difficult to grasp the levels and characteristics of labour exploitation in the hospitality and 
retail industries. 
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Figures 

Relative to the other industries outlined in this chapter, the number of foreign workers in Thailand’s 
hospitality, retail and wholesale sectors is considerably smaller. These sectors mostly employ labour 

migrants from Lao PDR, possibly because work in these sectors may require some ability to 
communicate in Thai, which (unlike migrants from other countries) most Lao nationals are able to do. 
In 2009, an estimated 13,074 irregular migrants from Lao PDR were working in hospitality (food and 

beverage) in addition to 7,565 in retail and wholesale in Thailand.823 Most of the Lao workers in this 

sector, about 70–80 per cent, are women.824 

These sectors also employ a number of Cambodians, though their numbers are smaller than those of 
Lao nationals and considerably smaller than the number of Cambodian nationals working in other 
industries. Some 4,778 irregular Cambodia migrant workers worked in Thailand’s wholesale and retail 

sector in 2009, in addition to 4,483 workers in the hospitality industry.825 

Information relating to the number of irregular migrants from Myanmar working in hospitality, 
wholesale and retail in Thailand was not available at the time of writing. 

Working conditions, salaries and benefits 

Information about the working conditions, salaries and other benefits of irregular migrant workers in 
Thailand’s hospitality, wholesale and retail sectors is mostly unavailable. It is difficult to grasp just how 

common harsh working conditions, long working hours, under-payment and labour exploitation in 
these sectors are. It appears that migrant workers in these industries have slightly better protections 

and are also eligible for social security benefits, though reportedly not all migrant workers can or want 
to register with Thailand’s Social Security Office.826 A 2016 survey of 1,209 migrant workers from Lao 

PDR found the average monthly wage in the food and beverage, wholesale and retail sectors in 
Thailand was approximately THB 7,200.827  

5.3.6 Manufacturing 

Figures 

Approximately 8 per cent of male and female Cambodian migrant workers in Thailand are work in 
factories.828  Some 36 per cent of Cambodian factory workers in Thailand are unregistered.829 

Men and women from Lao PDR work in Thailand’s manufacturing sector. While both genders can be 
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found in manufacturing in similar numbers, approximately 85 per cent Lao workers in the garment 
industry are women.830 A 2010 ILO study found 76 per cent of factory workers from Lao PDR in the 

sample group were not registered in Thailand. Only 24 per cent were registered.831 

Many irregular migrants from Myanmar work in factories established right across the border in 
Thailand, especially in Tak Province around the city of Mae Sot. This makes it easy for workers to 

commute between their home and workplace on a daily or weekly basis. 68.65 per cent of workers in 

these factories, most of them producing garments and textiles, are from Myanmar.832 A 2010 study by 

the ILO found that 91 per cent of factory workers from Myanmar were registered in Thailand and only 
9 per cent were not.833 

Working conditions  

Instances of trafficking, labour exploitation and other concerns about the working conditions of regular 
and irregular migrants in Thailand’s manufacturing sector mostly relate to harsh and often unsafe 
working conditions, long working hours and the lack of rest days and vacation periods. The problems 

in this sector are long-standing and extensively documented.834 UNIAP estimated about 33 per cent of 

irregular migrants engaged in factory work in Thailand are exploited and about 23 per cent are in 
situations of trafficking.835 

Long working hours appear to be common among migrant factory workers. Most migrant workers work 

nine hours or more per day; many work more than 12 hours per day without adequate breaks, 
insufficient time to rest and sleep and no regular days off.836  In 2009, IOM reported that 41 per cent 

of female and 14.9 per cent of registered male and female factory workers complained about excessive 
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working hours. The vast majority of migrant workers in the sample—94 per cent of women and 97.9 

per cent of men—had no written contract. 80 per cent of the female workers and 73.8 per cent of the 

male workers did not get any paid leave.837 In Mae Sot, where many migrants from Myanmar work in 

textile and garment factories, workers usually work 12–16 hours a day.838 

Some employers exercise tight control over their factory workers. Some confiscate migrant workers’ 

personal documents or abuse the irregular status of many migrants. In some cases, other restrictions 

are placed on personal freedoms. Some factories do not permit migrant workers to leave factory 

compounds, install fences and locks and often have their workers stay on the same premises as their 
work.839 

Unsafe working conditions and a lack of occupational health and safety measures in some factories 
lead to injuries and other health problems among workers. Many employers try to reduce their 

production costs by failing to install, check and replace safety equipment, protective clothing, et cetera. 
As a result, migrant factory workers may experience health problems or injuries. The long working 

hours and limited rest periods lead to exhaustion, sleep deprivation and other health problems.840 

Reports of verbal and physical abuse of migrant factory workers are not uncommon, but tend to be 
lower than in the fishing and seafood processing industries. According to a 2009 report by IOM, 43.4 

per cent of female and 32.6 per cent of male migrant labourers working in the manufacturing sector 

experienced verbal abuse by their employers, senior workers or others. 9.6 per cent of women and 6.4 

per cent of men reported instances of physical abuse.841  Irregular workers are generally not in a 

position to demand better working conditions, insist on the recognition of their rights or refuse to 
work, and there have also been reports about the use of force to break up protests by migrant workers 
in factories.842 

Sexual harassment, abuse and rape of female and child migrant labourers have been reported, 
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including from factories in Mae Sot, which mostly employ workers from Myanmar.843 

Despite the reports of harsh working conditions and instances involving threats and violence, it should 
be stressed that many regular and irregular migrant workers do not encounter such situations and 
tend to be generally satisfied with their conditions. A 2015 survey of Cambodian migrant workers who 

had been returned from Thailand found that 74.1 per cent of migrants who had worked in factories in 

Thailand rated their working conditions as “fair to good” and 90.5 per cent had not experienced any 

violence at their workplace.844 

Salaries and benefits 

Salaries of factory workers can vary greatly depending on the types of work and industry. 23.4 per cent 

of male and 26.5 per cent of female registered migrant factory workers surveyed in a 2009 study 

earned more than THB 5,000; 42.6 per cent of men and 34.9 per cent of women earned between 

THB 4,001 and 5,000. Overall, men tend to earn slightly higher wages than women. Registered workers 

also generally earn higher wages (THB 3,000–5,000) than migrant workers who are not registered 

(THB 1,000–3,000).845  According to a more recent study, most factory workers earn THB 300 or more 

per day.846 

Some migrant workers often do not receive the same salaries as the ones they were promised. Many 

employers make unexpected deductions, withhold money to repay the expenses involved in recruiting 
migrants and bringing them to Thailand or fail to pay full salaries because they say they have 
insufficient funds. Overtime is rarely paid. Sometimes the pay is said to be performance-related, but 

promised bonuses or extra hours are not paid as promised.847 A survey of Cambodian migrant workers 

deported from Thailand found that 19.7 per cent of the sample group had not been paid for their work 

in Thai factories. The same study found that 34.7 per cent had left their work because of raids, 15.6 per 

cent had escaped from the workplace and 48.3 per cent had quit independently.848 
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Accommodation 

Many migrant factory workers sleep in accommodation provided by their employers near their 
workplace. In many cases, the accommodation is part of the same compound in which the factory is 

located. While accommodation provided by employers may be less expensive and more convenient 

for workers, it also provides employers with a way to exercise close control over workers and monitor 
their whereabouts, reduces the workers’ privacy and usually results in long working hours.849 

Some employers provide accommodation in order to charge additional fees or to deduct money from 
workers’ salaries. Many employers overcharge for accommodation or provide accommodation in lieu 

of payment. Some migrants work extra hours just to cover the cost of accommodation, which can range 

from THB 50 to 300 per month for dormitory-style accommodation in the factory compound.850 Many 

employers provide meals for their workers and use this as a further way to make money off their 
workers.851 

The standard of accommodation and food is often very poor. Many places lack air-conditioning or 

proper ventilation and have poor hygienic conditions in kitchens and sanitary facilities. Personal space 

is often extremely limited and dormitories can be very crowded. Some workers must share beds with 

others who work different shifts.852 

5.3.7 Sexual services, prostitution and adult entertainment 

Figures 

Thailand is home to a sizeable sex industry, comprising of brothels, street prostitution, escort services, 
strip clubs and other adult entertainment venues, massage parlours and other premises offering sexual 
services. This industry is closely linked to Thailand’s hospitality and tourism sectors and is particularly 

visible in Bangkok and Thailand’s main tourist centres, such as Phuket and Pattaya. Because of the 

diversity of the sex industry and its nexus to other sectors, much of the industry operates in a legal 
grey area.853 

Approximately 140,000 workers operate in the sex industry. about 90 per cent of these workers are 

female.854 Undated official surveys by the Thai government found between 76,000 and 77,000 people 
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are engaged in prostitution in Thailand. 855  Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) estimate that 

number to be much higher, suggesting that between 200,000 and 300,000 people work in Thailand’s 
sex sector, including as many as 60,000 people under the age of 18.856 Other sources suggest that 

anywhere between 30,000 and 75,000 children under the age of 16 are working in the Thai sex 
industry.857 These figures are much higher than those of the late 1990s and early 2000s, when it was 

estimated that 18,248 foreigners working in the sex industry were living in Thailand, 90 per cent of 
which (16,423) came from Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam.858 

As with other industries with large numbers of labour migrants, it is difficult to clearly identify cases of 
labour exploitation and trafficking in Thailand’s sex industry. A 2013 study by UNODC estimates 

approximately 5,600 people in Thailand might be victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation, including 
Thai and foreign nationals. Approximately 3,750 victims are believed to be from neighbouring 

countries.859   

Complete figures and reliable estimates of the number of persons trafficked from Cambodia, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar to Thailand for the sex industry are not available. Data collection is further complicated 

by the fact that many migrant workers in the sex sector do not disclose their nationality and pretend 
to be Thais to avoid arrest and deportation, as well as to earn higher wages in the sex industry.860 

Working conditions  

The exploitation, trafficking and maltreatment of labour migrants in Thailand’s sex industry mostly 
relate to poor working conditions, long working hours and the dangers to the health and safety of 
workers.861  Although some women are deceived about the nature of their work and the type of 

employment they can expect in Thailand,862 most enter Thailand knowing they will engage in sex work. 
Many follow in the footsteps of friends, family members or others they knew before they came to 
Thailand.863 They are, however, frequently deceived about the working conditions, working hours and, 
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as the next section shows, the actual salaries associated with their work in Thailand. 

To maximise their personal financial gain, brothel owners, pimps and traffickers frequently force 
workers under their control to work long hours, serve as many clients per day as possible and deny 
workers any days off.864 Some women are said to work between 10 and 18 hours a day and serve 

between 5 and 15 clients per day.865 Many workers have to be available or “on-call” 24 hours a day as 

clients may call or arrive at any time.866 

The artificially inflated debts that many workers have, which sometimes amount to debt bondage, 
mean that many migrant workers must strive to work as much as they can to repay their debts and 
“buy their way out” of their situation. In such cases, payments are often withheld and records are kept 

about the number of clients serviced, the money earned and the repayment of debts.867 

When migrants first arrive at their place of work, their employers often confiscate their travel and 
identity documents to ensure that workers do not abscond, and to limit their ability to seek assistance 
from Thai authorities or foreign consulates.868 Those in control of the workers sometimes introduce 

new workers to the environment by locking them in confined rooms or by beating and raping them. 
This serves as a way to intimidate the women and threaten them should they refuse to comply with 
the demands of their clients and the brothel managers and pimps. Physical and sexual violence, threats 

and deprivation of food are also used to discipline workers, who are predominantly women and girls, 
and to punish them if they do not make enough money or do not meet their quota of clients.869 
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The types of sexual practices workers must offer are usually determined by brothel managers and 
clients.870 Some brothel owners instruct or force their workers to meet any of their clients’ wishes. As 

a result, many workers have to perform sexual practices they are uncomfortable with, engage in sex 
with multiple clients or endure sexual practices that may be considered degrading and dangerous. It 
further means that workers may have to engage in unsafe sex and run a risk of contracting sexually 
transmitted diseases and, if they take no contraceptives, of becoming pregnant. The demand for 

unprotected sex is generally high and some workers are reportedly not allowed to refuse sex without 
a condom.871 The fact that foreign workers can be more easily coerced into engaging in unsafe and 

unwanted sexual practices is said to be one reason why foreigners have replaced Thai nationals in 
some parts of the Thai sex industry.872 It also explains why sexually transmitted diseases and HIV 

infections are much more common among foreign workers who have been trafficked to Thailand.873 

Some women are forced to work when they are sick or during menstrual cycles. Some literature points 

to the phenomenon of “selling virginity,” in which higher prices are demanded for sex with virgin 
girls.874 Access to health information, health care, condoms and contraceptives are often unavailable 

for workers or denied them by their traffickers.875 Because prostitution is technically illegal in Thailand, 

many migrants working in Thailand’s sex sector cannot obtain health services through official 
channels.876 The control that brothel owners exercise over their workers can mean that the workers 

must engage with clients who are drunk or drugged or who are abusive and violent.877 

Some workers are kept in confined spaces and are not allowed to leave the premises in which they 
work. For these workers, clients often represent their only means of communicating with the outside 

world and organising an escape or rescue. For this reason, some brothel owners exercise very close 

control over their workers and forbid them to talk to clients or to spend more time than necessary 
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with them.878   

It is not necessary for many traffickers to intimidate or exercise tight control over their workers. The 

debt owed to them closely ties victims to their traffickers. Furthermore, many victims fear being caught 

by Thai authorities, detained and swiftly returned to their country of origin if they were to flee.879 

Because of the harsh working conditions migrants endure in the sex sector, drug use is reportedly 
common. For some workers, using illicit drugs serves as a way to endure the physical and psychological 

pain associated with their work or to “escape” and disengage from their situation. For others, drug use 

is forced on them as a means of increasing their dependency on pimps and traffickers. The available 

literature suggests that the workers’ use of drugs, particularly when needles are shared, may increase 
their risk of contracting diseases such as HIV.880 

Commercial sexual exploitation and trafficking not only occurs in Thailand’s sex industry, but also can 
sometimes occur in private locations, including houses. Well-to-do men keep “rented wives”—women 

or girls who are kept in a private home for any length of time and are used for sexual purposes when 

desired. The extent to which such situations may result in trafficking in persons offences is currently 

not covered in the available literature. Identified cases have involved minor girls (under the age of 18), 
some of whom were virgins when they first took up their role as a “rented wife”.881 

Salaries and benefits 

Information about the salaries foreign workers receive in the sex sector in Thailand is scattered and 
estimates vary greatly between sources. Some reports suggest many workers do not receive any 

payments at all and others suggest some workers may earn several hundred US dollars each month. 
The literature notes some migrants working in Thailand’s sex industry may earn wages that are higher 
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than in other industries employing labour migrants.882 It is common for artificially inflated debts to be 

applied to migrants working in the sex sector in Thailand, as illustrated by the following quote from a 
23-year-old migrant worker:  

When the boss told me that I got total 8,700 Baht (salary) (USD 296), I was so happy as it had been only a 

month. When she gave me, the boss told me that she had to give 5,000 Baht (USD 170) to (the broker) who 

brought me here. And it was 2,200 Baht (USD 75) for the clothes and cosmetic. So after all these 

deductions, I had only 1,500 Baht (USD 50) left. 883 

Some employers withhold large portions of the workers’ income over long periods, saying the money 
is used to pay for the workers’ accommodation, food and healthcare. In some cases, up to 50 per cent 

of a migrant’s income is withheld for these reasons.884 It is also not unusual for employers to pay their 

workers only when the workers want to send remittances to their families. Employers have also been 

known to not provide any money to migrant workers for their personal use.885 

The fees brothel owners and related persons charge for a migrant worker’s sexual services and the 
actual amounts of money paid to the workers vary greatly and depend on a range of factors. The 

available literature suggests that the youth, beauty and general appearance of a worker appears to be 
the main criteria for payment, such that some girls can earn between THB 500–700 per client while 
others are paid only THB 200-300 for doing the same work.886 This literature, however, fails to separate 

voluntary employment in the sex sector with cases of trafficking for sexual exploitation. It is likely that 

trafficked persons are unable to retain much of these fees themselves, with the bulk of the money 
remaining with the trafficker. One source reports women are paid about THB 2,000 by each client. They 

then have to surrender THB 1,000 to their employer, pimp or trafficker and pay THB 500 to police 
officers or other officials to avoid being arrested. This leaves them with only THB 500 for themselves.887   

Accommodation 

It is common for foreigners who work in Thai brothels to live at or near the venue where they work. 
Accommodation is usually provided by the brothel owners or managers, who then deduct money from 
the workers’ salaries for accommodation and food. Very frequently, these deductions are artificially 
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inflated and are far greater than actual expenses. It is not uncommon for migrants to work in low-end 

hotels that simultaneously serve as the migrants’ main place of accommodation. This raises concerns 

about hygiene standards and the ability of workers to leave these premises. Such arrangements may 

also mean that workers often have to be available to serve clients 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 
The spaces in which the workers live are often very small, crowded and offer little, if any, privacy.888 

5.3.8 Trafficking in children 

General information 

In general, many of the causes, conditions, circumstances and consequences of trafficking in children 
from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar to Thailand share similarities to trafficking in adults. The 

sectors and industries into which children are trafficked are, as the following sections show, also 
similar. Children differ in their vulnerability and the particular risks they face to their development, 

education, personal safety and physical and mental health if they are trafficked or otherwise exploited.  

Entry into Thailand 

Reliable figures about the number of irregular migrant children and children trafficked into Thailand 
are not available. A 2011 publication cites an ILO estimate that approximately 377,000 migrant children 

reside in Thailand, most of them in an irregular situation. 889  The source does contain further 

information as to how many of these children have been trafficked into Thailand.  

Children may be brought into Thailand alone, in groups or with their families.890 In some instances, 

they become separated from their parent(s) during the journey or after their arrival in Thailand, or, 

because their parents are unable to care for them, are left alone, exacerbating their vulnerability to 
trafficking. In such situations, children may be forced to look for work. Migrant children may seek 

refuge in shelters, but the available literature suggests that many children are forced to fend for 
themselves and are vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.891   

In interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, it was stressed that in cases involving the 
identification of children who have lived in Thailand for some time, children may no longer recall where 
they are from, their native language or the location of their parents. Interview respondents suggested 

that it is not uncommon for Thai authorities to be alerted to children living on the streets who only 
speak Thai, and who are unable to recall the circumstances in which they became separated from their 
parents. Interview respondents in Thailand explained that in many of these cases, migrant families 
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arrived in Thailand together but for various reasons, became separated. Children subsequently had to 

fend for themselves on the streets, or were recruited by traffickers to beg or sell small items such as 
flowers. For Thai authorities, it is particularly complex to identify the child’s family and safely return 

the child to his or her country.  

Because of the lack of clarity in the existing literature regarding the legal status of child migrants in 
Thailand, and the uncertainties of Thai authorities in cases involving separated children who have been 
in Thailand for some time, some of the information presented in the following sections may refer to 
children who have not, in fact, entered Thailand as irregular migrants. The literature also suggests that 

not all children working in Thailand are necessarily trafficked. A study published in 2011, for instance, 

found that as of 2008, 12,900 migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar aged 15 to 18 years 
held valid work permits issued by Thai authorities and that their living and working conditions were 
fairly adequate.892 

Most of the children who are trafficked to Thailand tend to be adolescents aged between 13 and 17 
years, and most are 15 or 16 years old. The average age of trafficked girls tends to be slightly higher 

than boys. Most boys trafficked to Thailand come from Cambodia, followed by Myanmar and Viet Nam. 
Most trafficked girls come from Lao PDR and Viet Nam.893 

Experiences 

It is difficult to generalise the experiences of children trafficked to Thailand, as the following section 
shows, these experiences may differ between industries. Many children experience physical violence, 

with the literature suggesting that boys experience physical violence more than girls. Girls are 

reportedly more frequently subject to sexual exploitation and violence. In most cases, violence occurs 

at the hands of the children’s employers, who sometimes inflict serious harm and injury to children. 
Violence can also occur at the hands of clients. Sexual and physical violence appears to be more 

common for children in the sex industry where, according to a 2015 publication, 71 per cent of girls 
may experience sexual violence by a client.894 

Long working hours and the inability to take days off work are common concerns for child labour 
migrants in Thailand. Most children work seven days a week, with boys reportedly working longer 

hours than girls, often in excess of 10 hours a day. Because of the nature of their work, boys tend to 

sustain injuries more often than girls and seem to experience worse living conditions.895   

The harsh working conditions experienced by child migrants in Thailand affects children in the short, 
medium and long term. A 2015 study found that the levels of self-harm among such children are 
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alarmingly high and many children have considered harming themselves or even taking their own 
lives.896  

Child sexual exploitation 

Trafficking in children from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation, commercially and otherwise, is a longstanding issue and a considerable body of literature 
engages with this topic.  

According to some sources, sexual exploitation seems to be the most common form of trafficking 
involving girls.897 Most migrant girls working in Thailand’s sex industry are 16 to 18 years of age. The 

demand for sex with adolescent girls appears to be driven by notions of youth and beauty and also by 
the belief that younger girls are less likely to be infected with sexually transmitted diseases, including 
HIV. If very young children are involved, clients usually fit the profile of paedophiles, as in they are 

sexually attracted to prepubescent children.898 

There is conflicting information about the level of prior knowledge migrant children have of the fact 
they will be engaging in sex work. Some sources say children usually end up in the sex industry 

unwittingly, sometimes after being lured with promises of other types of work. 899  Some sources 

contend this is not the case and say that migrant children, adolescent girls in particular, find their way 
into Thailand’s sex industry by “following [the footsteps] of a sibling, mother, aunt, or grandmother”.900 

Others suggest that children usually “start to sell sex” in Thailand after failing to find employment in 
other industries or after realising that work in the commercial sex sector is better paid than working in 
agricultural or manufacturing sectors.901   

Substance and drug abuse and other types of addictive behaviour have been observed among migrant 
children working in Thailand’s sex industry. Some minors resort to this line of work to earn money to 

pay for their addictions, whereas others develop drug addictions after working in the sex sector. Such 

circumstances may further increase the vulnerability of children and make it more likely they will be 
exploited by clients. Many clients are Asian and Western men who solicit the sexual services of girls 
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and boys in tourist hot spots such as Pattaya and other major tourist towns.902 

Child labour 

As in the case of adults, it appears that most instances of irregular migration and trafficking in children 
from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar relate to labour migration and labour trafficking. Children from 

these countries are most commonly found working in Thailand’s fishing, seafood processing and 
agriculture industries and, in the case of girls, in domestic services.  

During interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, it was emphasised that migrant children 
can be found working in a great range of industries. Girls, for instance, work in industries such as 

domestic services, agriculture, construction, retail et cetera. Children are often used to carry out very 

simple and menial tasks, such as carrying materials at construction sites or preparing food. The 

interviews further highlighted that many children work alongside their parents, sometimes unpaid. 
Children who are in Thailand without their parents are at even greater risk of exploitation and many 
interview respondents reported that homeless children are one of the most at-risk groups for 
exploitation.  

Thailand’s seafood processing industry is reportedly one of the main employers of migrant children. 
This has been attributed to the fact that children can work alongside their parents, and seafood 
processing often involves simple manual work that can easily be performed by children. Children can 

also be paid less than adults for the same work. Some migrant children “grow up” in the seafood 

processing industry, in the sense that they initially enter the industry with their parents, who cannot 
afford childcare, and then gradually learn basic tasks, help their parents and, as they get older, become 
workers themselves. Long working hours, low salaries and abuse are common in this industry. Children 

usually do not have contracts and are paid by the volume or weight of seafood processed, not by the 
hour.903 Some migrant children, most of them boys aged 15 to 17, find their way independently into 

Thailand’s fishing industry, where they work in particularly hazardous conditions. Some children are 

forced to work on fishing vessels.904 

Migrant children working in labour are unable to attend school and live a normal childhood in a child-

friendly environment surrounded by their family and friends. Child labour migrants in Thailand are also 

vulnerable to exploitation, overwork and inadequate remuneration. 905  The available literature 

suggests that, prior to their departure for Thailand, children do not know the full extent of the working 
conditions, living arrangements and exploitation they may experience once in Thailand. These may 

involve, among others, hazardous work environments, long working hours, no days off and physical 

                                                      

902  Jennryn Wetzler, ‘Irregular Migration in Thailand: New Possibilities for Anti-Trafficking and Development 

Programs’ in Benny Teh Cheng Guan (ed), Human Security – Securing South East Asia’s Future (2012) 75, 87. 
903 ILO, Migrant and Child Labor in Thailand’s Shrimp and Other Seafood Supply Chains: Labor Conditions and the 

Decision to Study or Work (2015) 77, 87–91, 117. 
904  Jennryn Wetzler, ‘Irregular Migration in Thailand: New Possibilities for Anti-Trafficking and Development 

Programs’ in Benny Teh Cheng Guan (ed), Human Security – Securing South East Asia’s Future (2012) 75, 85. 
905 Aree Jampaklay, ‘Migration and Children’ in Jerrold W Huguet & Aphichat Chamratrithirong (eds), Thailand 

Migration Report 2011 — Migration for development in Thailand: Overview and tools for policy makers (2011) 
95, 99. 



 

196 

TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS FROM CAMBODIA, LAO PDR AND MYANMAR TO THAILAND 

and sexual violence.906 

Forced begging  

A further form of trafficking in children from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is forced 
begging. Though this phenomenon has been observed in many large cities and tourist towns, it remains 

poorly documented and researched. The term “begging” must be understood broadly in this context, 

as it may also include children who sell flowers or small goods in the streets, either alone, in the 
company of other children or an adult, sometimes a parent.907 In interviews conducted for the purpose 

of this report, respondents suggested that some migrant children engage in begging because it is the 
only activity available to them in terms of making money. Or, rather than begging, children ask for 

money to carry out menial tasks such as carrying bags for tourists. 

From the available information, forced begging appears to involve children who are brought from 
neighbouring countries to Thailand for this purpose (often under the disguise of other activities) and 

children who are born to Cambodia, Lao and Myanmar parents in Thailand. Children engaged in forced 

begging usually have to surrender most if not all of the money they receive and often only receive 
accommodation and food from their traffickers. Many children experience violence at the hands of 

their traffickers and hostile reactions and abuse from passers-by. The literature also includes reports 

of children being forced to use drugs while working in this sector.908 

A 2015 study found that 29 per cent of migrant boys surveyed had been recruited for street begging.909 

It remains unclear to what extent begging is organised.  

 

5.4 Vulnerabilities and exploitation 

5.4.1 Circumstances that make migrants vulnerable to trafficking 

Irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar are particularly vulnerable to deception, 
coercion, violence, exploitation and trafficking due to a number of factors, including their irregular 
status, fear of deportation, lack of knowledge of their rights and of the laws applicable to them, 
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language barriers and limited access to authorities and people outside their workplace. 910  These 

vulnerabilities and the risks of exploitation are amplified for women, children and persons with special 
needs.911 

Thai labour law, principally the 1998 Labour Protection Act, affords regular foreign workers the same 
rights, protections and benefits as Thai workers. It mandates rest days, maximum daily working hours, 

annual leave, maternity leave, employer grievances procedures, severance payments and, among 
others, prohibits forced or unpaid overtime.912  These protections are not available to irregular migrant 

workers.913 In reality, even migrants who come to Thailand through official channels and work in the 

country legally often are at risk of exploitation and trafficking.914 

Many migrant workers take up employment in jobs that are described as “dirty, dangerous and 
difficult” and that many Thai nationals are unwilling to fill.915 These jobs frequently entail hazardous 

tasks or dangerous working conditions that expose workers to risks of injury and illness.916 As a way to 

reduce production costs, some employers fail to install safety mechanisms and other protections from 
occupational health hazards, which can place workers at risk of being severely injured, especially if 
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they operate dangerous machinery or work without proper safety equipment.917 Irregular migrants can 

also encounter poor and hazardous conditions in their places of accommodation. Many migrants have 

to live in squalid conditions, share large dormitories or sleep on floors. Many have little privacy, 

inadequate sanitary facilities and are poorly fed.918 

Migrant workers are more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation if they work in places hidden from the 
public eye or in rural and remote areas. Workers on fishing vessels, rubber plantations and agricultural 

fields often have limited contacted with individuals and organisations outside their workplace. As a 

result, they may find it difficult to seek assistance from authorities or get outside advice or help.919 

Irregular migrants are in a particularly precarious situation if they arrive in Thailand without passports 
or other identity documents or if these documents are lost or confiscated by their traffickers or 
employers. They may find it difficult to seek help from Thai authorities or from embassies and 

consulates and are at greater risk of being arrested. Many traffickers deliberately abuse these 

circumstances and confiscate these documents to exercise closer control over migrants and force them 
to work long hours. Some traffickers reportedly also exercise control over migrants by threatening to 

destroy their personal documents or by threatening to report them to authorities.920 

It is not uncommon for migrants to encounter working conditions and types of employment that differ 
greatly from those originally agreed upon. Many migrants experience “contract substitution” once 

they reach Thailand, as brokers lead them to occupations, workplaces and into industries vastly 
different from the original plan. Given their irregular status and limited rights, few migrants worker are 

willing or able to act against these changes and instead surrender to their new circumstances.921  

The debts that many migrant workers owe for the recruitment, transportation and job-finding process 
also place them at the mercy of their brokers and employers. Employers often force migrants to work 

long hours without time off in order to recoup the money owed. It is not uncommon for employers to 

further inflate a migrant’s debts by charging additional amounts for accommodation, food and local 
transportation. Employers may also charge interest on the debt or for late payments. As mentioned 

earlier, many irregular labour migrants in Thailand find themselves in situations akin to debt 
bondage.922 
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Many foreign workers, both regular and irregular, are not well-informed about the working conditions, 
wages and rights they can expect in Thailand. Some migrants receive only scant information from their 

brokers, employers and others involved in the recruitment and placement process. Some employers 

also deliberately withhold information or actively take steps to ensure their workers cannot access 
such information.923 

Few irregular migrant workers have written contracts that spell out their salaries, working hours, 
duties and working conditions. Without written contracts, they have limited power to hold employers 

accountable if their agreed arrangements are ignored or violated and if salaries are not paid in full, not 
paid on time or not paid at all.924 

Most foreign workers, regular and irregular, have no coverage under national security programmes 
and workers’ compensation schemes in Thailand. If they have coverage, most workers have no 

effective ways to access these benefits.925 Healthcare is not available to most irregular migrant workers 

or, if it is, only at a significant cost.926 

Official complaint mechanisms for irregular migrant workers in Thailand remain limited. If they do exist, 

few workers are willing to use them for fear of repercussions from their employers. This is a concern 

also shared by many regular workers, as they are usually not permitted to change employers and also 
fear repercussions.927 

Workers’ unions offer little assistance in helping individual foreign workers with claims and grievances 
and often do not strongly advocate for the rights of foreign workers. Under the Labour Relations Act, 

foreign workers in Thailand are prohibited from forming their own unions and union representation is 
limited in the towns and rural areas that are heavily populated by migrant workers.928 Some provinces 

also prohibit migrant workers from holding public gatherings unless prior permission is sought. These 

provinces may also impose other restrictions on the freedom of movement and communication of 
migrant workers, making it difficult for workers to share their experiences and voice their grievances 
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collectively.929 

A recent phenomenon observed in a 2015 ILO publication is the emergence of “labour consulting 
companies” on the Thai side of the borders to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. These companies 

either bring in migrant workers from abroad or promote their services to new arrivals in Thailand. It is 

extremely unclear how lawful these companies are and which laws apply to them. The companies 

appear to use a model where they serve as a migrant’s primary employer, but then subcontract the 
migrant to their actual place of work. There have been concerns that these companies recruit many 

more migrant workers than they can employ and pay and that they use murky contractual 
arrangements involving many unforeseen deductions and lower wages for migrant workers.930 

Irregular migrants in Thailand are not only vulnerable to abuse and exploitation by traffickers and 
employers, but also to coercion, extortion, violence and other ill-treatment by other individuals and 
officials. Many people recognise just how vulnerable irregular migrants are and prey on them by 

extorting money, coercing them, robbing them, taking advantage of their inability to speak the local 
language and, in some cases, physically or sexually abusing them.931 

5.4.2 Means of exploitation and trafficking 

Traffickers employ diverse means to control and exploit their victims, ranging from the use of force to 
more subtle means of threats and coercion. Common means include physical abuse and violence, 

sexual violence and harassment, threats, intimidation and coercion, withholding of wages, confiscation 
of documents, extortion and debt bondage. A 2016 study of Cambodian labour migrants in Thailand 

found 19.5 per cent of respondents had experienced some form of exploitation or abuse by their 

employers.932 

Physical and sexual violence 

Physical abuse and violence are used to control migrant workers, force them to work and surrender to 
commands and punish them for mistakes and attempts to flee. In some cases, systematic violence, 

including torture and murder, are used to silence victims of trafficking and to ensure they do not report 
to police and collaborate with authorities in investigations and other proceedings against traffickers. 
The literature contains examples of unlawful arrest, detention and other forms of confinement and 
deprivation of liberty by traffickers.933 A 2016 study of Cambodian workers in Thailand found that 4.2 
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per cent of male and 1.4 per cent of female respondents had experienced physical abuse by their 

employers.934 

Sexual violence and harassment is most commonly used to intimidate female adult victims of 
trafficking but is also used against children, including boys. Some employers sexually abuse victims if 

they fail to follow instructions. Some traffickers rape and sexually assault their victims in order to 

prepare them for working in the sex industry. Traffickers reportedly do this so migrants submit to their 

client’s demands and do not resist if clients have unusual sexual demands. Sexual violence of this kind 

is referred to as the “breaking in” of trafficking victims and often leaves victims mentally scarred for 
life.935 

Physical and sexual violence and harassment may not only be perpetrated by traffickers and 
employers, but also by clients in the sex industry, by third parties and by corrupt officials.936 

Threats, intimidation, and coercion 

Irregular migrants experience threats, yelling and verbal abuse. A 2016 study of 667 returned 

Cambodian workers in Thailand found 3.8 per cent of male and 0.8 per cent of female respondents had 

experienced threats by their employers. In addition, 7.7 per cent of male and 7 per cent of female 

respondents experience emotional abuse.937 

Traffickers and employers use these means to maintain control over their workers. Threats often 

involve threats of physical and sexual harm, not just against victims but also against their family and 
friends. Threats and intimidation can also involve confiscating property or documents, reducing a 

workers’ pay or inflating debts should the traffickers’ demands not be met. It is also common to 

threaten irregular migrants with reporting them to the authorities, which could result in their 
detention and deportation.938  
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Withholding of wages 

One common exploitative practice for traffickers is to withhold some or all wages and threaten workers 
with dismissal and deportation if they protest. A 2016 study of Cambodian labour migrants in Thailand 

found that 8.7 per cent of male and 7 per cent of female respondents had their wages withheld by 

their employers.939 Many migrants who arrive in Thailand with the aid of brokers usually have some 

money (a set amount or a percentage) deducted from their monthly salary to repay the costs for 

recruitment, transportation and connecting them to their place of employment. These debt 

arrangements tie workers closely to their brokers and employers and place them at greater risk of 
exploitation and withholding of wages.940 

In many cases, employers make deductions from workers’ salaries that are above and beyond agreed 
repayments. Employers claim that these extra deductions are needed to cover the costs for 

accommodation and food, but in many instances, the deductions arbitrary and illegal. 941  Some 

migrants end up receiving less than 15 per cent of the salary they were originally promised. In a study 

involving Cambodian labour migrants who had been returned from Thailand, researchers found that 
the average promised or negotiated salary was THB 3,665 per month but the actual salary paid per 
month was only THB 430.942 

Some employers do not pay their irregular foreign workers at all and even refuse to pay when workers 
demand payment after several months of work. A 2009 study by UNIAP estimated as many as 29.8 per 

cent of all irregular migrant workers in Thailand end up not being paid at all.943 In the literature and in 

interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, it was repeatedly noted that it is not uncommon 
for employers to threaten their workers with reporting them to authorities should they insist on 
receiving their agreed salaries. In many cases, employers do not pay their workers at all and then tell 

police to arrest them, which usually results in workers being deported.944 In other cases, employers tell 

their workers they have to withhold money to pay off police so the workers will not be arrested. 
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However, in most cases, such payments provide migrants no protection from arrest and deportation.945 

The fear of deportation and non-payment of wages keeps many irregular migrants in jobs where they 
earn much less than the legal minimum wage and their salaries are paid with long delays, if they are 
paid at all.946 The literature contains several accounts of workers who remain with their employers, 

even when they did not receive any pay at all.947   

Migrant workers often remain in these situations because they fear the shame of returning to their 
families and local communities with no money to support them, even if they are deported. In 

interviews conducted for the purpose of this report, respondents explained that, in these 
circumstances, families may blame returning workers rather than brokers. Many deportees, especially 

young, fit men, do not want to admit they were exploited. These factors explain why many returnees 

do not self-identify as victims of exploitation and trafficking. While they may admit they did not receive 

their agreed salaries or that they “had a hard time”, they often do not want to be seen as victims or as 
failures in their quest to make a living abroad. By identifying themselves as trafficking victims, migrants 

also may be asked to live in protection centres in Thailand while authorities pursue investigations into 
their traffickers. The length of these investigations—often a year a longer—deters many migrants from 

identifying themselves as victims. Instead, migrants may choose to move to Thailand again in hopes 

that their second or third migration attempt will result in more favourable working conditions and the 
payment of promised salaries.  

Debt bondage 

Debt bondage is closely associated with the withholding and underpayment of wages. Debt bondage 

situations are a main characteristic of trafficking from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar to Thailand 
and permeate much of the migration process, as well as during a migrant’s employment in Thailand.948 

Once in Thailand, irregular migrants frequently incur additional debts for the costs associated with 
accommodation, food, local transportation, clothing, work tools and other equipment. Unable to pay 

for these expenses in advance, most employers deduct these costs, which are frequently artificially 
inflated, from a migrant worker’s salary. In many cases, these debts are not properly recorded and so 

grossly inflated that migrants take years to repay the costs.949 These heavy debt burdens tie workers 
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to their employers and often lead to situations not dissimilar to bonded labour.950 According to one 

source, Thai traffickers use complex debt structures to control their victims from the moment they are 
recruited and throughout their employment in Thailand. This practice appears to be more common in 

cases involving trafficking for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation.951 

Confiscation of documents 

A further way to exercise control and exploit irregular migrants is to confiscate their identity and travel 
documents, a common practice used by many employers and traffickers. Employers and traffickers 

often justify such practices by arguing that they require these documents to record and register the 
migrants and to ensure they remain at their place of work. Based on interviews conducted for the 

purpose of this report, it appears that most employers of low and unskilled workers—both regular and 
irregular—often confiscate a foreign worker’s identity documents when they first start their jobs.  

All too frequently, the confiscation of identity documents, passports in particular, is used to coerce 
migrant workers to remain with the same employer and force them into working conditions they would 
otherwise not accept.952 Without their documents, migrants are at the mercy of their employers and 

encounter great difficulty if they seek outside help. If they contact Thai authorities, migrants run the 

risk of being arrested, detained and deported. It is also difficult for migrants to get access to consular 

officials or obtain other help from their home countries, including assistance to return home, without 
their documents.953 

Extortion 

Irregular migrants are not only at risk of exploitation by their employers and traffickers but are also 
vulnerable to extortion by third parties, who take advantage of a migrant’s irregular status and 
desperation. In some instances, migrants are robbed of their sparse belongings and any money they 

carry.954 

Extortion of money and other valuables is a widespread problem. Police and low ranking officials have 
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reportedly demanded money from migrants or coerced them into paying bribes.955  

Private individuals sometimes extort money from irregular migrants by pretending they are 
government officials. They take advantage of the fact that many migrants cannot understand Thai and 

are not familiar with how uniformed and non-uniformed police officials are supposed to look and 
operate. Some people approach irregular migrants while pretending they are non-uniformed officers. 
Others wear fake badges or, in some cases, use stolen uniforms and police insignia.956 

 

5.5 Release and return 

5.5.1 Exit from trafficking situation 

Information about how victims of trafficking are identified in Thailand and how they leave their 
situation is extremely limited. At present, there is no reliable data or analysis showing how victims are 

found in the course of investigations and interventions by law enforcement and other authorities, 
whether and how clients and other third parties report suspicions about trafficking to Thai authorities 
or assist victims in fleeing from their exploiters and traffickers, whether traffickers release their victims 
after a certain period of time, or how many victims themselves escape from their trafficking situation 
independently. Information on these matters is vital to better understanding victims’ situations and 

for establishing mechanisms that would make it easier for victims to seek assistance and for others to 
report instances of trafficking. 

In 2010, UNIAP published a study involving 400 Cambodian returnees who had lived and worked in 
Thailand in an irregular status. Of those returnees, UNIAP identified at least 92 as victims of trafficking, 

though Thai or Cambodian authorities had not formally identified them as such. Most of the 400 

respondents, approximately 74 per cent, left their employers independently, either by quitting or 
escaping. 19 per cent left after being arrested by or surrendering to immigration and police authorities. 
The remaining individuals were either terminated by their employers or had to leave for health 
reasons.957 Interviews conducted for the purpose of this report similarly identified that it is more 

frequent for migrants to escape situations of exploitation themselves than for them to be rescued by 

Thai authorities or other individuals. Interview respondents emphasised that it is extremely challenging 

for Thai authorities to monitor and conduct raids on all the factories, farms, fishing boats, construction 
sites, bars, brothels and other sites that are scattered across the country’s urban and rural areas. For 

this reason, investigations, arrests and prosecutions often only begin when victims independently 
escape their situation and report to the authorities. 

5.5.2 Remaining stay in Thailand 

If and when trafficked persons are identified by Thai authorities, they may be identified as irregular 
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migrants instead of victims of a crime and subsequently detained and ultimately returned to their 
home country. If migrants are found to be victims of trafficking, a number of government-run shelters 

are available to safely accommodate victims, provide them with basic necessities and medical care and 
offer them a reflection and recovery period while they consider whether they would like to proceed 
with participating in the investigations and prosecutions of their traffickers.  

Information about the total number of irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar who 
are apprehended, arrested and detained each year is not available. This is partly due to incomplete 

reports but can also be attributed to the fact that some migrants immediately return to their country 
of origin without reporting to authorities. Some may also escape from their work situations and remain 

in Thailand clandestinely. 

5.5.3 Legalisation: The Nationality Verification System 

One option for irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to remain in Thailand lawfully 
is the Nationality Verification System, which was first established for Cambodian and Lao nationals in 
2006 and was extended to Myanmar nationals in 2009.958   

Previously, irregular migrants could register with the Thai government through certain avenues that 
were limited geographically, by sector or only available to particular countries of origin.959 In 2001, the 

government established the first national and industry-wide registration process, which was followed 
by a further pilot scheme in 2004.960 

Since 2006, the Nationality Verification System has provided a way for irregular migrants from 
neighbouring countries to regularise their status and remain in Thailand lawfully for a set period. The 

system requires irregular migrants to register for the process by certain deadlines. Once their 

applications have been received, migrants can obtain a temporary permit while they complete the 
remaining steps of the process. The process usually takes two years, though the deadline has been 

extended several times in the past. Next, migrants have to verify their nationality and obtain a passport 

or certificate of identity through authorities in their country of origin. Once they obtain this document, 

migrants can apply for a work permit, which allows them to remain and work in Thailand lawfully, 
usually for a period of two years. Upon receiving a temporary visa, migrant workers also gain access to 

social security and health care, worker’s compensation insurance and freedom of movement within 
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Thailand.961 Social security and health benefits available to registered workers have improved over 

time. On several occasions, the Thai government permitted workers to renew their work permits and 

remain in Thailand longer than the original permit allowed.962 

Figure 21:  Completion of Nationality Verification Process by year and nationality, Thailand 2006–2012963 

year Cambodia Lao PDR Myanmar 

2012 71,624 44,780 567,161 

2011 29,872 27,793 318.040 

2010 25,374 25,207 1,513 

2009 Data not available Data not available Data not available 

2008 5,037 167 0 

2007 8,299 12.502 0 

2006 37,329 43.657 0 

 

Figure 21 above shows that, since the Nationality Verification System’s inception, several hundred 
thousand migrants have participated, turning a large number of irregular migrants into regular migrant 
workers and furnishing them with greater rights and legal status.  

To facilitate the process of registration, the governments of Cambodia and Lao PDR have set up offices, 
mobile teams and mechanisms in Thailand that would allow their nationals to apply for verification of 
their nationality and a temporary passport or certificate of identity without having to return to their 
country of origin. This means that irregular migrants from these countries can remain in Thailand and 

continue to work while their applications are processed and their documents issued.964 

The option to legalise status for Myanmar nationals was created three years later than for Cambodian 
and Lao nationals, as the Government of Myanmar was reportedly less responsive and cooperative in 
creating this mechanism. But even after nationality verification became a possibility for Myanmar 

nationals in 2009, the process remained complex and deterred many irregular migrants from Myanmar 
who were living and working in Thailand. In particular, the Government of Myanmar required their 

nationals to return to Myanmar for verification and also asked for detailed personal information from 
those wishing to participate in the process. These circumstances deterred many Myanmar nationals, 

especially ethnic minorities and those who feared they would be arrested for having left Myanmar 
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unlawfully.965 

When the Nationality Verification System was first established, it entailed 13 separate steps and 
lengthy bureaucratic procedures, as well as medical check-ups.966 The process was later simplified and 

streamlined. However, the Nationality Verification System continued to be a difficult process for many 

irregular migrants, especially if they did not hold the documents needed to apply for the process or if 
they did not understand the individual steps and requirements. Interviews conducted for the purpose 

of this report revealed that Cambodians in particular are deterred from registering by the significant 
amounts of paperwork required. Many Cambodians found this burdensome.  

The complexity of the registration process has bred a grey market of brokers who offer to assist 
migrants in return for payment. Brokers typically charge anywhere between THB 7,000 and 14,000 to 

help with gathering and producing documents and completing relevant forms. Concerns over excessive 

broker’s fees led the Thai government to introduce a licensing system for services of this kind and to 
cap fees at THB 5,000.967   

The Nationality Verification System officially ended in 2013 and no applications were accepted after 
11 August 2013. Since then, the Thai government has launched several other programmes and 

initiatives to register and regularise irregular migrant workers. These programmes share many 

similarities with the Nationality Verification System and are often referred to by this name in the 
literature.968 In addition, several “service centres” were established across Thailand to enable migrant 

workers to obtain new documents if their previous permit had expired or if they were not previously 
registered.969 

5.5.4 Return to home country 

The return of trafficking victims from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar may occur through 
formal or informal channels. It is widely believed that most victims return independently or remain 

unidentified and are deported along with other irregular migrants.970   

After being housed in trafficking shelters in Thailand, Cambodian nationals who have been identified 
as victims of trafficking in persons are usually sent to the Transit Centre in Poipet, Cambodia. There, 

the returnees are assessed and interviewed. They also begin a process to find their families. At present, 

this process is managed by IOM. Returnees usually only stay in the centre for one night, or even just 

several hours before they return to their family. If they are unable or unwilling to do so, returnees are 
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transferred to NGO-operated centres in Cambodia’s main cities, where they can receive short, medium 
and long-term assistance and access to medical care and counselling. Shelters for trafficked persons 

can also accommodate victims if family tracing takes more than a few days. Special care arrangements 

are also available for trafficked children who return from Thailand to Cambodia.971 

Voluntary return 

After experiencing exploitation in Thailand, many migrant workers desire to return to their home 
communities and be reunited with family and friends. Many migrant workers escape from their 

employers and return to their home countries upon realising that their type of employment, working 
conditions and pay were not as promised. Some victims are able to escape exploitation and leave 

Thailand independently. In other cases, they turn to or are rescued by police, other authorities or third 

parties in order to return to their home country as quickly as they can.972 

For many others, the decision to return to Cambodia, Lao PDR or Myanmar is not as easy. This is 

especially the case if migrants and their families made large investments and took out loans to enable 
the person to move to Thailand, find employment and support the family through remittances. If 

migrants return prematurely, they often feel they have failed in their goals and disappointed their 
families, regardless of the dangers, abuse and exploitation they may have experienced. Many victims 

are fearful of other negative consequences should they return to their home communities. Some 

victims initially emigrate to escape poverty, debt, domestic violence or because of other rifts with their 
families. Some may no longer have the relatives and support networks they had when they left and 

have little to go back to.973 

Forced return 

Based on the available data, tens of thousands of irregular migrant workers are deported each year. In 

some years, more than 100,000 people were deported to Cambodia and more than 25,000 to Lao 
PDR.974 The number of deportations usually rises in periods following the end of registration rounds 

for irregular migrants. Once these rounds end, Thai authorities move to identify, arrest, detain and 

return irregular migrants who failed to register.975 Deportations also appear to be more common in 

periods of economic downturn, such as the Asian financial crisis of 1997.976 It is difficult, however, to 
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make generalisations about the risks, regularity and patterns of deportations.977   

Fear of deportation makes unregistered irregular migrant workers more vulnerable to exploitation and 
trafficking. Many go into hiding to avoid detection by authorities, which also makes it more difficult for 

them to seek help if they are abused or injured.978 

Refugees from Myanmar are particularly fearful of deportation, especially because they potentially 
face persecution in the country. Thailand is not a State Party to the Convention and Protocol relating 

to the Status of Refugees. Although it offers protection to some refugees and has admitted persons 

fleeing from Myanmar in large numbers, Thai law does not contain specific protection mechanisms 
from refoulement and Thai authorities have periodically returned large numbers of irregular migrants 
to Myanmar.979 To prevent the refoulement of refugees, UNHCR monitors deportation procedures, 

identifies refugees and registered asylum-seekers and removes them from deportation lists.980 

5.5.5 Re-victimisation and re-trafficking 

Irregular migrants who return to their country of origin are at high risk of re-victimisation and re-

trafficking. This is particularly the case if conditions in a migrant’s home country remain unchanged. If 
the causes and circumstances that led migrants to be trafficked to Thailand in the first place are still 
the same when they return, they remain vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.981 

The available research contains many accounts in which returning and deported migrants are preyed 
upon by traffickers and other groups once they return from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
Myanmar. Some of the recruiters and traffickers initially responsible for bringing migrants to Thailand 

often await their return and ask them to repay outstanding debts. This is a particular risk for deportees 

who return to their country of origin before they are able to repay their loans and discharge the debt 
they may owe to their recruiters. Upon return, migrants may be forced to work to pay off their debts, 

often at an interest, or may feel compelled to move to Thailand again to earn money.982 Local people, 

drivers and third parties have also deliberately targeted deportees to extort money, coerce them or 
rob them of their sparse belongings or to facilitate their re-trafficking.983  
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Evidence shows that migrants are undeterred from immediately trying to return to Thailand, even if 
they have been deported or have had negative experiences in the country.984 Many of the people who 

are returned to their home communities in Cambodia, Lao PDR or Myanmar quickly seek to return to 
Thailand to work, which makes them particularly vulnerable to re-trafficking. This risk is even higher if 

there are no rehabilitation, reintegration and employment programmes available in the home 
countries.985 

 

5.6 Secondary movements and regional issues 

Another facet of irregular migration, smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons from Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar is the role Thailand plays as a transit country. Although smaller in number, so-

called “secondary movements”, which involve the onward movement of migrants from Thailand to 
another country, are an important issue. Secondary movements affect the levels and patterns of 

irregular migration, smuggling and trafficking to and from Thailand. The topic has gained greater 

attention since 2015, when abandoned camps and mass graves were discovered in the Thailand-

Malaysia border region. Many irregular migrants from Myanmar were kept in subhuman conditions in 

these camps.986 

Malaysia plays a particularly important role in this context, as the country is home to a large and 
growing migrant worker population, including many nationals from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. 
Many of these migrants are smuggled or trafficked directly from their home country by boat, but 
migrants from Lao PDR and Myanmar often transit through Thailand, using a combination of land and 
sea-borne transportation methods. 987  Malaysia’s role in trafficking in persons and smuggling of 

migrants in Southeast Asia is a complex one, as the country is also used as a transit point for irregular 
migration and smuggling from South-West Asia to Indonesia and Australia. It also serves as a 

destination country for many irregular migrants from Indonesia.988 

Thailand and Cambodia as well as Malaysia are affected by irregular migration from Viet Nam. Many 

Vietnamese nationals are drawn to these countries because of higher wages and job opportunities, 
but also because of existing Vietnamese diaspora communities, especially in Cambodia. There is some 

information suggesting that large numbers of irregular migrants travel from Viet Nam to Cambodia, 
Thailand and Malaysia, though the information about the modi operandi and means of transport is 
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sparse.989 

Thailand’s relative wealth, labour demand and its importance as a regional hub for travel and 
transportation attract irregular migrants from a range of countries outside Southeast Asia including, 
among others, Bangladesh, China, Russia, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and countries in 
Central and South-West Asia. Some of these migrants come to Thailand to seek employment and often 

encounter the same situations and risks of exploitation and trafficking as irregular migrants from 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. Some use Thailand as a transit point for further migration.990 
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6 Observations and Intervention 

This report has highlighted the many dimensions, facets and complexities of trafficking in persons from 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. It has identified the levels, patterns and characteristics 

of trafficking, the motivation and modi operandi of traffickers and the experiences of victims of 
trafficking in persons.  

Trafficking in persons to Thailand is not a new phenomenon. Yet what is most alarming about 

trafficking from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is the sheer size of the problem and the 
very large number of people affected by this crime or who are at risk of becoming victims. This includes 

women, men and children of all ages and from a diverse range of backgrounds. Although the true 

extent of the problem may never be known, trafficking in persons, including sexual exploitation, labour 
exploitation and forced labour, trafficking in children and forced begging concerns all communities, 
rural or urban. Few people are immune to the promises of traffickers. 

Many victims of trafficking endure unspeakable hardship. Physical violence, sexual abuse, 

harassments, threats and coercion are common for many trafficked persons. These experiences leave 

most victims scarred for life. Some suffer serious trauma and depression; others are marked by injury 

or contemplate self-harm. Some lose their lives at the hands of ruthless traffickers, who exploit their 

victims’ vulnerabilities and turn their dreams of a better life into nightmares. 

Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is driven by a complex set of 
causes and conditions. These conditions vary between the three source countries, but what the 

countries do have in common is weak and uneven economic, social and political developments, low 
wages, high youth unemployment and limited opportunities for education and skilled employment. 
These factors, combined with close geographic proximity long, porous borders, and higher wages and 
considerable labour demand in Thailand, drive migration.  

Despite the harsh realities many migrants face in Thailand, and despite the very many instances of 
exploitation and trafficking, regular and irregular migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 
continue to move to Thailand in large numbers. Irregular migration, smuggling and trafficking in 

persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand thrives because of the great demand for 
migration to Thailand and the limited opportunities to do so lawfully, inexpensively and efficiently 
through regular channels. As a result, trafficking to Thailand constitutes an economy of scale with many 

individuals, groups and governments benefiting directly and indirectly from the status quo and from 
the grey areas in which much of this labour migration takes place.  

This report has shown that trafficking in persons is not a new phenomenon that exists in isolation but 
is, rather, one that is deeply embedded in the socio-economic, demographic and political realities of 
the source and destinations countries. It needs to be stressed again that irregular migration, smuggling 

and trafficking in persons exist along a spectrum and are often not mutually exclusive. In particular, 

the smuggling of migrants can quickly change into situations of trafficking, especially when migrants 
are exploited, coerced or deceived, or when smugglers or traffickers treat migrants in a particularly 
harsh and degrading way.  

It is beyond the scope of this report to address the complex root causes of irregular migration and 
displacement that make migrants vulnerability to becoming victims of trafficking in persons. This report 

pursues a more modest goal, which is to identify some of the key push factors for trafficking in persons, 
address knowledge gaps, promote information exchange and further research and, in particular, 
provide a platform on which evidence-based policies and criminal justice responses can be developed. 

The following sections of this report focus on the most crucial and immediate aspects of trafficking in 
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persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. Action is urgently needed in these areas, 

but there is also great promise and potential for new and innovative intervention. While these sections 

acknowledge the complexities of trafficking in persons in all its forms, and recognise that a holistic 
approach is needed to prevent and combat trafficking effectively, the main emphasis on the following 
observations and recommendations is on research, information exchange and law enforcement and 
criminal justice interventions. The suggestions made here need to be seen in the context of—and are 

meant to complement—the myriad of ideas and initiatives taken by national agencies and 
international organisations, chief among them UNODC, ILO, IOM, UNHCR, UN-ACT, UNICEF, as well as 
civil society.  

 

6.1 Government and policy  

Although trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand crosses 
international borders, national governments have a crucial role to play in preventing trafficking, 
prosecuting traffickers and protecting victims of trafficking. Regrettably, some governments and state 

agencies have few concerted policies against trafficking, and play a limited role in counter-trafficking 
measures. In such environments, trafficking activities are highly likely to rise and prosper and 

traffickers can operate with near impunity.  

6.1.1 Accepting responsibility 

Trafficking in persons, smuggling and irregular migration from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to 
Thailand are widespread phenomena and occur within a grey area where laws and law enforcement 
are not fully developed.  

The first and most important step governments need to take to counteract trafficking is to accept 
responsibility for all forms of migration into and out of their territory. In the 21st century, all countries 

need to confront the reality of international migration. Governments worldwide need to recognise that 

migration is not a phenomenon that can be stopped or prohibited, but one that can be controlled and 
managed. In a world where goods and capital can travel freely and where people are networked and 

communicate extensively worldwide, it is not possible to turn back time, hermetically seal 
international borders, cut lines of communication and prevent people from seeking to better their lives 
by moving abroad.  

States need to regain their ability to manage the flow of people across their borders and control 
migration in a positive way that provides fair and feasible options for those seeking to migrate. States 

need to actively promote safe migration and deter the use of irregular migration. For too long, many 

states have taken measures to close borders and throw up other obstacles that make it harder for 
people to leave or enter. Such measures have pushed many migrants to accept offers by smugglers 

and made others vulnerable to recruitment by traffickers. 

For many countries in Southeast Asia, including Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, mastering 
the challenges of managing migration seems daunting. Many countries have historically been passive 

about developing comprehensive policies and laws around migration. In many parts of the region, 

emigration was discouraged and, in some cases, punishable. Migrant workers, refugees and other 

emigrants were often seen as traitors turning their backs on their place of origin. It is important that 

these anti-migration sentiments, wherever they still exist, need to be overcome quickly. States that 

have not already done so need to accept the reality and value of migration. The states that are most 

successful at managing and controlling migration flows are those that recognise the benefits of 
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international migration—not only for individual migrants and their families, but also for the national 
economies and the wider population of sending, transit and destination countries. Remittances, 

transfer of knowledge and international cooperation can strengthen states. States need to become 

partners in migration, not obstacles.  

Law enforcement and other components of the criminal justice system have an important role to play 
in this context. They too can be used to facilitate and manage regular migration, promote safe 

migration, deter irregular migration and, importantly, punish those who prey on the vulnerability and 
desperation of migrants.  

6.1.2 Policy development and implementation 

To prevent and combat trafficking in persons, maximise the benefits of international migration and 
protect the rights of migrants, it would be greatly beneficial to develop comprehensive labour 
migration policies that take due account of the country-specific nature of irregular migration, national 
economic developments, labour market needs unemployment rates, and medium and long-term 
demographic developments. This is an important step to gain better control of migrant flows, manage 

the demand and supply of labour migrants and produce real benefits from migration to local 
communities, industries and the national economy. Policymaking in this field can also help raise 

awareness of the advantages of controlled labour migration and reduce xenophobia and other 
negative sentiments against foreign workers. 

To be effective, policy development needs to be based upon sound data. Policy announcements must 

be followed by implementation and enforcement. This requires human and financial resources that 

collect and analyse data for the purposes of policy development and then turn policy goals into 
practical measures. It also needs political willingness to face the challenges and obstacles that may be 

associated with drafting relevant legislation, setting up institutions and procedures, working with a 
range of different stakeholders and convincing industry, foreign workers and voters of the advantages 
of controlled labour migration. 

Sending countries may fear that any increased facilitation and promotion of labour migration may lead 
to a greater “brain drain” of skilled and educated workers. This is a valid concern, especially for 

economies that offer few job opportunities for such workers and, if they do, involve jobs that are 
poorly paid in comparison to Thailand. For this reason, the development of labour migration policies 

and mechanisms must go hand in hand with the development of national labour and economic policies, 
as well as the creation of job opportunities in the countries of origin. These are long-term goals that 

will have little immediate effect on would-be migrants. Sending countries need to acknowledge and 

maximise the benefits of labour migrants sending remittances to their home communities and of the 
“brain gain” that returning workers bring to the national economy. 

Given the close historical, political and cultural ties between Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand 
and other Southeast Asian nations, it would be desirable to consider international cooperation and 
policy development at the regional level. ASEAN, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, provides 

a suitable forum for such discussion, not least because it brings together ten countries from the region 
that are all greatly affected by regular and irregular migration, labour migration, trafficking and 
smuggling. It is conceivable for ASEAN to work towards coordinated immigration policies and a 

common labour market. This is an ambitious goal but one that would lead to further integration 

between the ten nations and produce many valuable opportunities for governments, industry and 
individuals across the region. 
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6.1.3 ‘Root causes’ 

The diverse and complex reasons behind why people emigrate and why they may resort to smugglers 
are beyond the scope of this report. It is nevertheless important to note that migration from Cambodia, 

Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand is driven by a range of circumstances, some of which leave people 
no choice but to move abroad in order to escape poverty or persecution. Chapters II, III and IV have 

shown that the economic discrepancies between Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar on the one hand 
and Thailand on the other are the main reasons why many people seek to move to Thailand, where 
wages are higher and job opportunities more plentiful. Some migrants are displaced forcibly and move 

to Thailand hoping to find greater safety for themselves and their families. Natural disasters, 

deforestation and environmental degradation play a further part in why some people choose to 
emigrate. 

It is important that any strategy aimed at preventing and suppressing trafficking in persons to Thailand 
takes due account of the root causes that trigger migration and displacement. While many policies and 

practical measures have sought to address the symptoms of trafficking and smuggling, the underlying 
factors, structural deficits and political and economic realities are often overlooked. Any meaningful 

attempt to reduce if not eliminate irregular migration must go hand in hand with efforts to promote 
sustainable development, economic growth, democracy, the rule of law and peace. 

A point of particular importance in this context is access to and the quality of education, especially in 
rural and remote areas of Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar. It has been shown that irregular migration 

mostly involves people with limited schooling and skills. In some areas, women are disproportionately 

affected, as families prefer to keep their sons in school and send their daughters to work. A lack of 

education not only limits the employment opportunities at home, but also makes people more 
vulnerable to the promises of smugglers and traffickers. One important step in combating trafficking 

thus involves improving school attendance, reducing early school leavers and ensuring that both boys 
and girls are given fair, equal and easy access to primary and secondary education. Such measures 

need to be complemented by other initiatives to foster tertiary education and skills training and 
improve employment opportunities for school graduates so they have incentives to complete school 
and pursue a career in their home country. 

6.1.4 Remittances 

One main driving force for many migrants is the ability to send remittances from Thailand to their 
remaining relatives and friends in their home country. Long before they make the decision to emigrate, 

many potential migrants would have seen how other individuals and families in their home 
communities have benefited from money, gifts and goods sent to them by working family members in 
Thailand. Many families have come to depend on the financial support they receive from abroad to 

cover expenses from routine chores to paying off personal loans. 

In 2006, the World Bank estimated that anywhere between USD 177 million and 315 million are 
remitted from Thailand to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar each year, a figure that is likely to be 
much higher today. 991  The true magnitude of remittance flows is not fully known because many 

migrants use informal channels to transfer funds to their home communities or may carry cash or 
purchased goods when they return or visit their relatives at home. Especially in the case of Myanmar, 

it is widely believed that many, if not most, remittances do not flow through the official financial sector, 

                                                      

991 World Bank, Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Synthesis Report: Phase I (2006) 10. 
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making it impossible to estimate the true volume of money that flows across the border.992 

Given the scale of remittance flows and their importance to individual workers, their families and local 
communities, state authorities need to work with migrant workers to ensure that remittances can be 
transferred quickly, inexpensively and without much bureaucracy. States also need to work with the 

financial sector to introduce more transparency into the flow of remittances and to prevent the use of 
informal, unreliable, expensive and underground financial transaction systems. 

 

6.2 Law and law enforcement 

The development of comprehensive legal frameworks and their consistent enforcement are central to 
any strategy aimed at combating trafficking in persons and the smuggling of migrants. In their absence, 

these crimes are likely to flourish as traffickers and smugglers take advantage of legal loopholes and 
of the inability or unwillingness of authorities and officials to rigorously enforce existing laws. 

6.2.1 National laws against trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants 

National laws criminalising trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants are the cornerstones for 
any legitimate and effective action to prevent and suppress these crimes. For traffickers and smugglers 

to be identified, investigated, arrested, prosecuted and convicted, it is essential that domestic criminal 
codes or other statutes clearly articulate the elements of these crimes, penalties and other sanctions 
and create liability for aiding, abetting, organising and attempting these crimes. 

These criminal offences need to be accompanied by legal frameworks permitting police and other 
authorities to conduct investigations, arrest suspects, confiscate property and seize assets. Relevant 

police powers and their limitations need to be clearly articulated and relevant officials adequately 
trained in their use. It is also important to bring clarity to the “who is who” and “who does what” in 

trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling enforcement, as doubts about the authority to enforce 
relevant laws may lead to difficulties, discrepancies and duplication. 

The United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women 
and Children and the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea, and Air set out 
comprehensive and universally accepted frameworks for the criminalisation of trafficking in persons 
and smuggling of migrants, for international cooperation and for the protection of victims of trafficking 
and smuggled migrants. The Protocols supplement the Convention against Transnational Organised 

Crime, which contains additional tools that assist state parties in their quest to prevent and combat 
organised crime and enhance cross-border law enforcement and judicial cooperation. The Convention 

and Protocols are supplemented by a great range of legislative guides, toolkits, issue papers and model 
laws that provide blueprints for national lawmakers and practical assistance in implementing, 
understanding and interpreting the purpose and requirements of these instruments. 

Thailand has taken significant steps to strengthen its legal framework in order to better protect the 
victims of trafficking in persons. The latest amendment of the Prevention and Suppression of Human 

Trafficking Act, which became effective on 28 January 2017, increases the Act’s clarity and operational 
efficiency. It revises the definitions of “exploitation” to include practices similar to slavery and “forced 

labour or services” to include the seizure of identification documents and debt bondage. It also 

                                                      

992 Myat Mon, ‘Burmese labour migration into Thailand: governance of migration and labour rights’ (2010) 15(1) 
Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 33, 41; Mary Rose Geraldine A Sarausad, Cost or Benefit? Valuing Migration 

through Remittances by Irregular Migrants in Thailand (2011) 10–11. See further, Section IV.2.1.3 above. 
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increases protection for children under the age of 15 by providing that forcing or procuring children to 
carry out extremely dangerous work or perform work in dangerous environments are offences under 
the Act. 

Although the main focus of this report has been on the criminology, levels and characteristics of 
trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand, it became evident during 
research that national laws, including criminal offences, are not always complete and consistent, nor 
are they always consistent with international requirements. This hampers domestic efforts to prevent 

and combat these crimes as well as international cooperation in this field. On this background, it is 

recommended that further research thoroughly examines national laws pertaining to trafficking in 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, assesses these against the requirements of the Convention and 
Protocols and develops recommendations to close existing gaps and ensure greater conformity with 
international standards. 

6.2.2 Law enforcement 

Law enforcement agencies, including police, border agencies, coast guards immigration authorities et 
cetera, have an essential role to play, not only to investigate cases of trafficking in persons, identify 
suspects, arrest offenders and seize the assets of such crimes, but also in identifying, rescuing and 
assisting victims. For law enforcement to be meaningful, investigators of trafficking need to be 

equipped with relevant powers that enable them to conduct searches, interview witnesses and 
suspects, enter premises, seize assets and make arrests. As these powers are intrusive, they need to 

be limited and monitored to prevent the abuse of powers and unnecessary infringements of human 
rights and civil liberties. 

In most jurisdictions, there will be more than one entity responsible for enforcing the many aspects 
associated with trafficking in persons. Even in jurisdictions with a single national police force, there are 

likely to be additional law enforcement organisations with either highly specialised skills or specific 
functions. The investigation of trafficking is a challenge for multiple branches of government and is not 

limited to law enforcement agencies. It usually involves a variety of government departments and 

other entities, each of which helps to bring an additional dimension to the response. Accordingly, 

dealing with trafficking and smuggling in isolation, especially without the buy-in of enforcement 
agencies such as police and immigration, affects the ability to effectively address the causes and 
consequences of these phenomena. For these reasons, national coordination, consultation with key 

stakeholders and building partnerships are crucial in combating trafficking and smuggling. Mechanisms 

such as joint investigation taskforces that bring  relevant agencies together under one roof have proven 
to be a successful way of achieving law enforcement coordination in a number of settings. Further 

study would be required to determine whether such a solution would be effective in the countries 
covered by this report.    

Collaboration between different agencies is not always easy. Some organisations and entities may be 

reluctant to assist law enforcement agencies because of concerns they might alienate their 
constituents, because their priorities may be different, because sufficient resources may not be 
available or because there are legal constraints (for instance, in the case of classified information and 

data protection). For these reasons, enhanced consultation and partnership building between relevant 

agencies and stakeholders is essential, particularly at the operational level. It is further important that 

all agencies involved in preventing and suppressing trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants 
share relevant information and engage in frequent communication, both domestically and 
internationally.  

When apprehended by authorities, victims of trafficking in persons may be in urgent need of shelter, 
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food and basic medical care. In many instances, migrants are found in situations of emergency, exposed 

to the elements, dehydration, suffocation and drowning. As first responders, law enforcement 

agencies are in a unique position to identify victims of trafficking, rescue them from their situations 
and protect the rights of trafficked persons and smuggled migrants. For these reasons, it is crucial that 

officials who are likely to come into contact with victims of trafficking and smuggled migrants are 
adequately informed about the vulnerabilities and rights of the persons they encounter and are 
appropriately trained and equipped to provide immediate assistance without further traumatising or 
harming victims. Such officials also need to be prepared to secure the crime scene to increase the 

chances of success for any ensuing investigation.  

A detailed examination of the powers, organisations, responsibilities and operation of law 
enforcement agencies responding to trafficking in persons is beyond the scope of this report. The 

research did, however, unearth some common gaps in law enforcement across all four countries. 
Adequate resourcing of law enforcement was raised as an issue in the source countries in particular. 
Sources reported that police often lack the numbers and equipment to carry out effective 
investigations in remote areas and that the number of female police officers is often insufficient to 
fulfil the duty of care owed to female victims of sexual exploitation. Add to this the fact that poorly 

paid law enforcement are more likely to engage in corrupt practices, and the issue of adequate 
resourcing is clearly a serious one that needs to be addressed.  

Proactive, intelligence-led investigations are an essential part of disrupting trafficking and smuggling 
networks. Yet interlocutors highlighted that many police lack the awareness and expertise to engage 

in such investigations. Capacity building is an essential part of the solution, but is not sufficient in 

isolation. Law enforcement senior leadership and policymakers need to understand the importance of 

developing and using quality intelligence to target higher-level crime figures. Mechanisms to collect, 

analyse and share intelligence should be established and an environment created where law 
enforcement are encouraged to tackle more significant and complex cases.    

Successful prosecutions of trafficking in persons cases are, generally, more dependent on victim 
testimony than many other transnational crimes. Victim cooperation is therefore a fundamental 

requirement for almost all trafficking investigations. A lack of trust between victims and law 

enforcement was identified as a barrier to successful trafficking prosecutions in the target countries. 
One way to gradually rebuild trust is for the criminal justice systems in the target countries to fully 
embrace a “victim-centred approach”. Such an approach seeks to minimise additional trauma 

associated with the criminal justice process by providing adequate support to victims of trafficking and 
placing their needs at the centre of the process rather than subjugating them to the demands of the 
investigation and prosecution of traffickers. Over time, a victim-centred approach can yield results by 

improving the relationship between law enforcement and victims without compromising the victims’ 

needs and rights.  

Building on these observations, it would be desirable to conduct more comprehensive assessments of 
the criminal justice response to trafficking and smuggling in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and 
Thailand to identify and close relevant gaps and address weaknesses in how law enforcement, 
prosecutors and the judiciary respond to these crimes. 

6.2.3 International cooperation 

A further crucial element in the fight against trafficking in persons is international cooperation at all 
levels of government. Although it is well known and self-evident that cooperation across borders is 

needed to fight transnational criminal activities, and the tools and frameworks to facilitate such 
cooperation have been available for some time, actual cooperation and practical measures that involve 
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partners from more than one country remain the exception rather than the rule. The opportunities 

offered by international cooperation remain underutilised and many criminal elements greatly benefit 
from the fact that investigations and other police work often struggle to move beyond borders. 

While law enforcement is generally confined to one country, this report has shown that trafficking in 
persons and smuggling of migrants are not. Criminal elements are mobile and operate across borders 

and often seek to evade detection, arrest and punishment by moving to other countries. They avoid 

being caught by taking advantage of borders and the frequent reluctance of law enforcement 
authorities to engage in complicated and expensive cross-border investigations and prosecutions. The 

limited capacity of any one country to address some of these threats effectively translates into an 
overall weakness in the international system of criminal justice cooperation. Accordingly, many 

instances of trafficking and smuggling remain undetected. This is why comprehensive, multi-agency 

and flexible cross-border cooperation is essential to ensure appropriate investigation and prosecution 
of both crimes.   

The Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Trafficking in Persons and Smuggling 
of Migrants Protocols set out a myriad of avenues to enable and facilitate international law 
enforcement and judicial cooperation. If implemented and utilised effectively, these measures can 

make a real difference in preventing and suppressing trafficking and smuggling, arresting offenders 
and protecting the rights of trafficked persons and smuggled migrants.  

Simple measures, such as establishing clear lines of communication, can also make a difference. When 

interviewed, a number of law enforcement representatives identified not knowing whom to contact 
as one of the most significant barriers to international cooperation, resulting in limited and sometimes 
even duplicate investigations. Constantly changing focal points and language differences also present 

practical challenges. Transnational cooperation and communication becomes simpler when more 

formal and informal channels of communication can be established and reinforced through cross-

border training, liaison officers are posted to corresponding countries and bilingual officers are 
identified and used optimally. . 

6.2.4 Corruption and accountability 

The topic of corruption surfaced repeatedly during the course of this research and was mentioned 
consistently in interviews conducted in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand for the purpose of 
this report. Allegations that corrupt police officers, immigration officials, border guards and other 

persons acting in official capacities tolerate or actively assist trafficking and smuggling activities also 
permeate the literature. Many sources suggest that trafficking, smuggling and irregular migration 

between these four countries would not occur at such high levels if it was not facilitated by corrupt 
officials at all levels of government. This creates an environment in which these activities can prosper 

and perpetrators can act with relative impunity. 

During this research, many attempts were made to find further information, concrete evidence and 
actual case examples of corruption that are directly linked to trafficking and smuggling. Such 

information was, however, nearly impossible to locate and it is difficult to prove many allegations of 
corruption made in the literature. Actual prosecutions and reported cases are few and far between. 
This is a facet of trafficking to Thailand that urgently needs further research and investigation and 
where more reliable evidence needs to be presented.  

It is evident that public officials can be vulnerable to corruption or may otherwise collude with persons 
and organisations involved in illegal activity such as trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants. 
Furthermore, conflicts of interest may arise if an officer’s enforcement duties conflict with personal 
interests, for example if relatives or friends are among the smuggled migrants or if they appear to have 
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committed an offence. It is important that public officials are accountable for their decisions and that 

action is taken if suspicions of corruption arise. Clear codes of conduct must be established to ensure 

the integrity of officials and their departments. 

Public officials may be held accountable in a number of different ways. They may be accountable in 

management or business terms for their performance and productivity, perhaps against government 
or community-set targets and objectives, but, more importantly, they must be accountable for the way 
in which they exercise the powers vested in them. Public officials may also be held criminally liable for 

actions that constitute corruption. In less serious instances, officers may face disciplinary action from 

their employer.  

All four target countries have some form of national anti-corruption commission. As a first step, 

attempts should be made to connect the work of these commissions with the work of the anti-
trafficking and anti-smuggling authorities. This would raise anti-corruption officials’ awareness of 

trafficking and smuggling, and of the points in the trafficking and smuggling processes where 
corruption can play a facilitating role.  

It would also be desirable to commission further research that examines where corruption pertaining 
to smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons is occurring and where it is most likely to occur. 
Furthermore, relevant offences, legal frameworks, administrative and preventive measures to act 
against corruption in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand should also be identified and 
assessed against international law and best practice standards. 

 

6.3 Prevention and protection 

To prevent trafficking in persons and protect victims of trafficking, it is essential for countries to explore 
avenues to reduce irregular migration and promote the use of safe and legal avenues for migration. 
Any strategy seeking to reduce the levels of trafficking and smuggling needs to involve practical 
measures that encourage the use of legal migration options and dis-incentivise the use of smugglers 
and traffickers. 

6.3.1 Promoting safe migration 

A central feature of national and international efforts to prevent smuggling of migrants and trafficking 
in persons is to promote safe migration. This means that states adopt strategic and practical measures 

diverting migration flows from irregular to regular avenues and take active steps to ensure the safety 
of migrants during their journey from their place of origin to their destination. 

Promoting safe migration involves creating incentives and highlighting the advantages of official and 
managed migration that is free from exploitation and trafficking and does not place the lives and safety 
of migrants at risk during the journey to Thailand. Legal and safe migration options need to be designed 

in a way that is perceived by migrants as easy, affordable, effective and preferable to irregular and 
clandestine avenues.  

These efforts need to go hand in hand with measures designed to dis-incentivise the use of smugglers 
and other forms of irregular migration. The high costs, dangers and uncertain outcomes of smuggling 

need to be communicated to would-be migrants. This has to be supplemented by greater efforts to 

criminalise, investigate, arrest and prosecute smugglers and traffickers, such that smuggling and 
trafficking change from high-profit, low-risk activities into high-risk, low-profit crimes. 
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6.3.2 Legal avenues for migration 

A precondition for promoting safe migration is the existence of meaningful avenues for legal migration. 
This involves the creation of fair, fast and efficient processes that enable would-be migrants to apply 
for visas, work-permits and, where applicable, protection. This report has clearly shown that so long 

as legal avenues remain non-existent, closed, cumbersome or too costly, migrants will opt for irregular 
avenues of migration that involve the risk of smuggling and trafficking. 

The suggestion here is not to abandon immigration controls or to encourage an uncontrolled influx of 
migrants. With the very high number of irregular migrants entering Thailand each year, the country 

presently has limited control over the levels of migration, the whereabouts of migrants and their 
identity and background. By opening legal avenues for migration, states like Thailand regain the ability 

to monitor and manage migration flows, direct them to the places and industries where labour 
migrants are most needed and conduct proper checks of those seeking to enter the country.  

The Memoranda of Understanding between Thailand and Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar are 
important first steps to facilitating and managing labour migration between these countries. Hundreds 

of thousands of migrants have benefited from these MoUs, which enabled them to enter and work in 
Thailand lawfully and gain some protection under Thai law. However, the operation of the MoUs 

involves slow and expensive procedures and do not sufficiently protect migrant workers from 
exploitation and trafficking. Nevertheless, they represent starting points on which to develop 

additional programmes that make it possible to lawfully migrate to Thailand. It would be desirable to 

expand the scope of the existing MoUs to further professions and reduce the time, costs and 
bureaucracy involved in the current processes. There needs to be more initiatives that would enable, 

for instance, sponsored programmes involving temporary entry into Thailand for training and 
education purposes, which would serve as one way to prevent “brain drain” from source countries. 
Creating further avenues for refugees and other forcibly displaced persons to seek asylum in Thailand 
would be another step to improving the status of many irregular migrants in the country. 

Further difficulties stem from high costs associated with present labour migration channels and from 
the many documents that migrants are required to present when they apply to move to Thailand for 
work. This report has shown that many migrants are unable to pay the high fees associated with formal 

migration programmes and do not have the documents needed to participate in them. The difficulties, 

delays and costs associated with obtaining these documents are a further reason many migrants prefer 
irregular migration channels to legal avenues. It is thus important that migrants be given easier and 

faster access to legal documents. The possession of legal documents also greatly improves the status, 

safety and autonomy of labour migrants once they are in Thailand. In this context, it may also be worth 

exploring the introduction of a separate offence criminalising persons who unlawfully confiscate or 
withhold the travel and identity documents of migrant workers, which is a commonly used tool to 
control and exploit labour migrants in Thailand. 

6.3.3 The spectrum of smuggling and trafficking 

In trying to tackle trafficking in persons, it is important to see that trafficking is not a stand-alone 
phenomenon but one that, along with the smuggling of migrants, exists along a spectrum. Irregular 

migration is best understood as a continuum, which, if facilitated by persons seeking to gain financial 
or other material benefits, can amount to the smuggling of migrants993 or can constitute trafficking if 

                                                      

993 Article 3(a) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
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done for the purpose of exploitation using any of the means that define trafficking.994 

This report has repeatedly shown that irregular migration, smuggling of migrants, and trafficking in 
persons, while defined and conceptualised differently, are often inseparable. Situations that begin as 

smuggling may transcend into instances of trafficking. “Even those migrants who clearly use smugglers 

voluntarily”, notes a key policy paper,  

may become victims who require protection if they subsequently suffer violence or exploitation . The 

distinction has merit to the degree that it draws attention to groups of migrants who are particularly 
exposed to risk and exploitation. However, it would be sounder to think of ‘smuggled’ and ‘trafficked’ as 

points on a continuum rather than discrete categories. Were points on this continuum to be correlated 

with degrees of coercion (reflecting a migrant’s reasons for leaving as well as his or her experiences en 

route and after arrival), it could become feasible to provide corresponding and appropriate levels of rights 

protection.995 

For these reasons, trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants must not be seen in isolation but 
must be addressed comprehensively as part of a wider plan to tackle irregular migration in all its forms. 
While the topic of trafficking in persons has gained some attention and countermeasures have gained 
traction in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, the topic of smuggling of migrants has not. 
Efforts to research, understand, conceptualise, criminalise and prevent the smuggling of migrants in 
these countries and in other parts of Southeast Asia are still in their infancy. Several countries have yet 

to introduce specific offences and articulate clear policies to combat migrant smuggling. 

6.3.4 Community-based interventions 

This report has shown that trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar does not 
affect all people and all parts of each country equally. Certain communities and people of certain 

backgrounds are much more likely to fall victim to traffickers. Rural and remote areas where 

sustainable full-time employment is scare and where farmers struggle to feed their families and pay 
their bills are particularly vulnerable to false promises and the lure of jobs and higher incomes in 
Thailand.  

Young people, both men and women, are particularly affected, especially when youth unemployment 
is high. Whether of their own accord or at the initiative of their parents and other family, young men 

and women are often the first to move to Thailand seeking to support their families through 
remittances. Many of them are ill-prepared and have limited understanding about the travel 

arrangements, legal status, employment opportunities, wages and working conditions they can expect 
in Thailand. 

Further research is needed to better profile victims of trafficking in persons and identify the causes 
that led them to leave their home communities, move to Thailand and into situations involving 
exploitation. This needs to be followed by targeted interventions that economically empower 

communities most vulnerable to trafficking. Further information needs to be gathered on the negative 

impacts of micro-lending in rural areas and more needs to be done to lift the heavy debt burden that 
micro-credits create for many families and individuals.  

In many areas, women and girls are particularly disadvantaged, do not have equal rights and have 

                                                      

994 Article 3(a) Trafficking in Persons Protocol. 
995 International Council on Human Rights Policy, Irregular Migration, Migrant Smuggling and Human Rights: 

Towards Coherence (2010) 28–29. 
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limited access to education and training. Some families thus see them as dispensable and encourage 

them to move to Thailand to find work and support the family through remittances. Many sources 

show that parents and other relatives sometimes collude with recruiters and traffickers and accept 
money to encourage their daughters to go abroad. To prevent and combat trafficking in persons, 

especially sex trafficking and trafficking into Thailand’s domestic service industry, it is necessary to give 
women greater access to education, training and local labour markets so they gain greater 
independence and can make decisions about their lives more autonomously. 

6.3.5 Education and training 

Community-based interventions and greater rights for women need to be accompanied by efforts to 
keep young people in school and provide better access to and better quality primary and secondary 
schooling for boys and girls. At present, many young people leave school prematurely to help their 

families earn money, which often leads to situations of child labour and child exploitation. The report 

has shown that many teenagers are migrating to Thailand for the same reasons as adults and end up 
in situations involving trafficking. 

One main priority in prevention efforts must be to keep children in school, enable them to grow up in 
environments that are adequate for children and equip them with the knowledge and skills so they 
can compete in the national and international labour market. Better access to schooling and higher 

attendances rates need to be supplemented by higher quality teaching and learning and greater access 
to skills training and tertiary education. This will lead to a better-educated and better-skilled workforce 

that is able to take up more qualified, better paid jobs and is more resilient to the promises made by 
traffickers. 

 

6.4 Research and knowledge gaps 

Despite the seemingly endless list of books, articles, reports and other publications that directly or 
indirectly cover the topic of trafficking to Thailand, this report has shown that  many facets of this 
phenomenon remain poorly documented and not well-researched. Moreover, many sources are based 

on anecdotal evidence, selective and small-scale surveys. Some publications appear to be preoccupied 

with promoting certain positions and ideologies rather than presenting facts that can inform policy 
making, legislative development, and law enforcement responses in a meaningful and sustainable 
manner. 

6.4.1 Information gaps 

Types of trafficking 

Over the past fifteen years, international organisations and many researchers have shifted their 
attention from sex trafficking to labour trafficking and the exploitation of migrant workers from 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. It is now widely acknowledged that situations of 

trafficking and exploitation of migrant workers in Thailand are extensions of irregular migration and 
arise because of the very vulnerable position of foreign workers in Thailand, many of whom are young, 
unskilled and have limited education. The close nexus between labour migration, irregular migration, 

smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons is now widely recognised, as is the fact that labour 
trafficking is the most common form of exploitation of migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
Myanmar in Thailand. 

Other forms of trafficking in persons to Thailand remain poorly documented. Although they are likely 
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to occur on a smaller scale than trafficking for the purpose of sexual or labour exploitation, these other 
forms of trafficking may nevertheless involve serious violations of fundamental human rights. Many 

aspects of trafficking in children, for instance, remain clouded in uncertainty and mystery. This is partly 

due to the fact that some sources do not differentiate between adults and minors and make 
generalisations that include all age groups. In many cases of trafficking, there are uncertainties about 

the true age of victims and whether they are young adults or teenagers. While adults and children are 

frequently exploited in the same way, children are nevertheless more vulnerable, require special 
protection and have special needs that must be considered when developing and adopting measures 
to prevent and suppress trafficking in persons and to protect victims of trafficking. For these reasons, 

it is important that more attention is drawn to the specific causes, conditions and consequences of 
trafficking in children from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand. 

Closely related to the topic of trafficking in children is the issue of trafficking to Thailand for the 
purpose of forced begging. Data on the scale of this phenomenon and on the profile of victims, most 

of whom are believed to be children, is non-existent. The available literature remains extremely limited. 
Many sources point to the problem of forced begging and mention the nexus to trafficking, but none 
contain detailed information and comprehensive analysis of these issues. Research on this topic is 

urgently needed, especially on the reasons that lead foreign unaccompanied minors to beg in the 
streets of Thailand, the background and living conditions of these children and the involvement of 
criminal elements in recruiting, accommodating and controlling these children. 

Information on the topic of forced marriages involving women from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar 
is slowly forthcoming, though it appears that this phenomenon mostly involves Chinese husbands and 
concerns trafficking to China. It would be desirable to explore whether forced and sham marriages may 

also be used to traffic or smuggle women into Thailand or whether this can be ruled out as a significant 
problem. Similarly, it is surprising that there are no reports of trafficking in persons for the purpose of 

organ removal. This is a complex phenomenon that remains under-researched worldwide and it would 

be beneficial to examine to what extent Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand are affected by 
this issue. 

Source countries 

The focus of this report is the trafficking of men, women and children from Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
Myanmar to Thailand. Based on the available figures, this focus is justified as the level of trafficking 

between these countries is very high by any standard and because the problem is a long-standing one. 
The greater integration of the region and the increasingly close cooperation between Cambodia, Lao 
PDR and Thailand, and now also with Myanmar, further explain why this report has been tailored in 
this way. 

Considering the existing data and literature, it is noteworthy that irregular migration and trafficking in 
persons from Cambodia is reasonably well documented. This is due in part to Cambodia’s longstanding 

internal and external trafficking problem, the magnitude of this problem, and the good work of many 
international and non-governmental organisations that have been working tirelessly for many years to 
explore trafficking in and from Cambodia, raise awareness and fight against its causes and 
consequences.  

Data and literature from Lao PDR is available, but many gaps remain and in many instances, this report 
had to rely on single sources or on interviews conducted in Lao PDR and Thailand. More research on 

the diverse facets of trafficking from Lao PDR and, in particular, on the profile of trafficked persons 
and their traffickers would help paint a more complete picture of the levels and characteristics of 
trafficking in persons from Lao PDR to Thailand.  
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Research on irregular migration, smuggling of migrants, and trafficking in persons from Myanmar is 
only emerging and many gaps remain in the available literature. The political and economic isolation 

of the country that lasted for over 20 years meant that long term trends are not or not yet documented. 
Further complicating research on Myanmar is the complexity of irregular migration and the 
combination of economic and political factors. The situation in Rakhine state and the difficulties of 

communicating with Myanmar authorities on the plight and displacement of Rohingyas is a further 
obstacle to better documenting and understanding smuggling and trafficking from Myanmar. 

Regional perspectives 

Trafficking from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand does not exist in isolation and there are 
other important source countries of persons who are trafficked to Thailand and Cambodia and other 
important destination countries for irregular migrants, including trafficked persons, from Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar.  

Of particular significance in this context is Viet Nam, not least because it shares long borders with 
Cambodia and Lao PDR and a long and at times turbulent history with Thailand. Viet Nam is also an 

important source country of persons who migrate, are smuggled or trafficked to Cambodia and 
Thailand. 

Malaysia has emerged as another important destination country for labour migrants from a range of 
countries in Southeast Asia, especially Cambodia and Myanmar. The shared border between Thailand 

and Malaysia, which measures 595 kilometres in length, is, as the events of 2015 have shown, of 
particular importance to smuggling and trafficking operations. This involves movements from 

Myanmar and Bangladesh via Thailand to Malaysia and from Cambodia via Malaysia to Thailand. 

Considering the roles of Malaysia and Viet Nam and also taking into account the levels and 
characteristics of irregular migration to and from other countries in the region, such as Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Singapore and Brunei Darussalam, it becomes evident that smuggling of migrants and 
trafficking in persons are of concern to all ten ASEAN Member States. Given the close political ties 

between ASEAN members and the economic integration, labour migration and personal relationships 
among them, it would be advantageous to examine smuggling and trafficking more broadly in this 
region.  

The first edition of UNODC’s Migrant Smuggling in Asia report, published in 2015, which contains a 
dedicated chapter and a separate volume on Southeast Asia, is an important step towards building a 
comprehensive collection of information and a continuing capacity to conduct research in this field. 
This needs to be followed now by further research and analysis of the criminal laws pertaining to 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons, the implementation of international laws and best 
practice, the capacity and operation of law enforcement and border control agencies, the protection 
of the rights of migrants and trafficked persons and of the cooperative efforts among ASEAN member 
states to prevent and suppress smuggling and trafficking throughout the region. 

6.4.2 Insufficient data 

Complete and reliable data on the levels and types of trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar to Thailand, the profile of trafficked persons and the profile of traffickers is limited. This 

is not surprising given the clandestine nature of trafficking and the difficulties in detecting cases and 
identifying victims. The available data consists mostly of estimates, which provide a general idea of the 

scale of the problem but are insufficient to identify trends and developments or to provide specific 
information on individual industry sectors and patterns of trafficking. Moreover, some reported figures 

and some available estimates appear to be quite fanciful and should be used with great caution. 
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The collection of data relating to trafficking in persons, smuggling of migrants and other forms of 
irregular migration is a challenge for all countries, not least because traffickers and smugglers go to 
great lengths to conceal their activities from authorities and the general public. An important first step 

towards better and more accurate data collection would be the recording of reports, investigations, 
arrests, prosecutions and convictions of cases involving trafficking and smuggling and on the profile of 
the perpetrators and their victims. Such data should be collected systematically and country-wide and 

should be published at least annually, if not on a month-by-month basis. If done correctly and 

consistently, such records can provide a basis on which to conduct further research, identify trends 
and patterns and develop informed policies and countermeasures. 

UNODC’s Voluntary Reporting System provides a regional database to collect data, cases and other 
information pertaining to the smuggling of migrants in Asia and the Pacific region. Launched in 2013 

by UNODC’s Regional Office for East Asia and the Pacific in Bangkok, the Voluntary Reporting System 
is an internet-based, secure database to collect, share and analyse information on migrant smuggling, 
irregular migration and other related conduct. For participating states, the Voluntary Reporting System 

provides an online mechanism to collect and share information so they can identify trends and develop 
policies to prevent and combat migrant smuggling and related phenomena such as trafficking in 
persons.996

  Expanding the database—or creating a parallel database—to handle trafficking-specific 
data should also be considered.  

In addition, UNODC operates the SHERLOC database, an online portal to facilitate the dissemination of 
information regarding the implementation of the Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime and its three Protocols, including the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol and the Trafficking in 
Persons Protocol. Among many features, SHERLOC contains databases of cases, legislation and 

literature relating to trafficking and smuggling and provides easy access for officials, practitioners, 
researchers, students and those working on the frontline to combat trafficking and smuggling.997   

It would be desirable for governments, national authorities, experts, civil society groups and other 
individuals to provide more input to these UNODC databases and utilise them in their work on 
smuggling of migrants, trafficking in persons or other forms of organised crime. 

6.4.3 Policy and legal analysis 

Better data collection and better documentation of the levels and characteristics of trafficking in 
persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand need to be followed by thorough analysis 
of the policy, legislative and practical measures adopted by these countries to prevent and suppress 
trafficking in persons along with smuggling of migrants and other forms of irregular migration. This 

report has shown that there is growing awareness among these countries that trafficking in persons is 
a pressing issue involving serious violations of human rights, but that responses by states to combat 
this phenomenon often remain untested and are not critically evaluated. 

While this report sought to document the status quo of trafficking in persons and the related 
phenomena of irregular migration and smuggling of migrants, other research needs to follow that 
assesses what governments have done in response and what measures have been taken to protect the 
rights of irregular migrants and trafficked persons. This involves a close examination of high-level 

declarations, statements and policy announcements and of the actual implementation of policies. 
Further, the laws adopted to criminalise smuggling and trafficking, enhance law enforcement, enable 
international cooperation and protect the rights of smuggled migrants and victims of trafficking need 

                                                      

996 For further information, visit https://www.unodc.org/southeastasiaandpacific/en/vrs-msrc.html.  
997 For further information and access to SHELRLOC, visit https://www.unodc.org/cld/v3/sherloc/. 
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to be evaluated against the standards set by international law and best practice guidelines, chief 
among them the Trafficking in Persons Protocol and the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol.  

Additional research should focus on the practical measures adopted by states and civil society to 
prevent and combat trafficking in persons. This includes exploration of a great range of activities and 

initiatives, including research into the identification of victims, investigations and arrest of suspects, 
prosecution and trial of offenders, protection and assistance of victims, protection of witnesses, 
education and awareness campaigns and the availability of support by NGOs, to name but a few. 

The ultimate goal here is to produce a more complete picture of all aspects associated with trafficking 
in persons from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar to Thailand and build an ongoing capacity for 
information gathering, research and analysis and regular reporting on this issue. A better and more 

complete evidence base will not only provide for a better understanding of the phenomenon but will 
also improve policy development and the adoption of more effective countermeasures. 
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