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undocumented and marginalised immigrants everywhere, they are vulnerable to unscrupulous brokers who, for a fee, 

transfer them to exploitative ship captains. (Photo credit: Kay Chernush, United States Department of State)

credit: Khaing Min Htoo/World Vision)

overcome their memories of exploitation. (Photo credit: Khaing Min Htoo/World Vision)

are not of victims/survivors themselves, but rather represent their communities.

World Vision is a Christian relief, development and advocacy organisation dedicated to working with children, families and communities to 

overcome poverty and injustice. Motivated by our Christian faith, World Vision is dedicated to working with the world’s most vulnerable 

people. World Vision serves all people regardless of religion, race, ethnicity or gender.
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that it will help improve your understanding of the true nature 

and the changing nature of the crime.

Tell me something I don’t know…

It is increasingly being accepted that forced labour is the most 

take the form of forced labour, bonded labour, debt bondage 

1 

forced prostitution, nine people are forced to work.1

unscrupulous employers willing to exploit workers, often 

become vulnerable in their own countries due to lack of 
employment opportunities, discrimination, corruption, 

summarily deported or detained in jails, shelters and 

immigration centres2 and prosecuted for status offences 
such as illegal immigration or illegal work.

Migration has shaped the GMS* and brings many social and 

and destination countries. With limited opportunities for 
safe and legal migration in the GMS, there is widespread 
irregular migration, creating a fertile breeding ground for the 
exploitation of workers.

3

supply of vulnerable people is constant, there are low risks 

because a victim can be exploited for years on end.

in involuntary servitude, bonded labour, debt bondage, 

  Vietnam.
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homes. Victims are often physically and mentally abused, 
and lack medical treatment, health care and social services. 

are generally not allowed to leave their work premises or 
contact anyone outside the workplace – a situation that is 

or services that could help them. 

Mechanisms to monitor the labour sector are generally not 
in place, allowing employers to hire local and foreign labour 

true ages of children. Foreign workers are especially 
vulnerable, as governments and citizens tend to disregard 
their right to protection.4

Protocol to Prevent, 

and Children, 
5 (known as the United Nations 

national and regional efforts, by governments, international 

sexual exploitation, and there is a high level of impunity 

from the country where the exploitation took place. As a 

exploit others.

Fortunately, increasing attention is now being given to labour 

U.S. Department of State 1 

emphasises the need for action.



International frameworks and legislation

persons for which the exploitative purpose relates to a person’s 
labour
takes place 

.

persons in domestic legislation vary in GMS countries, and 

justice response in many countries is focused on recruiters, 

thing is clear in the Protocol: the core feature of all human 

Article 3 states:

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 

of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered 

‘action’, ‘means’ and ‘purpose’ in 
paragraph (a) must all be present for a situation to constitute 

child – in which case only the initial action and the exploitative 
purpose must be present. It is important to note that the 

‘



7

exploitation or with an intention to exploit that person.

 is 
based on analysis of secondary resources, which includes 
research reports, project reports, news clippings from UN 

knowledge and to trigger debate and discussion on labour 

told here connect the issues and reveal that most of the 

believing that they were on their way towards a better life; 
not only for themselves, but also for their families. Survivors 

informal recruitment processes, as well as exploitative 
formal recruitment agencies.

I get out of the shelter I will not go back to work in food shops or anywhere. I’ll 
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Many undocumented migrants – women, men and children – 

10
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things
labour 

held as prisoners

border sexual exploitation of women and children with 
little or no attention to the situation for men. Fortunately, 
this is changing and males are now being acknowledged 

national responses.

7

 

to cover all sectors, and laws covering domestic workers and 
9

job. Workers on boats report being deprived of food and sleep9 

forced to be out at sea for months or years at a time. Physical 
abuse and threats are common and workers who try to resist or 
who become sick have been killed or thrown overboard to die.

Current information indicates that the vast majority of victims 

are adults and older male children from Cambodia, Lao PDR 

how men are lured by local brokers, who convince them to go to 

plantations, in construction or other sectors.  When they reach 
the destination country they are locked up and eventually sold 

persuaded, or even drugged, by sex workers.

1
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had to escape was to jump overboard and be at the mercy of the 

A few lucky ones are rescued by other boats and coast guards.

fellow Cambodian workers on board; they were assisted by the 

10,11 In this case 

others suffer unnoticed, with no way out of their dire situations.

Contracts are generally verbal* and men are rarely paid until 

the payment.

with little expectation of securing justice or compensation, and 
so usually just want to return home. Without victim testimony, 

*

contract. See Robertson 2009.  

† 

authorities are usually unable to prosecute offenders – who 

exploitation with impunity.

when recruited and forced onto the vessels.12 All of them had 

Local and international organisations are actively working to 

the number of cases coming to their attention. For example, 
†

related cases in 2009, three times higher than the year before.13

– to conduct research and to make sure that efforts are made 
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Win* vowed that he would never return – he had his own 
serious and secret reasons for that decision.

southern Myanmar, Kyaw and his friends jumped on a local 

heard about his family.

After eight months, he was on the move again with hopes 

didn’t materialise; in fact, he was paid no salary.

Sold
for $650

11

As an undocumented migrant worker he was not used to 
being in the foreign city, but his distress was so deep he 
didn’t care about the police. He thought it would be better 
to be arrested than work as an unpaid slave.

Myanmar at Myawaddy, a bustling border town. Brokers 
paid the gang an unknown amount of money for Kyaw 
and a fellow illegal migrant.

Herded into the jungle with ten other migrant workers he 

territory. Kyaw was pleased to join four other Myanmar 

got better treatment than us [from Myanmar]. Controlled *real name protected



friends, who all had life jackets on, hoped to stay together 
but waves separated them. Hours later, at daybreak, Kyaw 

boats and together they were sent to the closest port of 
Bali where they waited in immigration detention for a year.

to happen next. His only hope was a telephone number for 

numerous times, each desperate to go home.

taken to the airport – nearly eighteen months after Kyaw 

to Yangon. Sitting on a bed in a social welfare centre, Kyaw 
wanted only one thing: to go back home as soon as possible.

supported his reintegration with his family, giving him a 
second chance at life.

12
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in compliance with international standards, and should 

2. Authorities must be empowered to pursue prosecution, 

fully supported.

3. Governments of the destination countries should 
undertake a comprehensive review and revision of laws 

contracts and decent working conditions.

upon their return.

 
both origin and destination countries should improve 

packages for potential migrants in the GMS, based on the 

raising, while still ensuring the effective dissemination of 
information to prevent further victimisation. pier in the province. (Photo credit: Mathira)
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secure, especially when it takes place using formal recruitment 
agencies, public authorities or licensed employers. But the 
reality is that some recruitment agencies deceive innocent 
people through tactics such as advancing exploitative loans, not 
providing proper contracts to clients and falsifying the age of 

put children and adults in unsafe and exploitative situations.

If recruitment agencies are not fully regulated, there are few 
measures in place to prevent the recruitment of children in 
countries such as Cambodia. Families and communities often 
lack clear information on the companies or the risks being 

parents to falsify ages. World Vision works with communities 
to build the resilience of young people and mobilise local 
leaders to be more proactive in protecting children.

Many Cambodian prospective migrants are promised high 
salaries and decent employment by recruitment agencies, 
but end up in exploitative labour situations in domestic work 
and sweatshops – later returning home without any money. 

they recruit and are therefore eager to tell only the successful 
stories of migration.14

to the recruiting agency after work commences.14 So even 
before departure, most of the victims already have accrued a 

In 2010, the number of Cambodians leaving for employment 

Cambodian labour migrants went to Malaysia through legal 

15

also doubled from 11 in 2009 to 22 in 2010, including two 

15 Many unlicensed recruitment agencies give the 
licensed ones a bad name. It is more likely that unlicensed 

some licensed agencies have been involved in the crime. 

more about the money workers can generate than about 

2
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‘
training’.†

migrant workers should be done through public authorities 
– government agreements, or authorised private agencies.
Unless employers and/or recruitment agencies are licensed 

and monitored by the respective government, workers 

Recruitment agencies in Cambodia have been found to use 
their own recruitment contracts for domestic workers 
and some of these do not correspond to national and 
international labour standards.17 Some recruitment agencies 

training which includes clauses such as:

Don’ts in the employer’s house

Do not use the telephone. 
Do not ask for leave/rest days. 
Do not speak to neighbours. 
Do not ask for change of employer. 
Do not mix with men. 
Do not leave the house without your employer’s permission. 

† See the country narrative for Cambodia in U.S. Department of State 2010.

Conditions like these are oppressive 

many of the rights that are recognised 
by all States and the international 
community, including the right to 
freedom of opinion, expression, 
movement and association; the right 
to fair and just conditions of work; and 
the prohibition on forced labour and 
arbitrary detention.



 

Reported by Khuon Leakhena and Chrann Chamroeun. 

Post, Cambodia, 24 August 2010.

sending minor to work
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Votey lived with her mother and sister in Prey Veng, 
Cambodia. She came from a poor family and was forced to 
drop out of school in her early teens to move to Kompong 
Cham, Cambodia to be a silk weaver.  At home in Prey 
Veng, a broker working for a recruitment agency promised 
her mother that employment could be secured for Votey 
as a domestic worker in Malaysia with a monthly salary 

mother agreed to go with her two daughters.

responsible for processing the travel documents, and 

undergo medical exams and when they passed, they signed a 

contract and were placed in a training centre. Votey reported 
that at the training centre she did not get enough to eat, and 

after another, they were sent to different homes in Malaysia. 
Even though all three family members worked in Malaysia, they 
were unable to contact each other. Votey changed employers 

exploitative and abusive situations during her time in Malaysia. 
Sometimes she was not given enough to eat by the house 
owners; there was at least one employer who attempted 
to sexually assault her. While she did not suffer physical 
abuses by her bosses, she was beaten by a Cambodian female 
trainer in Malaysia when she was referred to the centre for a 
refresher course. She also had long working hours with little 
time to rest. She was not allowed to leave the house, but was 

early morning to midnight every day. Apart from household 
chores, I was also a shop assistant even though my contract 
stated that I was a housemaid and not a shop assistant. 
Whenever I took a little rest, I was scolded. Despite all my 

four years
of 

she returned home
with little

for her

hard work, 

 labour



told she owed the recruitment agency four months of her salary. 

deductions and at the end of four years she had been paid only 

1. Governments should strengthen licensing and monitoring 
systems for recruitment and placement services.
Individuals and companies breaching labour standards 

of these offences.

2. GMS governments should introduce codes of conduct 

advocacy should follow the introduction of the codes of 
conduct to ensure better implementation.

3. GMS governments should ensure the provision and 

orientation about relevant laws.

Mai is learning new skills and recovering from her very bad experience of working 
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Law enforcement agencies are responsible for collecting 

labour or services, servitude, slavery or practices similar to 
‘purpose’ element of the 

and laws designed to protect them are not enforced.  Victims of 

they are not aware of laws, regulations and mechanisms that 
can protect them. If they are undocumented migrants, they 
fear authorities and are reluctant to press charges out of 

GMS governments have committed themselves to strengthening 
legal frameworks, law enforcement, justice systems, and the 

 Memorandum of Understanding was signed by the GMS governments in 2004.  

capacity of their national law enforcement agencies to enforce 

construction site, there may be no outward signs separating 

as illegal migrants and detained or deported.

agreed international standards and a human rights framework 

help law enforcement agencies to identify victims.
Mai is learning new skills and recovering from her very bad experience of working 

3
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Myanmar. Ko Htet recalled how a broker sold him to work on a 

sister was sold to the boat owner to work in his small shop. 

support her family back home, Ko Htet was not so lucky. He 

manage the hard heavy work, and had the terrifying experience 

no longer work as hard as the boss demanded. He completely 
lost contact with his sister; even though they both worked for 
the same man they were unaware of each other’s whereabouts.

Both of them managed to run away from their employer, and met 

were left behind so they have lost contact with them both.

20

“Only after

I got home

as having beenas having been

*real name protected

It was only when they told their stories at the youth forum 

potential dangers.

immigration/labour inspectors/marine police) to identify 

processes should be understood by caregivers, concerned 

2. 

detained and deported, and investigations should be made 
swiftly to ensure the safety and protection of the victims.

3.  GMS governments should promote citizen action to report 

of law enforcement agencies to such reports.
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sectors of employment where the 3D jobs are particularly 

construction, and domestic work. Children and young 
people are often recruited for domestic household work, 

industries. Because these jobs are often unregulated, 
dangerous and undesirable to most people, they become a 

is one of the most hazardous sectors of employment: out of 
335,000 fatal workplace accidents globally each year, nearly 
half are in the agricultural sector.

workers are exposed to weather extremes, work long hours 

are also exposed to toxic pesticides. Along with domestic 
work, work on plantations is the least desirable because 

while an unregistered migrant has an approximate monthly 
19

total number of child labourers is found in the agriculture 
sector.20

rapidly in most of the GMS. In many GMS countries, such 
expansion has been fuelled by relocation of foreign companies 

sweatshops. It is common for boys and girls to end up in 
exploitative labour situations in sweatshops.21

4
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19

makes it clear that unscrupulous factory owners can make 

In Vietnam the exploitation of child labourers is common 

other facilities also do [this]…It is because we are doing 

factory owner claims.22

among employers who want to keep the costs low and 
have more control of their workers. According to a survey 
conducted in Ho Chi Minh City by the Ministry of Labor, 

facilities were found to use child labourers, with up to 50 per 
cent of the workers being younger than 15.

private sector, especially the garment sector, to 
improve working conditions in textile and garment 
factories in Cambodia as well as decreasing the use of 

the value of cooperation with business to improve 
working conditions.

Cambodian exports in apparel are now actively 

decided that participation in the programme 
should be a condition for export, and the country 

which in turn has boosted competitiveness of 
the country’s industry. Exports have grown by 
10 per cent in volume and 20 per cent in value. 
Dialogue amongst key stakeholders – government, 
employers, workers as well as international buyers 
– has been crucial to its successes, which include 
the generation of over 30,000 jobs, 43 per cent 
unionisation, and a decrease in child labour to below 

23



23



24

Sokchan was only six when his parents divorced and his 

of child labour. 

brother Sokkong, 14, are the main source of income in the 
family. While they have very different personalities and 

children their age.

From 

to 
books 

and pens 

24 Sokchan now enjoys his school lessons.  (Photo credit: Sopheak Kong/World Vision)

along the roadway. With some luck we can return home 

All of the family members are well aware of the 
potential dangers they face each day at the brick 

hands caught in clay cutting machines, or other 

are anything but desirable but they have little choice.

in the local brick factory. None of the children attend 
school. Sokkong dropped out of school in Year 3, Sokchan 
in Year 1 and the other two brothers never attended 

cannot since I have no place to stay and cannot afford 

Sokchan’s situation is fairly typical of children trapped in 
exploitative dangerous labour. Fortunately, thanks to World 
Vision’s Combating the Worst Forms of Child Labour 
Project, he and his siblings are now attending school and 
receiving other assistance to grow and ensure better futures.
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1. Governments of GMS countries should ensure that 
labour inspectors have the knowledge, skills and 

and that they are trained to identify and act on possible 

and heavy penalties imposed on industries that violate the 
laws and codes of conduct.

awareness of labour standards and the legal rights of 
migrant workers. Campaigns should target employers in 
the less visible industries such as domestic service.

25Sokchan now enjoys his school lessons.  (Photo credit: Sopheak Kong/World Vision)



exploited in private homes
Labour laws in many countries, especially in GMS countries, 
still do not fully correspond to the changing labour 
environment, leaving room for exploiters to take advantage 

is not keeping up with the reality of life in the GMS is in the 
domestic work sector.

Millions of women, men and children are treated as slaves 
in the homes of people across the GMS and the world. 

of total employment in developing countries, and up to 2.5 
per cent in industrialised countries.24 Most domestic servants 
work without proper contracts, and are not aware of their 

that migrant domestic workers, who are mainly female, are 
particularly vulnerable to exploitation.1

Low pay, long working hours, no regular holidays, few 

documents25 are just some of the realities domestic workers 
face in the GMS. Many domestic workers are forced to work 
for 15 to 20 hours per day, sometimes with no days off or 

stereotyping are also issues that domestic workers have 
to deal with.14  Authorities are unable to inspect private 
property as easily as formal workplaces and, as such, 
domestic workers are particularly vulnerable to exploitation. 
When allegations of exploitation are made, governments and 
labour monitoring bodies often appear reluctant or unable 
to protect workers. Employers are very rarely prosecuted 
for abuses against their domestic servants.

Many Cambodian women and girls now migrate to Malaysia 
where there is a high demand for workers. But in the 

workers they often end up in highly exploitative labour 
situations. According to the accounts of many survivors of 

initially motivated by the agencies who falsely promised 
good salaries for very simple jobs like domestic work, or 
jobs in factories with attractive salaries and working hours.*

5
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registered, and 95 per cent of them came from Myanmar.  

Vietnam, on the other hand, the labour code explicitly 
includes domestic workers.14

overlooked. In many countries, children are domestic 
workers instead of attending school. Unregulated domestic 
work also allows abuse to take place behind closed doors. 
It is commonplace to hear of sexual and physical abuse of 
domestic workers by their employers. Studies elsewhere 
in Asia have reported an increased number of domestic 
workers killed during the last decade, and large numbers of 
domestic workers returning to their home countries with 
sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV.1

Vanhlee Lattana)



work as a domestic worker in Malaysia, she sold vegetables 
at a small market in Kampong Cham province, Cambodia. 
She had a very troublesome husband who often harassed 

agency approached her and offered her an overseas job. 
Living in severe poverty, and compounded by the unbearable 
treatment from her husband, she took up the offer and 

to her. Some key aspects that she remembers very well are 

to return to Cambodia prior to that. She was to receive 

that the company’s representative would visit her in Malaysia 

Exploitation
behind

once every three months. Pushed by the urgent need to 

inked the contract, a copy of which she never received.

that her unattractive appearance delayed her departure to 

being forced to work from 4am to midnight every day. Apart 
from doing household chores which included washing three 
cars and taking care of two large dogs, she also worked in a 
factory owned by her employer. She kept the factory clean, 
including eight toilets. Monitored by closed circuit television, 
she was unable to rest. When she wanted to rest, she 
pretended to go to the toilet so she could rest for a while. 

to the host agency in Malaysia, which partnered with the 
recruitment agency in Cambodia. She was punished because 
she refused to eat rice given by the boss, which she thought 

of being lazy and beat her badly. She was sent back to work 
under the same employer.

After about 12 months, her right leg began to swell. Because 
the contract did not allow her to resign, she pretended to be 
seriously sick. She was admitted to hospital for treatment of 

*real name protected
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she was repatriated to Cambodia without receiving any 
payment for her 12 months of service.

Back in Cambodia, she visited the recruitment agency to ask 

it six months’ worth of salary in fees, and that the remaining 
six months’ salary had been used to cover her hospitalisation 

the spot after hearing this from the recruitment agency staff. 
After a serious argument, the agency promised to pay her 
two months’ salary but she demanded six months based on 
the grounds that she was not supposed to pay for health 
care. Since her training that started in November 2007 until 
13 March 2010, she has not yet received payment of any kind.

1. GMS governments should ensure that labour laws and 

should devise effective methods to ensure that workers in 

to justice.

domestic workers be paid at least the national minimum 
wage, that they receive rest days, and that their freedom 
of movement is not curtailed.

domestic workers have access to social security, health 
care and maternity insurance.

4. In GMS countries, Ministries of Labour should develop 

monitoring and management systems for a protective 
working environment for domestic workers, both 

should raise awareness of basic labour laws and rights 
among both employers and employees, in communities 
and the private sector.
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their will with no pay
Law enforcement should be one of the major deterrents to 

go as a global community in securing an effective criminal 

While some employers do take care of their workers, many 

performing dirty, dangerous and demeaning labour on the 
promise of payment. After two or three years of gruelling 
labour, they often give workers a measly payment, from 

agencies have been deducted.

Employers also sometimes alert immigration authorities 
about unregistered migrant workers or migrants whose 
visas are about to expire. When the workers leave their 
workplace, authorities arrest them for illegally staying in the 
country. In cases like this, migrant workers are immediately 
detained and deported often without receiving any of their 

legally in the country of destination are often unable to prove 
their legal status because their identity documents have 

have no recourse against their employers for compensation.

majority are undocumented.24

opportunities in Myanmar push people to cross the border 
with the assistance of local brokers. Many of them end up in 

main destination is Samut Sakhon province, where 40 per 

A labour rights group estimated that 200,000 migrants from 
Myanmar were working in Samut Sakhon in 2007, with only 
70,000 registered as legal workers.29

workers from Myanmar at a seafood factory in Samut Sakhon 

case that demonstrates the vulnerability of migrant factory 

6
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workers to severe exploitation, and the critical importance 
of law enforcement. Fortunately, this was one of the cases 

response team worked together and took action to provide 
support to victims.

where the exploited workers were located. Men, women 
and children from Myanmar were literally imprisoned in 

wire and patrolled by armed guards. After a thorough 
search for workers hidden under the locked underground 
compartment, in the ceiling, between the walls, and in the 

same day.

Rescued workers shared stories of an ordeal that 

to buy food from the factory’s owner. If workers rebelled 
against their situation, they were often publicly humiliated or 
tortured and sometimes even raped.

draws ten of thousands of Myanmar, migrant workers to look for work at 
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Men and older boys, especially from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar have 

(Photo credit:  Amio Ascension)
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In April the same year, another seafood factory was 

than 100 migrants from Myanmar tried to escape through a 
canal. Six workers who could not swim are believed to have 
drowned; another 90 were deported back for working as 
undocumented migrants, despite the fact that they were 

30

shrimp processing sector by labour inspectors and increased 

migrants do not feel that criminal justice agencies can protect 
them. Investigations are necessary to determine if irregular 

being deported.

1. GMS governments should strengthen and enforce 
workplace safety and protection through further 

2. GMS governments should develop a handbook for 
labour inspectors to identify suspected industries and 
collect evidence of violations, and provide them with 
related training and support for taking action.

3. GMS governments should ensure that factory owners and 
managers who breach labour laws are subject to sanctions 



34

exploited not
their home soil

countries in the GMS. Unfortunately, to date, most legislative 
and policy responses, and civil society activity, have been 

lured from their communities or villages in rural areas to 

income, poverty, income disparities and other push factors 
sometimes force children from their families and into 
exploitative forms of child labour.

increased internal migration, mainly from impoverished 
rural areas to urban centres with more employment 

estimated 25–30 per cent of the populations of the largest 

in terms of decent accommodation and access to education 
and health care.* Vietnamese children from the rural parts 
of the country fall victim to commercial sexual exploitation 

working as beggars, shop assistants and street vendors in 

run house factories have also been reported.1

7
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exploited not
their home soil

When he should have been in school, Khin* was working in 
a private garment shop in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, for 
14 months. He worked 14 hours per day, with only one day 

Dragon Children’s Foundation, supports Khin and other 

extra tutoring to help them catch up with school and to start 
living a normal life with other children as soon as possible.

Khin tells us a story that is similar to that of many children who 
are deceived and forced into exploitative labour in garment 
factories, as beggars, at plantations or in other sectors where 
workers are forced to work long hours in ‘3D’ jobs.

employers forced me to work very hard, almost 14 hours per 
day. When I got tired and made mistakes, my boss scolded 
me terribly. I was in tears when Van [Blue Dragon Children’s 

Foundation staff member] came to rescue me and helped me 
to return home. It was a great joy that I could see my parents, 

Since Khin returned back home he started attending school 

catch up with other children at school so they do not mock 

enjoys his time with his friends instead of working hard in 
the garment factory.

have come to value the freedom that I am having right now. 
Now I have time to play and have fun with my friends after 
school, even if sometimes my parents complain that I am 

last year so I think it is okay to spend time with friends. 
Studying is a good thing too, because it is preparing me for 

1. GMS governments should collect and analyse data to 

should advocate for increased attention to internal 

Finding Finding 
freedom 

after 
freedom 

after 
freedom 

exploitation
after 
exploitation

after 

*real name protected



to connect people and parties. In GMS countries, brokers 
take on different roles depending on the country and the 
form of exploitation. Brokers often connect migrants with 
future employers, either through licensed recruitment 
agencies, illegal agencies or via other brokers working in 
other towns, across borders, or in other areas. In addition 
to this, brokers are also those who assist workers to send 
remittances19

therefore dependent on brokers providing different services 
based on current demands.

Brokers are important players in labour migration 
throughout the GMS and not all brokers are criminals. 
However, some unscrupulous brokers look for and prey 
upon people’s vulnerabilities, including low education levels, 
impoverished rural families, families experiencing domestic 

or both parents are dead, missing or suffering from severe 
illness. A broker can be anybody – a friend, family member, 

old, young, a local or from abroad.

A study of recruitment practices in Cambodia, Lao PDR and 
31

Individual brokers who work on their own to recruit 

destination country as well as the country of origin. 

and are not likely to retain relations with workers after 
recruitment has been completed.

have good connections with recruitment agencies. 

and therefore only have access to a limited amount of 
migrants in that area.
Finally, individual brokers who represent recruitment 

workers.

for remittances, job placement brokers, brokers that 
secure work permits, brokers that mediate with the police, 
brokers that subcontract workers for employers, brokers 

8
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brokers that help migrants with hospital referral.32

range of examples clearly shows the variation of brokers 
and how some do help migrants, while others prey on their 
vulnerabilities.

A UNIAP review of brokers and agents in Samut Sakhon in 
200733

and they work closely with employers and even some law 

the belief that there are people who are willing to protect 
their rights.

Usually, brokers in Myanmar will transport the workers 

a local job placement broker at the planned destination.

Some workers pay each broker directly, while others must 
start paying off brokers’ fees and transportation costs after 

transportation costs will amount to 9,000–19,000 baht 

as the migrant workers reach their destination. Many workers 
begin employment in substantial debt to their brokers.

33

Monthly earnings in Thailand promised by brokers to victims 3,000  –7,000 baht ($86–$200)

Amount actually earned None or small percentage of promised amount

Amount earned by brokers from selling victims to 
boat owners or captains

10,000–15,000 baht ($287–$431)

Amount earned by intermediary brokers and transporters 1,500–2,500 baht ($43–$72)

Job promised by broker to victim
Usually no speci� c job is promised. Sometimes factory or 
construction jobs are promised.



Forms of debt bondage are often used to exploit workers, 
whereby payment is withheld to prevent the workers from 

12 

but I had never received my salary. My boss did not give me 
my salary and he asked me to wait for next month, again and 
again. When I had worked for one year I tried to ask him for 

that I worked for him. I tried to send all of my money to my 
mother in Cambodia through [the broker]. But [the broker] 

has increased the vulnerability of workers. Brokers are usually 
responsible for registering workers with the government and 
arranging health insurance and work permits, but many do 
not keep their promises. Reports have shown that migrants 
have even been forced to pay the fees themselves – if they 
have been registered at all.

documents when moving around, and their movement 
is limited when original work permit documents are 

brokers often threaten that they will report workers to 
the authorities if they seek other employment

twenty workers from one factory asked to leave and the 
broker contacted the police to have them deported.33 In 
other documented cases, where workers wanted to change 
employers, they were not given the documents to change 
legally and either remained in their harmful work situations 
or became illegal workers.33
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border to help her family earn a better living. Now safely 
home again, she teaches her friends about the lies and 

was only a dream for a young Lao girl and her parents. For 

like a land of opportunity.

Born into a poor farming family, Noy and her six siblings lived 
in a village deep in the forest of southern Lao PDR. With 
no local school to attend and no option to attend school 

education and no idea of what life outside her village was like.

“I will never

border
follow

the

40

*real name protected

but last February a stranger arrived and announced that 

the Mekong River. Noy had known many girls and boys 
who went to work across the border, so she and her father 

Noy’s father was the head of their village of 13 families, 
and had no idea that the man was an unscrupulous broker. 

work illegally, but the man persuaded me and told me that 

After crossing the river by night, Noy and the others were 
locked in a house and eventually transported to Bangkok 

was to do housework for a family for three years to repay 
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in a restaurant where she found a meal, a new job, and 
eventually help from the police. Assisted by government 

family in Lao PDR.

but I will never follow anybody across the border to work on 

Noy’s father still wants her to have a job so she can earn 
money, but now he will be more careful about strangers who 

but if there is a job that she could do in a nearby town, I 
will check the place out and ensure that it is safe before my 

the opportunities for work and education at home are so 

people of the village understand how to identify and avoid 
deceptive recruiters.

training to individuals like Noy.

While her surroundings and opportunities have not changed, 
Noy’s experiences have given her a new perspective on life. 

others in her village about the dangers involved. She sees 

she can to ensure that others will not fall into the same trap 
that she did.

information and advocacy campaigns to increase 
vulnerable people’s awareness of brokers, how they 
operate, and the potential risks.

2. National development plans should focus on areas where 
high levels of migration have been recorded, to provide 
vocational training, income generation opportunities, 
skills training and safe migration information.

41
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which associates men with strength and power means that 
most societies are less likely to consider men as victims, 
even when they have been severely exploited.

may have an impact on how men see themselves, as the term 
stands in contrast to social norms of men as caretakers of 

34

An additional problem with regard to masculinity and human 

rather than as a violation of the human rights of individuals. 
Indeed, many migrants in GMS countries prefer not to use 

many choose to migrate, they are viewed as agents making 

victims get into their exploitative situation.

to be safe havens where victims can recover and eventually 

countries is that there are few shelters and safe houses for 

offered mental and physical rehabilitation after their ordeals. 

based reintegration, skills development and individual 
consultations based on the needs of each individual.

their identity and employment, they are generally viewed as 

from Cambodia and Myanmar, few services are available.

Security opened shelters for men in Chiang Rai, Pathum 

receive support in all forms, from meals and medical care to 

9
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counselling for themselves and their families.9 Reports from 

not feel comfortable in the shelter environment, and they 
tend to leave immediately after recovering physically.

boat. After he escaped, he did not know where to turn, and 
was treated as an illegal worker who had to suffer until he 
eventually made his way home.

mother taking out loans to pay the ransom and rescue her 
youngest son.

*real name protected
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As a teenager, he lived with his father and two younger 
siblings in a coastal town in southern Myanmar. In Year 7 he 
dropped out of school to help his father work at the same 
rubber plantation as his father. But he became increasingly 

handed over their savings for transportation and agent fees 

the river.

they became drowsy and eventually unconscious.

When they woke up they realised that they were not in 

to tolerate the abuse and beating, Aung and his friend 
escaped when the boat docked in a port.

contacted Aung’s younger brother and called him to Samut 
Sakhon. When his younger brother arrived, the broker 
captured him and kept him hostage. Aung was told his 
younger brother would to be kept hostage until a ransom 
was paid. If he did not arrive with the money, his brother 

a loan to rescue her younger son.

money for his journey home. Unfortunately, as an illegal 

would take his money so he could not save the fare he needed. 

programme. He received livelihood support and now works 

Ransomed 
by his broker

*real name protected
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in livestock breeding. He has also become a member of the 

advocates. His wisdom was painfully learnt when he dared to 

Aung learned just how easy it is to become a victim of 

women. He wants people to plan their migration: to learn 
basic language skills they can use in their destination country 
and to have some employable skills.

support and reintegration support. Victims, both male 
and female, should be able to meet with family and friends 

be able to work while awaiting repatriation, and be able to 
leave if they choose to do so.

increase investment in skills development for returnees, 

their doorsteps. Communities and the private sector also 
should be mobilised to accept and support sustainable 
reintegration.

provide communities with information about alternative 
livelihoods and legal migration opportunities to ensure 

45



sorrows on helium balloons before releasing them and letting go of their past.  
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perspective, it is all about supply and demand. Human 

humans can be sold over and over again, unlike commodities) 

for labour. Companies can contribute to exploitation 
without necessarily being aware of it, because of the use of 
subcontractors and recruitment agencies down their supply 
chain which are hard to monitor: this is a challenge for the 
accountability of companies.

related offences. Companies can potentially be subject to 

both criminal and civil law.

pressure to adhere to basic standards of corporate 
accountability and corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

crucial. Companies must have corporate policies prohibiting 
the use of forced labour throughout their supply chains.

Businesses can ensure that their activities do not directly 

implementing codes of ethics or conduct across their entire 
supply chains. It is essential that compliance with such codes 
is regularly monitored and action promptly taken when 

10



ensure that codes of labour practice are implemented 

and promoted globally.

and access to justice.

By donating software or providing technical support the 
telecommunications sector can assist law enforcement in 

internship programmes.

It is important to note that it is not only about the actions 
that have to be taken, but also about the gains for companies 

outcomes is that the commitment to CSR and ethical business 
can ensure safe operations of the company, decent work for 
staff, better relationships with local communities and a better 
corporate image that earns trust and better working relations. 
It also protects the brand; by being ethically sound, companies 
ensure that their image and reputation is protected.

is a crime – and corporate change alone cannot replace a 
government’s responsibility to protect and secure justice for 
victims and end impunity for offenders.

an advocacy campaign to unite Australians against human 

issue of labour exploitation, and looks at how consumer 

the market within Australia for products produced through 

Encouraging Australians to take action to combat 

Advocating for the Australian Government to ensure 

Advocating for the global chocolate industry to 
eliminate exploited labour from cocoa production 
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work together more closely to increase corporate 
accountability.

practices by adopting policies that commit to:

eliminating all forms of forced and compulsory labour, 
and child labour;
taking responsibility for all the labour in their supply 
chain, and pledging to monitor compliance, remediate 

independent third party;
honouring the roles of workers and their voices as the 
best check on abuse;

for providing independent, unannounced and thorough 
labour audits;

procedures;
providing clear guidelines for security procedures 
throughout supply chains to ensure that security forces 
are not used to intimidate, detain or abuse workers;

regularly updating shareholders and stakeholders on the 
creation, maintenance and implementation of related 
policies;
guaranteeing all workers freedom of movement by not 

committing to provide restitution for victims and other 
forms of remediation;

and protecting victims;
holding employees (managers, directors, etc.) 
accountable for any violation or exploitative conduct 

3. Companies active in sectors and regions where there is 

careful risk assessments and consider training staff 
to improve knowledge about the problem and about 
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Be a socially responsible consumer. Consumers are 
responsible for informing themselves about the brands 
and items that are found on the market. It can be hard to 
know where your food and clothes really come from and 
what processes have been involved in the making of the 

might contain colouring substances that are poisonous for 
workers; and the trousers you wear might have been 
sewn by a child toiling away in a sweatshop somewhere 
in the GMS. Make sure that there is a Fairtrade mark on 

this will tell you that the products are compliant with 
international standards for ethical consumerism.
Be vigilant in your workplace an your community. Your 
carefulness could save someone from harmful exploitation.
Share the information contained in this booklet with someone 

for a decent and safe business environment:
 

 

 Better Factories Cambodia http://www.betterfactories.org
 
 
 

ArticlesList.aspx
 Ethical Consumer (online magazine): 
http://www.ethicalconsumer.org/PrintMagazine.aspx

 
http://www.fairtrade.com.au

 United Nations Global Compact: 
http://www.unglobalcompact.org

 US Department of Labor’s list of goods produced by 
child labour or forced labour (2009) 
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programs/ocft/pdf/2009tvpra.pdf

 

make ethically sound choices.
 

By taking small steps,  everyone can make a difference!
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What is World Vision 

World Vision in the East Asia Region has been working to 

Currently, World Vision is implementing 13 national and two 
regional projects in the six GMS countries: Cambodia, China, 

mainly focus on prevention, risk or vulnerability reduction, 
protection and policy advocacy.

In 2007 after a rigorous assessment and consultative process, 
World Vision initiated its second regional project entitled 

implemented in all of the countries in the GMS.  World Vision’s 
main goal is to assist in the establishment of a positive and 

in persons, especially children, to reduce and ultimately 

developing regional infrastructures and mechanisms for sharing 
information and learning, and developing appropriate strategies 

distributing information on safer migration. 
(Photo credit:  World Vision Myanmar)
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distributing information on safer migration. 
(Photo credit:  World Vision Myanmar)

receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be 

involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of 
this article;

age (Appendix 2).

Exploitation

include several overlapping but potentially different kinds of 
conduct, including 

, and servitude

is necessary to look to other international legal instruments 
to ascertain their precise meaning.*

which the work or service is exacted under menace of penalty 

5

persons as follows:

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 

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;

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;



5554

and it is undertaken involuntarily (

, Article 4). According to the 

merely involving low wages or poor working conditions or 
lack of choice due to economic necessity. It represents a 
severe violation of human rights, and restriction of freedom 
(Report of the Director General 2005: 5).

Slavery

 slavery

exercise of any or all of the powers attaching to the right 
of ownership of a person (1929 Slavery Convention, Article 
3; , Article 

control of physical environment, psychological control, 
measures taken to prevent or deter escape, force, threat 
of force or coercion, duration, assertion of exclusivity, 
subjection to cruel treatment and abuse, control of sexuality, 
and forced labour.35

 include  and 

(
, 

as follows:

Debt bondage is a condition that arises when a 
person pledges his or her personal services (or the 
services of a person under his control) as security for 
a debt, in circumstances in which either the value of 
those services as reasonably assessed is not applied to 
reducing that debt, or the length and nature of those 
services are not respect

Serfdom is the condition of a tenant who is, by law, 
custom, or other agreement, bound to live and labour 
on land belonging to another person and to render 
services to that person, whether for reward or not, in 
circumstances in which the tenant is not free to change 
his or her status.

his natural parents or by his guardian to another person, 

( ,  Article 1(d))
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In their local community centre, families in Myanmar view 
awareness materials on how to prevent themselves and others 

(Photo credit: Khaing Khaing Nyein/World Vision)



http://www.worldvision.com.au/Issues/Human_

Ethical_consumerism__Whats_behind_the_label_.aspx

http://www.worldvision.com.au/Act/ShopEthically.

Campaign

http://www.betterfactories.org

http://www.ungift.org

http://www.lpnrights.org

http://www.workersconnection.org

guidelines and good practices on labour migration)
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/migrant/
download/multilat_fwk_en.pdf
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