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Human Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Subregion
Kuniko TAKAMATSU

The US Department of State estimates that every year, across international borders,
over 700,000 people become victims of human trafficking, the modern form of slavery.
An exacerbating number of human trafficking cases occur in the Greater Mekong Sub
region (GMS), which consists of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, the Yunnan
province of China, and Viet Nam. Economic globalization has widened the disparities
among nations as well as between urban and rural areas in the GMS countries, operating
as a push factor for internal and cross-border migrants. At the same time, recurrent
persecution and violence against ethnic minorities serve as an additional push factor for
a large number of internal and cross-border refugees. Denied access to opportunities,
refugees, migrant workers and their children face an aggravated cycle of poverty -
they remain poor or become even poorer - and they become increasingly vulnerable
to crimes and human trafficking. Moreover, around the national border areas of the
GMS countries, industrialized zones are created by government policies encouraging
industries to establish factories with reduced tax rates; a pull factor drawing internal and
cross-border migrants for unskilled labor.

Boy children in poor families can be adopted by Buddhist temples in the community
and given food, shelter and opportunities for study. As for girl children in poor families,
if they are not sold into the sex industry, they are given away for marriage at an early age
and/or they must voluntarily or involuntarily migrate for cash work. They are “expected”
to work to support their families, often bearing conditions that involve violence, rape,
trafficking and/or prostitution, and yet to keep sending money home as their duty. The
tolerance towards women'’s rights violations and the strong expectations on women to
support their families are extreme forms of gender discrimination and a major risk factor
for women becoming victims of human trafficking.

D’Cunha (2005,124) points out that the idea of “sex work” conceptualizes prostitution
as work that provides autonomy, self-determination and a conscious choice, building
on the distinctions between free and forced prostitution, as well as between adult
and child prostitution. Sex trafficking is defined as a human rights violation, only in
so far as palpable force and coercion are used in the course of movement, and within



the institution into which women are trafficked. In this view, the context of consent,
including inducement, vulnerability, and other more subtle pressures, has been
excluded from the definition of trafficking.

In the GMS, there has been a remarkable number of regional cooperation
frameworks, statements, adaptation, and dialogue by governments as well as
international and non-governmental organizations to take action against human
trafficking. However, reducing the number of human trafficking cases in one region
or one village does not eliminate the problem. Human trafficking continues to move
to countries and regions with weak law enforcement systems and where vulnerability
exists. In order to stamp out the problem at its roots, it is crucial to further strengthen
the regional cooperation framework and increase efforts to provide more support and
protection for victims, gather information on the criminal networks, and to implement
integrated policies that fully take into account social, economical, political and gender-

related factors in the environments where human trafficking cases occur.
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