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The Identification, Recovery, and Reintegration of Victims of Child
Trafficking within ASEAN: An Exploratory Study of Knowledge
Gaps and Emerging Challenges
Yvonne Rafferty

Department of Psychology, Pace University, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
Child trafficking is a critical public health and human rights issue within the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Efforts to ensure the timely
identification, successful recovery, and safe and sustainable reintegration of
children within the ASEAN have been codified in a number of legal obliga-
tions at both the international and regional levels, as well as within non-
binding guidelines. However, little research has focused on the extent to
which these commitments have translated into the effective identification,
recovery, and reintegration for child victims. The present exploratory study
included semi-structured key informant interviews (N = 248) with represen-
tatives of the United Nations (UN), governmental agencies, and interna-
tional and domestic non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in three
ASEAN nations with a history of child trafficking: Cambodia, Lao People’s
Democratic Republic [Lao PDR], and Thailand. The interview data were
analyzed and synthesized in order to identify current trends, knowledge
gaps, and emerging challenges pertaining to the identification, successful
recovery, and safe and sustainable reintegration of victims of child traffick-
ing. Findings indicate that despite some noteworthy successes, the commit-
ments that have been made in mandates and guidelines seldom translate
into tangible actions. The majority of victims are not being formally identi-
fied, survivors rarely receive the psychosocial services that are outlined in
international and regional guidelines, and safe and sustainable reintegra-
tion efforts often insufficiently address issues related to social inclusion,
economic empowerment, and access to viable job opportunities to enable
victims to reestablish their lives and prevent re-trafficking.
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“Safety and security don’t just happen; they are the result of collective consensus and public investment … We owe
our children, the most vulnerable citizens in our society, a life free of violence and fear.”

(Nelson Mandela et al., 2002, p. xix)

Human trafficking is a critical public health and human rights issue, and no region of the world is free
of the practice (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2018). This article focuses on
child trafficking within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region, a regional and
intergovernmental organization formed in 1967 to promote economic, social, and sociocultural
development and stability among its Member States (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic [Lao PDR], Myanmar,
and Vietnam) (cf. Kranrattanasuit, 2014).

Child trafficking has been identified as a serious crime within the ASEAN (Kranrattanasuit, 2014),
although little research has focused on the risk and protective factors within the region. Recent estimates
of its scope, however, indicate that two thirds of the 40 million victims of human trafficking globally are
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in South Asia and the Pacific (International Labour Office [ILO], 2017). In addition, the UNODC (2018)
reports that 48% of the victims in East Asia and the Pacific are women, and that children comprise 23% of
the total (19% female and 4% male). The UNODC (2018) also reports that 60% of the detected victims
had been trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation. Estimates of human trafficking, however, must
be interpreted with caution because the crimes are mostly unreported, making accurate data difficult to
obtain (Mely Caballero, 2018).

Although the actual number of victims is unknown, East and Southeast Asia have long been
considered to be regions of origin, transit, and destination for human trafficking, including sex
trafficking (ECPAT, 2014). Within Southeast Asia, most of the movement of children is intra-
regional, involving children from less developed countries (Capaldi, 2014; United States Department
of State, 2018), with Thailand being the leading destination for victims of trafficking from Cambodia,
Lao PDR, and Myanmar (Walk Free Foundation’s Global Slavery Index, 2018). Significant levels of
migration further afield have also been documented, however, with nationals of Southeast Asian
countries seeking employment and migration opportunities in East Asia, the Middle East, Europe,
and the United States (Davy, 2017; UN Women, 2017). In 2016, for example, Malaysia was identified
as a trafficking destination for women and children from Southeast Asia and elsewhere, with
countless numbers of young children being exploited in low-cost apartments in Kuala Lumpur,
rather than brothels, to avoid detection (ECPAT International, 2016).

Despite the scope of trafficking within the ASEAN region, little attention has been paid to the
identification and recovery of victims of child trafficking outside of the Mekong region. The United
States Department of State (2018), for example, reports annually on the extent to which governments
meet minimum standards for the elimination of human trafficking. In the 2018 report, no ASEAN
country was ranked in Tier 1, 7 were ranked in Tier 2 (Brunei, Indonesia, Cambodia, Singapore,
Thailand, Vietnam and the Philippines), indicating that their governments are making efforts to
meet minimum standards, 1 was categorized at Tier 2-Watch List (Malaysia) indicating a failure to
increase efforts from the prior year, and 2 countries (Myanmar and Lao PDR) were ranked in Tier 3,
indicating governments’ failure to neither meet minimum standards nor make significant efforts to
do so.

Recognizing the need for a comprehensive regional approach to prevent and combat human
trafficking for its member countries, the ASEAN Declaration Against Trafficking in Persons,
Particularly Women and Children was adopted in 2004 (ASEAN, 2004). In 2015, the ASEAN
recognized the need for a legal framework and adopted the ASEAN Convention Against
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (ACTIP) (ASEAN, 2015a). It also requires
member countries to develop domestic legislation consistent with the requirements of this legal
instrument. Although all ASEAN leaders signed and adopted this regional legal instrument in
November 2015, it was not entered into force until March 2017.

The ACTIP recognizes human trafficking as a human rights violation and affirms the human
rights-based approach (Rafferty, 2016a) as a vital strategy to combat it. Article 1, for example,
outlines three key objectives:

(a) prevent and combat trafficking in persons, especially women and children, and to ensure just and effective
punishment of traffickers; (b) protect and assist victims of trafficking with full respect of their human rights;
and (c) promote cooperation among the Parties, in order to meet these objectives.

The ACTIP also outlines a number of actions for member countries to accomplish. Article 11, for
example, states that “The parties shall establish comprehensive policies, programmes, and other
measures to: (a) prevent and combat trafficking in persons; and (b) to protect victims of trafficking
in persons, especially women and children, from revictimization.” Additional articles pertain to the
identification and protection (Article 14) and to the repatriation and return (Article 15) of victims.
To complement the ACTIP, the ASEAN Plan of Action Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially
Women and Children (APA) outlines concrete actions and policies concerning protection of victims,
prevention, prosecution of criminals, and cooperation and coordination at both the regional and
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international levels (ASEAN, 2015b). Finally, following the ratification of the ACTIP in 2017, the
ASEAN developed the Bohol Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Work Plan 2017–2020, designed to
implement the ACTIP and to facilitate regional activities and coordination (ASEAN, 2017).

Decades of other treaties, laws, resolutions, and statements also highlight promises made to
victims of child trafficking, including for example, the Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention
adopted by the ILO in 1999 (ILO, 2009). Human trafficking is also specifically mentioned in several
United Nations’ Sustainable Goals (UN, 2015), including 5.2, 8.7, and 16.2. Finally, the UN Global
Plan of Action (UNGA, 2010) called attention to prevention of trafficking in persons; protection of,
and assistance to victims; prosecution of perpetrators; and strengthening of partnerships. It also
requested that Member States and the international community take action on those fronts.

International and ASEAN Mandates and Guidelines

Victim Identification

Legal Definitions
The most widely accepted definition of ‘trafficking in persons’ is found in Article 3 of the UN
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children
(hereafter Trafficking Protocol) (UN, 2000). In addition to being the first international instrument to
explicitly provide a definition, it aims to prevent and combat human trafficking, protect and assist
victims, and promote cooperation among States Parties. Notably, it has had the greatest impact on
the wording of national laws that make it an offense to traffic human beings (UN-ACT, 2015; UN-
OHCHR, 2014; Yusran, 2018). Article 3(a) outlines the three essential components within the
definition, including the action, the means, and the purpose:

… 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, or 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 or 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.

Article 3(b) explains that ‘consent’ is irrelevant where any of the means set forth in Article 3(a) have
been used. Article 3(c) stipulates that since children cannot consent under international law it is
a case of trafficking if the victim is a child regardless of whether or not fraud and deception are used:
“The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring 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 above.” The term ‘child’ is defined by the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) Article 1 (UN, 1989), as an individual under the age of 18.

The ACTIP (ASEAN, 2015a), Article 2(a) – 2(d), is consistent with the international treaties,
including the definition as it pertains to children. In both cases, the essential components within the
definition include the action, the means, and the purpose, as well as stating that since children
(persons under age 18) cannot consent under international law, it is a case of trafficking regardless of
whether or not fraud, coercion or deception are used.

The Process of Identification
The identification of victims of human trafficking is not specifically discussed in the Trafficking
Protocol (United Nations [UN], 2000), although other international documents provide insightful
guidance on the process. The United Nations Office of the High Commissionfor Human Rights
(UN-OHCHR) Recommended Principles and Guidelines on Human Rights and Human Trafficking
(Robinson, 2002), for example, identify a range of steps, including the use of guidelines and
procedures, to facilitate timely and appropriate identification; they also highlight the importance
of providing relevant personnel with suitable training to ensure that identification takes place.
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Additional guidance pertaining to the identification of children is provided by UNICEF (2006),
including the participation of multidisciplinary teams, interviewers with effective communication
skills, and the use of appropriate interview techniques. The UNICEF guidelines also recommend the
implementation of pro-active measures (e.g., procedures for rapid identification) and presumption of
age (e.g., if unsure, assume victim is a child until another determination is made); recognize that not
all child victims of trafficking will present as such (e.g., in possession of false papers that misstate
their age; have been coerced to lie). Finally, they indicate that the best interests of the child must be
the primary consideration in all actions, and that a guardian should be appointed to safeguard the
child’s best interests and general well-being.

Guidelines for the effective identification of victims are also established by the ASEAN. The
ACTIP, for example, requires Member States to establish guidelines or procedures for victim
identification in Article 14(1), and to recognize the decisions made by another Member State in
Article 14(2). Also noteworthy is the ASEAN collaboration with the Coordinated Mekong
Ministerial Initiative Against Trafficking (COMMIT) to develop appropriate regional indicators of
exploitation for first responders, as well as guidelines for policy and programming. The “Common
Indicators of Trafficking and Associated Forms of Exploitation” (COMMIT, 2017a) was designed to
support the initial screening of possible cases of human trafficking by frontline officials, and allow
for cross-border cooperation as needed. The Guidelines on Victim Identification and Referral
Mechanisms (COMMIT, 2017b) was designed to provide direction for policy and programming,
and improve standards in the care and assistance provided to victims.

Recovery and Reintegration

Following identification, child survivors may require assistance to promote their successful psycho-
social recovery and safe and sustainable reintegration (Rafferty, 2018). The term reintegration is used
here to facilitate reintegration of survivors into their home community, or their integration into
a new community. Returning to one’s home setting may not be a viable or safe option for all
survivors; some may fear for either their own safety, or for the safety of their family, anticipating that
traffickers may be waiting for them; others may not wish to return because they ran away and do
want further exposure to the same family or political issues. Assessment of international and regional
commitments related to child recovery and reintegration are described below.

International Commitments
The Trafficking Protocol (UN, 2000) includes a number of articles that speak specifically to
protection services, although it does not explicitly mention reintegration. Article 6(5), for example,
requires States Parties to “endeavor to provide for the physical safety of victims of trafficking in
persons while they are within its territory”. Article 6(3) sets forth a number of support services that
States Parties are required to consider implementing, including appropriate housing; counseling and
information, particularly regarding their legal rights, in a language that the victims of trafficking in
persons can understand; medical, psychological and material assistance; and employment, educa-
tional and training opportunities.

Guidance on support for survivors is also available. The UN-OHCHR Principles and Guidelines
(Robinson, 2002), for example, requests that victims are “provided with the assistance and support
necessary to ensure their well-being, facilitate their social reintegration and prevent re-trafficking,” and
outlines measures that “should also be taken to ensure the provision of appropriate physical and psycho-
logical health care, housing and educational and employment services for returned trafficking victims”
(Guideline 6.8). Guideline 8 also recognizes the potential for physical, psychological, and psychosocial
harm, and outlines special measures for the protection and support of children. Clarification of what is
meant by “appropriate assistance and protection” is provided by UN-OHCHR (2014).
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Appropriate assistance and protection would include the provision of immediate support, such as security, food
and safe shelter. It would also include healthcare, counseling and social services delivered by trained profes-
sionals. The services should be appropriate for the child’s age and any special needs, as well as for the child’s
sex, ethnic or cultural identity. (p. 21)

The UN-OHCHR (2014) also states that children should never be criminalized, placed in a law
enforcement detention facility, or coerced into receiving care and protection, unless it can be
demonstrated that this is in their best interests. Further, it states that children should be provided
with information about their situation and entitlements, that their views should be respected, that
care and support should be made available as a right, and that it should be ensured that the child’s
best interests remain the paramount consideration in all actions.

Various provisions of the Convention on the Rights ofthe Child (CRC) (UN, 1989) also recognize
the need to protect child victims of trafficking, although the range of services to be provided to
children who are in need of psychosocial recovery is not specifically described. Article 39, for
example, requires member states to “take all appropriate measures to promote the physical and
psychological recovery and social integration of children who have been victims of any form of
neglect, exploitation or abuse, torture or degrading treatment, or of armed conflict.” It clearly states
that the best interests of the child must be a primary consideration in all actions and decisions to
affect them, and requires those in positions of authority to review programs, policies, regulations,
and legislation so that they have a positive influence on promoting or fulfilling children’s rights
(Article 3). It also stresses the importance of a human rights-based approach, which places human
trafficking and exploitation as a violation of human rights, and the importance of responses that are
designed to restore human rights. Additional guidance for the protection of children have been
shared by both UNICEF (2006) Guidelines on the Protection of Child Victims of Trafficking and ILO’s
(2006) Child-Friendly Standards and Guidelines for the Recovery and Integration of Trafficked
Children. Finally, Asia Against Child Trafficking (Asia ACTs) (2006) provides specific guidelines
developed by civil society policy advocates within the region and sets out minimum standards for
victim-survivors from the point of identification to the recovery and reintegration process, and was
approved by the ASEAN in 2007.

Regional Commitments
The ASEAN legal instruments also speak to the protection needs of child victims. Two articles of the
ACTIP are consistent with the Trafficking Protocol (UN, 2000): Article 14(5) is consistent with
Article 6(5), and Article 14(10) is consistent with Article 6(3). In contrast to the Trafficking Protocol,
however, which does not refer explicitly to reintegration, Article 14(11), requires Member States to
“make its best effort to assist in the reintegration of victims of trafficking”. In addition, Article 15
focuses on the repatriation and return of victims, with a primary emphasis on legal proceedings,
residence, etc.

Guidelines for protection actions and policies to promote recovery were also made under the APA
(ASEAN, 2015b), with the commitment of the ASEAN Member States to “continue development of
appropriate care, protection and support for victims of trafficking in persons” in line with Article 14,
Paragraph 10 of the ACTIP. Part IVB(e), for example, discusses the protection of children and their access
to assistance and services, and access to specialized care is discussed in Part IVB(c): “Provide specialised
services to identified victims of trafficking in persons, consistent with the ACTIP and other relevant
international instruments, including access to health services… including sexual and reproductive health.”
In addition to its focus on services and appropriate care, the APA aims to promote reintegration (“develop
and utilise an appropriate procedure for the rescue, protection, recovery, repatriation, and reintegration of
the victim into his or her family and community, in accordance with domestic laws, with particular
attention to child victims” (Part IV.B (f)), and to attend to the special needs of children (“take into
account … the age, gender and special needs of victims of trafficking in persons, in particular the special
needs of children” (Article 14(12)). Finally, the Bohol Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Work Plan 2017–2020
(ASEAN, 2017) includes a plan to share information and engage in regular dialog; conduct workshops;
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develop reference documents on the rights of victims; improve access to healthcare services and treatment;
ensure coordination in the provision of care and support services; improve access to information on rights
and legal proceedings; and improve coordination to ensure sustainable and comprehensive care and
support services.

Goals of the Present Study

A plethora of legal obligations at both the international and regional levels, as well as non-binding
guidelines, aim to ensure timely identification, successful recovery, and safe and sustainable reinte-
gration of victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN region. Little research, however, has focused
on the extent to which these commitments and promises have translated into the effective identifica-
tion, recovery, and reintegration of child victims. To address this research gap, the present explora-
tory study was aimed, first, at identifying current trends, knowledge gaps, and emerging challenges
pertaining to the process of timely and appropriate victim identification and safe and sustainable
recovery and reintegration among victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN. A secondary goal
was to identify promising practices and recommendations to address emerging challenges and guide
policy and practice related to identification, recovery, and reintegration within the ASEAN. Four
questions were thus posed, including: (1) What are the current trends and emerging challenges
related to the timely identification of victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN? (2) How can
identification processes be improved to address emerging challenges to timely identification within
the ASEAN? (3) What services and supports promote optimal recovery and what are the emerging
challenges that hinder the successful recovery and safe and sustainable reintegration of victims of
child trafficking within the ASEAN? (4) What programs and policies promote optimal recovery and
reintegration of victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN?

Theoretical Overview
The theoretical framework guiding this work was based on the Human Rights Based Approach
(HRBA). Human rights, as part of international law, are rights that every human being holds. The
concept of a ‘right’ means that it is a legally enforceable entitlement, which governments are obliged
to respect, promote, protect, and fulfill.

The key components of the HRBA emphasizes that an effective rights-based approach to child trafficking
requires the translation of human rights embedded in treaties and into services on the ground. Translating
principles from rhetoric to reality is at the core of a human rights based approach. (Rafferty, 2016a, p. 91)

Methodology

Participants

Field-based semi-structured interviews were conducted from October 2017 through April 2018 in three
ASEAN nations with high levels of expertise about child trafficking among governmental and non-
governmental officials: Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Thailand. Data were collected from 248 key infor-
mants representing United Nations’ (UN) agencies (n = 56), government agencies (n = 61), and
international and domestic non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (n = 131) involved with the
protection of victims of child trafficking at both the regional and local levels. Key informants from
UN agencies included representatives from the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF); the UN Entity for
Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women); the UN Development Programme
(UNDP), including its UN Action for Cooperation Against Trafficking in Persons (UN-ACT) project;
the UN Population Fund (UNFPA); the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC); the International
Labor Organization (ILO); and the International Office for Migration (IOM). Government representa-
tives included those who were charged with implementing or overseeing international, regional, or local
protections for victims of trafficking (e.g., ministerial heads, intergovernmental commission members,
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local government, legal staff, service providers). Representatives from international and domestic NGOs
involved with child protection included executive directors, program managers, and a variety of other
program staff who work directly with child survivors (e.g., aftercare facility managers, program
administrators, case managers, mental health counselors, outreach workers, project coordinators,
rehabilitation officers, and other support staff such as legal and health care providers).

Procedures

Data were collected via in-depth, individual (n = 69) and group (n = 48) interviews. Group
interviews included a total of 179 participants and ranged in size from 2 to 15 individuals each,
although only 9 of the 48 group interviews consisted of 6 or more individuals (M = 3.6; SD = 1.8).
Interviews generally lasted for 75–90 minutes, although several lasted for 2 − 3 hours. Some
individual interviews (n = 6), lasted only 15–20 minutes, and were subsequently followed up with
an interview with personnel who had more expertise on the topic under investigation. The inter-
views generally took place in the key informants’ places of work (i.e., a private office or conference
room), although some interviews occurred in public settings (e.g., a quiet table in a local coffee
shop). Most interviews were conducted in English, although in some cases the services of a local
translator were required. Participant responses were typed into a word processing document in real-
time. This investigation was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the PI’s university
affiliation.

Interview Protocol

The interview protocol was designed to identify current trends, knowledge gaps, and emerging challenges
germane to the protection of victims of child trafficking, andwas divided into two sections. Part one focused
on the process of victim identification and questions and probes were designed to elicit participants’ views
on: (a) the extent to which children are being identified; and (b) the major barriers that hinder their timely
identification (e.g., emerging challenges including a profile of victims and traffickers and emerging risk/
vulnerability factors; effective strategies and promising practices to overcome emerging challenges). Part
two focused on recovery and reintegration (into home country/community) or integration into a new
country/community. The open-ended questions and follow-up probes were aimed to elicit participants’
perceptions of: (a) psychosocial services as a vital component of successful recovery and sustainable
reintegration; and (b) emerging challenges to successful recovery and safe and sustainable reintegration,
including effective strategies and promising practices to overcome identified challenges.

Data Analysis

Following each interview, qualitative coding methods, informed by grounded theory strategies, were
used to identify and annotate key themes (categories, constructs, concepts), weigh and evaluate their
importance, and to visualize relations among them. As part of this process, frequently occurring
explanatory statements were identified, and theoretically-informed codes and subcodes were developed,
adapted, broadened, and/or refined in an iterative process. Following the identification of broad
categories or themes, a subsequent process involved combining the data from each topic under
investigation (e.g., identification challenges; effective strategies) into a more cohesive summary.

Results

Within the backdrop of international and regional mandates and guidelines within the ASEAN, this
exploratory study aimed to identify current trends, knowledge gaps, and emerging challenges related
to the process of child victim identification – on the one hand, and the promotion of successful
recovery and safe and sustainable reintegration on the other. A secondary goal was to identify
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promising practices and recommendations to address emerging challenges and guide policy and
practice related to identification, recovery, and reintegration within the ASEAN. Results of data
analyses are described below.

Research Question 1: What are the current trends and emerging challenges related to the timely
identification of victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN?

Current Trends

Key informants reported that most victims of child trafficking are not formally identified, suggesting
a disparity between the enactment and implementation of the international and regional legislation and
guidelines described above. In some cases, the children simply go unnoticed. In other cases, they are
noticed, but are not identified as victims of trafficking. These unidentified victims may be pushed back as
undocumented migrants, detained in inappropriate facilities (juvenile correctional facility, immigration
detention centre), or prosecuted for crimes committed as a result of being trafficked (e.g., prostitution).

Emerging Challenges

Compounding the failure to adequately implement recommended guidelines for timely and effective
identification, key informants highlighted a need to integrate into identification strategies the
changes in vulnerability factors that have occurred within the region.

The Profile of Victims Has Changed
Key informants drew attention to policies and practices that do not adequately represent the reality of
the settings into which children are currently being trafficked. They reported, for example, that
assumptions about victims of child trafficking being primarily girls, who are trafficked into the
commercial sex industry (CSI) for prostitution and other modes of sexual exploitation (e.g., karaoke
entertainment establishments, massage parlors, brothels, hotels, private locations), are not entirely
accurate, and has led to an oversight of the exploitation of those who are trafficked for other reasons
(e.g., domestic servitude, factory work). Participants also underscored the failure of this perspective to
acknowledge the trafficking of boys into the CSI, as well as the extent to which boys are trafficked for
labor exploitation (unregulated factories, plantations, construction sites, logging, bricks, commercial
fishing and related industries, agricultural industries, the poultry industry, casinos, restaurants, private
households). Some also highlighted the additional challenges to identification that boys confront, such
as stereotypical constructions of masculinity, assumptions that boys are not as vulnerable as girls, that
they cannot be raped, and that if they are engaged in the sex industry it is only because they want to do
so in order to generate income. Those who work with this population noted that a substantial
proportion of these boys are orphans, or have been otherwise abandoned by their families.

Participants also drew attention to trafficking for other overlooked areas (e.g., organ removal,
begging, selling flowers and panhandling, commercial surrogacy, baby selling) and its impact on
identification. Several also reported that some students have been trafficked into sham colleges, or
paid internships, in the fashion and information technology (IT) industries, which turned out to
involve long days doing low-skilled work in restaurants or factories. Additionally, some key
informants, and particularly those in Lao PDR, expressed concern with the alleged exploitation of
children who are subject to sex trafficking and other forms of forced labor in factories, hotels, and
casinos within Special or Specific Economic Zones. They cautioned that these establishments,
designed to meet the demand of migrant workers and Asian tourists, and purported to have been
launched with assistance from some corrupt government officials, offer restricted access, limited
oversight, and are exempt from the jurisdiction of local laws. In northern Lao PDR, for example, the
Chinese owned Kings Romans Group (a crime network) holds a 99-year lease on approximately
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25,000 acres, where casinos and hotels catering to a Chinese clientele were established, and has been
accused of engaging in a variety of illicit activities, including the trafficking of humans, wildlife, and
drugs, as well as the commercial sexual exploitation of children, money laundering, and bribery.

Finally, key informants highlighted the need for greater attention to identify those engaged in
emerging forms of cyber-based sexual violence, whereby children are involved with pornographic
acts that are distributed online, as well as being exploited via live streaming. They further noted that
although children may be trafficked for this purpose in “child sex webcam centers” (cf. We Protect
Global Alliance, 2018), some young people sell themselves performing sexual acts on the dark web
via mainstream apps (they make the video live and upload it to the web or make oneself available via
live streaming), without the intervention of a trafficker or pimp, and obtain payment via bartering or
bitcoin. Representatives from ECPAT International indicated that 65% of those who were exploited
via online child sexual exploitation were girls, 31% were boys, and 4% included both boys and girls
(cf. ECPAT International and Interpol, 2018).

The Profile of Traffickers Has Changed
Key informants noted that although traffickers may include members of highly organized criminal
gangs, this profile is less accurate now than in the past. In many cases, they praised the awareness-
raising campaigns that have warned about outsiders who recruit in their communities. They
cautioned, however, that traffickers may include a local member of the community to assist, or
the trafficker may be a former victim from the same province who returns to recruit unsuspecting
others. They also reported that traffickers may include brokers, trusted members of the family,
neighbors, friends, members from the religious community, those who run orphanages, hotel
managers, or others who lure unsuspecting children in cyber cafes, coffee shops, or via social media.

The Process of Child Trafficking Has Changed
Key informants reported that the major risk factor for child trafficking is now within the context of
unsafe migration. Potential victims include those of legal working age who are ‘voluntarily’ fleeing
social and economic conditions in communities characterized by dire poverty. Participants often
described the extraordinary resilience, capacity, and initiative on the part of these young migrants
who leave their homes in search of gainful employment and economic opportunities elsewhere. They
also reported that despite the voluntary nature of this movement, restrictions on legal migration,
compounded by unsafe border and national immigration policies, force some migrants into risky
and illegal situations (e.g., routes that are dangerous; vulnerable to abuse and exploitation), and into
the clutches of unscrupulous traffickers who operate along the migration paths. These agents, or
unlicensed brokers, may act alone, or as part of organized criminal groups that include recruitment
agencies, and may operate with the support of corrupt government workers, including police or
border security agents. Some are charged exorbitant fees to cross the border, provided with false
information about work opportunities, or targeted for sexual exploitation or forced labor on farms or
in factories where they are obliged to remain due to their debt bondage.

Definitional Ambiguities and Related Challenges
In discussing the impact of emerging challenges that hinder timely identification, key informants
discussed the definition of select terms that are used within the ASEAN region, including child,
exploitation, and victim. They also described the impact of these definitional dilemmas for the
identification of children who do not wish to be identified because they do not consider themselves
as being either a “child” or a “victim of exploitation”. These are discussed below.

Who Is a “Child”?

Some key informants were adamant in their resolve to maintain strict adherence to the international
definition of “child” and to support the immediate removal of any individual under the age of 18
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from settings deemed to be “exploitative”. They underscored, however, that it is vital to determine
whether or not there is any evidence that the individual is being forced to speak or behave in
a manner that does not reflect their true feelings. The concerns of many others, however, focused on
the human rights of those who do not perceive themselves as a “child” and who do not wish to be
“rescued for protection.” It was frequently remarked, for example, that if individuals at age 15 are
legally able to both work and to consent to sexual activity, subjecting them to “forced protection”
may be a violation of their human rights and individual agency. Related discussions focused on the
human rights perspective and the need to respect individual agency when determinations of what is
in a child’s “best interests” are being made, especially when the individual is over the age of 15.
Participants also stressed the importance of being much more stringent in ensuring the identification
and protection of children who are under the age of 15. Furthermore, they cautioned that regardless
of definitional ambiguities, the consent of any survivor does not alter the offender’s criminal liability
(UNODC, 2014, 2015; UN-OHCHR, 2014).

What Do “Exploitation” and “Victim” Mean?
As noted above, the ACTIP (ASEAN, 2015a) defines victim as “any natural person who is subject to
an act of trafficking in persons as defined in this convention,” and adopts the same listings of
“exploitation” offered by the Trafficking Protocol (UN, 2000). Representatives from the UNDP,
however, reported that failures to define the various forms of exploitation, and other key terms in
international law and relevant legislation within the ASEAN Member States, impede the ability of
governments to effectively respond to human trafficking. In some cases, participants expressed
apprehension pertaining to the identification of those who neither perceive themselves as being
a “victim” or who have experienced “exploitation.” Some participants related encounters with youths
who reported being engaged in a means of livelihood, that they had applied for their jobs, were free
to leave at any time, and that they neither required nor desired any intervention to remove them
from their sources of employment. They also described how some youths had secured bogus
documentation to ensure their independence from those who might wish to identify them.

Finally, as with debates on this topic in the literature (Brysk, 2012; Donger & Bhabha, 2018;
Howard, 2017; Liebel, 2013), the discussion of “willing” engagement in the sex industry among those
who are legally able to both work and to consent to sexual activity was a source of considerable
debate among participants. Some underscored the importance of taking steps to discourage those
who are under the age of 18 from “choosing” prostitution. Other participants, however, reported that
current policies pertaining to identification, as well as the prevailing belief that all sex work is
exploitation, do not adequately take into account that sex work is often “freely” chosen by some
individuals with limited available options. The following section focuses on the cultural context
associated with child trafficking and the reasons why some youths may not perceive themselves as
victims or their work to be exploitative.

Lack of Alternative Options. Discussions with participants regarding concepts such as “exploita-
tion” and “victim” often focused on the lack of alternative options to make an income in areas
characterized by extreme poverty, the question of choice when there is no choice, and how these
real-life scenarios serve as the main drivers for decisions that are made. In many cases, they related
that some teens had informed them that they “prefer” to be in the sex industry than being engaged in
hard labor, working in a factory or in the fields, or being in a violent marriage with an older man.
Some participants who work with youths engaged with commercial sex in karaoke bars and other
venues, also contrasted current conditions with earlier days when children were trafficked into
horrific brothels and experienced violence and complex trauma (cf. Rafferty, 2013, 2016b). They
reported, for example, that individuals are generally free to come and go as they please, to select the
hours they wish to be available, and to resign if they desire to do so. They also noted, for example,
that if individuals have the capacity to state that this is what they want, are legally able to work,
perceive their work as a legitimate strategy to overcome the challenges they confront, and it can be
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established that there is no force or coercion, that we must respect their decision and come up with
effective methods to support them. Finally, participants reported that they had come across many
youths who had returned to their home communities after being “rescued” by well-intentioned
others, and promptly migrated again as soon as they had enough money to do so. These young
people had been officially labeled as victims of child trafficking, but they highlighted the fact that
they had not been forced, kidnapped, or otherwise coerced, and that they did not wish to be
“rescued.” They also reported that since they were legally able to work and had voluntarily migrated,
they should not be subjected to “forced protection.”

Filial Piety. Within the context of children who do not view themselves as victims, the concept of
filial piety was often raised. The term “filial piety” is used throughout Asia to refer to a strong
cultural value of respect, obedience, and gratitude toward one’s parents, and the expectancy that
children are obliged to support and assist their families (Chung, 2006; Montgomery, 2014; Smith-
Brake, Lim, & Nhanh, 2015). The choice between forced versus voluntary entry into the sex industry,
for example, was described by some as not existing in reality for many children under the age of 18,
and particularly when viewed within the context of the structural limitations and cultural traditions
they confront. In contrast with media reports whereby children engaged in commercial sex or
exploitative labor are described as manipulated and passive victims at the mercy of unscrupulous
traffickers, key informants often reported that youths had conveyed to them that they were free to
leave their work setting anytime they wished, but that they remained in order to fulfill their family
obligations and to help alleviate family hardship. Other participants, however, were adamant in
noting that this cultural context must be viewed as a detrimental vulnerability factor for further
exploitation and abuse, requiring action from a human rights perspective.

Research Question 2: How can identification processes be improved to address emerging chal-
lenges to timely identification within the ASEAN?

To facilitate the timely identification of victims, participants reported the need to improve the
implementation of mandates, guidelines, and screening instruments, including inconsistencies
between regions, interagency coordination and communication, and to effectively monitor pro-
grams and policies to ensure that Member States are in compliance. In addition to the need to
enhance identification mechanisms and procedures, some participants also recommended that the
language used in the legal mandates be strengthened, and that the relevant guidelines be more
widely shared and uniformly used by all ASEAN nations. In some cases, they identified the need to
address gaps in legislation (e.g., does not include all forms of trafficking), or to improve coordina-
tion between sending and receiving countries for victims of international trafficking (e.g., consid-
ered a victim in one country and not in the other). In other cases, the need to address corruption
(e.g., complicit officials who accept bribes and/or impede effective law enforcement efforts) was
highlighted.

Although the training programs that had been implemented by UN agencies (e.g., IOM, UN-ACT, etc.)
were frequently praised, key informants recommended additional training programs for front-line staff, law
enforcement personnel, immigration officials, staff at deportation and repatriation sites, multidisciplinary
team members, health care workers, and all other personnel who come in contact with victims in order to
enhance the capacity of those who might identify victims, ensure that their traffickers are investigated,
prosecuted, convicted, and punished, and enhance effectiveness through interagency collaboration and
communication. They further recommended enhanced implementation of outreach initiatives through
NGOs and government law enforcement personnel into select establishments (factories, construction sites,
internet cafes, massage parlors, karaoke bars); improved strategies to identify boys as well as girls and hard
to reach victims, including those trafficked for domestic servitude, and commercial surrogacy; and
expanded use of national emergency numbers and social media to enable children to identify themselves,
or to be identified by others. Related discussions focused on the importance of screening all potential
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victims, noting that some children who report that they do not wish to be identifiedmay have been coerced
to lie about their age, or the extent to which they are being exploited. They also reported that levels of
trauma and experiences with broken promises among some victims may influence their ability to trust
others and requires the skills of a trained interviewer. Finally, they noted the need to improve the availability
and quality of interpretation services for all children and to ensure that all first responders are informed that
children require a victim-centred approach to prevent revictimization or punishment.

Some participants identified promising practices that had been implemented to address the emerging
challenges identified above. In one noteworthy example in Cambodia, Friends International (https://
friends-international.org/in-cambodia/) aims to empower thosewho are reluctant to be identified as victims
of trafficking. Their outreach teams work directly within the community to establish relationships with
those living and working on the streets. They endeavor to provide them with basic protection services,
including, food, shelter, basic health care, life skills awareness (e.g., HIV/AIDS, drugs), emotional support,
non-formal education (e.g.,mobile library and school), andhelp them to leave street lifewhen they are ready
to do so. Their training centres provide vocational skills training (e.g., cooking, welding, beauty, sewing,
motorbike mechanics, as well as business management, literacy, and life skills) while their vocational
training programs are run as small businesses, enabling students to gain experience in a real business
environment, including restaurants and fair trade gift shops. They also provide a transitional home for
children while they complete their training, and work with their families to prepare for their return. Their
overall objective is to develop trusting relationships and inform children of available services, including
transitional homes and drop-in centres, but they are never forced to come to the centre or to stay there.

In another noteworthy example, key informants in Thailand praised the work being done by various
Children’s Advocacy Centres (CACs). These collaborative projects include government agencies (e.g.,
United States Federal Bureau of Investigation; Royal Thai Police’s Thailand Internet Crimes Against
Children Task Force [TICAC]), and international organizations (e.g., International Justice Mission).
Their strategies are designed to assist law enforcement officials with their cases against traffickers and
online crimes against children, as well as assisting child victims throughout the judicial process. In
addition, they aim to ensure that law enforcement and NGO personnel are adequately trained, as well as
providing a child-friendly space where social workers conduct forensic interviews using a child-centred
approach, and linking children with counseling and rehabilitation programs.

Research Question 3: What services and supports promote optimal recovery and what are the
emerging challenges that hinder the successful recovery and safe and sustainable reintegration of
victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN?

Services and Supports to Promote Optimal Recovery

Participants cautioned that since most survivors are never formally identified as victims, and either
return to their home communities or relocate to a new community without assistance or support,
little is known about their experiences. They also advised that little is known about those children
who are wrongly identified as criminals, or as undocumented migrants, and arrested for crimes
associated with illegal border crossings or for crimes associated with prostitution. These victims are
generally placed into inappropriate facilities (e.g., detention centres, juvenile justice programs),
where little, if any, psychosocial or reintegration support is available. Finally, they advised that
what is known about recovery and reintegration assistance tends to be based on experiences with
children who were placed in aftercare shelter programs for psychosocial care.

Participants offered strong support for a comprehensive array of services to address survivors’
psychosocial needs, ensure their successful recovery and reintegration, and promote their future
social and economic success. They include a broad range of services involving education/schooling,
vocational training/job skills, medical and mental health care, and legal services. Some highlighted
the often-overlooked emotional needs of children and the importance of timely and appropriate
services, including trauma-informed care and culturally appropriate services (cf. Rafferty, 2018), for
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those who need them. However, despite the importance of a comprehensive needs assessment to
tailor services to meet each child’s unique needs, this is rarely conducted or, when completed, often
by untrained personnel, who sometimes questioned victims in an inappropriate manner (e.g., do you
have a mental problem?).

Participants also reported that services made available to survivors following their identification, range
appreciably from basic services only (e.g., shelter, food) to the provision of a comprehensive array of
services. Interestingly, although some participants reported that available services are generally inadequate
to meet the needs of the children, and particularly for survivors placed in government-run facilities versus
those that are privately operated, some government officials tended to be overly enthusiastic in their praises
for the procedures that they had in place. They described their programs as including intake services, fact-
finding, multidisciplinary meetings, comprehensive services, safe repatriation, follow-up, and evaluation.
Others, however, contradicted these glowing descriptions and noted that while this impressive process may
be delineated on paper, it is rarely, if ever, implemented as stated. In some exceptional cases, however,
programs offered a comprehensive range of high quality and culturally relevant services, and were also
particularly innovative in assisting survivors with practical tools to promote their sustainable reintegration
through economic empowerment (e.g., providing start-up funds for a small business such as a sewing
machine to help start a tailoring business; or partnering with the private sector where survivors receive
training and employment). Participants cautioned, however, that some communities had been floodedwith
tailoring, hair dressing, ormechanics businesses, often in highly gendered fashions, andwith a one-size-fits-
all approach without market analyses or clear outcomes.

Emerging Concerns About Shelter-Based Care

Key informants raised concern regarding the routine placement of identified survivors into shelter
facilities, and in some cases, referred to this practice as “forced protection”. At the same time, however,
the importance of maintaining an aftercare shelter system was highlighted. Participants noted, for
example, that shelters provide an excellent setting to conduct a needs assessment, and that some children
cannot return home because of personal or safety concerns in their home communities, and therefore
require an alternative placement. They also described a policy shift in recent years within some
communities, away from the use of shelter-based facilities toward the provision of community-based
assistance. The issue of diminished support for shelter-based care was discussed within the context of
detention of residents and restrictive shelter policies; gender dimensions of contemporary forms of child
trafficking; and aftercare program residents who are not victims of trafficking.

Detention of Residents and Restrictive Shelter Policies
Participants often expressed alarm with children detained in residential facilities for long periods of
time, often against their will and best interests. They noted, for example, that although some children
may require longer-term assistance, shorter-term support is sufficient to meet the needs of many
others. The major concern raised focused on the habitual detention of children within shelter
programs until they reached age 18. In some cases, shelter policies were also described as overly
restrictive and abusive. Participants often reported that children complained about being detained in
locked facilities, and prohibited from leaving, even if they choose to do so. Some UN officials pointed
out that these practices are not in compliance with the human rights-based approach, that the routine
detention of victims should occur only as a last resort and in response to credible threats to a child’s
safety, and that all cases of detention should be demonstrated to be in the child’s best interests,
occurring only whenever there is no reasonable alternative available (cf. UN-OHCHR, 2014).

Gender Dimensions of Contemporary Forms of Child Trafficking
According to participants, almost all of the children in residential aftercare programs for victims of
child trafficking are female victims of commercial sexual exploitation, and in some cases, girls
trafficked for forced marriage. Furthermore, and in contrast with programs for girls, available
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programs for boys and members of the transgender community, tend to offer only drop-in assistance
(e.g., food, showers, etc.) Traditionally, this gender-biased policy was a result of extensive out-
reaching to brothels and other sex establishments, where the preponderance of victims was female,
with little or no attention paid to other victims of child trafficking, as well as being based on flawed
assumptions about boys.

Aftercare Program Residents are Not Always Victims of Trafficking
Participants reported that residents in many aftercare program facilities consist primarily of children
who are not survivors of trafficking, but instead are victims of either sexual abuse or maltreatment,
or those considered at risk for trafficking. Participants reported that the overuse of aftercare shelters
for children who are deemed “at risk for trafficking” was problematic at best, and in some cases,
unethical. Their concerns highlighted outreach activities in rural villages, whereby some NGOs
actively encourage families to part with their children so that they might have greater opportunities
for “a better life” (e.g., a good education). Although these children were being generally recruited
from areas with extreme poverty, often with higher rates of school dropout and fewer economic
opportunities, the concern was that they were unjustifiably removed from their families, and often
for financial gain. Participants also expressed concern about how, in some cases, providing residen-
tial care had turned into a business with insufficient oversight and accountability. Apprehension was
also expressed about policies whereby program donors were not routinely informed about the extent
to which funding was used for children deemed “at risk for trafficking” rather than for actual
survivors. Policies such as these (sometimes referred to described as “the social marketing of
children”), were intended to make it easier to obtain funding from private donors.

Key informants often linked their apprehensions about aftercare shelter programs with the
broader challenges associated with the number of children in residential care/orphanages, and
unethical practices and policies within some facilities. In Cambodia, for example, research conducted
by the government, in collaboration with UNICEF and the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), found that one in 350 Cambodian children ages 0–17 (n = 16,579) were
living in one of 406 residential care institutions (UNICEF, 2017). These practices are not only in
violation of the mandates and guidelines discussed above, but are also inconsistent with government
policy stating that institutional care should be the last resort and temporary, and that family- or
community-based care are preferred.

Some participants also expressed alarm with how the concept of “voluntourism” was generating huge
profits for those who run the programs (e.g., private citizens, government agencies, faith-based organi-
zations). They described the practice as involving the recruitment of naive volunteers from abroad, who
subsequently pay a hefty fee to volunteer, and inadvertently partake in the ‘voluntourism’ industry.
Related practices involve allowing them to interact with the children in exchange for a “donation” and
without any protection policies, and in some cases, resulting in the abuse of children by visitors. Finally,
some key informants described practices whereby some orphanages were being (or had been) run as
a ploy to convert children to Christianity or as “baby factories for international adoption”.

Emerging Concerns About Community-Based Care

Participants often reported feeling that community-based care was superior to shelter-based care for
most children, and that the priority should be to return children to their families (if in their best
interests) or integrated into a new community, as soon as feasible. They cautioned, however, that the
process and purpose of psychosocial recovery and return to community, as well as integration into
a new community, was based on the flawed assumption that if victims are rehabilitated and trained
with skills that they will be able to pursue options upon their return that were not available to them
when they left home.

Structural vulnerabilities within high-risk settings were frequently identified as posing a serious
threat to safe and sustainable reintegration by participants. The list of structural vulnerabilities
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includes dire poverty, paucity of resources, a lack of viable job and economic opportunities,
complicity and corruption among government officials, and gender inequities. Participants expressed
grave concern that the impact of structural vulnerabilities is compounded by inadequate community
services and resources that do not address returnees’ long-term needs and may hinder their
sustained reintegration. According to one informant, who echoed a concern raised by many: “The
government is not ready for community care – the transition is very challenging and the children are
not being served.”

Research Question 4: What programs and policies promote optimal recovery and reintegration of
victims of child trafficking within the ASEAN?

Key informants recommended that the shift from shelter-based care to community-based support
needs to be expanded to address both the macro and micro barriers to a safe, successful, and
sustainable reintegration. They cautioned that returning children to the same setting from which
they departed, without adequate preparation and follow-up, places their safe and sustainable
reintegration, as well as their long-term adjustment (economically, physically, emotionally, socially),
into jeopardy. They underscored the fundamental importance of safety, and that a “best interests”
determination should routinely occur to ensure that the correct decision is made pertaining to each
child’s ability to reintegrate safely into their home community or a new community if warranted.
They highlighted the importance of a multidisciplinary assessment of each child’s individual needs,
including push and pull factors within the community, prior to their reintegration, in order to
develop a viable comprehensive plan and strategy, and determine the necessary community supports
and assistance they may require. Some participants also recommended a family assessment by
a social worker, trained to interview in a culturally sensitive manner, in order to identify family
strengths and weaknesses, and to assess the need for alternative placements (e.g., foster family, group
home) if necessary.

Participants noted, however, that the psychosocial services that children need (e.g., array of
psychosocial services to ensure employment readiness, access to paid and decent work) may not
be available within the community. They highlighted access to: appropriate housing, suitable health
care (including reproductive and sexual health care), mental health care, (including trauma-
informed and culturally sensitive care, provided by trained service providers), legal support and
services, (including due process and access to justice), and access to education and/or vocational
training, life skills, and livelihood programs. They cautioned that services should be designed to
appreciate that not all children share the same vulnerabilities and may differ according to age and
gender. Furthermore, for victims of international trafficking, they emphasized the importance of
coordination and communication between sending and receiving countries, and related agencies that
work with the survivors, to help facilitate receipt of needed follow-up supports and assistance.

Participants also highlighted a number of policies and practices to facilitate safe and successful
reintegration. In some areas, for example, where children are particularly susceptible to being re-
trafficked as a result of dire poverty and a lack of education, several innovative programs aim to
promote educational opportunities, including life skills workshops, training in agricultural skills, safe
migration programs, and mentoring. Some noteworthy programs also aim to address family chal-
lenges (e.g., violence involvement with child’s trafficking, stigma, and/or desire for child to work to
support the family). These programs were designed to empower families with skills and under-
standing to promote their child’s recovery and reintegration.

Concrete and low-cost interventions at the community level were also recommended to address
stigma and discrimination, and to eliminate rejection of child trafficking survivors. Some partici-
pants emphasized the importance of developing awareness of detrimental gender norms and
violence, including a larger child protection strategy to address the cross-cutting issues affecting
children in vulnerable situations and high-risk settings. In Lao PDR, the Noi adolescent girl project
has been designed to raise awareness about issues confronting adolescent girls throughout the
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country and to promote awareness of the importance to invest in girls (UNFPA, 2018). This UNFPA
(2018) project aims to both empower adolescent girls, raise awareness of cultural, social and gender
norms and violence, and bring attention to the needs of adolescent girls (e.g., quality education, easy
access to reproductive health services, employment, participation in decision-making processes).

Other noteworthy examples pertained to the urgent need to ensure safe migration, strengthen the
capacities of countries for effective migration management, and ensure the safety of vulnerable
youths (e.g., by increasing their awareness of migration risks and providing them strategies to
protect themselves). They reported, for example, the need for governments to pay greater attention
to how border and national immigration policies force youths into dangerous migration routes. As
a result, many vulnerable migrants pay others to help them across borders, work in unsafe and
exploitative settings for poverty wages, and are at risk for detention and deportation. In one initiative
designed to ensure migrant safety, IOM launched MigApp in 2017 to provide them with travel
information (e.g., visas, health, alerts), as well as contact numbers of counter-trafficking hotlines
around the world. Key informants cautioned, however, that in many cases programs profiled as
being anti-trafficking are actually anti-immigration in their scope, and may undermine the resilience
of migrants in search of economic opportunities.

In another noteworthy example, the Chab Dai Coalition in Cambodia partners with the govern-
ment to conduct minimum standards training (https://chabdai.org/coalition-capacity-building). The
coalition also works toward having a collective impact against child trafficking by raising standards
of care, promoting promising practices, and providing members of the coalition with opportunities
for mentoring, training and collaboration. Their training programs focus on mental health, human
rights, child participation, and organizational development. In some cases, innovative aftercare
programs within the coalition provide ongoing care and support for both children and their families
following the child’s return home.

Other programs focus on poverty reduction and development strategies. In Lao PDR, for example, the
GloACT (Global Action against Trafficking in Persons and the Smuggling of Migrants) project,
implemented by both IOM and UNICEF, focuses on human trafficking and migrant smuggling and
aims to assist governments, civil society organization, and victims of trafficking and smuggled migrants
by developing and implementing comprehensive counter-trafficking and counter-smuggling responses
(www.iom.int/gloact). One aspect of the program involves setting up a meaningful child protection
policy at the village level. Other aspects include creating awareness of trafficking, providing outreach to
families, offering parenting education programs, providing community-based services for children, and
working with village level mediation committees.

In another initiative in Cambodia, the USAID and Winrock International Counter Trafficking in
Persons (USAID Asia CTIP) Program (www.winrock.org/project/ctip-asia) aims to raise the capacity
of service providers and access to community-based service networks (legal, job placement), offers
skills training, information on safe migration, and livelihood support. The program is designed to
“reduce human trafficking in Asia” by improving cooperation among law enforcement, healthcare
providers, and social services to improve the lives of human trafficking survivors.

Discussion

Despite the commitments that have been made to protect victims of child trafficking within the
ASEAN, little research has reported on binding and non-binding mandates within the region, and
the extent to which these promises have ensured effective identification, recovery, and reintegration
of victims. Findings from this exploratory study indicate that although some noteworthy efforts have
been made, much remains to be achieved in order to ensure the international and regional
commitments translate into effective practices on the ground.

In terms of identification, participants reported that the majority of child trafficking victims are not
formally identified, suggesting a substantial disparity between the enactment and implementation of
legislation, and noncompliance with available guidelines. And although they often praised some
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noteworthy practices and effective strategies designed to identify victims (e.g., hotlines, social media,
outreach), they also reported ongoing barriers (e.g., deficient implementation of mandates, guidelines
and screening instruments; inadequate outreach; complicit government officials). They also emphasized
how the current major risk factor for child trafficking within the ASEAN lies within the context of unsafe
migration, dire poverty, and a lack of alternative options, whereby potential victims migrate for gainful
employment and are subsequently exploited. Participants questioned the prevailing assumption that
child victims aremostly girls lured into the CSI by traffickers who comprise highly organized gangs. They
underscored how this perspective overlooks the trafficking of boys into the CSI, as well as for labor
exploitation (e.g., unregulated factories, commercial fishing), including the trafficking of boys and girls
for other reasons (e.g., domestic servitude, organ removal, commercial surrogacy).

Participants also raised a number of dilemmas that warrant additional discussion and research.
One key topic pertains to key terms within international and regional definitions of child trafficking,
and specifically regarding how to protect the human rights of individuals who do not perceive
themselves as being a “child,” or a “victim of exploitation”. A second topic pertains to how the issue
of coercion versus choice is more complex in developing countries than in those that are more
affluent, and how to interpret the cultural context when defining who is, and who is not, a “victim of
child trafficking”. Of particular importance is the reality of conditions within communities char-
acterized by dire poverty, including a lack of alternative options, and how the concept of filial piety is
used throughout Asia to refer to strong cultural values of respect, obedience, and gratitude toward
one’s parents, and the expectancy that children are obliged to support and assist their families.

Other key findings pertain to the recovery and reintegration of children who have been trafficked.
Key informants reported that quality psychosocial services are vital, and that a comprehensive array
of services should be made available to address children’s psychosocial needs, ensure their successful
recovery and reintegration, and promote their future social and economic success. And, although
they praised some noteworthy programs, they also reported that child survivors are rarely offered the
services outlined in international and regional guidelines. Finally, they cautioned that many survi-
vors do not receive any services at all because they are not identified, or because existing programs
cater only to girls.

In addition to discussing the availability and quality of psychosocial recovery services, participants
questioned the practice of placing child victims into residential aftercare programs. In some areas,
key informants reported that the aftercare shelter system is being dismantled in favor of community-
based options, and discussed a number of problems associated with its demise. They expressed
concern, for example, with overly restrictive and abusive shelter policies, and that children were
frequently detained for long periods of time, often against their will and best interests. Apprehension
was also expressed about practices whereby program donors were not informed about the extent to
which their funding was used for children deemed “at risk for trafficking” rather than for actual
survivors. Finally, participants expressed distress about the broader challenges associated with the
number of children in residential care, and how, in some cases, programs had becomes businesses
lacking sufficient oversight and accountability.

Finally, participants described a number of advantages associated with community-based support,
including a belief that most children would thrive if they were returned to the community with
follow-up community-based support versus languishing in aftercare shelter programs. They were
circumspect, however, about the flawed assumptions that often guide the process of reintegration.
They cautioned, for example, that returning children to the same settings from which they had
departed, without adequate planning and follow-up, places into jeopardy their safe and sustainable
reintegration, as well as their adjustment to life in society. Discussions highlighted the structural
conditions that characterize high-risk settings and leave children vulnerable to re-trafficking. In
particular, concern was expressed about dire poverty, a lack of viable job and economic opportu-
nities, gender inequities, complicity and corruption among government officials, and the scarcity and
inadequacy of community resources in many high-risk settings. Key informants further noted that
children’s effective reintegration may be challenged by risk factors within the family setting, and
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highlighted the importance of empowering families with skills and understanding to address con-
flicts and promote their child’s recovery and reintegration.

Strengths and Limitations

Findings from this exploratory study suggest that, despite some noteworthy successes, commit-
ments that have been made to victims of child trafficking in both international and regional
mandates and guidelines within the ASEAN, as well as decades of other treaties, laws, resolutions,
and statements, do not always translate into concrete action on the ground. The majority of
victims of child trafficking are not formally identified, do not receive the psychosocial services
outlined in international and regional guidelines, and safe and sustainable reintegration efforts
often insufficiently address issues related to social inclusion, economic empowerment, and access
to viable job opportunities to enable successful long-term adjustment. They also draw attention to
a number of issues not generally described in the research literature on this topic (e.g., the
changing profile of victims, traffickers, and process of child trafficking). Furthermore, the findings
related to definitional ambiguities (child, victim, exploitation), and the broader ecological factors
that influence “choice when there is no choice,” tackle difficult and extremely controversial topics
that many in the child saving industry (including many involved with the modern ‘abolitionist’
movement) would prefer to keep buried. On the one hand, it might be argued that no young
person should engage in prostitution – whether or not they “consent” to do so. On the other hand,
the findings discussed here draw attention to the politics of child protection and the problematic
premises underlying concepts of childhood driving the child protection movement. As noted by
Howard and Okyere (2015), for example, many interventions designed by the child saving
community to “save children” can be extremely damaging to the young people they are designed
to support. In addition, they further fabricate those who are under the age of 18 as being unable to
exercise meaningful agency, and construct such individuals within predominantly western norms
of childhood from which all others deviate. This premise ignores the literature that discredits the
exclusive reliance on calendar age as the basis for defining childhood and the child’s best
interests – and disrespects the diversity of childhoods (e.g., Howard & Okyere, 2015). This
perspective also serves to target the symptoms, and not the underlying causes, of child trafficking.
In contrast with the literature that focuses on the potential harm that might befall those who are
migrating (McLeigh, 2013; O’Connell Davidson, 2013), this article recognizes the broader issues
and acknowledges that children’s work reflects the impoverishment of their home communities, as
well as recognizing that many children rely on migration and work in order to access livelihood
opportunities. Rescue and recovery interventions must therefore include an understanding of the
economic, cultural, and social reasons for young people’s movement and migration. Indeed, for
many individuals under the age of 18, migration provides opportunities that are vital to their well-
being.

The findings discussed above suggest that additional attention must be paid to the extent to
which the prevailing mandates, guidelines, and policies are appropriate, including possibly redu-
cing the 15- to18-year old child’s sense of autonomy in some cultures. Findings highlight a dire
need for additional research on these debatable topics, as well as on the various processes identified
here to address emerging challenges to timely identification within the ASEAN (adequacy of
mandates and guidelines, implementation by governments, enhanced training, screening of poten-
tial victims using a victim-centred approach). Findings draw attention to a number of issues
pertaining to shelter-based care that are rarely addressed and must be explored further (e.g.,
detention of residents, the contradictions between policies for girls vs. boys, the use of programs
for children who are not victims of trafficking, and the related issues of the number of children in
residential care, the use of unscreened volunteers, and the solicitation of funding from donors for
questionable policies and programs). As noted by Davy (2017), for example, international travelers
are increasingly serving as volunteers in residential programs and represent a major child
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protection threat. In addition, she highlights the threat to child protection posed by lengthy trials
and the preference of some children to be deported as an “irregular migrant” rather than being
detained at a shelter.

There are a number of limitations, however, worth noting. First, this exploratory pilot project focused
on three of the 10 ASEAN member countries in order to identify current perspectives and emerging
trends within the region, with the intent that this strategy might guide the development of sound
regional policies and practices, and serve as an impetus for additional research in the other countries in
the region. Ideally, data collection would have included interviews with key informants in all of the
ASEAN nations, but time and resource constraints limited the study to certain countries – those with
a history of expertise in child trafficking and where the author was known and able to access key
informants . Focusing on countries within the Mekong area, however, resulted in more attention being
given to victims (primarily girls) of sex trafficking, leading to the neglect of other victims and vulnerable
groups/sectors. Second, while a more sophisticated method of analyses for the immense volume of data
that was generated may have been ideal (e.g., based on a multi-stage procedure of combining qualitative
analysis with basic quantification of the main themes and dimensions), the strategy that was used was
the only viable one due to limited financial and human resources. Finally, there were no individual
quotes from children or their providers included since this addition was beyond the scope of the current
investigation. A review of secondary data, however, suggests that the voices of children and adult
survivors would be consisted with the findings reported above (cf. Cody, 2017; Hargitt, 2017).

Implications for Policy and Future Research

The following section highlights some key recommendations for social policy and future research to ensure
the promotion of successful identification, recovery, and reintegration of victims of child trafficking.

Strengthen Language and Provide Training and Oversight
Legal policies and mandates present a vital opportunity to identify victims of child trafficking, ensure
their recovery, and facilitate their safe and sustainable reintegration. They are also vital to effectively
criminalize trafficking and related offenses. Thus, the first recommendation pertains to the need to
strengthen the language that is used, as well as promote dialogue pertaining how various terms are
defined. In terms of identification, for example, the Trafficking Protocol (UN, 2000) does not include
a definition of either “victim” or “exploitation,” although it does offer an open-ended list of various
forms of exploitation. The same open-ended list is adopted in the ACTIP (ASEAN, 2015a), but it
also includes a definition of victim (“any natural person who is subjected to an act of trafficking in
persons as defined in this Convention” (p.4).

The language pertaining to recovery following identification might also be strengthened. Current
language requires Member States to “endeavor to provide for the safety of victims,” to “consider
implementing” a range of services, and to provide care and support “where applicable.” Some terms
may also be considered quite ambiguous. It is not clear, for example, what is meant by “where
applicable” in Article 14(10) of the ACTIP (ASEAN, 2015a); is this referring to mandates and
guidelines, or where it is needed by the child victims? In addition, Article 14(11), requires Member
States to “make its best effort to assist in the reintegration of victims of trafficking,” and Article
14(12) calls on Member States to “take into account … the age, gender and special needs of victims
of trafficking in persons, in particular the special needs of children.”

The need to provide all front-line personnel with training on the relevant mandates and guide-
lines, and ensure that they are knowledgeable about the emerging challenges to identification
identified above is recommended. Enhanced implementation and greater oversight is also warranted,
and promising practices should be evaluated and shared. As noted by Davy (2017), for example,
some immigration officials fail to identify some children who have been trafficked because it will
increase their workload, and instead simply drop them off over the border.
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Mitigate Forced Labor and Promote a Decent Work Agenda
Some key informants described how the organizational practices within some work settings can have
a substantial impact on the well-being of children who are of legal working age. Representatives from
IOM, in particular, highlighted their Corporate Responsibility in Eliminating Slavery and Trafficking
(CREST) program https://crest.iom.int/corporate-responsibility-eliminating-slavery-and-trafficking),
including the importance of ensuring ethical recruitment and supply chain practices that are free of
slave labor, as well as providing assistance and training to companies to ensure compliance with
human rights and labor standards in supply chains. Workers should also be empowered via
information about their labor rights, and how to protect themselves from unscrupulous brokers.
In one noteworthy initiative in 2016, Ministers endorsed the Bali Process Declaration on People
Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons, and Related Transnational Crime (UN-ACT: United Nations
Action for Cooperation Against Trafficking in Persons, 2015). This non-binding business-
government partnership is designed to highlight the vital role of the private sector in preventing
trafficking, and support both fair and transparent recruitment processes and non-abusive labor
practices throughout supply chains in the Indo-Pacific region and beyond.

Finally, the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda has social protection as a core element and addresses the need
for governments to tackle the factors that make it profitable for companies to exploit children for forced
labor. They include job placement fees that are charged to vulnerable youths in search of gainful employ-
ment, lack of a global minimumwage, lack of criminalization for the use of services provided by a victim of
forced labor or trafficking, the existence of exploitable and unregulated labor, inadequate criminal justice
responses, and corruption and complicity among some government officials. Key informants often noted
that governments must take drastic steps to work alongside others to protect worker’s rights.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the ultimate goal of any recovery strategy is to promote safe and sustainable reintegra-
tion. For many victims of child trafficking, the experience has included physical and/or sexual abuse that
has left them in need of services to promote their psychosocial recovery. Many also confront challenges
associated with marginalization and dishonor upon their return to their communities as a result of their
mistreatment and abuse. Thus, safe and sustainable reintegration requires the implementation of
strategies to ensure victims’ social inclusion, economic empowerment, and access to viable job oppor-
tunities to enable them to reestablish their lives and prevent re-trafficking.

This article has described current perspectives and emerging trends pertaining to child trafficking
within the ASEAN region. In addition to the challenges associated with identification and recovery
described above, participants highlighted a number of promising strategies that implemented to
overcome challenges, promote successful recovery, and facilitate safe and sustained reintegration of
child victims into a former or new community. The time has come for the ASEAN to effectively
address child trafficking and ensure the safety of all the children in the region.
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