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Executive Summary 

Concern over the issue of human trafficking in Southeast Asia has grown steadily over the past several 

years with recent events elevating this pernicious problem to crisis levels in the public consciousness. The 

unearthing of mass graves in trafficking camps in both Thailand and Malaysia, the discovery of hundreds 

of fishermen enslaved on boats near the remote Indonesian island village of Benjina, and the steady stream 

of vulnerable Bangladeshi and Burmese Rohingya populations seeking refuge across the Andaman Sea 

have left many people speculating about the scale of the problem and struggling to find solutions.  

This unsettling uncertainty arises, in part, from the lack of robust, accurate, and standardized data 

related to human trafficking—information critical to informing better policy to combat it. Policies and 

programs based on poor data will likewise be poor in their efficacy, which is why the corrective impulse 

should focus on collecting not just more, but better data. This data deficiency rests on the fact that those 

involved in human trafficking are inherently a hidden population. It is further challenged by a pervasive 

lack of understanding of the definition of human trafficking, corrupt practices linked to trafficking, and—

whether owing to a lack of resources or an unawareness of proper research methodologies—the inability 

to gather and analyze such information robustly.  

A desire for quantified information combined with the impossibility of accurate prevalence measures 

has led to largely speculative estimates of the extent of human trafficking across the globe. Though such 

figures are useful in drawing attention to the issue, they are often based on biased sampling methods and 

nebulous extrapolation techniques—not to mention they remain susceptible to politicization. Measuring 

trafficked populations is especially difficult because, as noted above, human trafficking is a hidden 

problem—meaning the total population, or sampling frame in the case of statistical analysis, is unknown—

and a relatively rare phenomenon. Though the application of probability and non-probability sampling to 

the field of human trafficking is still nascent, there are several techniques that can be considered for 

estimating trafficking prevalence. Looking to methods used for measuring other hidden populations, such 

as the homeless, intravenous drug users, sex workers, and victims of human rights abuses, offers guidance. 

Walk Free Foundation’s 2014 Global Slavery Index estimated that there are nearly 36 million people 

in modern slavery. The figure is based on a combination of face-to-face and telephone random sample 

surveys, a reliance on existing studies, data reported directly from governments, in-house desk research, 

and communication with local experts. Critics of the index have fairly questioned its “mysterious, 

inconsistently applied methodology.”  In another estimation, the 2012 International Labor Organization 

(ILO) Global Report on Forced Labor relied on a capture-recapture methodology to claim there are 21 

million victims of forced labor globally. In reviewing reported cases of forced labor through Internet 

searches and contact with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), the ILO compared the results of two 

teams’ investigations of secondary source material to identify overlap, and to thus extrapolate a global 

estimate. Though the study’s limitations were acknowledged in the report, it is highly problematic that key 

assumptions to the statistical method were violated and, like Walk Free Foundation’s Global Slavery 

Index, tenuous extrapolation techniques were applied.  
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Despite these questionable methods and the uncertain nature of the numbers they produce, few in the 

international anti-trafficking community seem to question the utility of global estimates in the first place. 

The need for a baseline upon which to measure the effectiveness of anti-trafficking policies is clear. Yet 

local prevalence studies based on the unique social, cultural, political, and economic circumstances of a 

given trafficking context seem like a preferable starting place. Also, in the process of gathering prevalence 

data, it is likely that local trafficking patterns will emerge, which allow for better informed, more targeted 

interventions. The full report highlights such studies in the Southeast Asian context, including the United 

Nations Sentinel Surveillance reports, which are aimed at assessing local prevalence of trafficking 

throughout the Greater Mekong Subregion, and International Justice Mission’s (IJM) recently released 

follow-up study on the prevalence of commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC). The United 

Nations (UN) study of Poipet used random on-site surveys/interviews at a common border crossing for 

migrants returning from Thailand to Cambodia. IJM constructed a time-space sample of potential CSEC 

hubs throughout three cities in Cambodia and sent trained, undercover investigators to evaluate the 

circumstances. Obviously, any study—local or global—measuring a hidden population will be imperfect, 

but the more targeted the population under scrutiny, the less researchers should have to rely on 

assumptions and questionable extrapolation techniques.  

Field study in Cambodia, Indonesia, and Thailand conducted in June 2015 revealed fundamental 

challenges that must be overcome before such studies will produce robust, standardized data on a regional 

level. First, any kind of data standardization across individual nations and the region as a whole will 

necessarily rely on a common conception of human trafficking and its component elements. Despite 

widespread adoption of the definition set forth in the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 

in Persons, Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol), the implementation of practices based on 

this understanding is more limited. Furthermore, there is little standardization of identification practices 

based on this definition across government entities, such as ministries, law enforcement, and the justice 

sector. As evaluated through policies and the allocation of resources, both financial and human, the 

political will to coordinate on anti-trafficking work is generally not at a level that will ensure productive 

collaboration and sustained, effective programming. This is further exacerbated by notable examples of 

corruption and collusion of government officials in trafficking rings. On a normative level, misconceptions 

about trafficking victims that will inevitably lead to problems in identification and data collection remain, 

such as the perception and treatment of victims as criminals, or the undue emphasis on sex trafficking and 

thus victimization of women and girls. What will arguably persist as the largest barrier to effective data 

collection and analysis on trafficking prevalence in Southeast Asia is the dearth of available training in 

social work, social science research methodologies, and statistics to apply in the anti-trafficking sphere. 

Insufficient training is compounded, at times, by a lack of importance placed on proper techniques, and 

further intensified by an unawareness of the ethical and legal standards related to the protection of 

personal information of trafficking survivors. Though technological tools may be available to ensure 

security and privacy of data, they are not often employed.  

Despite these challenges, a keen awareness of the potential utility of data was consistently revealed 

during field interviews, as well as a desire to improve current practices. If actors across government and 

civil society could share information and view each other as partners combatting a common problem, they 

would better serve the national interest. But national coordination is just the first step. As has already been 
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established, human trafficking continues to pose an economic, political, and social threat to the region as a 

whole, and efforts toward regional coordination and standardization will be needed to ensure an effective 

and sustainable response. ASEAN is the natural body to lead this effort and has already demonstrated a 

commitment to counter-trafficking under the leadership of the Senior Officials Meeting on Transnational 

Crime. 

The launch of the ASEAN Economic Community at the end of 2015 implies greater labor and capital 

mobility and, with it, the potential to exacerbate the trafficking problem. With the much-anticipated 

November 2015 unveiling of the ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons and a regional action plan 

that is said to include provisions for a regional trafficking database and standardized data collection, the 

time for action is now. The following policy recommendations are offered to ASEAN, the governments of 

ASEAN member states (AMS), and the international anti-trafficking community with the awareness that a 

transnational crime like human trafficking requires a robust, regional response, and that progress toward 

improved prevalence measures will require collaboration across all these entities. The following represent 

some of the policy recommendations from the full report.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ASEAN 

 Owing to the often international character of human trafficking, the creation of a regional database for 

trafficking data is a logical and necessary step. ASEAN “ownership” of this regional database is likely 

the only way to secure the member state cooperation necessary for improving access to and quality of 

data. Careful consideration of what types of data are needed to better measure the scale and scope of 

the problem, along with coordination on victim identification and data collection standards, will be 

critical first steps.  

 Robust research on trafficking prevalence will require heightened awareness and training on proper 

social science research methodologies, data collection techniques, and related security considerations 

and privacy laws. 

 Any approach to combat trafficking in the region will necessitate an anti-corruption component. 

Despite the obvious political sensitivities in this area, research is required to develop a better 

understanding of the scope and manner in which corruption facilitates trafficking and impedes anti-

trafficking efforts.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE GOVERNMENTS OF ASEAN MEMBER STATES 

 Most AMS are now party to the Palermo Protocol and have come to adopt its definition of human 

trafficking as their own. But more work is needed to ensure this understanding pervades the various 

central government institutions engaged in anti-trafficking measures, and that it permeates down to 

activities at the local level. 

 Adequate funding must be allocated to anti-trafficking efforts on a sustainable basis to ensure their 

longevity and efficacy. Also, careful consideration should be made to determine which government 

entity, whether a ministry or task force, has the capacity and standing to effectively galvanize a 

diverse set of actors on the issue.  
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 To counteract the challenge of frequent turnover in anti-trafficking task forces and directorates 

throughout government, AMS not already doing so should provide better working environments. For 

example, more opportunities for career advancement, and incentives to stay within those tracks for 

longer periods of time, allow people to put their specialized knowledge and training to use. This will 

further encourage more robust “training of trainers,” and thus enhance local capacity building.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE INTERNATIONAL ANTI-TRAFFICKING COMMUNITY 

 Before new global prevalence studies are undertaken, significant thought should be given to their 

intended purpose and design. Smaller-scale, localized prevalence studies on specific types of 

trafficking or designated industries should be devised. These studies should be based on the notion 

that smaller numbers do not automatically detract from the gravity of the issue, but invalid or 

unreliable estimates most certainly do.  

 To prevent duplication of efforts and wasted resources, careful thought should be directed to 

determining what can be gleaned from existing databases and information-sharing resources before 

new endeavors are launched.   
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Inaccurate Numbers,  
Inadequate Policies:  
Enhancing Data to Evaluate the Prevalence 
of Human Trafficking in ASEAN 

Introduction 

Concern over the issue of human trafficking in Southeast Asia has grown steadily over the past several 

years with recent events elevating this pernicious problem to crisis levels in the public consciousness. The 

discovery of mass graves in trafficking camps in both Thailand and Malaysia (and ensuing charges against 

a senior Thai army officer for his involvement),1 the revelation of hundreds of fishermen enslaved on boats 

near the remote Indonesian island village of Benjina,2 and the steady stream of vulnerable Bangladeshi and 

Rohingya Muslim populations seeking refuge across the Andaman Sea3 have left many people speculating 

about the scale of the problem and struggling to find solutions.  

This unsettling uncertainty arises, in part, from the lack of robust, accurate, and standardized data 

related to human trafficking—such as numbers of trafficked persons, information on victim service 

provision, case information on trafficking investigations and prosecutions, and demographics of 

traffickers. All of this information is critical to better policies to combat trafficking, from targeting root 

causes to properly identifying victims to developing and evaluating the services they receive. The 

challenge of data collection rises from several variables, including lack of understanding of the definition 

of human trafficking, the black market nature of this business, and the support traffickers receive from 

corrupt officials. Moreover, survivors may not seek assistance or identify as victims for a number of 

reasons, such as fear of reprisal or stigmatization or a desire to protect implicated family members. 

The simple reality is that the great majority of those involved in human trafficking are hidden. The 

available facts and figures reflect only those people who have been identified as victims or perpetrators—

the tip of the iceberg. Furthermore, the international anti-trafficking community as a whole faces 

fundamental challenges to gathering reliable data. These challenges may arise from a lack of resources or 

political will at the governmental level, the inability of relevant agencies to coordinate on data sharing, or 

an unawareness of proper research methodologies, among other reasons. Many factors can make 
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trafficking victims difficult to count, much less to find and assist. Because the crime of human trafficking 

is outlawed universally, traffickers take exhaustive measures to keep their crimes underground. Victims, in 

some cases deprived of personal identification documents, are often unable to move freely. Moreover, the 

difficulty of seeking help is potentially exacerbated by being outside of familiar social contexts and/or 

unable to communicate in the local language. In cases of international trafficking, many trafficking victims 

begin as irregular migrants, and may be unsure about their immigration status in the country of transit or 

destination. Fear of arrest and prosecution can make them timid to come forward. Even in familiar 

contexts, trauma, fear of retaliation, distrust of law enforcement, or social stigma may prevent them from 

accessing help.  

A desire for quantified information combined with the impossibility of developing accurate prevalence 

measures has led to largely speculative estimates of the extent of human trafficking across the globe. Walk 

Free Foundation (WFF), which produces an annual Global Slavery Index, estimates there are nearly 36 

million people in modern slavery today. The International Labor Organization (ILO), on the other hand, 

believes there are about 21 million people in forced labor situations around the world. The US State 

Department speculated in past years that about 600,000 to 800,000 men, women, and children are 

trafficked across international borders annually. Though these numbers are highly influential from an 

advocacy perspective, and draw much attention to the issue of human trafficking, the methods employed 

to produce them do not always stand up to strict scrutiny. That imprecision has led some to question what 

these numbers really tell us about the scale and scope of the issue.  

As member states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), regional nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), and experts set out at this dire moment to comprehend the scale of the problem 

regionally, it is important that they carefully—and critically—evaluate existing means for understanding 

its breadth and depth. Moreover, the launch of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) slated for the 

end of 2015 implies greater labor and capital mobility, and with it the potential to exacerbate the 

trafficking problem. With the much-anticipated unveiling of the ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in 

Persons (ACTIP) expected in November, the time is ripe for ASEAN to consider how it can act as a 

regional force to ensure better data collection on human trafficking.  

The aim of this report is to (1) establish a foundation of approaches for estimating hidden populations, 

(2) survey the field of current global and local prevalence measure methods, (3) outline normative and 

technical achievements and challenges that may guide the process of data collection and analysis in 

Southeast Asia, and (4) offer policy recommendations to advance understanding of the scale and scope of 

human trafficking. The report is intended both as a resource for the international anti-trafficking 

community to help evaluate current trafficking prevalence measures, and as a toolkit for ASEAN and 

those interested in the region to help set regional standards—and encourage standardization—for 

collecting and analyzing data on human trafficking. 

SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY  

The varied and complex challenges to assembling and analyzing better data on human trafficking clearly 

cannot be addressed in a single research study of limited time and scope. The original intention of this 

research was to evaluate current practices and develop suggestions for improving existing prevalence 

measures of human trafficking, with a focus on Southeast Asia. However, in executing the field study,  
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it quickly became evident that more basic issues—normative, methodological, and technical—must be 

addressed before more accurate prevalence numbers on trafficking can be generated. There is a critical 

need for additional studies on improving data on numerous other trafficking elements, such as push and 

pull factors, demographic information on traffickers, trafficking routes, supply chains, the enabling role of 

corruption, and case law management. The focus of this report remains largely on assessing the sheer scale 

of trafficked persons.  

This report is based on five months of desk research at Stanford University’s WSD HANDA Center for 

Human Rights and International Justice, limited to English-language resources. In addition, three weeks of 

interviews were conducted in the field, focused on Cambodia, Indonesia, and Thailand as case studies for 

the region. More than 40 sources representing foreign governments, international and local NGOs, 

multilateral agencies, and academic experts were interviewed. Sources are cited anonymously to protect 

the sensitivity of information shared. The report does not purport to be comprehensive, but to provide a 

compilation and analysis of relevant published materials, coupled with some empirical analysis of regional 

trends. The initial desk research for this project revealed a lack of synthesized information on estimating 

hidden populations, as well as the need for an overview of current approaches in the field of human 

trafficking. As such, this report aims to provide a synopsis as an easy reference for those interested in 

strengthening data collection practices. Highlighted resources should not be taken as an endorsement of 

any particular organization’s work. Among the vast information sources available, the resources here aim 

to be a representative cross-section for didactic purposes. The report also aims to provide an agenda for 

further studies on some of the key issues identified above. 

A Note on Semantics 

One of the normative challenges faced nearly universally is the tendency toward victimization of those 

who have been trafficked. While this report resists negative stereotypes portraying trafficked people as 

helpless or passive “victims,” it recognizes trafficking as a crime that ultimately is about taking advantage 

of another person’s vulnerabilities and/or limiting personal agency. Thus, the word “survivor” is generally 

preferable in that it represents a positive triumph over a debilitating situation. Yet too often the difference 

between remaining in and escaping from a trafficking situation has little to do with the individual’s own 

choices or agency, and more to do with the coercive environment that traffickers construct and exploit. 

Being a “victim” who does not escape the predations of traffickers, as so many do not, does not 

necessarily represent personal weakness. Instead, it often arises from the circumstances, individual and 

social, in which the trafficked person is caught. To avoid further victimization of trafficked people, the use 

of the word “victim” in this report should be recognized only as a semantic limitation.  
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Data and Human Trafficking 

A report on enhanced data collection practices would be remiss not to begin with an overview of what data 

is and how more data is, theoretically, beneficial. Across the field of international development, there is an 

increasingly emphatic push toward having more data. After all, when gathered and analyzed systematically 

and robustly, more data can offer seemingly infinite insights into the needs and realities of targeted 

populations. In addition, data aids in evaluating the effectiveness of policies and interventions aimed at 

serving those populations. Policies and conclusions not rooted in robust data and quality analysis are well-

recognized to be limited and potentially ineffective. That said, it is problematic to view data, a nebulous 

concept for many, as a guarantor of quality. Policies and programs based on poor data, for example, will 

likely be equally poor. The focus, then, should be not only on collecting more data, but better data.  

For the purposes of this report, trafficking data is understood to be any information related to human 

trafficking that has been collected by governments, multilateral agencies, local and international NGOs, 

and service providers. This could be quantitative data on the numbers of survivors served in shelters, 

border interdictions, or prosecutions of traffickers in domestic courts, for example. Of course, trafficking 

data can also be qualitative, as in the case of victim testimony, money flows, or patterns of irregular 

migration. However, the focus of this study is on quantitative victim prevalence data—how big the 

problem is on a global scale.  

In the roughly two decades since re/committing to the fight against human trafficking, the international 

community has become increasingly aware of the need for comprehensive, reliable, standardized, and 

systematically collected data. Dozens of studies over the past 10 years have investigated the issue of human 

trafficking data collection. Frank Laczko and Marco Gramegna drew attention to this issue in 2003, 

acknowledging that “one of the biggest gaps in our understanding of trafficking is in the area of statistics 

and data collection,” and that the sharing of information between countries is critical to stemming the 

trafficking tide.4 While lamenting that available national statistics and global prevalence figures are 

generally “guesstimates,” Laczko was encouraged by steady improvements to the process of estimating the 

scale of the trafficking problem. In 2006, the US Government Accountability Office (GAO) issued a report 

on the need for enhanced data and more strategic approaches to reporting and analyzing US anti-trafficking 

efforts overseas.5 In that report, the GAO questioned US government estimates on trafficking prevalence, 

simply stating that the “accuracy of the estimates is in doubt because of methodological weaknesses, gaps in 

data, and numerical discrepancies.”6 Specific problems were enumerated. One issue was that a prominent 

estimate, developed by a single person who failed to document all of his work, proved to be non-replicable. 

Another issue was that the data supplied by foreign governments to the Office to Monitor and Combat 

Trafficking in Persons at the US Department of State (J/TIP) was problematic in terms of availability, 

reliability, and comparability. Dozens of other studies have identified these and other challenges, yet very 

few have attempted to offer succinct guidance on how to methodologically enhance the prevalence 

estimates. As such, reliable representations of the scale and scope of the problem remain elusive.  
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To navigate the “data revolution” currently underway, it is critical to have a clear idea of what 

precisely data is and what it can reveal, alongside a humble acknowledgment that data is not always going 

to be the answer to every problem, whether in the field of trafficking or elsewhere. As cautioned by 

Patrick Ball of Human Rights Data Analysis Group: “If you’re looking at poverty or trafficking or 

homicide, we don’t have all the data, and we’re not going to....That’s why these amazing [data-analysis] 

techniques that the industry people have are great in industry, but they don’t actually generalize to our 

space very well.”7 That is not to say better data analysis is not a worthwhile goal; it must simply be 

undertaken with an awareness that problems as thorny and complex as human trafficking will require 

equally multifaceted solutions. A useful place to begin is with an overview of existing methods for 

estimating hidden populations, which will ensure a clear understanding of their limitations and a 

consideration of means to improve them. 
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Methods for Estimating Hidden Populations 

By their very nature, some populations are impossible to explicitly count. They may be difficult to define 

or hidden, in which case identifying as a member may put a person at risk, either socially or physically. 

For example, one can rather easily estimate the number of children currently living in the United States, 

but it becomes much more challenging to measure the prevalence of children who suffer domestic abuse 

nationwide, much less across the globe. The case of measuring trafficked populations is especially difficult 

because it is both a hidden—meaning the total population, or sampling frame in the case of statistical 

analysis, is unknown—and rare phenomenon. Though this report will go on to establish the rather dubious 

nature of existing global estimates of trafficking, if the 35.8 million global figure offered by Walk Free 

Foundation’s Global Slavery Index is accurate, that would indicate that roughly 0.5 percent of the global 

population is a victim of trafficking.  Locating this population through simple random sample surveys, the 

preferred method for standard prevalence estimation, would be difficult and resource intensive in any 

situation. But surveying the trafficked population becomes arguably impossible given the nature of the 

activity, which is subject to severe legal penalties, massively profitable, often facilitated by corrupt 

practices, and may operate through highly organized criminal networks. Though outside the scope of this 

research, it is worth noting that the extrapolation of trends uncovered while analyzing data on identified 

survivors can be problematic. Those who escape trafficking situations and seek legal actions and/or social 

services may, in fact, have marked differences from the populations that remain in trafficking or decline 

services. 

The field of statistics provides a variety of sampling and estimation techniques that can be employed to 

approximate the prevalence of hidden populations. They are summarized here with relevant examples of 

how they have been employed, including in the field of human trafficking, if applicable. Because the 

intended audience of this report is not expected to have substantial training in statistics or social science 

research methodology, the use of technical terms has been minimized. That said, nontechnical readers 

may skip ahead to the next section on assessing prevalence measures without negatively impacting their 

understanding of the report in whole. 

CAPTURE-RECAPTURE 

The capture-recapture, or mark and recapture, sampling method has long been used to estimate the size of 

a population in which the sampling frame is unknown. It was first applied to the study of wildlife 

populations in the 1800s—estimating the number of a given fish species in a lake, for example—and has 

become quite popular in epidemiological studies and in the social sciences to measure elusive populations, 

such as homeless people, sex workers, intravenous drug users, or HIV patients. Essentially, a preliminary 

sample (capture) is drawn at random from the population and marked in some way before an independent 

resampling of the same population is conducted, which is the recapture element. The relationship between 



 INACCURATE NUMBERS, INADEQUATE POLICIES | 7 

the two samples, evaluated in terms of the overlap of those captured in both cases, allows statisticians to 

estimate the size of the target population. It should be noted that estimates resulting from capture-recapture 

methodology have relatively high variance—that is, the spread of the estimates is high—and the method’s 

underlying assumptions can introduce biases. These assumptions include that the population is closed (the 

population has not changed during the study), that individuals can be easily matched in the capture and 

recapture phases, that individuals have the same chance of being sampled in each phase, and that the 

capture and recapture phases occur independently. Though employed in the ILO’s global estimate of 

forced labor (discussed in detail in the next section), the organization recommends using this sampling 

method “only when other enumeration methods are not feasible.”8 This is understandable considering that 

human trafficking by its nature violates some of the core assumptions this methodology rests upon. In 

reality, the population is constantly changing and the “matching” of victims between the two survey 

phases is a complicated task. 

MULTIPLE SYSTEMS ESTIMATION 

In recent years, the use of multiple systems estimation (MSE) to evaluate the size of difficult-to-count 

populations has gained some traction in the field of human rights. In essence, MSE builds on capture-

recapture methodology by adding additional recapture samplings. San Francisco–based Human Rights 

Data Analysis Group advocates its use, for example, in estimating the casualties of grave human rights 

violations. The group’s recommendation is based on the awareness that any single casualty list (the 

sampling unit, in this case) will likely be incomplete due to geographical, financial, political, or other 

limitations. The idea is that sampling from multiple lists and analyzing the overlap allows one to estimate 

the “dark figure,” which is the number not accounted for on documented lists of closed populations.9 In 

addition to casualties of war, MSE has been used to estimate illegal wildlife smuggling and drug use. 

Because lists of trafficking survivors reported by service providers, anti-trafficking NGOs, and law 

enforcement are guaranteed to be incomplete, but likely overlapping, MSE provides a potential tool for 

better estimating trafficking prevalence. In fact, the method was applied last year in an exploratory 

analysis of the scale of human trafficking in the United Kingdom (UK). However, the study explicitly 

cautioned that “the findings should be treated as tentative, because the modeling includes assumptions 

which (though plausible) cannot be easily verified and uses data that inevitably has limitations.”10 The 

study analyzed data that had been collated from a broad range of sources, and ultimately gave an estimate 

of 10,000–13,000 potential victims of trafficking in the UK in 2013. In a recent interview, Walk Free 

Foundation noted that MSE might be applied to estimate prevalence in the United States in future human 

trafficking indices.11  

NETWORK SAMPLING 

Network sampling is commonly used to study hidden populations such as homeless people or cancer 

patients. Using this method, membership in a given population is determined by either directly surveying 

the population of potential members or by relying on official records or documents to establish 

membership. The latter assumes accurate, comprehensive official records, which might not be available. 

The technique derives its name from its method: surveyed people are asked to report the prevalence of the 
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characteristic under study among their family, friends, professional contacts, or other networks. This 

technique was employed by Gallup researchers, who conducted some of the sampling research for Walk 

Free Foundation’s recent Global Slavery Index (further elucidated in the following section). An obvious 

challenge lies in the issue of double counting, as researchers rarely know who is being counted in the 

networks of multiple interviewees. 

SNOWBALL SAMPLING 

Snowball sampling, a non-probability technique that is inherently less robust, expands on the idea of 

network sampling. Instead of asking an initial seed population to report on members of their network who 

belong to the group under study, snowball sampling asks those sampled to refer researchers to these 

connections, who are then sampled (first wave). This process is repeated a given number of times, causing 

the sampled population to grow exponentially. Typically, five waves is seen as sufficient to gain an 

accurate understanding of the given population in a limited geographic region. However, it should be 

cautioned that one of the downfalls of this method is that the initial sample, and each wave thereafter, is 

likely to recruit others with whom they share some resemblance. Also, bias is introduced at the outset. For 

one thing, the seed population is not randomly recruited—if they could be, they would not be considered a 

hidden population. For another, those people who are accessible to researchers are often not representative 

of the population at large. Overall, the non-random nature of this process is responsible for its downfalls 

being that random sampling helps eliminate biases because all individuals have an equal chance of 

inclusion in the survey. 

Due to its non-randomness, the technique is unlikely to yield a statistically representative sample of the 

population at large. Although a weighting element—a statistical technique that corrects for biases—can 

enhance the soundness of a given study, valid conclusions cannot be drawn about the entirety of the 

population in question. Despite these limitations, the obvious advantage of this tactic is relatively easy 

access to members of a hidden population, especially in situations where identifying and/or locating them 

would otherwise be difficult. Hence, snowball sampling is more resource efficient, saving researchers 

time, money, and staff support.  

This methodology was employed in Not For Sale’s 2014 prevalence study on human trafficking in 

Silicon Valley. The study, released in October 2014, drew heavily on survey data from local service 

providers, as well as interviews with case managers gathered in two counties over a three-year period. The 

survey was designed by a team of international experts familiar with developing and implementing human 

trafficking monitoring systems, and it focused on collecting basic demographics, socioeconomic circum-

stances (past and present), and information on the trafficking experience. Participation was somewhat low, 

and some of those who opted not to complete the survey cited difficulty in accurately identifying clients as 

trafficking victims or lack of sufficient records. Not For Sale was careful to note the limitations of this 

sampling methodology, particularly the biases introduced by having a handpicked initial sample use their 

networks to select further participants. This can lead to an overrepresentation of, for example, service 

providers working with survivors of sexual exploitation, as opposed to those trafficked for labor. 

Researchers declined to estimate area prevalence, and instead attempted to describe the general nature of the 

trafficking situation. The methodology was also employed in Verité’s recent study on forced labor in the 

electronics industry in Malaysia, which will be further discussed in the section on local prevalence studies.  
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ADAPTIVE CLUSTER SAMPLING  

Adaptive cluster sampling is similar to snowball sampling, but in place of relying on the initial targeted 

population’s network, surveyors target those in a given proximity, whether geographical or in similar 

demographic brackets. In the case of physical vicinity, as members of the population under study are 

identified, others within a predetermined geographical proximity are added to the sample. As applied to 

trafficking, this method could be useful if employed near border towns or high-prevalence areas, or in 

instances where population clustering is difficult. But like snowball sampling, careful attention must be 

paid to assigning proper extrapolation weights to account for the biases inherent to non-random sampling.   

RESPONDENT-DRIVEN SAMPLING 

Respondent-driven sampling builds on snowball sampling by applying a mathematical model (using 

Markov chain theory and biased network theory) that compensates for the biases introduced by its non-

random nature. The technique was developed in the late 1990s as part of an HIV-prevention project and 

has been employed since in a number of public health studies—for example, to estimate the populations of 

IV drug users and sex workers. While the mathematical model is complex, the basic idea is that 

sufficiently long referral chains ultimately produce a sample that is independent from the seed sample. The 

model is further informed by analysis of the network structures created throughout the sampling waves, 

allowing researchers to control for bias introduced by these structures. Essentially, the various biases are 

quantified and used to weight the sample. If done properly, the final sample bias is believed to be trivial in 

samples of meaningful size.12 

TIME-SPACE SAMPLING 

Time-space sampling (TSS) is used to produce membership probability estimates of hidden populations. 

Venue-day-time units are constructed to represent the places, days, and times where and when this 

population might congregate. These units are then randomly selected for sampling, as opposed to 

randomly selecting a survey participant. Like similar methods, TSS has been used frequently with HIV-

related projects, as well as surveying sex workers. A non-random variation of this approach was used by 

International Justice Mission in its study on the prevalence of commercial sexual exploitation of children 

in Cambodia. As opposed to targeting groups, the survey targeted specific types of establishments—

karaoke bars and massage parlors, for example—for observation (as discussed further in the section on 

local prevalence studies).  

 

The technique of stratification can be applied generally among these estimation techniques. Essentially, a 

given population is divided into various strata based on one or more characteristics—income level, 

education level, race, age, etc.—and independent samples are taken from each. The groupings can be 

oversampled or undersampled in order to get a more accurate representation of the total population. For 

example, a general population survey might divide the population into brackets based on income level and 

then sample equally among each stratum to locate the key characteristics of each subgroup. When the 

results are extrapolated to the population at large, however, analysts must be cognizant that each income 
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bracket makes up a unique proportion of the total population, thus each stratum would need to be  

weighted accordingly. Furthermore, stratification offers researchers more keen insights into how these 

subpopulations may differ systematically. Applied to the field of human trafficking, researchers might 

consider oversampling in strata where they expect to find more cases of trafficking (such as in cities near a 

porous international border, rural towns identified as source hubs, or areas popular among sex tourists) in 

order to gain insight into the demographics of that population. They would then weight these particular 

strata accordingly before extrapolating out to the entire population.  
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Assessing Current Global Prevalence Estimates 

By understanding the available research methodologies, it is possible to better comprehend how the global 

prevalence estimates of human trafficking that have proliferated in recent years were derived, and to better 

evaluate their validity. Careful examination of these estimates could be useful to ASEAN should it 

consider developing regional prevalence measures in the future. To reiterate, this analysis focuses on the 

trafficking prevalence numbers offered in the global reports discussed herein; it does not discount the 

wealth of information these reports offer about trafficking in various countries or about global trends.  

Though global trafficking prevalence numbers—typically Walk Free Foundation’s 35.8 million 

estimate or the International Labor Organization’s forced labor estimation of 21 million—are rather 

ubiquitously cited as a matter of fact in NGO materials, news stories, government reports, and academic 

journal articles, very little academic scholarship has been devoted to critically evaluating the figures, as 

international human rights law expert Anne Gallagher noted in the Guardian last year.13 

In April, Glenn Kessler of Washington Post focused his “Fact Checker” column on assessing the 

validity of such estimates, rating them for factual errors and/or contradictions. Kessler draws attention to 

the seeming incompatibilities of the US State Department citing “as many as 27 million” trafficking 

victims in 2013, compared to “more than 20 million” the following year. Meanwhile, WFF’s Global 

Slavery Index estimated there were 29.8 million modern slaves in 2013, compared to 35.8 million a year 

later. Kessler’s quote from an anonymous State Department official sums up the challenge: “The major 

problem we have always faced with human trafficking is finding good data….For now, this is still a 

guesstimate, but the best guesstimate there is.”14 

A recent piece in the Economist on the rising popularity and growing influence of global performance 

indices highlighted the fact that such rankings draw public attention and are cited by governments in an 

effort to change policy, despite the fact that the indices may be based on “shaky figures that are calculated 

differently in different countries.”15 Moreover, these indices often assume a common understanding of 

very subjective, vague concepts or assign numerical values to qualitative information. On a more positive 

note, the article highlights the effectiveness of the US Department of State’s annual Trafficking in Persons 

Report (TIP Report). This annual compendium of governmental anti–human trafficking efforts across the 

globe, discussed in detail below, has effectively pressured governments to implement anti-trafficking 

legislation, for example. Field interviews and various media reports confirmed the extent to which 

Southeast Asian governments target policies and data collection to meet reporting requirements, for better 

or worse. The merits and drawbacks of these mechanisms for estimating trafficking prevalence are 

discussed in further detail here.  

WALK FREE FOUNDATION’S GLOBAL SLAVERY INDEX 

Australia-based Walk Free Foundation was founded in 2012 by mining magnate Andrew Forrest with the 

mission of ending modern slavery by “mobilizing a global activist movement, generating the highest 
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quality research, enlisting business and raising unprecedented levels of capital to drive change in those 

countries and industries bearing the greatest responsibility for modern slavery today.”16 The organization 

has gained significant attention among the anti-trafficking community for its annual Global Slavery Index 

(GSI), which in its second iteration in 2014 ranked 167 countries based on the percentage of the 

population thought to be enslaved. (Much debate has taken place in the movement regarding use of the 

term “modern slavery” in place of “human trafficking” or other exploitative violations of international 

law, but that is an issue that requires separate treatment.) The original 2013 GSI was created to quantify 

the problem of human trafficking, and was allegedly spawned by advice that Bill Gates gave to Forrest:  

“If you can’t measure it, it doesn’t exist.”17  

The latest Global Slavery Index estimates that 35.8 million men, women, and children are enslaved 

worldwide. These results are based, in part, on face-to-face and telephone random sample surveys 

implemented by Gallup International as part of its worldwide poll of about 8,000 people in Brazil, 

Ethiopia, Indonesia, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Russia, countries selected for regional representation 

and with a focus on source countries. These interviews were supplemented by WFF surveys in three 

additional countries—Malaysia, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia—and reliance on nine existing studies from 

organizations such as ILO and the US Agency for International Development (USAID). The existing 

studies surveyed Belarus, Bulgaria, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Haiti, Moldova, Namibia, Niger, 

Romania, and Ukraine. In total, 19 foundational data sources were used. Individual country prevalence 

was further informed by data reported directly from 38 governments (of the 167 approached), and by in-

house researcher verification of data collected through desk research and interactions with local experts in 

60 countries. The 2014 index represents enhancements over the original 2013 index in that it tried to paint 

a more robust picture of the human trafficking situation in each country (through further examination of 

vulnerability factors and government responses for all indexed countries), and expands the scope of 

random sample surveys used to supplement the desk research. For next year’s index, WFF plans to 

conduct surveys in 19 additional countries, again in partnership with Gallup International. “Each year,  

we aim to rely less on extrapolation,” said Policy and Research Manager Katharine Bryant in a recent 

interview.18  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With data from the 19 surveyed countries, Walk Free Foundation grouped all 167 countries into seven 

clusters based on perceived geographical, socioeconomic, and governance similarities, with each cluster 

containing between zero and six countries where surveys had been conducted. WFF then established what 

Final questions selected by WFF with Gallup: 

1. Have you or has anyone in your immediate family ever been forced to work by an employer?  

2. Have you or has anyone in your immediate family ever been forced to work by an employer to 

repay a debt with that employer?  

3. Have you or has anyone in your immediate family ever been offered one kind of work, but then 

were forced to do something else and not allowed to leave?  

4. Have you or has anyone in your immediate family ever been forced to marry?  

 

“Yes” answers to any of these triggered follow-on questions.  
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proportion of each country’s population was enslaved based on weightings and comparisons to countries 

for which they had survey data. Needless to say, this process rests on a considerable number of 

assumptions, and it becomes increasingly complex and difficult to follow, even for those trained in survey 

methodology and extrapolation techniques. The full 79-page methodology report is available online.19  

As mentioned, the index further ranks countries based on government response to the problem (letter 

rankings from D to AA, similar to a country’s credit score), as well as a vulnerability dimension from 0 to 

100 percent. These categories are composed of a long and fairly robust set of indicators. For example, the 

government response ranking tries to evaluate day-to-day practices more than simply the enactment of 

anti-trafficking legislation or the number of prosecutions of traffickers. The figure considers factors such 

as coordination and accountability mechanisms, attitudes, and societal institutions that could affect human 

trafficking, as well as the private sector’s potential role in public procurement of goods and services that 

may employ forced labor. Another positive development in WFF’s methodology is that it includes 

indicators that attempt to elucidate the gap between what a government promises or legislates versus what 

it delivers. The latest report integrated “negative indicators” into the ranking process, which represent 

actions by governments that might hinder the implementation of laws and policies that otherwise look 

great on paper. For example, instead of considering just the number or reach of anti-trafficking police 

trainings, WFF is interested in learning how many trafficking victims have been successfully identified by 

these trained police. Corruption is another obvious negative indicator that could impede the meaningful 

enactment of anti-trafficking policies.  

To be fair, when developing an index of this scope, it might be expected that an entity like WFF would 

work behind the scenes for several years before releasing the first iteration. Instead, the group chose to 

work very publicly in the hopes of learning along the way. As expressed in interviews with several high-

level WFF staff, there is a healthy awareness that the methodology will need to become more rigorous 

before year-to-year comparisons on prevalence or commentaries about overarching trends can be made.  

“We are at the difficult front end of a challenging project, but for me it’s about being willing to try and 

fail at different things so you can learn and improve,” said Fiona David, executive director of global 

research at Walk Free Foundation and one of the lead authors of the index. “Being able to understand how 

big the problem is is critical—it’s too important not to try.”20 David went on to emphasize how she and her 

colleagues appreciate constructive criticism so they can continuously improve the index. Despite the 

critiques, it is difficult to argue with the point that WFF has managed to draw significant attention to the 

issue of trafficking through the tremendous media attention given to the index and its findings. Though 

wary of propagating imperfect information, from an advocacy perspective, WFF has been fairly impactful.  

Still, the GSI has justly attracted some ire from critics who draw attention to its complicated, and 

arguably messy, methodology. In the previously mentioned article in the Guardian, international human 

rights law expert Anne Gallagher candidly put forth her concerns with the index’s approach, which she 

describes as “a mysterious, inconsistently applied methodology, a raft of unverified assumptions and 

multiple, critical errors of fact and logic.”21 Gallagher draws specific attention to the sometimes 

questionable clustering of countries. For example, China has been put in the same cluster as Japan and 

South Korea. In another example, South Africa’s trafficking prevalence is derived from the assumption 

that it is 70 percent similar to Western Europe and 30 percent like its African neighbors. The overarching 

point Gallagher makes is that “poor information, presented as fact, contributes to poor decision making 
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and sometimes highly damaging, unintended outcomes.”22 That said, she acknowledges that reliable, 

replicable data of the sort WFF aspires to gather would be immensely valuable.23 

Like Gallagher, Andrew Guth of George Mason University—writing with a team of researchers in a 

2014 issue of Social Inclusion—lauded the index’s resource-intense goal of collecting vast amounts of 

primary data on trafficking, but cautioned against the danger of producing global estimates that are not 

easily validated. The article also expressed concern over the publicity given to the index as it means these 

tenuous estimates are circulated widely in the mass media, quoted by high-level policymakers and 

celebrities (from US Presidential hopeful and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to U2 front man 

Bono), and in academic journals. Over time, the same numbers are repeated over and over to the point that 

they are often offered without citation and simply given as fact. Neil Howard of the European University 

Institute in Florence describes such indices as a “merry-go-round of data that isn’t really data….The aims 

may be well-meaning, but sensationalism doesn’t help.”24 

Despite the criticisms, there are several elements of Walk Free Foundation’s methodology and 

approach that are worth further consideration. First, WFF is collecting valuable data through its surveys 

and benefiting from the nearly unrivaled breadth of Gallup’s reach. Typically this type of survey work is 

too resource intensive for a single entity to undertake, so it is encouraging to see significant funding and 

labor being devoted to this issue. Moreover, because WFF aims to publish the GSI on an annual basis, new 

data will be generated at regular intervals, allowing for at least loose comparability at the country level 

over time. As WFF expands the scope of the national surveys to more countries, yearly comparisons might 

be made between the extrapolated estimate for a country not initially surveyed and the estimate derived 

through a future survey. This will give insight into the robustness of the extrapolation techniques, which 

could inform improved practices in the future. Importance sampling, a useful variance reduction technique 

for understanding rare events, could also be considered for generating trafficking prevalence measures. 

In the abstract, the motivation behind the GSI’s clustering makes intuitive sense in that it is based on 

demographic factors thought to be related to trafficking, in addition to geography. But, as further surveys 

are collected, the process could perhaps be strengthened by using statistical correlation measures to test the 

validity of existing groupings. Another option might be using a global database like the United Nations 

Development Index, which could get at some of the potential root causes of trafficking—education level, 

income, access to social services, etc.—and use statistical analysis to stratify similar countries.  

When asked broadly about the WFF methodology, a noted Stanford University–based political 

scientist and expert in survey methods noted that randomized surveys of this type tend to overestimate 

anything found in small proportions, though he recognized that this could be counterbalanced by victims’ 

reluctance to identify or report as such. Moreover, since the survey questions use an undefined timeframe 

(“Have you or has anyone in your immediate family ever…?”), it seems problematic to derive a point 

estimate, the prevalence value at any given moment, from them. Changing circumstances—such as war, 

internal conflict, natural disasters, and seasonal changes—may produce ebbs and flows of varying duration 

in the vulnerability of targeted populations, and thus affect survey results. Suggestions to potentially 

augment the robustness of the surveys included randomly asking about different groupings in the surveyed 

person’s social network—individual, family, best friends, full social network—as well as varying the 

timeframe (in the past one year, five years, ten years, or ever) and comparing results. In the end, “this is 

one of those impossible problems, so one shouldn’t be overly critical,” he said.  
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INTERNATIONAL LABOR ORGANIZATION’S GLOBAL ESTIMATE OF FORCED LABOR 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) released its first global report on forced labor in 2001, calling 

the rising incidence of forced labor and human trafficking the “underside of globalization.” It should be 

noted here that forced labor, as defined by the ILO’s 1930 Convention Concerning Forced or Compulsory 

Labour, essentially encompasses all forms of human trafficking outside of organ trafficking and forced 

marriage or adoption.  In 2001, the ILO was careful to avoid a prevalence estimate as it seemed “not 

possible at this stage to give an accurate estimate of the numbers affected on a global scale.”25 However, 

after two years of research and vast input from the internal Statistical Development and Analysis Unit, as 

well as academia, international and local NGOs, and governments, the follow-up report in 2005 gave a 

minimum global estimate of 12.3 million forced laborers. That figure was based on what was admittedly 

an “experimental” capture-recapture methodology. The methodology was revised and enhanced to give a 

2012 estimate of 20.9 million men, women, and children being victims of forced labor globally—

seemingly the most oft-cited statistic in the anti-trafficking community and media reports as of late. The 

ILO noted that despite similar methodology, the 2005 and 2012 estimates should not be compared for 

discerning trends; the latter was simply a “more robust estimate.”26 

In place of surveying people directly—as Walk Free Foundation did, in part, for its Global Slavery 

Index—the ILO’s statistical units consisted of reported cases of forced labor. In essence, these are cases 

reported in a variety of secondary sources, such as the media or NGO, government, and academic reports. 

To be relevant, recorded incidents of forced labor had to include a given number of victims, a location, 

and a date/time period. After two days of training on relevant concepts and data collection techniques, two 

teams (representing capture and recapture, respectively) composed of four graduate research assistants of 

varied nationalities and disciplines, but spanning the same eight languages, set out to comb information 

sources for cases of trafficking, mostly through Internet searches. When a case was identified, the 

researcher coded it across 72 variables and recorded the information in a specialized database. After three 

months of research, the two teams’ databases were matched to identify how many cases had been 

identified by both teams. Like WFF, the data was stratified, but in a less complex manner that focused 

solely on geography, type of forced labor, and whether data was based on one offense or from an 

aggregated case source. Finally, statistical modeling was applied to extrapolate from this the total number 

of forced labor cases, with consideration of stock, the number of victims of forced labor at a specific 

moment, versus flow, the number of victims moving in and out of situations of forced labor in a broader 

period of time.  

An initial question provoked by the ILO methodology is why the margin of error given (20.9 + 1.4 

million) is at the 68 percent level of confidence, as opposed to the more standard 95 percent level, which 

would require an additional standard deviation from the given estimate. In terms of methodology, ILO was 

careful to acknowledge the ways in which its approach may have challenged some of the necessary 

assumptions of capture-recapture sampling. For example, researchers are not working in a closed universe 

of cases; new reports appear constantly on the Internet, their main source for information. Nor is the 

likelihood of identifying cases equal across the board.  A case reported in the TIP Report by the US 

Department of State is more likely to be found by researchers than a report from a small, local NGO, 

particularly if the latter report was not published online. Moreover, the report assumes independence 

between the two sampling teams, but this is questionable being that they are similarly trained and likely to 
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find the same source material for cases. Furthermore, what one team finds may affect what the other team 

finds, whether because additional page views and the passage of time affect placement on a search engine 

results page or because a given NGO has been asked to provide reports which are now handy should the 

second team contact them. The likelihood of a case being discovered by both teams is higher than the 

unconditional probability due to a correlation between their samples. Apart from the issues of limiting the 

samples to only eight languages and emphasizing use of the Internet, thus potentially excluding significant 

local NGO documentation, there is an additional problem: the numbers derived from single incident 

reports were likely counted in aggregated reports, leading to double counting (a major challenge in 

estimating hidden populations generally). The assumptions necessary for a robust prevalence estimate to 

be derived from capture-recapture methods are simply too stringent. There is no chance that all members 

of a population of forced laborers have equal probability of being captured. Imagine, for example, a case 

covered by the New York Times as opposed to a case only picked up in a local newspaper, or a highly 

publicized case with many Google hits compared to a case that appears in a print newsletter report from a 

small NGO. The report draws attention to these challenges to accurately measuring hidden populations: “It 

would be unrealistic to expect global estimation of forced labor with a high degree of accuracy.”27 While 

such self-awareness is commendable, it brings up again an issue that neither global estimate addresses, 

which is the more fundamental question of why global prevalence measures are necessary in the first 

place.  

It is encouraging, though, that the ILO has an eye on strengthening the robustness of their estimates 

through its new Data Initiative on Modern Slavery, which was launched last year. In April, a workshop 

was convened to begin delineating and evaluating existing tools and methodologies applied to surveys on 

modern slavery used for global estimates. As the initiative develops, its findings will inform a new global 

estimate of forced labor (expected in 2017, perhaps with regional breakdowns on prevalence) and the 

implementation by 2016 of a Global Slavery Observatory. This latter initiative aims to be a global 

database to manage and share qualitative and quantitative information on modern slavery, including 

tracking anti-trafficking policy changes, through collaboration with other organizations collecting similar 

data. Initiatives such as this, which identify, accumulate, and share data on a wider and more sustained 

basis, are necessary and welcomed steps to producing more accurate information on trafficking. 

US TIP REPORT 

Though not a trafficking prevalence measure, the annual Trafficking in Persons Report produced by the 

Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons at the US Department of State warrants discussion 

because of its global influence. The TIP Report claims to be the “world’s most comprehensive resource of 

governmental anti-human trafficking efforts.”28 In addition to offering country-by-country narratives, the 

report ranks each nation on one of three tiers (plus a Tier 2 Watch List), based largely on its government’s 

anti-trafficking policies.  

Contents are informed  by material coming from US embassies, foreign government officials, local and 

international NGOs, news articles, academic scholarship, media reports, and information submitted 

directly to the J/TIP office through an open email system. Tier rankings are largely based on a given 

government’s efforts to comply with the US Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s (TVPA) minimum 

standards for the elimination of human trafficking, rather than evaluating the nature and scope of the issue 
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in the given state. These TVPA standards incorporate numerous provisions, including the passage of 

relevant laws prohibiting trafficking, minimum punishments for convicted traffickers, the implementation 

of proactive victim identification mechanisms for frontline law enforcement and service providers, and 

efforts to provide victims with social and legal services. Therefore, a Tier 1 ranking implies not that 

human trafficking is not a problem in the place under investigation, but that the government is making 

efforts to address it in accordance with TVPA, and must continue to do so in order to maintain the ranking. 

Tier 2 indicates a country that is not fully complying with TVPA’s minimum standards, but is making 

significant efforts to do so. Countries are placed on the Tier 2 Watch List if the number of victims of 

trafficking is very significant or steadily increasing, if the government cannot provide evidence of 

increasing efforts from the previous year, or if a government commits to, but has not yet demonstrated, 

such progress. Tier 3 countries are found noncompliant with TVPA and are not making significant efforts 

to comply. After two consecutive years on the Tier 2 Watch List, a country that does not improve is 

automatically downgraded to Tier 3. This policy was introduced in the 2013 TIP Report, though the 

provision can be waived by the Secretary of State for up to two years if the given government shows 

strong intentions to comply with TVPA, expressed by implementing a written plan. A waiver, for 

example, was granted to Thailand in 2012 and 2013 before the state was downgraded to Tier 3 in the 2014 

TIP Report (where it remains in 2015).  

In addition to avoiding public embarrassment and scorn from the international community, countries 

are inclined to avoid restrictions on non-humanitarian, non-trade bilateral assistance that can be triggered 

by a Tier 3 ranking. For example, in the wake of its second consecutive year on Tier 3, Thailand 

significantly ramped up an anti-trafficking campaign, resulting in a number of arrests, as part of its efforts 

to be upgraded in 2016.29 Furthermore, the implicated government would face US opposition to assistance 

from international financial institutions like the World Bank. However, the president of the United States 

has the discretion to waive any or all of the sanction provisions to avoid detrimental effects to vulnerable 

populations or if it is in US national interest to do so.  

The TIP Report has drawn widespread critique centered on the inconsistency of data collected and 

reported, the challenges inherent to such global ranking mechanisms, and the politicization of the issue of 

human trafficking. Because J/TIP relies highly on self-reported data from governments, NGOs, and other 

international and local sources, there is little standardization of data, making comparisons and 

generalizations difficult—an issue that resonates throughout this report. Moreover, because governments 

have to self-report data, there are incentives to potentially alter the information. Past TIP Reports have put 

forth global prevalence numbers and/or given estimates as to the number of people trafficked each year, 

often without concrete citations or explanations of how such numbers were derived, but J/TIP seems to be 

moving away from this practice. The last reference to prevalence can be found in the 2013 TIP Report: “In 

contrast, social scientists estimate that as many as 27 million men, women, and children are trafficking 

victims at any given time.”30 

Like the GSI, the TIP Report is produced with good intentions. Over time, improvements have been 

made, including broadening the geographical scope. While the report initially evaluated only countries 

determined to send, receive, or transit “a significant number” of victims of trafficking, it now covers 188 

countries and territories, including an introspective look at the United States’ own record. Also, the US 

government has moved beyond the myopic tendency to focus on trafficking of women and girls for the 
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purpose of sexual exploitation—certainly not the only entity guilty of this simplistic narrative—to 

encompass myriad forms of trafficking, including cases that do not involve physical movement. There 

seems to be a growing awareness at J/TIP that successful anti-trafficking policies will require more than 

the development of a legal framework; the implementation of such laws and normative shifts are 

increasingly highlighted in country narratives.  

One of the TIP Report’s minimum requirements of foreign governments is that they report information 

on trafficking investigations, prosecutions, and convictions to the US government; such data is included in 

the report. Of course, these numbers cannot be used as a proxy for trafficking prevalence as they are 

reflective of not only the incidence of trafficking, but also government commitment to the issue and state 

capacity to enforce anti-trafficking laws and judicial processes. Moreover, a change from year to year 

could reflect either a change in the scale of trafficking or a change in a state’s ability to address it.  

Besides the obvious challenge of relying on self-reported data to be accurate, this approach has 

promoted an overemphasis on the criminal justice aspects of trafficking. Its prominence has arguably been 

detrimental to a more comprehensive structure that ensures survivors receive the resources and services 

promised by international law, and that governments are working on preventive measures to address 

vulnerability factors. Still, a fair amount of anecdotal evidence supports the claim that the TIP Report 

wields considerable influence in shaping the global anti-trafficking agenda, as previously noted. 

Moreover, NGOs in the field indicated that the report serves as an effective advocacy tool in their work, 

allowing them to approach the relevant government with specific targets to improve its TIP Report 

ranking. Not For Sale CEO David Batstone noted in the Guardian: “Governments do not want a bad 

showing in the TIP Report, so targeted strategies looking at how they can work on their anti-trafficking 

programs using TIP as a framework will often have more of an impact.”31 

Despite healthy criticism, Gallagher asserted in 2011 that the TIP Reports, assuming they are not 

impeding the development of a potentially superior mechanism, have enriched the conversation: “Without 

the reports, our collective knowledge of trafficking-related exploitation would likely be less; individual 

governments would likely have greater control over the flow of information that properly belongs in the 

public domain; and even the most egregious failure on the part of a state to deal with trafficking-related 

exploitation would likely come at little reputational or other cost.”32 Of course, improvements can always 

be made, and just as J/TIP hopes that the naming and shaming element of a poor ranking might positively 

affect a government’s approach, the international community can hope that healthy debate and critique can 

likewise improve the reporting process.  

UNODC GLOBAL REPORT ON TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS 

On the tenth anniversary of the adoption of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 

Persons, Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol), member states demonstrated renewed 

energy on the subject by adopting the United Nations Global Plan of Action to Combat Trafficking in 

Persons. Among other provisions, this plan, mandated by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC), was established to collect information and publish a Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 

every two years. The hope was to enhance the documentation provided by states to the UNODC, as 

keepers of the Palermo Protocol and the parent Convention on Transnational Organized Crime. It was  
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noted at the time that, “reporting rates are low, and the information received from governments is uneven, 

shallow, and often ambiguous.”33 

The second iteration of the Global Report on Trafficking in Persons was released in 2014, offering an 

overview of the state of human trafficking by region based on information gathered from/in 128 countries. 

It is significant—and deliberate—that the report does not provide country-by-country analyses. Instead, it 

relies on general discussions of patterns in trafficker and trafficked population demographics, forms of 

exploitation, flows, typology of the organizational elements of trafficking as a crime, and the response of 

the international community to this issue. 

Based on feedback from a meeting with independent academics and researchers on measuring hidden 

populations, the UNODC made a very conscious decision not to offer a global estimate of trafficking 

victims. To their minds, the currently available data “do not support the development of a reliable global 

victim estimate based upon a sound methodology.”34 This conclusion by UNODC supports the above 

assertion that such global estimates must be treated with considerable caution. Instead, the UNODC plans 

to focus on a series of limited field-prevalence studies aimed at specific regions and forms of trafficking, 

and grounded in carefully defined indicators of trafficking relevant to the situation under investigation. 

Questionnaires and sampling design will be carefully selected for the target context. The expert 

consultants further encouraged piggybacking on existing data collection vehicles, such as national surveys 

or other UN-led surveys, where possible.  

UNODC research expert Fabrizio Sarrica, a core member of the report team, emphasized this point in a 

recent interview. “It is clear we are not capturing the dark figure, but we are aware of that limitation,” he 

said. “Our approach is to talk about the things that we know, while being very clear and transparent about 

the methodology and its limits. There is not an agreed scientific methodology to estimate number of 

victims of trafficking.”35 Such frankness and modesty in acknowledging the limits of what can and cannot 

be known with any certainty is a helpful step in identifying suitable methodologies and approaches. 

Nonetheless, the kind of information provided by UNODC on detected victims is helpful in better 

understanding profiles, routes, and other elements of trafficking. UNODC plans to expand on this by 

weaving additional profile pieces into the report, based on qualitative and ethnographic studies.36  

 

From an advocacy perspective, the utility of such global reports and, more specifically, prevalence 

measures is obvious. Each year, the release of these reports generates widespread media coverage and, in 

turn, public awareness. Yet the question of why we need a global “guesstimate” is rarely asked. Gallagher 

drew attention to this point in her article “Human Rights and Human Trafficking: A Reflection on the 

Influence and Evolution of the U.S. Trafficking in Persons Reports,” published in 2011. She emphasized 

that the field could be improved through an acknowledgment of “the well-known problems and pitfalls 

associated with quantifying the extent of the trafficking problem and the limits of current knowledge.” She 

argued further: “Such an admission could operate as a counterweight to the current unhealthy and 

unhelpful fixation on numbers and statistics that appears to be an endemic affliction of intergovernmental 

agencies, NGOs, researchers, and academics working in this area.”37 This perspective alludes to the need 

for healthy debate as to what global anti-trafficking reports should aim to accomplish and how they may 

best achieve those goals.  
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Localized Prevalence Studies: Examples from  

Southeast Asia 
The challenges of global prevalence estimates point to the utility of designing studies with a more 

narrowed geographical and thematic scope, whether a specific form of trafficking (e.g., child begging, sex 

trafficking, forced marriage) or a given industry known for high prevalence (e.g., textiles, fishing, 

electronics). Given that the stated objective of prevalence measures is to assess patterns among trafficked 

populations and evaluate the impact of policy responses, it only seems logical to focus prevalence 

measures at a more local level. An effective intervention for curbing sex trafficking in Southern Europe 

may not apply in West Africa, for example. More focused studies also offer a better understanding of the 

local context, and allow for more rigorous methodology that is less reliant on extrapolation and 

assumptions. Moreover, in the process of gathering prevalence data, it is likely that local trafficking 

patterns will emerge, allowing for better-informed, more targeted interventions. This ethos is beginning to 

permeate Southeast Asia, where local prevalence studies have been undertaken by multilateral agencies 

and NGOs. While the scope and robustness of these studies vary, the following examples highlight what is 

hopefully a growing trend toward replicable, localized prevalence measures.  

UN INTER-AGENCY PROJECT ON HUMAN TRAFFICKING—HUMAN TRAFFICKING SENTINEL 
SURVEILLANCE, POIPET   

The United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP, now the United Nations Action 

for Cooperation Against Trafficking in Persons, or UNACT) issued a series of Sentinel Surveillance 

reports aimed at assessing local prevalence of trafficking throughout the Greater Mekong Subregion over 

the course of its mandate. This particular analysis focused on studying the border crossing at Poipet, 

Cambodia. The objective was to assess the situation of Cambodian deportees returning from Thailand and 

to estimate numbers and types of cross-border trafficking victims, among other concerns.  

Over a period of four months in 2009, researchers carried out site surveys and interviews with a 

random sample of 400 male and female Cambodian labor migrants deported from Thailand through 

Poipet.38 Researchers selected each third person in the reentry processing line for interview, provided that 

three screening criteria were met—the person provided informed consent, was aged 16 or older, and had 

just returned from working in Thailand. Poipet was chosen as it receives the “vast majority of all deportees 

from Thailand.” Researchers hypothesized that this population of deportees contained both trafficked and 

nontrafficked migrants, and comparison would allow them to “pinpoint risk factors and protective 

factors.”39   

Through interviews, deportees were identified as “clear trafficking cases,” “possible trafficking cases,” 

and “not trafficking cases.” Criteria for determining trafficking status relied on Thailand’s Scope and 

Elements of Trafficked Persons, which uses definitions in line with the Palermo Protocol. Data analysts 
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compared and contrasted populations deemed to be trafficked and nontrafficked to determine the risk 

factors that led migrants into harm, and the factors that helped migrants avoid exploitation.40 Based on 

their observations of those deportees who had been trafficked among all returning Cambodian migrants 

crossing the border—23 percent in this case—researchers extrapolated prevalence of trafficking generally, 

based on official records of deportations. 

Obviously this methodology, like any evaluating a hidden population, is imperfect. It is possible that 

trafficking survivors return to their place of origin in ways other than as official deportees, for example. 

There may also be significant seasonal variation, especially in regard to labor trafficking, which is not 

represented in the four-month survey period. Furthermore, conducting interviews at a border crossing 

likely requires some complicity from the state, which may be difficult to ascertain, and the presence of 

state officials may intimidate returning trafficked populations. The report recognized some of these 

limitations, noting that deportees had free choice to opt out of the survey. Some, the report speculates, may 

have been too traumatized to speak to strangers or afraid to tell the full truth, and others may have 

exaggerated stories in search of social benefits. “The most significant issue with the methodology is that it 

only captures deported migrants,”41 and was not fully representative of the entire Cambodian migrant 

population. The notoriously porous nature of the Thailand-Cambodia border further complicates this 

challenge. Therefore, the report recognizes the numerical findings as minimum estimates. Overall, though, 

this is a move in the right direction as the study sets out clear parameters for the population being studied 

and relies less heavily on extrapolation compared to global studies. The use of primary data collection, as 

opposed to newspaper or NGO reports, is further encouraging. 

INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE MISSION—CSEC PREVALENCE IN CAMBODIA 

With offices in nearly 20 countries worldwide, International Justice Mission (IJM) focuses on rescue (the 

merits of this element of their anti-trafficking work can be debated, but that is outside the scope of this 

research), aftercare, and prosecution related to trafficking and sexual exploitation. Earlier this year, IJM 

released the results of their second study on the prevalence of commercial sexual exploitation of children 

(CSEC) in Cambodia. They found a significant decrease in the overall percentage of sex workers who are 

children, which dropped from 8.16 percent in 2012 to 2.2 percent in 2015, according to the study. The 

findings are based on a variant of time-space sampling conducted through undercover investigation by IJM 

staff and trained volunteers, most of whom are trained in law enforcement, in the cities of Phnom Penh, 

Sihanoukville, and Siem Reap.  

The findings elicited some controversy from other anti-trafficking organizations, including Agape 

International Missions, whose executive director questioned the report’s accuracy in a Washington Post 

editorial. He indicated that the trade had simply moved further underground, saying that “it’s evolved and 

become more covert.”42 The head of IJM’s investigative team in Cambodia, John Roberts, acknowledged 

this point in a recent interview, but stressed that the government’s more stringent approach to CSEC is 

working to make perpetrators realize it is a riskier business than before.  

From a social science perspective, the use of undercover tactics is questionable from both an ethical 

and methodological standpoint, since researchers’ claims cannot be validated and consent cannot be 

granted from their subjects. That said, IJM offers a thorough and well-articulated description of its 

research methodology, developed in collaboration with Philippine professor and national statistician  
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Lisa Grace Bersales. The methodology incorporates consideration of available techniques for measuring 

hidden populations, careful training for undercover surveyors, and a comprehensive mapping exercise of 

potential CSEC hubs. (However, it should be considered that as the CSEC industry becomes more hidden, 

it is less likely that the IJM team will be able to identify all potential places of exploitation.) On a related 

note, in Cambodia, IJM is prioritizing knowledge sharing by implementing a series of biannual voluntary 

surveys with civil society and government agencies on how and to what extent they have served victims of 

sex trafficking. The hope is to equip law enforcement, the judiciary, and social workers with better 

information so they can address trafficking more proactively and sustainably. With support from the 

National Committee for Counter Trafficking (NCCT) and the Cambodian National Police, IJM plans to 

aggregate the survey results to share with relevant government and NGO stakeholders, while maintaining 

confidentiality.  

VERITÉ—FORCED LABOR IN THE PRODUCTION OF ELECTRONIC GOODS IN MALAYSIA 

Verité, an international NGO focused on fair labor practices, recently released a two-year study of labor 

conditions in electronics manufacturing in Malaysia. The report concludes that one in three foreign 

workers surveyed in the Malaysian electronics industry was in a condition of forced labor. Results are 

based on interviews with about 500 workers across seven regions of the country covering various products 

and worker nationalities. In an effort to better understand root causes of this phenomenon, the report 

highlights key factors that contribute to human rights abuses in this manufacturing sector, including 

frequent reliance on third-party agents for recruitment, management, and employment of foreign workers; 

unlawful retention of identification materials; the charging of steep (and often hidden) recruitment fees; 

and inadequate legal protections.  

The study relies on mixed methods, combining both quantitative and qualitative desk research and 

fieldwork. For the latter portion, Verité combined snowball sampling and quota sampling (also a non-

probability technique in which the sample attempts to proportionally recreate the perceived characteristics 

of the entire population) to intentionally target participants likely or known to have characteristics relevant 

to situations of forced labor. A team of a dozen researchers representing diverse nationalities and language 

skills sought out a seed group of recruits. These recruits came from the researchers’ existing contacts in 

the industry, as well as through approaching people at identified gathering places and then asking for 

referrals to others who might meet inclusion criteria. Once a person was determined to meet given criteria, 

participants were surveyed to determine if they were in a situation of forced labor. The survey was 

developed by Verité specifically for this project, and was based on the framework for defining forced 

labor detailed in the ILO’s Hard to See, Harder to Count guidelines (see Appendix 2). In addition, the 

survey was vetted and piloted by the organization’s international team.   

Verité constructed a thoughtful methodology and offers a detailed explanation of the process in its 

final report. The research team underwent several weeks of training prior to the fieldwork, including 

careful review of the research design and methods, with a focus on informed consent and confidentiality, 

interview skills, data management, and security concerns. In addition, the team was given a clear 

understanding of the survey instrument and instructions on ensuring consistency in its use, as well as a 

review of electronics manufacturing processes in general. Unfortunately, based on the non-probability 

nature of the sampling technique, the results of Verité’s study cannot be extrapolated to represent the 
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population of electronics manufacturing laborers at large. Hence, the conclusions reflect characteristics 

and proportions only of “workers in the study sample.”43 Despite this limitation, the study provides helpful 

insights into the population of foreign workers in the electronics manufacturing industry in Malaysia that 

could improve recruitment and employment policies. Moreover, Verité demonstrates an awareness of the 

biases introduced through survey sampling generally, as well as the statistical limitations of snowball 

sampling. While acknowledging that the method is imperfect, such studies can still produce valuable data. 

CHAB DAI—BUTTERFLY LONGITUDINAL RESEARCH PROJECT 

Though not a prevalence measure, Cambodia-based Chab Dai’s work on trafficking victim re/integration 

should be highlighted for its dedication to ethical and rigorous standards. Furthermore, the organization’s 

10-year Butterfly Longitudinal Research Project is highly unique in the field for its protracted timeframe. 

Founder and Director Helen Sworn noted that it took significant time to find a donor to fund this research, 

drawing attention to the underfunding of research on human trafficking generally. (See Appendix 3 for 

more information on how Chab Dai hopes to incorporate data from this study into a shared, public 

database.) 

The study’s mid-point progress report reveals interesting data on survivors’ relationships with their 

families and communities, as well as changes in socioeconomic conditions for themselves and their 

families.44 For the first four years of the study, Chab Dai was mostly concerned with collecting 

quantitative information on survivor demographics, but soon realized that the numbers were not matching 

up year to year. For example, a survivor’s age was not increasing appropriately with the passage of time or 

information they reported about conditions at the time of trafficking was changing. As a result, the 

organization decided to shift focus to more qualitative information, thus ensuring accuracy and allowing 

for more open-ended answers.45 While researchers had formerly conducted statistical analysis with SPSS 

software, they now focus on thematic papers based on key commonalities revealed by survivors in 

interviews. What is most notable about Chab Dai’s work is the attention it pays to more stringent 

methodological and normative standards. For example, Cambodia Country Director Yeng Ros noted that 

the organization is very careful to build trust with its clients, thus ensuring more accurate reporting. 

Interviews take place outside of clients’ homes to help avoid questions and stigma associated with 

trafficking, and female interviewers are always assigned to work with female clients. Moreover, staff and 

consultants are offered intensive training on how to conduct interviews and analyze data, which 

supplements their academic training in the social sciences. 

 

Though not comprehensive, the above sampling of local prevalence measures undertaken in Southeast 

Asia provides ideas for potential avenues of exploration as NGOs and governments operating in the region 

consider undertaking similar studies. While the original intention of this research was to analyze such 

studies and their resulting prevalence measures, field interviews pointed to the need for more foundational 

issues to be addressed (with acknowledgment of progress over the past decade) before a methodological 

critique could really be helpful. Those observations are discussed in the following section.  
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Toward Robust Data Collection in ASEAN 

Equipped with an understanding of currently available research methodologies and how they are employed 

in the field of human trafficking, the logical next step is to assess the operating environment and potential 

in ASEAN to implement robust data collection and analysis on prevalence. In 2006, ASEAN and the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) partnered on ASEAN and Trafficking in Persons: Using 

Data as a Tool to Combat Trafficking in Persons, a study that then-ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng 

Yong hoped would “support the development of appropriate, accurate, and sustainable data collection on 

such trafficking in ASEAN.”46 Based on research in Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand, 

the report set out to catalog and assess the efforts of ASEAN member states (AMS) to collect trafficking 

data.  

This current research piece initially set out with the same ambition, using the IOM study as a 

benchmark. However, much as IOM researchers noted in their study a decade ago, the author encountered 

low to moderate levels of awareness among AMS and NGO practitioners concerning the manner and 

scope of existing data collected in case studies of Cambodia, Indonesia, and Thailand. Initial discussions 

in the field pointed toward more basic challenges that must be surmounted before data collection can be 

standardized and sustained throughout the region. Standardization is, of course, a precondition for accurate 

and meaningful prevalence studies. Thus, the focus of this report necessarily shifted to delineating where 

normative, methodological, and technical advancements have been made, and where gaps remain.47 The 

following summary observations are based on the experience of NGOs and government agencies in 

Cambodia, Indonesia, and Thailand. Although believed to be loosely representative of general trends in 

the region, it should be remembered that each country—and even every locality within a given country—

has a unique experience. This awareness supports extending methodologically sound prevalence studies as 

widely as possible within ASEAN, rather than relying on generalizations from one country to another. 

Given that trafficking in Southeast Asia is internal, intraregional, and global in scope, the exclusion of 

some AMS necessarily renders the study incomplete in important ways.  

Furthermore, as a reminder that the challenges addressed herein are universal and should not be seen as 

unfairly targeting practices of governments and NGOs in Southeast Asia, a report issued by the US 

National Institute of Justice in 2013 draws attention to these very challenges at home. With estimates 

ranging widely between 14,500 and 50,000 people trafficked annually into the United States, the report 

concludes that “the data used to estimate the prevalence of human trafficking in the US are lacking in 

scope and quality at the federal, state, and local levels.”48 These findings are based  not only on the hidden 

nature of the trafficked population, but also on similar challenges of local law enforcement and 

communities not prioritizing the issue, negative stereotypes about victims, and lack of dedicated resources, 

according to the study. Again, lack of sufficient and robust data on trafficking is a global, not just regional, 

challenge.  
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DEFINITION 

Any kind of standardization of data on human trafficking must rely at its most elemental level on a 

common definition of the problem and its component parts. To put it simply, in the words of one 

trafficking expert interviewed, “sloppy definitions lead to sloppy research, which in turn leads to sloppy 

and ineffective policy implementation.” This is an area where much progress has been made over the past 

decade in Southeast Asia, as more countries have ratified the Palermo Protocol and its definition of 

trafficking has rather widely been adopted as the international standard. Since the 2006 IOM study, which 

highlighted the challenge of inconsistent definitions, five additional ASEAN nations have ratified or 

acceded to the Palermo Protocol. By mandating that this trafficking definition be translated into domestic 

criminal law, the Palermo Protocol helps with the issue of standardization, despite varying degrees of 

clarity achieved across AMS.49 Brunei and Singapore remain the only two AMS that have not ratified. 

This problem could be ameliorated through ratification of the forthcoming ASEAN Convention on 

Trafficking in Persons (to be discussed in further detail below), which is expected to adopt the Palermo 

Protocol definition as the regional standard, according to sources close to its development. Several entities 

interviewed noted the helpfulness of the definition in identifying trafficking cases, particularly by applying 

the action, means, and purpose elements of the definition (or action and purpose for minors): “We look for 

the three components—our staff knows this clearly,” said the director of a Cambodian NGO working on 

the issue. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 

Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 

Adopted and opened for signature, ratification, and accession by General Assembly resolution 55/25 of 

November 15, 2000. 

 

For the purposes of this Protocol: 

(a) "Trafficking in persons" shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of 

persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of 

deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 

payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the 

purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution 

of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar 

to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs; 

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

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

(a) have been used; 

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

exploitation shall be considered "trafficking in persons" even if this does not involve any of the 

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

(d) "Child" shall mean any person under eighteen years of age. 
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That is not to say that the definition challenge has been solved by the Palermo Protocol. There remains 

uncertainty about undefined subsidiary concepts, such as “abuse of a position of vulnerability” and 

associated evidentiary issues, for example. Also, there is an increasing tendency in the anti-trafficking 

community to conflate terms like modern-day slavery (undefined in international law), slavery, forced 

labor, and human trafficking, making it difficult for international agreement on a precise definition. Still, 

there is much value in subscribing to the shared understanding of trafficking in persons offered by the 

protocol, and perhaps the seeming malleability of the Palermo definition will allow for a broadened 

definition that better encapsulates larger concepts of exploitation. “There is a need for an increasingly 

common understanding of human trafficking, and if Palermo is the fixed point we are working toward, 

then we will have to deal with that,” said an international trafficking expert working closely with the 

Cambodian government. “Going back now will probably result in a more fragmented environment.” 

Fortunately, as more and more countries adopt this definition and begin to adjudicate trafficking cases 

under that concept, the legislation, government regulations, and jurisprudence will likely expand its 

definition. As another expert source commented, “how we understood trafficking 10 years ago will be 

different from our understanding 10 years from now.”  

Despite this progress, adoption of a common definition in international and domestic law is not a 

guarantor that anti-trafficking measures will be successfully implemented. The de jure/de facto gap—what 

is dictated in law versus what happens in reality—is quite evident in Southeast Asia’s anti-trafficking 

sphere, where a deep understanding of the Palermo Protocol’s provisions have not yet permeated as widely 

as one might hope. “They know it, but they don’t apply it,” was a common sentiment expressed in 

interviews. “I have spoken to officials in the anti-trafficking division of the Thai police who clearly do not 

understand the definition,” said an international NGO representative. A US government representative 

noted varying interpretations of what constitutes trafficking across Indonesia, making centralized data 

collection difficult. (The geography of Indonesia’s vast archipelago is a further complicating factor.) In the 

end, a definition that is commonly adopted, understood, and implemented will be critical to collecting 

standardized trafficking data on a state, regional, and international basis. Without it, the ability of border 

officials, police, immigration authorities, and other first responders and service providers to properly 

identify victims will be hindered. Fortunately, as discussed below, NGOs and governments are making 

significant public advocacy efforts, as well as offering more targeted law enforcement and justice sector 

trainings, to ensure this knowledge permeates widely. 

A corollary to establishing a common definition of human trafficking is the need for common practices 

to identify its victims.50 In addition to adopting (and implementing) a common definition, government 

coordination is desperately needed to establish a common set of indicators to identify victims of 

trafficking. Among NGOs interviewed, there seems to be a growing awareness of this need, and several 

standardized forms for identification have been implemented. Moreover, many of these organizations 

conduct trainings on victim identification with anti-trafficking police units throughout the region. On the 

whole, though, these specialized modules have yet to be integrated into standard onboarding of all new 

officers. Though the IOM and various UN agencies have worked with the government of Indonesia to try 

to create standardized forms for victim identification, the author was told that such forms are simply 

created and not put into standard use. In Cambodia, the Ministry of Social Affairs has been developing a 

national standard for victim identification for the past eight years; the project currently awaits approval 
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from the anti-trafficking task force. Thailand produced a pamphlet in conjunction with the adoption of the 

national anti-trafficking law of 2008, though its contents appear rather nebulous and difficult to translate 

into day-to-day operations.51  

POLITICAL WILL 

To achieve lasting progress in combating human trafficking—a process requiring massive national and 

regional collaboration, as well as dedicated resources for standardized data collection—ASEAN 

governments will have to exercise tremendous political will and leadership. Appropriate budgets need to 

be allocated, civil servants need to be appropriately trained, and advocacy campaigns need to be 

undertaken to ensure the public is engaged on this issue. All of these elements require strong governance. 

As the issue of human trafficking gains ever-growing international attention, outward demonstrations 

expressing commitment to the problem are often made. Though this concern about human trafficking 

seems to be legitimate—perhaps triggered by both a realization of the domestic challenges the problem 

poses, as well as a desire to avoid international censure—nearly every source interviewed, both in and 

outside government, questioned the depth of political will required to facilitate the collaboration and 

dedicate the resources necessary to truly combat trafficking in persons.  

Many regional practitioners and experts pointed, once again, to the chasm between what is promised 

and what is implemented. In some cases, the gap translates into robust laws and policies on the issue of 

trafficking—for example, Indonesia’s National Law 21/2007 is highly regarded for its definition of 

exploitation that goes beyond the Palermo Protocol—but, “there is a real problem with implementation,” 

noted one source, a sentiment shared by many. Another NGO representative opined that the government 

“is happy to turn a blind eye to trafficking if it means you can reduce unemployment and social problems 

at home.” On the other hand, partly in response to public pressure, the Indonesian government has 

developed significant initiatives to attempt to deal with the plight of Indonesians working abroad in 

countries such as Saudi Arabia and Malaysia. Several other interviewees noted deep dissatisfaction with 

the Thai government’s response to the issue, despite very strong public speeches from the prime minister, 

who recently urged that “all state agencies must be serious about implementing the existing laws….All 

elements supporting human trafficking must be eliminated.”52 

If budget allocations are one reflection of government priorities, then commitment appears rather 

limited. Though hard numbers are difficult to come by in the field, both governmental and 

nongovernmental sources noted that the paucity of available funds for their work and lack of coordination 

often lead to inefficiencies. As an example, in Cambodia, a source working with the NCCT indicated that 

a request had recently been made for additional funds, beyond the $100,000 per annum that typically pays 

for staff, rent, and little else. They are still awaiting budget approval. In another example, when an anti-

trafficking police force was established there in 2002, it received no additional resources or training 

beyond the standard police budget, said one source. A locally operated NGO with significant experience 

working with local police noted how little funding it would take to help these units operate more 

effectively, estimating the cost in the tens of thousands of dollars, yet they are simply not allocated 

additional funds. In fact, he reported that the average anti-trafficking unit gets $25 per month to conduct 

operations. Given these meager sums, NGOs are often relied on to supply basic operating expenses for 

these units, such as office supplies or travel costs to conduct investigations. This process creates a perverse 
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incentive for governments to neglect their anti-trafficking forces: “As long as NGOs like us keep paying, 

they don’t have to make the investment,” the source noted. The NGOs, on the other hand, cannot simply 

cut off funding for fear the work may stop altogether.   

On the issue of data collection, this apparent lack of commitment is reflected in the minimal amount of 

trafficking information available at the central government level. “Generally, data is terrible,” quipped the 

director of a multilateral agency working in the region. Field contacts mentioned the existence of 

seemingly random sources of incomplete data, with little effort made to ensure comparability. “Different 

ministries all have different sources of information so they report different numbers,” a government source 

in Indonesia noted. A further challenge is lack of coordination on cases, which means that double counting 

of cases reported by various ministries is a common issue in all three countries. For example, the police 

may have data on trafficking investigations, but there is often little coordination with the attorney general 

or justice ministries to track the progress of those investigations, and whether suspected traffickers are 

eventually prosecuted. 

If any information is available, it is typically related to the raw number of traffickers arrested, 

prosecuted, and convicted (the US TIP Report helped to cement this requirement, for better or worse). 

Moreover, information is highly fragmented, with each ministry implementing its own methods for 

collecting and keeping records. In Indonesia, the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 

Protection (KPPPA) gathers data from various ministries and other institutions into an annual report, but a 

source there indicated that the data is difficult to compare and analyze owing to the nonsystematic 

collection and reporting process. The ministry also publishes data from anti-trafficking NGOs on victims 

served, but because reporting is a voluntary process, data is often sparse and incompatible. In addition, 

information can be difficult or impossible for the public to access, in part because of a lack of emphasis on 

government transparency. Another multilateral representative with close connections to ASEAN observed: 

“Data collection in this region is still so limited. There is a long way to go, but it’s quite difficult to 

convince our local partners to do research on this because it’s such a sensitive issue.” 

Another marker of political will is the level of coordination across ministries, assuming that strong 

commitment from the top would permeate through the bureaucracy. Again, there is a notable gap between 

the existence of mechanisms to combat trafficking and their ability to function effectively. Despite the 

presence of coordinating bodies in AMS, nearly every interview noted the lack of coordination across the 

central government as a major barrier to effective anti-trafficking policies.  

 In Thailand, two interagency bodies coordinate the work of various ministries on trafficking—the  

Anti-Trafficking in Persons Committee, which is chaired by the prime minister, and the Coordinating and 

Monitoring of Anti-Trafficking in Persons Performance Committee, chaired by the deputy prime minster. 

The former prepares prevention policies, while the latter monitors implementation. Both operate with parti-

cipation from a wide range of ministerial offices: foreign affairs, social development and human security, the 

interior, justice, labor, and tourism and sports, for example, as well as outside experts. According to 

Thailand’s 2014 progress report for the J/TIP office, these two bodies met nine times in 2013, yet many still 

question the efficacy of Thailand’s anti-trafficking efforts. In July 2015, the government announced that it 

will soon establish a new anti-trafficking interagency task force that will include the Royal Thai Police, the 

Department of Special Investigation, and the Social Development and Human Security Ministry, with 

support from national anti-corruption entities—a potential indicator of a  more robust approach.53 
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Many NGOs in Cambodia expressed much hope for the NCCT, under the deputy chairmanship of 

Chou Bun Eng. Following a two-year evaluation of its initial National Plan of Action (2011–2013), the 

six-year-old committee expanded its staff from six to 50 people, who are spread across multiple 

ministries—interior, justice, labor, social affairs, women’s affairs, and education. Though enhanced 

cooperation is desperately needed between these ministries, a source close to the committee indicated that 

improvements were expected. A recent decision to require each minister to report directly to the 

committee would enhance the sense of ownership and responsibility. In the past, this reporting function 

was often delegated to lower-level civil servants.  

In Indonesia, the anti-trafficking task force has existed for more than a decade. However, due largely to 

a lack of cooperation among its numerous member entities, little seems to come out of it beyond an annual 

meeting, where representatives report on their respective ministry’s anti-trafficking activities from the past 

year. Multiple sources in Indonesia pointed to the challenge of having the KPPPA serve as secretariat of 

the anti-trafficking task force. Because of the KPPPA’s mandate, it is “not taken seriously” by others in 

government, though overcoming these arguably chauvinistic attitudes is more a normative challenge than a 

technical one.  

In the long run, the existence of these bodies can be helpful in coordinating anti-trafficking policy and 

eventually improving data collection. But simply convening a group of people does not automatically lead 

to measurable outcomes. Notorious rivalries and lack of cooperation between key institutions only 

exacerbate the problem. While there are obvious challenges to gathering so many entities with competing 

priorities at the table, the complexity of the issue deserves this kind of multifaceted approach. Successfully 

implementing anti-trafficking policies is achievable, but it will require clearer mandates for each agency; 

high-level, centralized direction; and mutual respect for the work that each organization does. 

On a related note, an encouraging sign of progress among AMS toward better collaboration is in the 

development of national action plans. A national action plan is a useful framework to implement a 

comprehensive and wide-reaching anti-trafficking policy—and its very existence demonstrates some level 

of commitment to the issue. However, to be truly effective, such a plan must assign relevant tasks to 

specific government entities with predetermined time lines for implementation and very clear indicators to 

measure progress. Without this, it is likely that little will be accomplished.  

Cambodia shows particular promise in this arena. The NCCT recently released its 2014–2018 National 

Action Plan, following an in-depth evaluation of the previous plan and heavy consultation with ministries, 

NGO partners, and experts. The review highlighted achievements in coordinating the work of various 

ministries and improving public awareness of trafficking, particularly among law enforcement. At the 

same time, the plan also noted the challenges of implementation, such as a truncated time line (the 2011–

2013 plan was not endorsed until February 2012) and lack of budgetary support. Though it is difficult to 

know if these issues can be effectively addressed with the latest plan, the inclusion of a logic model 

outlining specific activities linked to desired outcomes and the assignment of lead agencies and 

timeframes are promising developments. These concrete details should allow for effective monitoring and 

evaluation to ensure that future plans build on successes and address ongoing challenges. With regard to 

data collection, the new action plan spells out goals of establishing an information and complaints 

database concerning labor migration, expanding the trafficking prosecutions database, and creating a 

national database for trafficking cases. 
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Indonesia has promised a new action plan since the previous one expired in 2014, and it is said to be in 

progress. In Thailand, no current national action plan was mentioned in field interviews. However, review of 

a previous plan compiled for J/TIP revealed little more than a list of aspirational goals, with no clear markers 

of progress or assignment of specific tasks to relevant ministries.54 For countries that have not yet developed 

a national action plan or are looking to strengthen an existing plan, a useful guide could be the 2008 report 

published by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, which documents efforts to enhance 

coordination and reporting mechanisms. The report was prepared by the Office of the Special Representative 

and Coordinator for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings and is available online.55 

OVERRELIANCE ON NGO SUPPORT 

Despite some signs of mistrust between civil society and governments, interviews also revealed 

encouraging signs of NGOs and governments working together on the issue of human trafficking, as they 

have been for some time in certain ASEAN contexts. From resettling trafficking victims to training police 

officers and prosecutors on the issue, several positive examples of collaboration stood out. However, 

anecdotes also circulated about NGOs stepping in to essentially fill the role of governments, from 

providing lawyers for the prosecution of traffickers to being the exclusive source of mental and physical 

health care and shelter for victims. For example, an Indonesian NGO dedicated to serving irregular 

migrants cited a case in which a woman migrated internationally under the false pretense that she would 

be working in a beauty salon, only to find she had been trafficked into sex work. The young woman’s 

mother, upon reporting to the police that she had not heard from her daughter, received no response. She 

eventually contacted the NGO, which was able to coordinate with the relevant ministries and the foreign 

embassy to open an investigation. A Cambodian NGO leader lamented the level of resource support his 

organization is asked to offer the nation’s anti-trafficking police force, including gas money or per diems 

to carry out investigations, computer equipment, or even basic office supplies. “If we don’t support them, 

they cannot do their job.” This was a common complaint, particularly in Cambodia. Furthermore, the time 

and financial resources dedicated to supporting the police take away from the NGOs’ own missions and 

programming. In the end, though, as summarized by a trafficking expert, “it is not the NGOs who are 

going to enforce law and order.” With an issue as complex as standardizing data collection across a state, 

much less regionally, government commitment and leadership will be required. 

One major area where many NGOs have stepped in to assist the government is training anti-trafficking 

police and prosecutors. Though training in victim identification and best practices for investigating and 

trying trafficking cases is highly valuable—“we have seen these offices grow substantially in capacity and 

ability,” gushed one NGO—very little work has been done to assess their effectiveness. NGOs and 

multilateral agencies reported several cases of officers who had been trained multiple times, up to a dozen 

times, yet police still struggle to process trafficking cases in many contexts. Sources in all three case study 

countries cited frequent staff turnover as the major challenge to the institutionalization of these trainings, 

despite undertaking trainings of trainers. “You train them today, and tomorrow they change,” said an 

Indonesian NGO representative. “We are always starting from zero.” This challenge of frequent rotation 

permeates the civil service structure generally. Without sustained commitment to the issue of trafficking, 

turnover will limit not just the effectiveness of NGO-led trainings, but also the resources allocated to anti-

trafficking efforts as officers come and go.  
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Related to the issue of overreliance on NGO funding, and coupled with inadequate training to support 

robust research methodology, several contacts noted that past efforts to create national anti-trafficking 

databases had waned. This problem arises from several sources, but a key issue is that these projects are 

often donor-driven, and when the program ends and external resources run out, the state cannot or will not 

take up the workload. This reluctance may stem from capacity issues or limited training, as discussed 

herein. Another major challenge is that databases are viewed as quick-fix solutions. Little thought is given 

to design—what data should be collected and why? The same is true for sustainability—who will enter 

and analyze the data, and how will they be paid long-term? Obviously, without agreement on standard data 

points, collection practices, and reporting mechanisms, a trafficking database will simply not function. 

(See Appendix 3 for an outline of existing human trafficking databases.) 

For example, in Cambodia, USAID supported the creation of a database for provincial courts to report 

trafficking case information to the central level. When the project period was over, local courts stopped 

providing data, according to a multilateral agency working there. The 2006 IOM report also alluded to the 

creation of a meta-database, Child-Protection.info, to address some of the challenges of establishing 

common definitions and standardizing data from multiple agencies. However, almost a decade later, there 

is no indication that such a mechanism has been created and no interviewees had information to offer 

when questioned.  

Similarly, Thailand planned to implement an integrated electronic database, BACKBONE, to 

consolidate data from and enhance communication between various government agencies. A source 

familiar with the project indicated that, although the government claims to have developed it, there is no 

evidence of its existence. This claim could not be verified with the Thai government.  

In Indonesia, primary data does not seem to be collected at the central government level, except by the 

Indonesian National Police, which collects data from various provinces on trafficking cases. Both the 

Coordinating Ministry of People’s Welfare and the KPPPA collate secondary data from various sources, 

such as other ministries, NGOs, and the media, but that data is not easily comparable because of the non-

standardized way in which it is collected. Much like the Cambodian case above, a local NGO described its 

heavy involvement in a project to enhance the KPPPA’s system, yet the project never took off. “There 

have been a lot of false starts,” the director said. A larger international NGO mentioned a similar initiative 

with KPPPA, but said reports produced from the collated information were difficult to interpret, given the 

different methodologies used to collect the data.  

CORRUPTION 

Corruption, the abuse of public power for private gain, plagues every nation across the globe, posing 

economic, political, and social challenges. With the advent of the ASEAN Economic Community at the 

end of this year, reigning in such abuse in the region is more critical than ever. Quite simply, human 

trafficking cannot exist to the degree that it does without corruption, and combatting it is futile if 

corruption is not also addressed in the relevant institutional contexts. Earlier this year, Transparency 

International published a report that emphasizes this point, calling for the creation of a regional body 

aimed at tackling corruption on the eve of ASEAN’s economic integration.56 The organization highlighted 

a lack of transparency and accountability among public institutions, the absence of key anti-corruption 

laws, and a tightening civil society space. Only Malaysia and Singapore rank above 50 (on a 0–100 scale) 
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in Transparency International’s 2014 Corruption Perceptions Index,57 and the organization’s surveys 

reveal that half the population of ASEAN believes corruption has increased.58 The difficulty of capturing 

trafficking-related corruption in quantitative studies has led organizations like the United Nations to 

incorporate more qualitative components to their global trafficking reports, according to Fabrizio Sarrica 

of the UNODC. “Trafficking and corruption are both very difficult to detect—we all know it’s happening, 

but it’s not coming up,”59 he said, noting this has motivated the agency to include specific questions on 

corruption in their surveys.  

Though not all trafficking in Southeast Asia relies on extensive, organized, and illicit networks, 

widespread corruption exists, from low-level customs officials taking bribes to police officers who accept 

payoffs in exchange for turning a blind eye to high-level government officials protecting—or, worse, 

participating in—these networks. Sizeable profits perpetuate their very existence and the past year has 

seen several reports of corruption related to human trafficking in the region. Fortunately, there is also a 

growing awareness that the culture of impunity that has long protected such bad actors is untenable.  

Thailand’s indictment in July 2015 of 72 human trafficking suspects, including one military official, 

four police officers, and ten other Thai officials, is encouraging. Still, it is somewhat difficult to get past 

the notion that this is a political move happening just days before the US TIP Report was due to come out. 

(Thailand has been very vocal about its disappointment at being placed on Tier 3.)60 The move is the first 

wave following a widespread investigation that began in May into the “biggest human trafficking” 

operation in Thailand's history, according to Deputy National Police Chief Aek Angsananont. Additional 

arrest warrants are outstanding.  

These individuals have been charged with crimes ranging from human trafficking and transnational 

criminal activity to bringing foreign workers into Thailand illegally and violation of official duty. The 

courts must now decide whether to take up the cases. Despite the arrests, questions have been raised about 

the long-term effectiveness of Thailand's crackdown on the lucrative trafficking syndicates. A July 2015 

Reuters investigation showed how the crackdown ran into daunting obstacles, including witness intimida-

tion. Human Rights Watch Deputy Asia Director Phil Robertson acknowledged the increased arrests, but 

raised concern that high-level officials would remain immune to punishment: “They're not getting to the 

real masterminds, the sort of senior patrons behind these movements.”61 He expected to see the same 

pattern of arresting lower-level suspects in Malaysia in the wake of the discovery of trafficking camps on 

the country’s northern border, noting that it would be difficult for such enclaves to exist without official 

complicity. The Malaysian chief of police, however, has vowed that no one was immune to investigation.62  

This issue recently came to the fore in Cambodia when it was revealed that the former chief of the 

Phnom Penh Municipal Anti-Human Trafficking and Juvenile Protection Police, who had been found 

guilty of trafficking crimes—he was charged as an accomplice to aggravated procurement of prostitution 

and sentenced to seven years imprisonment—is currently serving as a high-ranking official in the Phnom 

Penh Municipal Police.63 The vast reach of the trafficking ring this official was alleged to be involved with 

was recently revealed by a US State Department cable obtained by the Phnom Penh Post through a 

Freedom of Information Act request. The cable indicated that a sex-trafficking network, which provided 

cover for Vietnamese sex rings and collected payoffs from illegal prostitution establishments in Cambodia, 

had enlisted the help of both law enforcement and NGO individuals, who were paid $200–$300 to provide 

information on upcoming raids.   
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VICTIMS TREATED AS CRIMINALS 

The wrongful conflation of victims with criminals has been an ongoing challenge in the field of human 

trafficking, and until it is addressed, “counting” victims will remain difficult. Field interviews indicated 

that this practice is declining, both from a normative and practical sense. However, this is a shift that still 

requires some attention.  

A report from June 2015 about the mass exodus of people from Myanmar and Bangladesh (many of 

whom had been smuggled as opposed to trafficked) illustrates how the victim/criminal designation can be 

confused. In this case, Thai authorities jailed a Rohingya woman who had been trafficked, lured into 

believing she was taking a job in a new city, but was instead sold and placed on a cargo ship headed for 

the Bay of Bengal. When she arrived in Thailand, she was accused of illegal entry and incarcerated for 

three months.64 The ongoing case of Mary Jane Veloso has also drawn attention to this issue. Veloso, a 

Filipina, faces death row in Indonesia after being convicted, many believe wrongfully, of drug trafficking. 

Indonesia President Joko Widodo has granted her temporary reprieve so that she can give testimony in a 

Philippine investigation into the trafficking operation, which Veloso claims victimized her.  

Various field interviews called attention to this issue. A common observation critiqued “a mentality of, 

‘if you are an illegal migrant, you are not a victim.’” Others expressed concern that police interviews are 

more like interrogations—“they treat victims like perpetrators.” Often, survivors are forced to remain in 

the destination or transit place where they are initially identified, awaiting the initiation of prosecutions 

before they can return home. During this time, they may be held in prison-like conditions. “I don’t see 

why you can’t let them go home and videoconference in from the relevant embassy during the court 

proceedings,” suggested one international NGO employee working in Indonesia.  

On a positive note, the notion that human trafficking is linked only to sexual exploitation, and therefore 

disproportionately affects women and children, seems to be waning in the region. The shift is due, in part, 

to recent attention around the Benjina scandal, involving hundreds of men enslaved in the fish trade, and 

other highly publicized instances of labor trafficking and abuse involving men. It is encouraging that the 

various government task forces previously discussed include diverse ministries, as opposed to relegating 

the issue only to women’s ministries, as was sometimes done in the past. However, challenges still remain. 

“Throughout the region, there is still a preoccupation with sex trafficking, even though we know labor 

trafficking is more significant,” said a regional expert working in Bangkok. In Indonesia, there is an 

awareness of the growing number of male victims, but related services are still predominately targeted to 

women—for example, there are no dedicated shelters for male victims.  

LACK OF SKILLS TRAINING 

What will arguably remain the largest barrier to effective data collection and analysis on trafficking 

prevalence in Southeast Asia is the lack of locally available training in social work, research 

methodologies, and statistics. As a representative of a multilateral agency with familiarity in several 

Southeast Asian countries indicated: “You’re facing very significant capacity restraints here. It is 

obviously a function of the system in which they operate.” 

A representative of an anti-trafficking Cambodian NGO, who regularly interviews survivors, noted that 

her college training in sociology was helpful in the job, but that much of the training has to come directly 

from the NGO. Degrees in social work are hard to come by, she noted, citing the Royal University as the 
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only Cambodian institution offering graduate-level work in this field. A government representative in 

Indonesia highlighted the challenge of not having a national certification process for social workers. Only 

two NGOs consulted mentioned using statistical analytics software like SPSS or STATA to carry out 

analysis of their data. And one was a large, international entity operating throughout the region, meaning 

the more in-depth analysis was done at the central level, leaving little opportunity for local capacity 

building. In this instance, with national consultants carrying out the initial analysis sent up the chain to the 

home office for a regional report, a head researcher noted that, in hindsight, more training would have 

been helpful to ensure standardization protocols. Though they were encouraged to carry out analysis 

beyond what was required, the local researchers “did not have the capacity, neither technical nor in terms 

of time, to do that.” 

Several interviewees noted that a mass of data collected was not being used or analyzed in any 

meaningful way, either because of a shortage of time and staff to devote to such projects or a lack of 

training to think through proper study methodologies and ensure that the data is high-quality. Several 

sources lamented “a lot of lost learning opportunities.” Other comments reflected similar sentiments: “We 

need a more systematic and strategic approach toward research projects that allows for local learning.” 

“We need to be collecting better evidence about what does and doesn't work so we can do better 

programming,” commented a government representative.  

An exacerbating challenge is simply limited mandates. A US government representative in Jakarta 

highlighted “pretty good” statistics and political science training among the population, but noted that 

these skills are rarely put to use on the job. Hence, it seems reasonable that as government agencies and 

NGOs begin providing more robust training, and academia takes on a larger role, employees will be able 

to apply such skills to human trafficking research.  

TECHNICAL AND NORMATIVE LIMITATIONS TO DATA PROTECTION 

Any kind of information collected on human trafficking almost certainly includes very personal details, 

from names and locations of family members to socioeconomic variables to medical history. As such, it is 

critical to keep such data protected, particularly considering that many trafficking survivors face 

intimidation from their former traffickers or stigma in their home communities. (See Appendix 1 for 

information on ethical and legal considerations of trafficking data, and resources for digital data 

protection.) On the positive side, some anti-trafficking NGOs consulted for this research noted that there is 

institutional dedication to keeping data secure. Some put it into practice by password protecting computers 

on which digital information is stored or allowing only high-level staff to access certain computer files. 

Those storing hard-copy forms likewise mentioned locked storage cabinets. Several others noted the 

importance of anonymization when amassing large amounts of data. At least one NGO employed Martus, 

a secure, open-source data collection and information management tool for human rights practitioners, 

developed by Silicon Valley–based technology firm Benetech. Overall, though, there seems to be little 

capacity for data encryption or employment of more secure collection tools. Moreover, much of the 

information collected is analog—that is, forms are filled out and kept in binders or cabinets, often 

accessible to anyone in the office. In one government ministry, for example, a binder that documented 

trafficking survivors—reported by foreign embassies with identifying information, including 

photographs—was left open on a central table. Generally, addressing this issue requires both a  
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heightened awareness of the potential damage caused by insecure data, as well as improved technical  

tools for keeping data secure. 

In discussing the manner of data collection with government and NGO representatives, it quickly 

became clear that the technological environment they are operating in is more limited than what might be 

available elsewhere.65 That said, the Cambodian National Police have expressed a desire to simplify data 

transfer from provincial to central levels through the use of mobile applications on smartphones 

(generally, these transfers happen by fax, phone, or not at all). However, concerns about implementation 

are being raised, both in terms of data protection and technical capability. For the great majority of entities 

consulted, trafficking data is collected with pen and paper, perhaps on forms, perhaps just in a notebook, 

where it might later be transferred to a form and/or an electronic database. If the latter, this is typically a 

rudimentary electronic spreadsheet or word-processing document. Very few mentioned cloud-based or 

network storage that allowed multiple users to work within the same set of documents. Instead, the 

interviewees indicated that files are filled in individually and sent up the organizational chain for further 

review.  

 

Despite these challenges, a common theme to nearly all queries on human trafficking data collection and 

analysis was a keen awareness of the potential utility of data—and a desire to improve current practices. If 

actors across government and civil society could share information and regard each other as partners 

combatting a common problem, they would better serve the national interest. By coordinating the use of 

similar metrics and methods, and being willing to share data and resources, the scale and scope of the 

problem can begin to be grasped. Such national coordination is just the first step. As has already been 

established, human trafficking continues to pose an economic, political, and social threat to the entire 

region, and thus an effort toward regional coordination and standardization will be needed to ensure an 

effective and sustainable response. 
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A Role for ASEAN 

 The only way Southeast Asia can have a coordinated regional approach to battling human trafficking is 

through harmonization of laws, policies, methods, and information exchange. The process of building 

robust, regional datasets on human trafficking will necessitate an umbrella body working to minimize the 

substantial differences in national legislative frameworks, identification methods, and collection tools and 

strategies. 

The normative and technical barriers outlined in the previous section draw attention to the need for 

renewed commitment to anti-trafficking efforts throughout the region. The fact that organizations across 

sectors and countries pointed to similar fundamental challenges suggests the need for a coordinated 

response across the region. Several sources agreed that “ASEAN has the most potential to harmonize 

regional counter-trafficking strategies.” Moreover, it is in ASEAN’s interest to do so. Without proper 

preventive strategies, the cementing of the ASEAN Economic Community in 2015—though positive for 

the region’s development—runs the risk of bringing more pernicious consequences for already vulnerable 

populations.  

Fortunately, ASEAN member states have shown willingness, albeit to varying degrees, to participate in 

multilateral anti-trafficking processes, such as the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative 

against Trafficking (COMMIT) and ASEAN-U.S. PROGRESS. Furthermore, ASEAN as a body 

demonstrated its commitment to the issue of human trafficking over 10 years ago with the Declaration 

Against Trafficking in Persons Particularly Women and Children. Though nonbinding, signatories pledged 

to exchange information on trafficking trends, intensify cooperation among relevant agencies, prioritize 

victim care, and, more generally, “to take measures to strengthen regional and international cooperation to 

prevent and combat trafficking in persons.”66 To varying degrees, member states have made progress in 

fulfilling these commitments, as outlined above. In addition, ASEAN as a body has moved toward 

improved coordination, including by implementing several regional training programs on how to 

proactively identify victims in at least nine of the 10 AMS.67 Further examples of these efforts include a 

regional system established in 2004 to exchange intelligence and best practices among specialist 

trafficking units in Southeast Asia, implementation of a trafficking case analysis system, and the 

development of ASEAN Practitioner Guidelines68 by the Ad-Hoc Working Group on Trafficking in 

Persons in 2007 to assist the criminal justice agencies of member states.69  

The regional implications of recent trafficking scandals, such as the discovery of mass graves in 

Thailand and Malaysia and enslaved fishermen in Indonesia, urgently point to the need for more 

leadership on the issue, including through collaboration with regional NGOs. Responding to the graves 

found in trafficking camps, ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights indicated that this is “yet another 

disturbing outcome of a collective lack of leadership on the part of regional governments to address the 

pervasive problem of human trafficking.”70 In response to the ongoing crisis of smuggled boat people from 

Bangladesh and Myanmar, a local United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees spokesperson 
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lamented, “At this point, I’m not sure what the concrete next steps are or should be….But there doesn’t 

seem to be a clear mechanism in this region for responding to something like this.”71  

In terms of data collection specifically, though every country faces unique challenges, the 

commonalities point to ASEAN’s increasingly important role as a regional force in coordinating 

standardized, robust data collection—and ASEAN has demonstrated an awareness of this fact. In 

conjunction with the 2006 IOM study on trafficking data in ASEAN, a workshop was convened to discuss 

the research findings and recommendations for improving the process. Several recommendations were 

reviewed and adopted by the Senior Officials Meeting on Transnational Crime (SOMTC) Working Group 

on Trafficking, including the use of a common definition of trafficking; the establishment of focal points 

on trafficking data reported to SOMTC, including data relevant to prevention, prosecution, and protection, 

as well as a related template for reporting; an emphasis on the need for training and capacity building; and 

the creation of a mechanism “for the collection of qualitative and quantitative data to prevent the 

trafficking in persons.”72 Considering the rather broad and nebulous nature of these recommendations, it is 

not surprising that little progress has been made in their implementation.  

In 2007, the SOMTC was tasked with looking into the development of an ASEAN convention to 

address trafficking in persons. It then convened an expert working group to draft such a treaty and a 

corresponding regional plan of action for the convention’s operationalization. According to SOMTC 

participant Felizardo Serapio, head of the Philippines Secretariat and executive director of the Philippine 

Center for Transnational Crime, after nine meetings and rigorous deliberations over a span of eight years, 

the expert working group—composed of experts in the field of law enforcement, prosecution, social 

welfare, international law, and human rights protection from each of the 10 AMS—adopted all the 

provisions of the working draft. The document purports to provide a regionally agreeable framework for 

AMS collaboration on criminal justice and victim service provisions, including safe return, rehabilitation, 

and reintegration of trafficked people into their respective societies.73  

The forthcoming ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons (ACTIP) will likely cement the 

Palermo Protocol definition as the accepted definition of trafficking for the region, and focal points have 

been established. A reliable source indicated that the associated regional plan of action has two major 

points that address trafficking data collection. One is a provision that each member state should establish a 

national data collection system that includes a method for sharing data among states, with the ultimate 

goal of creating a regional database. Second, the plan looks at implementing or supporting research on 

combatting trafficking generally, with a specific focus on how to better collect appropriate data and 

encourage more effective analysis. The goal is to improve understanding of the scale and scope of the 

problem at both a national and regional level.  

Though most ASEAN member states have already made similar commitments through ratification of 

the Palermo Protocol, the ACTIP ensures both a sense of ownership and an awareness of the unique 

geographical and cultural context in which these countries operate. The forthcoming convention 

demonstrates serious dedication to this issue as the fourth convention adopted by ASEAN since its 

founding in 1967 (the others center on amity and cooperation, disaster management, and 

counterterrorism). But as indicated above, successful implementation will require political will and 

sustained commitment. The leadership provided by the SOMTC in pushing this convention forward, 

particularly with minimal international intervention, should be heralded. As has been emphasized 
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throughout this report, though, the complexity of the issue of trafficking requires an ethos of collaboration 

across fields of expertise. SOMTC members disproportionately represent specific ministry types, such as 

justice or foreign affairs, making it probable that other points of view, particularly those of more socially 

oriented institutions, are not being represented. As such, it is unfortunate that other relevant ASEAN 

bodies—such as the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), the ASEAN 

Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children (ACWC), and the 

ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of 

the Rights of Migrant Workers (ACMW)—have been sidelined in the drafting process.  

As ASEAN implements the trafficking convention and coordinating regional action plan, there are 

existing instruments the body could look to for potential guidance and lessons learned (see Appendix 2). 

Furthermore, if implemented, the policy recommendations outlined in the following section will help 

ensure a robust, coordinated response that will not only allow for improved regional prevalence measures, 

but also progress toward effectively combatting the pernicious problem of human trafficking. 
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Policy Recommendations 

As established in this report, human trafficking is a complex issue that requires equally multifaceted and 

well-coordinated solutions. The following policy recommendations are offered to ASEAN, the 

governments of ASEAN member states, and the international anti-trafficking community with the 

awareness that a transnational crime like human trafficking requires a robust, regional response, and that 

progress toward improved prevalence measures will require collaboration across all these entities. ASEAN 

has long demonstrated its commitment to this issue, and as a respected institution, both in and outside the 

region, it is uniquely situated to galvanize cooperation and collaboration across member states. Tackling 

the issue of trafficking provides a unique opportunity for ASEAN to demonstrate its leadership and 

relevance in the region and across the globe. Thus, the recommendations are focused not only on better 

prevalence measures, but also on general ways actors across the region can work together on this critical 

issue.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ASEAN  

 Because of the frequently international character of human trafficking, the creation of a regional 

database on trafficking is a logical step toward enhancing the capacity for effective ASEAN 

initiatives. Rather than relying on international organizations and NGOs, ASEAN “ownership” of the 

database is likely the only way to secure the AMS cooperation necessary for improving access to 

quality data. However, careful consideration of what types of data are needed to better measure the 

scale and scope of the problem, along with coordination on victim identification and data collection 

standards, will be critical first steps. Data has the potential to be a powerful and illuminating tool, but 

bad data poorly collected and analyzed can be worse than no data. Creation of an ASEAN working 

group of experts would be an important starting place to ensure that data collection and analysis are 

properly designed and implemented.   

 Robust and sustainable research and analysis on trafficking prevalence will require heightened 

awareness of proper methodologies and training in social science research. To ensure long-term 

sustainability and enhancement of regional capacity, ASEAN should encourage the development of 

relevant expertise through academic exchange programs and funding to support advanced education. 

In the meantime, those working with trafficking data must be trained on proper collection techniques, 

including an awareness of security considerations and privacy laws, as well as given statistical 

training to better understand what the data can reveal and how to conduct proper analyses. Public-

private partnerships, university-based research cooperation, and international and regional 

collaborations could facilitate the two-way knowledge exchange required for designing robust, 

culturally relevant research methodologies for future prevalence studies, while guaranteeing more 

sustainable resource allocation. 
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 Through collaborative processes such as COMMIT and the Bali Process, ASEAN member states have 

already demonstrated a willingness to work together on the issue of human trafficking, albeit to 

varying degrees. ASEAN should gather the points of contacts for these various partnerships for 

“lessons learned” exchanges that can lead to improved collaboration, effectiveness, and policy 

formulation in anti-trafficking efforts. Efforts should be directed to developing information-sharing 

techniques for data on suspects, convicted traffickers, and victims among service providers, law 

enforcement, judiciaries, relevant ministries, and border control agencies. 

 Government complicity in trafficking at any level is guaranteed to impede the collection of reliable 

trafficking data. As such, an effective approach to combat trafficking in the region must include an 

anti-corruption component. Despite the obvious political sensitivities in this area, research is required 

to develop a better understanding of the scope and manner in which corruption facilitates trafficking 

and impedes anti-trafficking efforts. Especially with the advent of the AEC and ACTIP, the adoption 

of an ASEAN strategy for dealing with this issue should be a priority.   

 In order to ensure the effectiveness of the forthcoming ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons, 

ASEAN should consider creating a reporting mechanism. One model would be a regional body of 

experts, perhaps similar to the Council of Europe’s Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in 

Human Beings, to collect and disseminate information on measures taken by ASEAN member states 

to implement the ACTIP. The development of such a regional resource would promote ASEAN-based 

information on compliance and implementation measures, rather than the current reliance on 

international reports such as the US TIP Report. It would also demonstrate ASEAN’s commitment to 

following up the ACTIP with a regional approach to implementation.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE GOVERNMENTS OF ASEAN MEMBER STATES 

 Solving any challenge requires a common understanding of the problem itself. Though most AMS 

governments are now party to the Palermo Protocol and have come to adopt its definition of human 

trafficking as their own, more work is needed to ensure this understanding pervades throughout the 

various central government institutions engaged in anti-trafficking measures, and that it permeates 

down to activities at the local level. To help promote coordinated responses to trafficking throughout 

ASEAN, a common set of training and explanatory materials should be adopted, with consideration to 

unique local circumstances, based on the ACTIP. These materials can then be implemented among 

social service providers, law enforcement, immigration, the justice sector, and other relevant 

institutions at the national, regional, and local levels.   

 Effective anti-trafficking efforts require dedicated resources, and a process as complex as collecting 

trafficking data is no exception. This should be considered when determining which government 

entity, whether a ministry or task force, has the capacity and standing to effectively galvanize a 

diverse set of actors on the issue. In the case of social and women’s ministries, effort should be made 

to ensure these entities are afforded the respect they deserve, while remembering that trafficking is an 

issue that affects men and women alike, and thus should not be designated a “woman’s issue.” Lastly, 

adequate funding must be allocated to this issue on a sustainable basis to ensure the longevity and 

effectiveness of anti-trafficking policies. 
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 To counteract the challenge of frequent turnover in anti-trafficking task forces and directorates 

throughout government, AMS that do not already do so should provide better opportunities for career 

advancement and incentives to stay within those tracks for longer periods of time, thereby allowing 

people to put their specialized knowledge and training to use. This will further facilitate more robust 

“training of trainers” and enhance local capacity building. Combatting trafficking requires a long-term 

strategy and commitment. Thus, the sustainability of anti-trafficking initiatives and institutions is 

essential and requires the concentration and maintenance of institutional knowledge and expertise. 

Reliance on foreign donor-initiated training programs or NGOs cannot provide the requisite stability 

to combat trafficking effectively. Outside expertise must be incrementally enhanced and replaced by 

internal institutional capacity to effectively train new personnel and to develop and implement 

effective national and regional anti-trafficking strategies and measures. 

 As prevalence studies are undertaken, governments should consider ways to creatively maximize 

existing resources. In addition to the possibility of adding questions that can gauge trafficking to 

national census surveys in AMS, perhaps Asian Barometer could be approached to consider the 

inclusion of such questions, as an example. This could be particularly illuminating in drawing 

connections to root causes and vulnerability factors. The survey organization, which currently 

operates in seven of the ten AMS, already collects data on factors such as access to public services, 

political participation, socioeconomic variables, and the social and economic effects of globalization.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE INTERNATIONAL ANTI-TRAFFICKING COMMUNITY 

 Before new global prevalence studies are undertaken, significant thought should be given to their 

intended purpose and design. Smaller-scale, localized prevalence studies on specific types of trafficking 

or designated industries should be devised based on the notion that smaller numbers do not automatically 

detract from the gravity of the issue, while invalid or unreliable estimates most certainly do. It would also 

be prudent to involve trafficking survivors more directly in the design, implementation, and analysis of 

surveys used to determine prevalence, leading both to better-informed methodologies and an opportunity 

for skill-building and survivor empowerment. In all cases, researchers, advocates, and policymakers alike 

must acknowledge and respect the limitations of such studies, as well as the data they are based upon. 

Until more reliable methods are developed, it may be best to generate estimates using multiple imperfect 

methods to see how widely they vary, and from there narrow in on best practices.  

 To avoid wasting the efforts of ongoing trafficking data collection processes, careful thought should be 

given to what can be gleaned from existing databases and information-sharing resources before new 

endeavors are launched. More generally, both academic institutions and entities such as the Freedom 

Fund and newly formed Global Fund to End Modern Slavery should allocate resources for evaluating 

existing programs and for conducting further research on best practices in human trafficking data 

collection.74 Clearly, it is best to limit the amount of funding diverted from direct services provided to 

trafficking survivors. But in order to ensure that more money is not wasted on ineffective programs, 

rigorous and independent evaluation must be undertaken on the raft of anti-trafficking programming that 

already has been implemented. Such research on what has been tried (and what has worked or not) will 

also help to limit duplicative programming efforts. Much space remains for enhanced collaboration in 

the anti-trafficking community to this end. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX 1: ETHICAL AND LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR TRAFFICKING DATA 

As established in the main text, the collection, storage, analysis, and dissemination of data on human 

trafficking requires awareness and practice of relevant ethical and legal standards. On the ethical side, 

working directly with survivors of trafficking will inevitably involve very personal inquiries and should 

focus on collecting only the most necessary information in a way that is sensitive to avoiding 

re/traumatization. Moreover, trafficking data will often include personal details, from names and locations 

of family members to socioeconomic variables to medical history. As such, it is critical to keep such data 

protected, particularly considering that many trafficking survivors face intimidation from their former 

traffickers or stigma in their home communities. Lastly, anti-trafficking NGO practitioners must be 

knowledgeable about relevant national privacy laws in the countries in which they operate, assuming that 

government entities are aware of and in compliance with relevant privacy laws.  

 Though in no way comprehensive, the resources highlighted below can help AMS governments and 

NGOs ensure their practices are in compliance with both legal and ethical standards, as well as guide 

ASEAN as it sets standards for regional approaches to anti-trafficking work.   

World Health Organization’s Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked 

Women 

A useful resource comes from the World Health Organization, which in 2003 published Ethical and Safety 

Recommendations for Interviewing Trafficked Women (though the guidelines are applicable to trafficked 

males as well). The scope of the guidelines can easily be expanded to include survivors of trafficking 

under the 10 basic principles of do no harm:  

 know your subject and assess the risks,  

 prepare referral information,  

 do not make promises that you cannot fulfill,  

 adequately select and prepare interpreters and co-workers,  

 ensure anonymity and confidentiality,  

 get informed consent,  

 listen to and respect each person’s assessment of their situation and risks to their safety,  

 do not re-traumatize individuals,  

 be prepared for emergency intervention,  

 and put information collected to good use.  

Specific guidelines for each of these points are available in the report online.75 
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Caring for Trafficked Persons: Guidance for Health Providers  

Though targeted at health providers, guidelines published by the International Organization for Migration, 

the London School for Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, and the United Nations Global Initiative to Fight 

Trafficking in Persons (UN.GIFT) provide practical, nonclinical guidance on working with survivors of 

trafficking. The guidelines can help identify associated health challenges while offering approaches to 

providing care, including its limitations. These principles can be useful for any first responders, including 

law enforcement and NGO service providers. The full handbook is available online,76 but a useful excerpt 

is provided below. 

 

1. Adhere to existing recommendations in the WHO Ethical and Safety Recommendations 

for Interviewing Trafficked Women [see previous entry]. 

2. Treat all contact with trafficked persons as a potential step towards improving their 

health. Each encounter with a trafficked person can have positive or negative effects on 

their health and well-being.  

3. Prioritize the safety of trafficked persons, self and staff by assessing risks and making 

consultative and well-informed decisions. Be aware of the safety concerns of trafficked 

persons and potential dangers to them or their family members.  

4. Provide respectful, equitable care that does not discriminate based on gender, age, social 

class, religion, race or ethnicity. Health care should respect the rights and dignity of those 

who are vulnerable, particularly women, children, the poor and minorities.  

5. Be prepared with referral information and contact details for trusted support persons for a 

range of assistance, including shelter, social services, counseling, legal advocacy and law 

enforcement. If providing information to persons who are suspected or known victims 

who may still be in contact with traffickers, this must be done discretely, e.g., with small 

pieces of paper that can be hidden.  

6. Collaborate with other support services to implement prevention activities and response 

strategies that are cooperative and appropriate to the differing needs of trafficked persons.  

7. Ensure the confidentiality and privacy of trafficked persons and their families. Put 

measures into place to make sure all communications with and about trafficked persons 

are dealt with confidentially and that each trafficked person is assured that his or her 

privacy will be respected.  

8. Provide information in a way that each trafficked person can understand. Communicate 

care plans, purposes and procedures with linguistically and age-appropriate descriptions, 

taking the time necessary to be sure that each individual understands what is being said 

and has the opportunity to ask questions. This is an essential step prior to requesting 

informed consent.  

9. Obtain voluntary, informed consent. Before sharing or transferring information about 

patients, and before beginning procedures to diagnose, treat or make referrals, it is 

necessary to obtain the patient’s voluntary informed consent. If an individual agrees that 

information about them or others may be shared, provide only that which is necessary to  
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 assist the individual (e.g., when making a referral to another service) or to assist others 

(e.g., other trafficked persons).  

10. Respect the rights, choices, and dignity of each individual by:  

a. Conducting interviews in private settings. 

b. Offering the patient the option of interacting with male or female staff or 

interpreters. For interviews and clinical examinations of trafficked women and girls, 

it is of particular importance to make certain female staff and interpreters are 

available. 

c. Maintaining a non-judgmental and sympathetic manner and showing respect for and 

acceptance of each individual and his or her culture and situation. 

d. Showing patience. Do not press for information if individuals do not appear ready or 

willing to speak about their situation or experience.  

e. Asking only relevant questions that are necessary for the assistance being provided. 

Do not ask questions out of simple curiosity, e.g., about the person’s virginity, 

money paid or earned, etc.  

f. Avoiding repeated requests for the same information through multiple interviews. 

When possible, ask for the individual’s consent to transfer necessary information to 

other key service providers. 

g. Do not offer access to media, journalists or others seeking interviews with trafficked 

persons without their express permission. Do not coerce individuals to participate. 

Individuals in ‘fragile’ health conditions or risky circumstances should be warned 

against participating.  

11. Avoid calling authorities, such as police or immigration services, unless given the 

consent of the trafficked person. Trafficked persons may have well-founded reasons to 

avoid authorities. Attempts should be made to discuss viable options and gain consent for 

actions. 

12. Maintain all information about trafficked persons in secure facilities. Data and case files 

on trafficked persons should be coded whenever possible and kept in locked files. 

Electronic information should be protected by passwords. 

International Privacy and Data Protection Laws 

For the past few years, the global law firm DLA Piper has offered a continually expanding Data 

Protection Laws of the World Handbook on key privacy and data protection laws, as nations across the 

globe realize the critical importance of such regulations. Though intended as a resource for multinational 

corporations to understand varying legislation on privacy issues, the handbook is nonetheless a valuable 

resource for NGOs considering how best to protect their clients, as well as a tool for national governments 

to assess their laws against others in the region and beyond. Information on data protection, collection, and 

transfer, as well as enforcement of relevant laws, is offered for several ASEAN member states. The 

handbook is available online.77  

Similarly, the US law firm BakerHostetler compiled the 2015 International Compendium of Data 

Privacy Laws, offering information on data privacy laws for dozens of countries, including Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, and Singapore. The compendium is also available online.78    
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For additional information on data privacy laws in the Asian context, Graham Greenleaf’s Asian Data 

Privacy Laws: Trade and Human Rights Perspectives has a wealth of knowledge on the topic generally, as 

well as case studies on several ASEAN nations.  

European Data Protection Supervisor 

Since 2004, the European Data Protection Supervisor (EDPS) has existed as an independent supervisory 

authority to protect personal data and privacy, and to promote best practices within European Union (EU) 

entities. The role comprises three pillars: monitoring EU entities' processing of personal data, advising on 

laws and policies that affect privacy, and coordinating with similar authorities to ensure consistent 

application of data protection. In 2012, EDPS provided comment on the “EU Strategy towards the 

Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012–2016” (available online),79 encouraging the bloc to take 

data protection into account as much as possible when addressing this issue. Though a more deeply 

integrated regional bloc than ASEAN, the EU model is nonetheless useful as a source for coordinating 

regional strategy, and in its thoughtful awareness of the associated privacy concerns to anti-trafficking 

policies. To this aim, the EU’s Agency for Fundamental Rights is currently developing a guide to assist 

member states in addressing rights relevant to anti-trafficking policies, with a focus on the rights of 

survivors. Some useful excerpts of the EDPS commentary are below, and the full text is available online.80  

The EDPS draws attention to the fact that addressing trafficking in human beings (THB) 

is an area that requires significant processing of data, in many cases involving personal 

data, and consequently also creates risks of intrusions into privacy. Therefore, an 

effective action to address THB cannot be put in place without the support of a solid data 

protection scheme complementing it….This is why the EDPS is convinced that the 

Strategy in its implementation phase would strongly benefit from inclusion of a data 

protection perspective and further clarification on how data protection can help this area. 

The EDPS believes that data protection should be seen as an incentive to a better 

implementation of the Strategy and a prerequisite to a more effective exchange of 

information and cooperation in this field. More importantly, data protection should not be 

considered as an obstacle to an effective action addressing THB. Trust is essential for 

victims who need to contact and rely on the authorities and other actors active in this field 

(such as border and asylum authorities, law-enforcement agencies, social authorities, 

NGOs) and also for the authorities and other institutional stakeholders themselves. 

In other words, data protection can help to promote a trust-built relationship between 

victims and the authorities by assuring victims—who will likely be afraid of retaliation 

by the traffickers—that their cases will be handled confidentially and that no information 

will leak out….Similarly, data protection is a key factor for trust between police and law-

enforcement agencies of the Member States. Cooperation and exchange of valuable 

information will run more smoothly if law-enforcement agencies trust their counterparts 

in other Member States to only use transferred data for lawful purposes supported by 

strong safeguards. Similarly, compliance with applicable data protection law is important 

for the collection of information, as data obtained unlawfully might be inadmissible in 

court. 
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The EDPS recommends processing only anonymous data for these purposes, wherever 

possible. In case it is necessary to process personal data, even if they are only indirectly 

related to individuals, it should be ensured that the data protection and confidentiality 

rules are strictly respected. 

Digital Security Resources 

Whether due to lack of awareness or access to resources, digital data security seems to be minimally 

employed in the ASEAN context. As more and more information on human trafficking is stored and 

shared electronically in the field, the following resources may prove useful in securing that data. As 

governments of AMS work to enhance national and regional data collection, they will need to consider  

the development of data security systems that meet their unique needs.  

Security in-a-Box offers guides to digital security that cover basic principles and offer step-by-step 

instructions for installing and using the most essential services. Resources include direct access to 

Internet-based tools, as well as general tactics for preventing computer viruses, securing devices, 

managing strong passwords, and encrypting data and communications. The resources can be accessed 

online.81  

The Information Safety & Capacity Project offers a long list of links to desktop tools that can be used 

to protect user privacy and data integrity. The list is available online.82  

The Electronic Privacy Information Center, an independent nonprofit research center in Washington, 

DC, similarly publishes a list of tools for enabling virtual private networks, email and file encryption, disk 

erasing, password vaults, firewalls, anti-virus software, and more. Links to relevant tools are online.83  
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APPENDIX 2: RESOURCES FOR THE IDENTIFICATION OF TRAFFICKED PERSONS 

As emphasized in the text, accurate information on the prevalence of human trafficking, whether locally or 

globally, relies on a common understanding of the concept and robust applications for identification based 

on this definition. As ASEAN moves toward adopting a regional approach to address the problem, which 

includes understanding regional trends, it will also need to establish and implement regional standards for 

identifying trafficked persons. The following selections offer guidance and tools to help with this process.  

International Labor Organization 

In 2009, the ILO released the results of a survey—implemented in partnership with the European 

Commission—that focused on developing harmonized definitions and associated indicators on trafficking 

in human beings. Incorporating two rounds of expert consultation, the Operational Indicators of 

Trafficking in Human Beings report puts forth 67 operational indicators for both adult and child victims of 

trafficking. Each indicator is categorized as strong, medium, or weak. The indicators cover six dimensions 

that encompass the three components of the Palermo Protocol definition (an act, a means, and a purpose), 

and they identify various elements of deception, exploitation, abuse of vulnerability, and coercion. The 

report provides a matrix for evaluating a potential trafficking situation based on the presence of a 

combination of indicators and their strength. Though adopting this approach directly to Southeast Asia, a 

very different regional context, may not make sense, consideration of these indicators is nonetheless 

valuable. They can be useful in both training service providers and frontline responders on how to identify 

victims, as well as serving as a foundation upon which to design surveys aimed at assessing trafficking. 

The full report is available online.84  

Building on this work, in 2012 the ILO created survey guidelines for measuring forced labor of adults 

and children—the Hard to See, Harder to Count guidelines. Knowing that common survey mechanisms 

fail to capture hidden populations, the ILO invested considerable resources into developing this tool, 

alongside national partners in 10 countries where the tool was initially tested. Such surveys have the 

potential to allow for the robust estimation of people in forced labor at local and national levels, as well as 

offer insights into root causes. In sum, the ILO sees this technique as a way of estimating the vast, hidden 

segment of the trafficked population.85  

The Hard to See, Harder to Count tool prescribes a method for implementing such surveys. The 

recommended first step is to assess the relevant legal framework in which researchers will be working to 

set clear definitional concepts. The implementing entity is encouraged to then identify relevant 

stakeholders and conduct a literature review on known forms of trafficking and specific high-prevalence 

sectors/locales. From there, stakeholders are assembled for a workshop to review the research and 

establish a national—or, to extend the guidelines, a regional—set of indicators on forced labor, one which 

will inform the survey’s scope before it is implemented. In conducting a desk review, the ILO 

recommends research on geographical areas where trafficking is most likely to occur; vulnerable 

populations; professional sectors prone to trafficking and exploitation generally, with attention to seasonal 

influences or perhaps even specific times of day and places of movement (border crossings, transit hubs, 

for example); and means of recruitment and coercion by recruiters and/or traffickers. The ILO suggests 

supplementing reviews of court cases, law enforcement data, and other publicly available information with 
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key stakeholder interviews, focus groups, and direct observations. Once gathered, researchers can create a 

set of indicators that measures both the involuntary aspects of potential forced labor situations and the 

associated penalty (or menace of potential penalty) for not complying.  

The ILO offers two frameworks for constructing a national set of indicators. The bottom-up approach 

starts by deriving a deep understanding of the local context through expert consultation, and then matching 

key elements with relevant indicators from the standard ILO list provided in the report. Conversely, the 

top-down approach reviews the standard list of indicators one by one and assesses their relevance to the 

local context, choosing only those that are most relevant and perhaps adapting them to the local context. 

The guide further provides direction on survey design, such as consideration of where the data will be 

collected or how surveys can be built into an existing census. Consideration is given to some of the main 

strengths and weaknesses of various survey types. For example, surveying people at their place of 

residence is useful in gathering socioeconomic information on the household and its inhabitants. People 

generally feel more comfortable speaking in their homes than they might in the workplace. However, this 

limits the survey to populations living in “regular” households—and makes it difficult to reach those in 

hidden accommodations, perhaps provided by employers or traffickers, as well as those living on the street 

or in work camps. Targeting trafficked people or migrant workers who have returned home is a useful way 

to learn more about their experiences, since it will be difficult to get reliable information on household 

members who live or work abroad. Establishment surveys focus on people’s places of work in order to 

collect data on the operations, employees, and supply chains. Obviously, this can be very difficult when 

trying to assess operations related to forced labor or human trafficking. Shadowy employers are likely to 

refuse access, or to intimidate workers into not participating or answering falsely. Moreover, it may be 

difficult to gain access to timely registries of all businesses for the purpose of random sampling. Despite 

the challenges, workplace surveys may help get at the demand side of the equation and allow for direct 

observation to look for questionable practices (assuming surveyors are properly trained in identification). 

Street surveys can target trafficked populations that might be working in forced prostitution or child 

begging, for example. This survey method uses random-walk sampling, in which a starting place and 

direction are randomly chosen, and subjects are interviewed at a predetermined period. Again, it might be 

difficult to get participants to cooperate. Likewise, border crossings are guaranteed to provide valuable 

information on trafficking, although surveys here would require the close participation of local authorities 

(which could compromise the quality of the information collected) and would be limited to brief 

interactions.  

As for survey question design, the general elements to consider are length, clarity, reliability, wording, 

translation accuracy, and sensitivity to the cultural context. The guidelines provide a long list of 

demographic characteristics that might be relevant: household composition, including everything from 

gender to legal status; access to services; major events that may have affected the interviewee; 

employment history; economic status; and education level, among other characteristics. Indictors are 

established to help determine potential involuntary recruitment (e.g., third-party involvement, payment to 

get travel documents); life/work duress (e.g., days of leave, hazardous environments, how people are paid, 

how free they are to leave the home, whether they are under surveillance); and the use of coercion (e.g., 

debt manipulation, threats to the family, retention of identification materials).  
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In addition to direct population surveys, other sources of information can be considered. Service 

providers are a useful resource in the area of trafficking since they, alongside law enforcement, reliably 

come into contact with survivors. Managers or employees of shelters or vocational training centers, for 

example, could be interviewed about their clients. However, it would be important for a complete list of 

such facilities to be created and surveyed in order to maintain the statistical robustness of randomization. 

Surveys of media can also be useful though unlikely to be randomized or statistical in nature, thus they 

cannot reliably be used to determine prevalence measures, but they can reveal useful information about 

trafficking situations.  

Whatever methods are chosen, it is important that the survey design and list of indictors are carefully 

tested, retested, and piloted by local interview conductors, with an eye on gender balance and adequate 

training in statistics and social work. All members of the research team should clearly understand the 

various terms and definitions employed, and careful consideration should be made to draft local 

translations that are accurate and contextual. 

The full ILO Hard to See, Harder to Count report and toolkit are available online.86 

Vera Institute—Trafficking Victim Identification Tool 

Following the passage of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act in 2000, US-based Vera Institute of 

Justice developed a screening tool for service providers and law enforcement to better identify victims of 

human trafficking. The trafficking victim identification tool is intended to complement other technical 

training and is available in short form (16 questions) and long form (30 questions). A guide from the 

institute released in conjunction with the report instructs service providers and law enforcement on best 

practices for setting up interviews, such as ensuring that immediate needs are met and having law 

enforcement dress in civilian clothes, when possible, to reduce stress. The guide also offers techniques for 

developing trust with the interviewee, and information on confidentiality and understanding the effects of 

trauma (e.g., being empathetic and establishing rapport, avoiding repetition of difficult questions). 

Included questions center on demographics, migration information (in this case, into the United States), 

and working and living conditions. As this tool was developed with an eye on US trafficking legislation, it 

would need to be adapted to local contexts, but it does provide a thoughtful starting place. The tool, user 

guidelines, and technical report are available online.87   

Transnational Referral Mechanism for Victims of Trafficking  

Though not a tool for identification per se, the Transnational Referral Mechanism for Victims of 

Trafficking between Countries of Origin and Destination, implemented in the European Union, could be a 

useful reference for ASEAN as it considers a coordinated, regional approach to survivor assistance. The 

mechanism provides for cross-border, comprehensive assistance and/or transfer of potential or identified 

trafficked persons. It does that by linking the various stages of the identification and referral process—

from initial screening, to formal identification and assistance, to the potential voluntary assisted return and 

re/integration, to legal proceedings. Obviously, it requires immense cooperation between governmental 

institutions, multilateral agencies, and NGOs in countries of origin, transit, and destination of the assisted 

survivors. These guidelines for using transnational referral mechanisms to assist countries and anti-

trafficking entities in developing coordinated, comprehensive, step-by-step assistance procedures for 

trafficking survivors are available online.88   
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Existing ASEAN Coordination Mechanisms 

As ASEAN implements the ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons (ACTIP) and a related regional 

action plan, there are several existing instruments the body could look to for guidance and lessons learned. 

In 2004, ASEAN implemented the Treaty on Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters (MLAT), 

committing states to “render to one another the widest possible measure of mutual legal assistance in 

criminal matters, namely investigations, prosecutions, and resulting proceedings.”89 Since the various 

stages of trafficking do not always take place neatly within the borders of one nation, or among citizens of 

a single country, this document is highly relevant to combatting trafficking. As one of several 

transnational crimes of concern in the region, anti-trafficking efforts could benefit from existing bilateral 

and multilateral mutual assistance mechanisms, as well as from more informal cooperation between law 

enforcement agents in multiple countries. In providing a framework for cooperation on the investigation 

and prosecution of criminal cases, the MLAT should be a critical component of the regional action plan 

that is to accompany the forthcoming ACTIP. ASEAN’s current focus on the issue of human trafficking 

gives occasion to resuscitate the waning MLAT, which has been employed minimally by ASEAN member 

states in relation to human trafficking. Though all ASEAN states have ratified the treaty, there has been 

very little engagement with the mechanism. Part of the problem may spring from a lack of awareness of 

the treaty among law enforcement personnel. In a presentation by the Indonesian National Police to the 

ASEAN-US Seminar on Trafficking in Persons, held in October 2014 in Yangon, the police delegation 

cited trafficking cases in which evidence was seized by another country, and therefore inaccessible to 

them. The MLAT was specifically designed to correct situations such as this.  

That is not to say AMS never coordinate their efforts, as this often happens informally through direct 

police-to-police exchange. However, the mission of enhanced collaboration at the core of the treaty is 

threatened by its lack of use. Invocations of the MLAT appear to be minimal, though earlier in 2015 the 

treaty was used to grant a temporary reprieve to Mary Jane Veloso. A citizen of the Philippines, she faces 

the death penalty in Indonesia for reportedly smuggling heroin into Indonesia, though it is believed she 

was trafficked and forced to “mule” the drugs.90 It is hoped that through the MLAT, Philippine 

investigators will gain access to evidence gathered in Indonesia that could exonerate Veloso and would 

help build a case against her alleged recruiters.91  

This emphasis on inter-ASEAN coordination was supplemented in 2010 with the ASEAN Handbook on 

International Legal Cooperation in Trafficking in Persons Cases,92 which aimed to familiarize 

government agencies with the use and application of cooperative legal tools relevant to trafficking 

offenses. In addition, the handbook sought to standardize laws, policies, and priorities among ASEAN 

member states, including mutual legal assistance, extradition, and securing of assets. Shortly after the 

handbook was published, ASEAN developed its Specialist Anti-Trafficking Units Standard Operating 

Procedures for the Investigation of Trafficking in Persons Cases. However, rigorous country-level 

implementation of these procedures has been slow going. The 2011 Progress Report on Criminal Justice 

Responses to Trafficking in Persons in the ASEAN Region affirmed that “unacceptably low levels of 

investigative quality jeopardize the whole goal of specialization.” 93 It is encouraging, though, that 

specialist police units in Cambodia and Thailand have adopted standard operating procedures based on the 

ASEAN procedures, and that Indonesia developed general system-wide guidelines to help regulate the 

actions of law enforcement and the justice sectors on criminal cases, including those related to trafficking. 
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Again, the forthcoming convention and action plan provide an opportunity to ensure that such tools are 

further implemented for maximum impact. 

Another relevant ASEAN-specific resource is ASEANstats, and more generally the bloc’s “Framework 

of Cooperation on Statistics,” established in 2001. In a 2010 plan, the head of each AMS’s statistical office 

pledged to strengthen their mandate and capacity to better collect and disseminate regional statistics. The 

officials specified that they would adopt harmonized definitions, classifications, and methodologies 

consistent with international standards to better support regional policy planning. They further pledged to 

advocate to governments of AMS to invest necessary resources into more robust statistics. A strategic plan 

from 2011, which outlined the work to take place in the following five years, identified several challenges 

that remain relevant today—namely, limited resources and a weak mandate. Further attention was drawn 

to the overreliance on donors for discrete statistical project funding, which calls into question the process’s 

sustainability and potential for improvement.94 In addition, they called for proactive facilitation of 

technical support from the ASEAN Secretariat to sustain the data development process. It would be useful 

for the Working Group on Data Sharing, Analysis, Dissemination, and Communication to start a 

discussion on the availability of trafficking data in the region, as well as the possibilities for sharing and 

analysis. From there, ASEAN could consider a specific working group on trafficking data.   

For the moment, ASEAN statistical resources include links to static information mostly related to the 

economy. However, the anti-trafficking community may be interested in the link to ILO’s newly launched 

International Labor Migration Statistics Database for ASEAN,95 which includes demographic and 

socioeconomic data on international migrant stocks and flows, as well as on nationals abroad. The actual 

ASEANstats database is clearly in a nascent form, but shows promise in offering both access to raw data 

and data in table form on international trade in goods and services, foreign direct investment, and 

performance on the UN’s Millennium Development Goals. The latter information could be relevant to 

trafficking research in terms of root cause analysis by examining efforts to reduce poverty or raise 

education and health standards. 

Lastly, though not directly related to trafficking, the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 

Assistance on Disaster Management96 is a worthwhile model to consider when looking toward regional 

coordination on trafficking. In facilitating coordination and cooperation among AMS (and with 

international organizations) for disaster management and emergency response, the center is a 

clearinghouse for consolidating and analyzing data related to disaster management. This, in turn, informs a 

range of activities: making policy recommendations, sharing resources and information, reviewing 

regional standards, coordinating research and technical activities, and facilitating joint emergency 

responses. It is easy to see the utility of a similar regional entity dedicated to providing similar functions 

on the issue of trafficking, which inflicts detrimental consequences across the region just as a natural 

disaster might. 
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APPENDIX 3: TRAFFICKING DATABASES 

A database at its most basic level is simply an organized collection of information. In the context of 

human trafficking, a database could focus on one or more of many types of data, from biographic 

information on survivors and traffickers, to trafficking cases tried in domestic courts, to known trafficking 

routes. The benefits of collecting and storing such information in a systematic way are obvious. In the case 

of a regional approach to human trafficking in ASEAN, establishing a regional database will allow for 

standardization of the types of data that are collected—and the manner in which it is done—as well as 

more efficient information-sharing across relevant government entities and between governments. In an 

ideal world, information housed in local, national, and regional databases would be robustly collected in a 

standardized manner to ensure that it could be either merged or compared at a global level. Only then 

would we have a more accurate representation of the state of human trafficking around the world. To 

reiterate, a more precise understanding of the various facets of human trafficking in a given context will 

help ensure more effective policies can be implemented to address the problem.  

Of course, simply creating a database is not a solution. Rigorous and uniform standards for data 

collection and entry must be followed, and resources must be continuously devoted to maintaining a 

comprehensive database. Though this research is focused on trafficking prevalence, the development of 

any human trafficking database should consider what type of information is most valuable. It must also be 

emphasized that any database on human trafficking will inevitably cover only the “tip of the iceberg” of 

observed cases. As a result, the database may show trends that are not relevant to the full scale and scope 

of the problem. In addition, it is unlikely that one database will be able to touch on all elements relevant to 

anti-trafficking efforts. It may be useful to consider multiple databases for various types of information—

for example, distinct databases on victim identification and service provision, trafficking investigations 

and prosecutions, and information on traffickers.  

Though the anti-trafficking community should celebrate the tremendous amount of attention and 

resources that have been devoted to this issue in the past 25 years, the proliferation of organizations and 

initiatives focused on the issue of human trafficking has produced some duplicative efforts. As such, 

before new databases or other programs aimed at information sharing are established from scratch, careful 

consideration should be made to ensure that they do not reproduce existing services, or at the very least are 

informed by best practices and lessons learned. To this end, several existing databases are highlighted here 

in the hopes of raising awareness about what is out there and offering guidance on how future databases 

might achieve compatibility. Again, this list in no way purports to be exhaustive. It only attempts to give a 

picture of various types of databases currently available, and to provide guidance on how ASEAN might 

build a regional database that is compatible with existing collections of information. Though many of 

these information clearinghouses could benefit from increased content, some existing resources to 

consider are outlined here. 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) Counter-Trafficking Module  

IOM’s Counter-Trafficking Module (CTM) is arguably the broadest source of information on survivors of 

trafficking. Launched 15 years ago, the module now operates in more than 72 IOM missions worldwide as 
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a component of the Migrant Management and Operational Systems Application (MiMOSA), and contains 

information on about 20,000 IOM beneficiaries.97 The data is based on information collected from several 

standardized screening, intake, and processing forms used by IOM, and covers basic biographical 

information, details on entry into trafficking, and information on facets of exploitation. Generally, the 

CTM element of MiMOSA stores primary data that offers insights into the socioeconomic profiles of 

trafficking survivors, trafficker profiles, trafficking routes, and patterns of exploitation. However, to call 

CTM a database is a bit of a misnomer, as it really functions as a case management tool. That said, there is 

a growing awareness at the central level of the IOM that the CTM contains information valuable for 

researchers and policymakers in the fight against trafficking. As such, IOM’s own trafficking research 

team is currently thinking through ways to enhance the tool’s potential for informing anti-trafficking 

scholarship and policy. One possibility under review is to expand the available dataset by folding in 

partner data (if it is deemed robust and compatible) and possibly making data publicly available in a 

secure manner that protects the identities of the victims. 

As part of this process, IOM is working toward adding more depth to the information that is collects. It 

is also emphasizing consistency in how the tool is used across field missions, recognizing the limitations 

arising from the fact that this information is sometimes collected in emergency conditions. IOM currently 

employs standard operating procedures to guide field staff in data collection and conducts trainings to 

ensure common understanding of fundamental concepts. At the same time, IOM strives to remain 

adaptable to the often resource-constrained realities and needs of the field offices, as explained by Harry 

Cook, a project officer focused on trafficking research at IOM headquarters.98 Some of the organization’s 

employees in the field noted the challenges of consistency in data collection and the labor-intensive 

process of entering data into the system. Some offices, in fact, maintain a secondary “shadow” database to 

collect data points not included in the standard IOM form. Also, though the IOM has guidelines to ensure 

that each mission is trained on database use, field office representatives indicated that these resources do 

not always permeate the field office culture. Likewise, local staff noted a lack of time and resources to 

properly implement the system’s full potential. Based on the variance with which missions are collecting 

and processing data, a truly robust trafficking database is probably not imminent, but it is encouraging to 

note that the process has begun. Despite the fact that IOM’s data reflects only the subset of survivors the 

organization has served, its uniquely broad geographical and temporal coverage suggests that existing and 

future databases on trafficked persons could benefit from trying to collect and catalog their information in 

a compatible manner.  

Freedom Collaborative 

Taking the aforementioned Butterfly Longitudinal Research Project as just one example of Chab Dai’s 

work, founder Helen Sworn recognizes the uniqueness and potential value of the large amounts of data her 

organization is collecting year after year. “Since we are the only people doing long-term study, I feel like 

we have responsibility to give others access to this data in a secure, ethical manner,” Sworn said. “There is 

no way that we as a tiny team can do this data justice.”99 This is precisely the type of data that could soon 

be integrated into the organization’s Global Learning Community project. In that vein, Chab Dai has been 

operating the Freedom Collaborative, an online platform aimed at fostering collaboration across the anti-

trafficking field. Since 2012, the website has offered a library, organization registry, expert profiles, and 

an interactive map. Through a partnership with Liberty Asia , the organization is now in the process of 
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expanding its capabilities to potentially include an exchange for anonymized, aggregated trafficking data. 

Moreover, the revamped website will function more like an app than a static database—“Facebook for the 

anti-trafficking movement,” said Sworn—complete with open and private messaging options available in 

any language. The platform is designed to serve diverse anti-trafficking stakeholders by creating 

opportunities for enhanced collaboration and information sharing, while building a supportive network for 

survivor service provision. The revamped website is currently in private beta, but can soon be accessed 

online.100  

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime Databases 

Established in 2011, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) TIP Case Law Database101 

was developed after UNODC realized that 40 percent of countries covered in their initial global trafficking 

report had never recorded a single human trafficking conviction. This global database of human trafficking 

cases, the first such database, was created in an effort to increase the number of prosecutions and 

convictions of TIP crimes, while also demonstrating the effective implementation of the Palermo Protocol. 

The public database can be searched by country and keyword, and provides immediate access to officially 

documented instances of crimes—complete with details, when available, on the victims’ and perpetrators’ 

nationalities, trafficking routes, verdicts, sentencing, and other case information that can assist legal 

practitioners, policymakers, and researchers. The database includes information on about 1,000 cases from 

more than 80 countries.  

Although the crimes of human trafficking and migrant smuggling are distinct, their interrelation is 

undeniable in Southeast Asia. What might begin as voluntary movement in search of better employment 

opportunities or to escape persecution can quickly transform into exploitation. As such, the Voluntary 

Reporting System on Migrant Smuggling and Related Conduct (VRS), launched two years ago in support 

of the Bali Process, may prove useful to governments and other anti-trafficking practitioners. The Internet-

based secure system allows government authorities to collect and share migrant smuggling data related to 

scale and scope of geographical flows, major routes, fees paid, transportation and methods used, and 

profiles of irregular and smuggled migrants, as well as smugglers, in the hopes of identifying patterns that 

can inform policy. As of July 2014, the 19 participating states included five from ASEAN: Cambodia, 

Indonesia, Lao PDR, the Philippines, and Thailand. However, little information is available as to what 

extent the system is being used. Based on a list of requested data, countries could potentially be reporting a 

wealth of useful information. Under the principle of mutual information sharing, the VRS allows any state 

that inputs data into the system to access the raw data from other states. Hypothetically, ASEAN could 

look to this platform as a guide for launching a similar system focused broadly on human trafficking at the 

regional level.102 Based on his experience developing the system, Sebastian Baumeister, an UNODC 

expert and analyst on migrant smuggling, cautioned that entities setting out to create a new database 

should remain focused on the most important types of data, and ensure that data collection is feasible in 

the given situation. He was confident that embedding such a mechanism into an existing regional 

structure—in this case, ASEAN is that “natural institution”—would help ensure its success.  

Lastly, UNODC also operates the SHaring Electronic Resources and Laws On Crime (SHERLOC)103 

database, which was expanded in the past few years to include content on migrant smuggling. The 

database consists of several hundred summarized publications related to conceptual understanding of 
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issues related to human trafficking, methodologies for research in the field, quantitative assessment  

of flows, route information, profiles of traffickers/smugglers and irregular migrants, and root 

cause/vulnerability factors. It is searchable by country and keyword.  

Interpol 

Though not accessible to the public, Interpol’s numerous crime databases, accessible through the I-24/7104 

network, connect law enforcement officers in member countries for the purpose of exchanging sensitive 

and urgent information. Interviews indicated that law enforcement forces in AMS are aware of and using 

this system, though it is possible officers could engage with the resources more deeply. Authorized users 

may search information on suspected criminals or wanted persons, DNA profiles, and stolen or lost travel 

documents, among other details that could be highly pertinent to the crime of human trafficking. 

Furthermore, users have access to resources for standardizing the format for reporting cases of trafficking; 

running instant checks against Interpol’s database of stolen and lost travel documents; gaining contact 

details for individuals responsible for people smuggling and illegal migration issues; and warning other 

member states if a known sex offender against minors is traveling to their territory or region.  
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Concern over the issue of human trafficking in Southeast Asia 
has grown steadily over the past several years with recent events 
elevating this pernicious problem to crisis levels in the public 
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camps in both Thailand and Malaysia, the discovery of hundreds 
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vulnerable Bangladeshi and Burmese Rohingya populations seeking 
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about the scale of the problem and struggling to find solutions. 

It is impossible to know definitively the scale or scope of human 
trafficking. This unsettling uncertainty arises, in part, from the 
lack of robust, accurate, and standardized data related to human 
trafficking — information that is critical to devising and implementing 
better policies to combat it. Policies and programs based on poor 
data will be equally poor in their effectiveness. The corrective 
impulse should focus not only on collecting more data, but better 
data. This data scarcity arises, in part, from the fact that those 
involved in human trafficking are inherently a hidden population. It is 
further challenged by insufficient institutionalization of the definition 
of human trafficking, corrupt practices linked to trafficking, 
and — whether owing to a lack of resources or an unawareness of 
proper research methodologies — the inability to properly gather and 
analyze such information. Though progress has been made, these 
challenges continue to confront ASEAN member states as they 
move later this year toward further economic consolidation and the 
adoption of the ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons—events 
that make regional collaboration and standardization on the issue of 
human trafficking all the more critical. 

In support of this process, this report is intended as a resource for 
both ASEAN and the international anti-trafficking community in 
aiming to (1) establish a foundation of approaches to estimating 
hidden populations, (2) survey the field of current global and 
local prevalence measure methods, (3) outline normative and 
technical achievements and challenges that may guide future 
data collection and analysis in Southeast Asia, and (4) offer policy 
recommendations to advance understanding of the scale and scope 
of human trafficking. 
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