CAMBODIA - ILO-IPEC Mekong Project to Combat Trafficking in Children and Women

Research Findings and Statistics
● In Cambodia, 2.3 million children aged 5 to 17 work; 37,000 of them work away from home (Cambodian Child Labour Survey, 2001).

● As many as one third of those working in the sex industry in Cambodia are under the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2002).

● In 1998, at least 3,000 girls from Southern Vietnam have been trafficked to Cambodia for prostitution - more than 15% are under the age of 15 (IPEC, 1998).
●Hundreds of Cambodians are deported from Thailand every month - half are children. Many are re-trafficked back to Thailand and the cycle is repeated (ILO-IPEC TICW Social Annex).

● A projected one million young Cambodians will join the workforce in the next few years. Unless sufficient jobs are provided, many job-seekers may be at risk of being trafficked while seeking irregular work in Thailand (ILO-IPEC TICW Social Annex). 

● About 14,000 individuals in the sex industry in Cambodia were forced or tricked into the business (NPRS, Dec 2002). 

Internal Trafficking
Most trafficked Cambodian children and women end up in sexual exploitation in cities such as Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville, Siem Reap and urbanising border areas of Battambang and Banteay Meanchey. The situation in the border town of Poipet, a sending, transition and receiving epicentre for trafficking, is particularly worrisome. In Poipet, brothels, karaoke bars and massage parlours cater to Cambodian and Thai men. While women and children are sold to brothel owners for as little as US$50, virgins are sold for up to US$800 which corresponds to three times the annual GDP per capita in Cambodia (UNICEF). 

Trafficking victims mostly come from impoverished areas such as rural precincts of Kompomg Cham, Battambang, Svey Rieng, Prey Veng, Kandal and Takeo or from fast developing urban slums. Poverty, social upheaval, an underdeveloped legal infrastructure, as well as weak law enforcement, are all contributing to the continuously thriving sex industry and to trafficking in children and women. 

Other sectors where child labour and trafficking occur involve garment factories (Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville), begging (in Svay Reing province bordering southern Viet Nam), construction, domestic work and work as porters (e.g. carrying loads to, and across, the border at Poipet). 

Cross-border trafficking - outbound
Cambodian children are trafficked primarily to neighbouring Thailand mainly for begging, soliciting, street hawking or flower selling on the streets of Bangkok. Cambodian children are also seen in the relatively affluent tourist resorts such as Pattaya, Phuket and Hua Hin. As young as four, these children often belong to organized trafficking networks and begging syndicates. 

While most of the children working on the street are boys, girls are also trafficked to these destinations for sexual exploitation. In cases where children are simply deported, they are often picked up by agents at the border and re-trafficked. 

Trafficked Cambodian children also end up in situations of child labor such as working in construction, domestic work and the agricultural sector in Thailand. 

The demand for cheap labor in comparatively wealthier Thailand is what pulls these children and women, and is the incentive driving the traffickers. On the other hand, poverty, lack of agricultural land, low levels of education and skills and few employment opportunities in Cambodia push these young people to search for what they believe will be increased prosperity across the border.  

Cross-border trafficking – inbound and in-transit
Children and women are trafficked into and through Cambodia as well. Vietnamese girls are trafficked into sexual exploitation in Cambodia, where they are in high demand for their ‘prized’ fairer skin and alleged sexual ‘daring’ (UNICEF). Vietnamese girls are commonly sold into bonded situations in brothels to pay off debts incurred by their parents. A number of Vietnamese children and women are also trafficked to Thailand via Cambodia.

Recent studies, however, indicate that the absolute and relative number of women trafficked from Viet Nam has decreased since the early 1990s. However, prostitution still flourishes and is supported by a substantial demand from both local and foreign clients.

The high incidence of HIV/AIDS is lowering the age of women and girls becoming prostitutes. This occurs not only because AIDS is decimating the local prostitute population but also because myths about the curative power of youth (especially virgins) are increasing demand for younger girls.
