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During the first four months of 2012, the 
number of complaints for interventions from 
migrants’ families was increased up to 5 
times, compared to the same period of last 
year (the number of complainst ADHOC 
received during the the first four months of 
2012 is 141 cases, while it was only 23 cases 
for the same period last year). 

Migration occured in two forms: legal and 
illegal migrations. General challenges faced 
by the two forms of migration include forced 
overwork, little or no rest time, untreated 
illnesses, torture, severe physical assault, 
underpayment, threats, being jailed, being 
forced to continue work illegally and the 
cut-off of relationship with family members. 
Among the 141 cases, some were from 
Malaysia, Thailand, South Africa, China, 
Singapore, Japan, Fiji and so on. 

While hardship and violations have 
happened on female migrant workers, the 
Royal Government of Cambodia decided to 
impose a freeze on sending of female migrant 
workers to Malaysia. This suspension has 
been regarded a punishment on some 
companies and agencies which failed to be 
responsible for migrant workers who were 
sent through them and who were faced 
with right violations. However, the mere 
announcement without establising strict 
mechanisms in resolving the problems of 
migrant workers still working in Malaysia has 
caused grave concerns to their families in 
Cambodia, because they have not received 
any information about their children, spouse, 
or relatives working in those countries. This 
concern is the first reason for the increased 
number of complaints. 

Among the 141 cases, 94 (70%) filed 
complaints on the ground of the loss of contact 
with migrant workers to Malaysia. This was 
because after the government’s suspension, 
some private companies licenses to send 
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workers to Malaysia have been revoked; some 
companies ended their business; while some 
became bankrupt. This has led to the loss of 
contact between migrant workers and their 
relatives. Moveover, the state’s mechanisms 
responsible for building links in the absence 
of the companies have not functioned 
effectively. 

Another reason of the mounting number 
of complaints was because right violation 
on male and females migrant workers in 
Malaysia has gotten even more deteriorating. 
As monitoring mechanisms and solutions by 
companies about migrant workers’ welfare 
before the suspension had been already weak; 
once the suspense was officially announced, 
nothing has been of help in regard with right 
violations which were constantly getting 
worse. 

According to ADHOC’s observation, 
Cambodian male/female migrant workers 
currently working in Malaysia are facing three 
major challenges: 1) loss of contact with the 
family because of company’s closure; 2) sever 
right violations; 3) being forced to continue to 
work. In order to resolve these challenges, 
the government shall immediately establish 
monitoring and protection measures to fill the 
gaps left by the companies after the freeze 
and their licenses revoked, to protect migrant 
workers’ rights. 

For illegal migrant workers (through 
brokers ), though few complaints were 
received and little information was known, 
they are even more vulnerable to violations, as 
no institution is in charge of monitoring their 
safety; they sometimes had to run away from 
police, they were under threats, they received 
low wages, they were forced to overwork. This 
has happened because they crossed border 
illegally, thus, sometimes were arrested and 
jailed, were enslaved, were unable to get back 
home. 
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To resolve the aforementioned challenges, 
ADHOC would make the following 
recommendations: 
1. The government, especially Ministry 

of Labor, shall push for the creation of 
MOU between the Royal Government of 
Cambodia and receiving countries to set 
forth working conditions between sending 
and receiving countries on the ground of 
human right principles on labor and social 
rights, more particular, the respect and 
application of international convention on 
the protection of migrant workers’ rights; 
and shall review MOU between Cambodia 
and Thailand by adding more human 
right-based responsibilities in receiving 
and crossing their countries for the sake 
of migrant workers’ benefit for the two 
countries to avoid human right violations. 
In that, Thai government should establish 
‘during transit’ policy and urge the 
employers to be responsible for providing 
legal aids for illegal cross-border migrant 
workers.

2. A monitoring mechanism should be 
established to monitor migrant workers’ 
welfare in the country of origin and in 
receiving countries, especially Malaysia, in 
order to build communication between the 
workers and their family members during 
which companies/agents in charge close 
down their office; and the government 
should strengthen conflict resolution 
mechanisms and effectively prevent 
violations on migrant workers’ rights. 

3. The government especially the Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Ministry of Labor should 
increase vocational trainings as well as 
create more job opportunities, working 
conditions (decent wages in accordance 
with market price of goods) for our citizens 
in general and for people in rural areas 
in particular. Ministry of Interior should 
facilitate service fees and application 
process for passport, so that Cambodian 
citizens will find it easier to obtain legal 
and proper employment documents. 

4. The government with Ministry of Labor 

in charge, in cooperation with Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Interior 
should set up hotline system nationwide 
and in receiving countries, in order to 
rescue victims in a timely manner in the 
case of violations on both legal and illegal 
migrant workers.

5. Increase cooperation with ASEAN 
community and Great Mekong Sub-region 
in combating human trafficking, labor 
violation and modern slavery.

6. The government should push for 
the effective enforcement of Law on 
Social Security Scheme and enhance 
responsibilities of related institutions 
and stakeholders.  Also, the government 
should push for effective enforcement on 
companies, agencies or individuals who 
violate laws. 
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Local and international impacts of 
economic recession have severely affected 
the livelihoods of citizens in general and, in 
particular, of Cambodian people who are 
facing poverty and hardship, including loss 
of land, evictions, domestic violence and 
other forms of abuse, as well as, social, 
security and political issues. All of these 
have led to migration.1 To be able to make 
a living, Cambodians have been pushed 
to seek jobs no matter where the jobs are, 
in order to ensure their daily subsistence 
and to deal with all the challenges they 
are facing, leaving behind concerns over 

Introduction

1  Based on the Cambodia Human Development Report 2010 (UNDP), page 40: rates of landlessness in Cambodia are high. The national average indicates 21 
percent   of households are landless and another 45 percent  land-poor, owning less than one hectare (Sophal2008).With more than 60 percent of farmers living off less than 
one hectare (and even higher rates in the plains and coastal areas), access to land is a pressing issue across the country.

potential dangers. As a result, they dare 
to leave their own country for jobs, no 
matter how hard they are. Risky migration 
decisions can take up many forms like 
being illegal migrants, going with brokers 
to find jobs in neighboring countries, and 
through the channel of private companies 
like Philimor, Giant Co., Ltd, VC Man Power, 
OSM Group, T&P Co., Ltd, SKMM Co., Ltd, 
and so on. 

What are difficulties and challenges 
being faced by migrant workers? What 
institutions are responsible for dealing with 
their problems? 
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According to figures available, violations 
of the rights of migrant workers saw a sharp 
increase through the number of complaints 
received by ADHOC during the first four 
months of 2012. ADHOC received complaints 
in 141 cases involving male and female migrant 
workers (both legal and illegal) who are 
working overseas and experience increasingly 
severe rights violations, while there were only 
23 cases for the same period in 2011. 

These are only complaints from victims 
and their relatives received by ADHOC’s 23 
offices across the country, which means, in 
actual fact, the figure may be much larger. 
This situation may result from known cases of 
rights violations and from the concerns of the 
workers’ relatives who got to know about the 
situation of involved companies (that closed 
down, went bankrupt, or had their license 
revoked). 

Both legal and illegal migrant workers 
crossing the border to work in other countries 
face a great deal of challenges. So far, 
the government and relevant authorities, 
including the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of Social 
Affairs, have paid much attention to reported 
cases; while expert ministries and institutions 
have cooperated well with ADHOC’s to 
succeed in providing timely interventions, 
in cooperation with, and with support from, 
the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM). Nonetheless, rights violations and 
various forms of abuse are still challenges 
for many migrant workers. Some have had 
all means of communications cut off without 
anyone being aware of their whereabouts. 
This indicates that resolution mechanisms 
and prevention measures have not yet 
been responsive to the challenges, which 
require more attention from the government, 
especially the competent expert authorities. 

Resolution mechanisms and preventive 
measures for  rights violations, especially 

Overview of violations of the rights of 
migrant workers

law enforcement, are still very limited 
because Cambodia has not adopted a law 
on immigration safeguards and monitoring 
mechanisms in a timely manner, as well as a 
hotline and people responsible for monitoring 
migrant workers’ living conditions. 

With increasing cases of migrant workers’ 
rights violations in Malaysia, the government, 
in October 2011, issued a circular to freeze 
recruitment, trainings and the sending 
of housemaids to that country. This act 
expressed the commitment of the Cambodian 
government to prevent more sending of 
female migrants; however, it bears some 
negative effects on female migrants currently 
working in Malaysia, as they may be more 
severely abused by being unable to return 
home or being forced to continue working 
beyond the period set out by their visas. They 
also have to run away from the police; they 
don’t have any means to communicate with 
their families, while a number of companies 
have been closed down due to the freeze. 
When the companies were closed down, it 
is observed that no mechanism has been 
in place to safeguard the rights of migrant 
workers who found themselves in a situation 
of danger in the receiving countries. 

It should be noted that migration has taken 
place in two forms: legal migration (through 
companies or sending agencies) and illegal 
migration (through unregistered brokers and 
without proper documentation).

What difficulties are faced by the two 
categories of migrants? What are the factors 
behind their decision to migrate? What are 
the ways to prevent and resolve problems? 
What should the government do to deal with 
all these challenges? 

Legal Migrant Workers
Legal migration is a means to cross borders 

with valid legal documents in order to reside, 
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to look for a job, or to fulfill an official duty. 
For Cambodian migrant workers, migration is 
a means to go abroad in order to look for a job 
and to fulfill economic needs. 

From January to April 2012, ADHOC 
received 134 complaints (95% of a total of 
141 cases) alleging rights violations. Among 
the 134 cases, 118 (88%) were from relatives 
of migrant workers who work as housemaids 
in Malaysia. Most of them are women (at 
least 118 out of 120). Besides, 16 cases (which 
is 12%) were about Cambodian men who 
migrated to work as fishermen on the sea in 
Japan (3 cases), China (1 case), South Africa 
(5 cases), France (1 case), Singapore (1 case), 
Micronesia (1 case), Nepal (1 case) and other 
countries (3 cases). 

According to the complaints received by 
ADHOC, migrant workers face severe rights 
violations even though they are legal migrants. 
Below is a description of the situation: 
1  Loss of contact: 94 (70%) of 134 cases 
were related to legal migrants. Out of this 
figure, 75% were female migrant workers in 
Malaysia, while the rest migrated to other 
countries. Many cases were related to the 
cut-off relationship between migrant workers 
and their relatives because of a lack of 
attention by the companies to monitor their 
workers’ situation. When their relatives asked 
how the migrant workers were, the agencies/
companies told lies, blamed the workers’ 
relatives, or put the blame on workers 
themselves. And sometimes the cut-off 
relationship was the result of the companies’ 
closure, bankruptcy, or license revocation. 

Other laborers who work in the fisheries 
and other sectors also face challenges and 
dangers. This is a worrying trend as these 
workers have been physically abused, had 
their rights violated, received death threats, 
were forced to work extra hours without 
compensation, were not given enough food 
to eat, or were denied a proper place to 
sleep. Some had to live on the sea for months 
without access to means of communication 
with their families. 

These abuses happened because of the 
lack of responsibility by the companies/
agencies and responsible ministries 
(especially the Ministry of Social Affairs) in 
carrying out follow-up or monitoring of the 

living conditions and safety of the workers 
they sent to work abroad. 

In order to address these issues, the 
following measures need to be taken: 

a. The government should create 
monitoring and protection mechanisms 
immediately while the companies are 
suspended or have had their license 
revoked, so as to protect the rights of 
workers being in danger abroad. 

b. The government, in particular the 
Ministry of Labor, should strengthen 
law enforcement (the Sub-Decree no. 
190 on sending laborers to work, dated 
17 August 2011) by effectively punishing 
agencies or companies that breach the 
law, in order to ensure the realization 
of the labor rights of workers and to 
contribute to economic development. 

2  Right violations cases: There were 37 
cases (27%) of legal migration out of the 134 
cases we handled. Rights violations include 
forced overwork (compulsory extra hours 
without compensation), beatings, deprivation 
of food, deprivation of health care leading to 
serious health problems (including mental 
health problems), chronic illness or even 
death. They also include the confiscation of 
passports, salary reductions, withholding of 
remuneration, and other conflicts between 
workers and agencies. 
3  Coercion to continue working beyond 
the period set out in the work permits: There 
were 3 such cases (2% of all the cases). This 
happened when house owners or agencies 
refused to send workers back home at the end 
of the period set out in the workers’ permit. 
This was because no replacement was 
available, or because workers were forced to 
work to pay alleged debts. This is a serious 
violation of the rights of workers, including 
the right to decent working conditions2 and 
the right to choose employment. In particular, 
becoming an illegal migrant worker because 
of one’s passport expiry exposes one to arrest 
by the police and further abuse by owners/
employers. 

Violations described under paragraphs 2 
and 3 above happened to female workers in 
Malaysia. Therefore, the government should 
take the following measures: 

a. The Ministry of Labor, which has shared 
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responsibility for migrant workers, 
should push for the conclusion of 
a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) or an agreement between 
Cambodia and Malaysia in accordance 
with the International Convention 
on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of 
their Families, to lay the foundations 
for respect of migrant workers’ rights 
and to engage in dialogue with the 
civil society and stakeholders, such 
as national and international NGOs 
working in this sector in the pursuit of 
greater transparency.

b. The Ministry of Labor should effectively 
strengthen law enforcement and punish 
companies which are in breach of the 
law and their contracts. 

Resolution measures for violations of the 
rights of legal migrant workers:

So far the measures taken by the 
government have been to facilitate the 
repatriation and reintegration of victims, as 
follows: 1). Police, local/international NGOs, 
provincial officials and victims/relatives 
report about abuses or problems; 2). Local/
international NGOs and government inform 
Cambodian embassies/consulates in relevant 
countries; 3). Compiling investigative and 
research documents about victims is done by 
police and local authorities in cooperation with 
NGOs/IOs and the government of receiving 
countries; 4). Victim identification made 
by the Cambodian embassies/consulates 
or NGOs/IOs by using IOM forms and 
procedures; 5). Consulate officials or NGO/
IO partners submit a victim identification 
form to the IOM and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and inform the Ministry of Social 
Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation 
(MOSAVY) to look for the victim’s family; 6). 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs submits an 
official proposal to the IOM and NGOs/IOs 

for assistance for repatriation to Cambodia; 
7). A date for repatriation is set between 
stakeholders (IOM/embassy/consulate/
MOSAVY/NGO/IO). 

These are official procedures in 
repatriating victims back to Cambodia— the 
work that ADHOC has been undertaking in 
good cooperation with the Ministry of Interior, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, embassies/
consulates, receiving countries, and the IOM 
to help repatriate victims back to Cambodia. 
Moreover, ADHOC continues to help with the 
reintegration into communities in cooperation 
with the Ministry of Social Affairs and other 
relevant stakeholders including TOP and 
CWCC. 

Despite attention from the government, 
embassies/consulates and relevant 
stakeholders, there have still been gaps and 
a lack of preventive measures, which led to 
failures in terms of timely intervention. Thus, 
in some instances, the victims’ situation 
just got worse. Companies or sending 
agencies do not seem to pay attention to 
protecting, following up, and monitoring the 
workers’ situation. Their only interest seems 
to be profit. When rights violations occur, 
companies are not willing to deal with them, 
in particular by intervening with relevant 
employers/owners in receiving countries. 
Some agencies even pressured workers to put 
up with those violations, for which they are 
not responsible. This kind of behavior reflects 
a lack of responsibility of those companies or 
agencies. According to the government’s Sub-
Decree no. 190, dated 17 August 2011, on the 
Management of the Sending of Cambodian 
Migrant Workers Abroad through Private 
Recruitment Agencies (articles 31, 32, 33, and 
35) the agencies are responsible for setting 
up appropriate social security regimes and 
for following up on the situation of migrant 
workers sent to work abroad. Articles 34 
and 36 of the Sub-Decree state about the 

2 International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights Article 7: The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the 
enjoyment of just and favorable conditions of work which ensure, in particular:
(a) Remuneration which provides all workers, as a minimum, with:  (i) Fair wages and equal remuneration for work of equal value without distinction of any kind, in 

particular women being guaranteed conditions of work not inferior to those enjoyed by men, with equal 
pay for equal work;

 (ii) A decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with the provisions of the present 
Covenant;

(b) Safe and healthy working conditions; (c) Equal opportunity for everyone to be promoted in his employment to an appropriate higher level, subject to no considerations 
other than those of seniority and competence;
(d ) Rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay, as well as remuneration for public holidays
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role of the Ministry of Labor and Vocational 
Training, which is in charge of monitoring the 
performance of recruiting agencies in securing 
social security schemes for workers, as well as 
cooperating with the receiving countries and 
facilitating the transfer of money from foreign 
countries. However, in practice the Ministry is 
not yet responsive to the emerging problems. 

The international framework contains 
several instruments, namely the International 
Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965), the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (1979), the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and its 
Optional Protocol (1989), the International 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of 
All Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families (1990), and the ILO Convention 
no. 169. Nonetheless, effective enforcement 
measures are still limited. 

Reasons behind legal migration: 
There are a number of factors that make 

Case study (legal migration):

In October 2011, Ms. Mao Sreymom, 23, lived in Sre 
Treng village, Kbal Damrey commune, Sambo district, 
Kratie province. She agreed to go to work in Malaysia 
through APTSE & C Cambodia because of poverty. 
Since her departure, Sreymom’s mother did not receive 
any news from her until 11 January 2012. Sobbing, she 
asked her mother to help her come back to Cambodia 
because she had been repeatedly beaten (sometimes 
until falling unconscious), tied up and left in the field; 
she never had the opportunity ot rest, and she did 
not have enough to eat. She said she would commit 
suicide if she was not rescued because she had also 
been raped. Her mother came to ADHOC’s office to 
ask for help. In cooperation with the local police, the 
victim was able to return home on 24 January 2012. 

Cambodian citizens migrate to work in other 
countries. 

o Poverty
Domestic and global economic crises 

have severely affected Cambodian people’s 
living conditions, especially those of the 
poor.3 a majority (71%) of men and women 
in Cambodia depend on agriculture for their 
subsistence.4 However, they have too little or 
no land to grow crops,5  while living costs and 
daily needs increase, and a greater reliance 
on market products along with health issues 
have made them become indebted. Moreover, 
a number of development projects have 
indirectly contributed to the displacement of 
some citizens, leading them to lose their jobs 
and livelihoods, to move out of town, and to 
be unable to make ends meet. Consequently, 
for many the only solution is migration. 

o Working conditions/local job markets:
The economic crisis has shrunk the job 

market. According to an assessment by the 
Economic Institute of Cambodia, 85% of 
Cambodian citizens do not have a permanent 
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job. Increasing unemployment rate has 
allowed companies or employers to pay 
less attention to the respect of the rights of 
laborers and to pay inappropriate wages. 

According to the comparative study by the 
government, Cambodia lacks workers for big 
plantations and for the construction sector. 
Why this shortage? Why do Cambodian 
laborers not work in the country? 

Comparing benefits and working 
conditions between Cambodia and other 
countries, remuneration abroad is higher, and 
jobs are more regular and long-term than in 
Cambodia. In contrast, jobs in the plantation 
and construction sectors are not regular 
and wages are low. This makes Cambodian 
citizens look for jobs abroad. Moreover, they 
often see that those who went to work abroad 
were successful and received higher wages. 
However, it could also be the case that they 
receive vague or misleading information from 
acquaintances, neighbors, or middlemen; this 
makes them willing to take risks in the hope 
that they would receive good remuneration to 
support their families. 

o Limited knowledge and skills: 
According to the statistics of the 

Cambodian Research Institute, school 
completion level is very low in Cambodia. 
The assessment found that 47.2% did not 
finish primary school whereas 26.8% finished 
primary school; 18.8% did not finish secondary 
school whereas only 2.2% finished secondary 
school; and only 1.8% of Cambodians pursued 
their studies beyond secondary school. Low 
education coupled with a lack of technical 
skills make it hard for Cambodian citizens to 
get good jobs in the country and make them 
willing to take risks to work in other countries 
in order to get more money to support their 
families and cover basic needs more easily. 

o The environment and social contexts: 
The effects of the environment and social 

contexts, including issues such as domestic 
violence and sexual discrimination, are 
preconditions for Cambodian citizens who 
easily fall victims to offenders who use a 
whole range of tricks to persuade them 

3 General Population Census of Cambodia 2008 - Phnom Penh, National Institute of Statistics, Ministry of Planning, 2009, 28.3% of Cambodians live on less than 
$1.25 (purchasing power parity) per day: Facts and Figures about Cambodia: http://www.cambcomm.org.uk/ff.html
4 Based on Building Resilience: The future for Rural Livelihoods in the face of Climate Change –Cambodia Human Development Report 2011by Ministry of 
Environment, Ministry of Economic and Finance and UNDP, pageXX.
5 Based on Building Resilience: The future for Rural Livelihoods in the face of Climate Change –Cambodia Human Development Report 2011by Ministry of 
Environment, Ministry of Economic and Finance and UNDP, page 99.  

to migrate for work. These factors also 
contribute to making risky decisions because 
victims often live in a difficult social situation, 
marked by loneliness, lack of information and 
lack of consultation with informed persons.

 
o Impunity for crimes and offenses: 

The failure to ensure effective law 
enforcement in Cambodia is also one 
important reason why offenders, including 
companies and agencies, commit offences. 
Very few recruiting companies have been 
held responsible for their offences or  for 
breaching their contracts with workers. 
Impunity is a very widespread culture, leading 
to re-offending and to an increasing level of 
abuses. 

Recommendations on legal migration 
issues
1. The government, especially the Ministry of 

Labor, should push to enter into an MOU 
between the government of Cambodia and 
the governments of receiving countries, to 
set clear rules for the working conditions 
of foreign laborers in accordance with 
internationally recognized human rights 
principles on employment and social rights, 
particularly respect for and application 
of the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of their Families; 

2. The government should effectively 
strengthen conflict resolution mechanisms 
and take measures to prevent rights 
violations, especially by exercising 
effective law enforcement on agencies/
companies or individuals violating the law; 

3. The government should establish 
mechanisms to monitor the situation 
of legal migrants abroad, especially in 
Malaysia, in particular in order to restore 
links between migrant workers and their 
families, especially when the responsible 
companies/agencies have closed down 
their office. 

Illegal Migration
 Illegal migration refers to a person 
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entering a country to reside or to work without 
fulfilling the necessary requirements under 
immigration regulations. In the Southeast 
Asian context, it is a highly risky act. 

 From January to April 2012, ADHOC 
received 7 complaints out of at least 81 (28 
females and 53 males) known cases of 
migrants being illegally sent abroad through 
middle men. Most of illegal migrants went 
to Thailand or were channeled through 
Thailand to a third country. This happened 
via persuasion by middle men, acquaintances 
who had an experience of working in that 
country, or by acting on their own initiative 
because of poverty. Jobs for these illegal 
migrant workers included working in a bakery, 
as fishermen, and as housemaids. Some were 
trafficked to work as fishermen in Malaysia 
through Thailand. The worst challenges 
faced by these migrant workers include the 
risk of being shot at border crossings, traffic 
accidents (because of dangerous travels 
by night), threats by the bosses because 
of their illegal status, torture, detention by 

Thai authority, fraud and theft, rape, as well 
as being forced to take drugs, to work extra 
hours, to accept low wages, and living in 
fear—having to escape from the police, having 
their wages withheld. According to CDRI’s 
research6, many illegal workers migrated to 
work in Thailand. 

Resolution Measures
The government’s resolution measures 

so far have been through the facilitation for 
repatriation and reintegration of migrant 
victims, which are measures similar to 
those implemented for legal migrants. The 
difficulties encountered are to find contact 
information and to search for victims 
(because they were not sent through 
companies/agencies), except when the 
victims themselves sought for help from an 
embassy or a consulate or when victims were 
willing to file complaints with the police in 
the receiving country or to contact relevant 
NGOs. Although the government, embassies/
consulates and other stakeholders have paid 

6  Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the GMS: Cambodia Country Study by CDRI-Cambodia, December

Case study (illegal migration):

On 15 February 2012, 6 Cambodian citizens decided 
to go to work as fishermen through a middleman. 
The 6 men are: 1. Kean Phanna, 29; 2. Lun Siem from 
Siem Reap province; 3. This Chhav, 29; 4. Som Pang, 
27 from Ta Prum village, Trapaing Roung commune, 
Koh Kong district, Koh Kong province; 5. Ny Vary, 
25, from Kampong Phnom village, Kampong Phnom 
commune, Loek Dek district, Kandal province; and 
6. Phan Sok, 51, from Kamchay Mea village, Trapaing 
Kranhoung district, Prey Veng province. They went to 
work illegally as fishermen in Kloang Sun, Thailand, and 
were supposed to be paid 6,000 Thai Baht per month 
(USD 200). They had to work from 7AM to midnight or 
1AM. They could rest only during lunch time (at noon) 
and dinner time (at 6 PM). They were denied any rest 
during work. Their boss called the police to arrest them 
and put them in jail. They spent 5 nights at Khoang Yai 
and 1 night at Kloang Sak, Thailand, before being sent to 
a border checkpoint at Cham Yeam village, Bak Kloang 
commune, Mondul Seima district, Koh Kong province 
on 22 February 2012. 
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attention to resolve problems,  there are still 
gaps and a lack of preventive measures. Some 
cases could not be documented and solutions 
could not be reached in a timely manner. 
Even though Cambodia has a law on the 
suppression of human trafficking and sexual 
exploitation (2007) and a new Penal Code 
(2009), law enforcement is still very limited. 
More attention and efforts are required from 
the government and relevant stakeholders. 

In response to these issues, the government 
should take the following immediate actions:
A. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs should 

create a hotline or a mail box at embassies/
consulates in the countries where there are 
legal and/or illegal Cambodian migrants. 
It should make sure that information is 
disseminated in receiving countries or 
through local and international NGOs; 

B. A monitoring system should be put in place 
with people responsible to monitor the 
situation of migrant workers immediately 
to be able to rescue victims in a timely 
manner; 

C. Law enforcement should be strengthened 
to ensure the protection of the rights of 
Cambodian workers, while at the same 
time, punish the offenders. 

Factors contributing to illegal migration
Factors contributing to illegal migration 

are similar factors of legal migration, namely 
poverty, illiteracy,7 lack of knowledge and 
skills, and vague information about the risks 
of migration. Besides, there are a number of 
additional factors: 
- Strict legal migration conditions: expenses 

incurred for a passport, complicated and 

expensive visa application8 procedures 
($120 to $150) while having to wait for 
a long time (one to two months). High 
fees and complex procedures are thus 
additional factors; 

- Higher wages and a more attractive job 
market in Thailand, which shares a long 
border with Cambodia; 

- Impunity: the failure to punish human 
trafficking offenders is an important factor 
encouraging offenders to violate laws.9 

Recommendations on illegal migration 
issues 
1. The governments of Cambodia and 

Thailand should review their MOU 
by adding more human rights-based 
responsibilities for the sake of migrant 
workers’ benefits. Doing this, the Thai 
government should establish a “during 
transit” policy and urge employers to be 
responsible by providing legal aid to illegal 
migrant workers;

2. The Cambodian government, especially the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry 
of Labor, should increase vocational 
training to create more job opportunities, 
improve working conditions (ensure that 
wages paid to laborers are decent wages, 
in accordance with the market price of 
goods) for citizens in general and people 
in rural areas in particular; 

3. The Cambodian government should 
facilitate procedures and decrease fees 
for obtaining migration documents, so 
that Cambodian citizens find it more 
convenient and affordable to go work 
abroad if they have this opportunity.  

7 Based on the Cambodia Human Development Report 2010, Page 42:  Male illiteracy rates of 15-24 years are 16% and female are 23% ; Male illiteracy rates of 
25-44 years are 22%  and Female illiteracy rates are 40%.
8  Based on Asian Social Science Vol. 7, July 2011: Cambodian Migrants in Thailand: Working Conditions and Issues: www.ccsenet.org/ass; http://jcwalsh.
wordpress.com/2011/07/04/cambodian-migrants-in-thailand-working-conditions-and-issues/
9 Report of US Embassy on Human Trafficking 2011.
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To resolve the aforementioned challenges faced by migrant workers, and for the sake of 
economic development, ADHOC would like to make the following recommendations: 

1. The Cambodian government, in particular the Ministry of Labor in cooperation with the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Interior, should set up a hotline system 
nationwide and in embassies/consulates established in receiving countries, in order to 
rescue victims in a timely manner in case of rights violations of both legal and illegal 
migrant workers;

2. Specific mechanisms and services should be created to make sure that migrant 
workers are not victimized and to protect vulnerable workers by providing social, legal 
and psychological support services; 

3. Cooperation with the ASEAN community and the Greater Mekong Sub-region should 
be increased in order to combat human trafficking, labor rights violations and modern 
forms of slavery;

4. The Cambodian government should push for the effective implementation of the Law 
on Social Security Regime, and enhance the responsibility of relevant institutions and 
stakeholders. 

Recommendations and Suggestions
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Data of migrant workers who suffered 
from rights violations, from January to 
April, 2011 and 2012: 
A. Number of cases for the first 4 months of 2012 compared to 2011:

Year Number of cases 
(legal)

Number of cases 
(illegal)

Total

2011 19 4 23
2012 134 7 141
Increased percentage, 
comparing 2011 to 2012

Increase by 115 
cases, equal to 
605.26%

Increase by 3 
cases, equal to 
75%

Increase by 118 
cases, equal to 
513%

B. Number of victims for the first 4 months of 2012 compared to 2011:
Year Number of cases 

(legal)
Number of cases 

(illegal)
Total

2011 20 7 27
2012 121 81 202
Increased percentage, 
comparing 2011 to 2012

Increase by 101 
case (505%)

Increase by 74 
cases (1,057.14%)

Increase by 175 
cases (648.14%)

C. Receiving countries and number of migrant victims (legal and illegal), 
January to April 2012: 

Receiving Countries Female migrants Male migrants Total
Malaysia 95 2 98
South Africa 0 6 6
Thailand 28 53 81
China 0 1 1
Japan 0 3 3
Nepal 0 1 1
Singapore 0 1 1
France 0 1 1
Fiji 0 1 1
Micronesia 0 7 7
Other 0 3 2

124 79 202
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- ADHOC’s investigative report in the 24 municipalities/provinces;
- “Building Resilience: The future for Rural Livelihoods in the face of Climate Change”—

Cambodia Human Development Report 2011 by Ministry of Environment, Ministry of 
Economic and Finance and UNDP, page XX and page 99;

- Report 2010, International Organization for Migration (IOM): Analyzing the Impact 
of Remittances from Cambodian Migrant Workers in Thailand on Local Communities in 
Cambodia;

- Research report by CDRI—Costs and Benefits of Cross-Country Labour Migration in the 
GMS-December 2009;

- “Facts and Figures about Cambodia” available at: http://www.cambcomm.org.uk/
ff.html;

- Asian Social Science Vol.7, July 2011: Cambodian Migrants in Thailand: Working Conditions 
and Issues: www.ccsenet.rog/ass; http://jcwalsh.wordpress.com/2011/04/04/
cambodian-migrants-in-thailand-working-conditions-and -issues/

- Irregular Migration from Cambodia: Characteristics, Challenges and Regulatory Approach, 
December 2011;

- United Nations Development Assistance Framework 2011-2015, May 2010;
- International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR);
- International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 

Members of their Families;Law on Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual 
Exploitation (2007);

- New Penal Code 2009;
- Law on Labor 1997;
- Sub-Decree no. 190, dated on 17 August 2011, on the Management of the Sending of 

Cambodian Workers Abroad Through Private Recruitment Agencies.
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