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Thailand demonstrated improvements in some areas, but not in fishing, in its efforts to
improve its country's human trafficking record, said the US State Department in the TIP
report it release Friday morning, which downgraded Thailand to Tier 3 -- the lowest
status possible on the US human trafficking crackdown rankings.

Thailand's crackdown hit sex trafficking, which accounted for 374 of the 483
suspected traffickers the government prosecuted. This is a significant improvement
over the prior year, when just 306 cases were even investigated. The number of cases
investigated increased to 674 in the latest report on 2013.
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Yet when it comes to fishing, Thailand has a lot of work to do, the TIP report said.

“The government did not hold ship owners, captains or complicit government officials
criminally accountable for labor trafficking in the commercial fishing industry," said the
report.

Only two men in the commercial fishing industry were sentenced for human trafficking
violations during the year of the report, mostly spanning 2013, the report said.

According to its account, both were Burmese. One was given three years and six
months imprisonment and the other 33 years. A Thai accomplice — who had held 14
victims in confinement — received a mere three months. He was not prosecuted for his
role in the forced labor victimization but only for providing shelter to undocumented
workers.

Thailand has, however, launched efforts to crack down on forced labor in the fishing
industry, it should be noted. At the Boston Seafood Show, the nation presented its plan
during a seminar, showing the country had set up a labour coordination center for the
seafood industry; and by January, 6,000 migrant workers had been registered.

These efforts did not go unnoticed by the US government, ambassador Luis CdeBaca,
from the Department of State’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons,
told press during a conference call Thursday afternoon.

“I want to be very clear — we know, and have worked with, some very good actors in
Thailand who are working on the front lines who are doing a very good job,” CdeBaca
said. "But the government as a whole did not make significant efforts to address that."

Deep-seated lack of leadership in Thailand was cited as causing a few key decisions --
and lack thereof -- that tipped the scale far out of Thailand's favor in the US
Department of State's 2014 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report.

The report says Thailand has the very problems that the department warns against:
complicity in the very crimes it is supposed to be working to prevent.



“Despite frequent media and NGO reports documenting instances of forced labor and
debt bondage among foreign migrants in Thailand’s commercial sectors — including
the fishing industry — the government demonstrated few efforts to address these
trafficking crimes,” the TIP report stated.

“It systematically failed to investigate, prosecute and convict ship owners and captains
for extracting forced labor from migrant workers, or officials who may be complicit in
these crimes.”

The report flagged up one stalled industry effort in particular as evidence of a lack of
effort to crack down on the fishing industry.

“There were no developments in the Supreme Court’s consideration of an appeal of a
2009 conviction, upheld in 2011, of two offenders found guilty of subjecting 73 victims
to forced labor in a shrimp-peeling factory; both offenders remained free on bail during
the reporting period for a second year."

The department added that the Thai government seems to have even worked against
itself by putting its enforcement efforts on the wrong side of the problem — to cover it
up.

After reports surfaced in Thai media of trafficking-related complicity by Thai civilian and
navy personnel in crimes involving the exploitation of Rohingya asylum seekers from
Burma and Bangladesh, the Thai navy “claimed these reports were false and
responded by filing criminal defamation charges against two journalists in Thailand for
re-printing these reports", notes the TIP report.

The 432 page-long report argues that to deny the problem would have been turning a
blind on eye on something that impacts a large chunk of workers in one of the
country's most booming industries -- fishing.

Approximately 17% of surveyed fishermen, who primarily worked on short haul vessels
spending less than one month at sea, experienced forced labor conditions, often due
to threats of financial penalty including not being fully remunerated for work already
performed, according to the report.
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These reports of a failure to enforce surface a week after Thailand hesitated to vote yes
on the widely accepted International Labor Organization (ILO) protocol against slave
labor, which passed by a near consensus among over 400 nations in attendance at the
ILO's labor rights convention in Switzerland. Thailand's delegation voted no at first but
reversed its decision the following day after consulting with the capital.

Thailand's problem extends beyond a failure to act to a failure to treat the crimes as
severe, it said.

“The government addressed cases involving illegal recruitment fees and withholding of
wages as civil violations under the Labor Protection Act instead of as criminal cases
under the 2008 anti-trafficking law."
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