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SUMMARY 

 

 The stories of the Cambodian overseas workers must be told. Their experiences 

must be heard. This qualitative research explores experiences of Cambodian migrant 

workers. In-depth interviews with 29 workers were conducted. We also interviewed 

NGOs, President of the Association of the Cambodian Recruitment Agencies, and 

government official.  

 Migrant workers are generally poor and poorly educated. Many live in 

dysfunctional or broken families. Poverty and restricted economic opportunity forced 

them to take risk to migrate internationally for a better livelihood. 20 were illegal 

laborers in Thailand and 9 were documented or undocumented workers in Vietnam, 

Taiwan and Malaysia. They had involved in a range of employments: begging, domestic 

work, factory work, fishery, and flower selling. Their experiences of abuses and/or 

exploitations varied depending on their legal status, age, gender and the nature of the 

work. We identifies common problems: (1) poor working condition; (2) lack of proper 

health care and protection; (3) no or under-payment; (4) physical or sexual harassment; 

(5) inhumane treatment; (6) lack of freedom and ability to stayed connected with family. 

Those went through formal channel appear to experience lesser abuse and exploitation 

compared to those went through informal channel. The formal channel, however, is not 

perfectly safe as workers voiced serious and often substantiated allegations of 

malpractices by recruitment agencies (RA) and the law enforcement agencies.  

The government has been making significant efforts to improve the labor-export 

system. Opportunities for improvement remain and immediate actions are necessitated. 

The MOU between Cambodia and Malaysia should be concluded, and a comprehensive 

legal framework on labor export should be adopted. The concerned Cambodian 

embassies should be more helpful to migrant workers and should have labor attaché. 

Government inspections on RAs should be more rigorous. Large-scale researches on 

labor migration/trafficking should be conducted to inform future policies. So long as 

poverty and limited job opportunity exist, people would continue to migrate for work. 

The government should be more focused on programs for poverty reduction and job 

creation. If Cambodians are still sent overseas, it should not be for a purely labor-

intensive work, more precisely domestic work and sea fishing.               
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The stories of the Cambodian migrant workers abroad must be told. Their 

experiences and ordeals must be heard so that actions can be taken to assist them and to 

prevent others from becoming potential victims of trafficking, exploitation and/or abuse. 

This small case-study research highlights problems faced by Cambodian international 

migrant workers. The study offers a venue for former overseas migrant workers to share 

their stories. It set a victim’s perspective foundation upon which further studies on labor 

migration/trafficking could be built.  

Cambodians are trafficked domestically and internationally for labor and sexual 

exploitation. Migration, especially irregular migration, is widely known to link to 

human trafficking, to some extent. Irregular migrants and smugglees are, therefore, at a 

high risk of being trafficked (Kaye, 2003, p.3; Salt & Stein, 1997, p.469; Salter, 2008; 

Surtees, 2008, p.43).  

For a variety of factors, poor Cambodians in particular have been migrating to 

other countries, mainly Thailand in search of better livelihood through formal and 

informal channels. In 2004, 60,848 (15,607 females) illegal migrants were deported or 

repatriated back to Cambodia (NPC, 2005, p.3). In 2008, 127,258 (37,843 females) of 

them were returned to Cambodia, reflecting a 109% increase (NPC, 2009, p.4). Given 

the nexus between illegal migration and people trafficking, it is not unreasonable to 

conjecture that the rise in the number of returned migrants is tantamount to the rise in 

trafficking incidence.     

 Most of the trafficking research relevant to Cambodia concentrated around 

trafficking for sexual exploitation, and few were on cross-border labor trafficking. None 

of the few studies on labor migration/trafficking, was devoted to documenting 

experiences of the migrant workers who went abroad through formal and informal 

channels1. 

In this study, we conducted in-depth interviews with 29 children and adults (19 

females) who had worked outside Cambodia legally or illegally. Some can be 

established as victims of trafficking. Their accounts will be presented in a form of case 

study. While the study aims to explore the victim’s perspective on their migration 

                                                           

1 When this research is conducted, UNIAP is also on the process of finalizing its larger research report on labor 
migration through formal channel. We hope that this study and the forthcoming UNIAP research would be a good 
compliment and provide a better insight into labor migration/trafficking relevant to Cambodia.   
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experiences, it also attempts to understand the issues surrounding labor 

migration/trafficking from NGOs, Recruitment Agency (RA) and government agency. 

We do not intend to generalize our findings, but we simply wish to spotlight stories of 

the former migrant workers.  
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II. METHODOLOGY 

 
In this case-study research, we conducted in-depth interviews with 29 former 

Cambodian migrant workers who left the country through formal or informal channel. 

Among them, five went through formal channel. 20 are girls/women. Their age ranges 

from 13 to 34 years old. Many of them went abroad to work when they were as young 

as 10 years old. We have also formally and informally talked to eight NGO officials 

from LSCW2, IOM, ILO, CARAM, ARM, UNIAP and KNK. Included in the list of 

participants is the head of ACRA who is also the owner of RA in Cambodia, and an 

official from MOSVY.  

The study is a product of a 16-day consultancy work commencing in March 2010. 

Given such a short time frame, it was impossible for any random and systematic sample 

selection to be used. Migrant-worker participants were referred to us by five partner 

NGOs (see Table 1).   

 

Table 1: Sample size 
 

Referrer NGO Location # of migrant worker 

referred 

# of male 

LSCW Phnom Penh 1 0 

IOM Phnom Penh 5 5 

ARM Battambang 6 0 

CWCC Phnom Penh 7 0 

KNK Battambang 10 5 

Total 29 10 

      

Due to time constraint, we were unable to interview the migrant-worker participants in 

their local areas which would, otherwise, have provided us opportunities to better 

understand their situation. Without a better option, we interviewed them at centers, 

NGO office, hotel and their work place. The interviews were conducted in Phnom Penh 

and Battambang and in a friendly environment where no significant disruptions were 

noticed.    

                                                           

2 Legal Support for Children and Women (LSCW), the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the 
International Labor Organization (ILO), Coordination of Action Research on AIDS and Mobility (CARAM), the United 
Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP), American Rehabilitation Ministry (ARM), Kokkyo naki 

Kodomotachi (KNK) or Children without borders, Association of Recruitment Agencies (ACRA) and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs, Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation (MOSVY).  
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III. FINDINGS 

3.1 The situation 

 

Cambodia is a three-in-one country: a source, destination and transit country for 

people trafficking. In addition to internal trafficking, Cambodians are trafficked across 

the national borders, chiefly to Thailand, Vietnam and Malaysia for sexual and labor 

exploitation (DSUS, 2007; IRIN, 15 September 2009). In 2002, IOM estimated that at 

least 500 Cambodian children lived and worked on Bangkok’s streets (IOM, 2002 cited 

in Keo, 2006). Between 2007 and 2008, ECPAT-Cambodia database recorded 165 cases 

of sex trafficking in Cambodia (Keo, 2009, p.41).   

Thailand, South Korea and Malaysia are known to be the major destinations for 

Cambodian migrant workers. There were also Cambodian migrant workers in Qatar, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan (Maltoni, 2007, p.6). The number of Cambodians, who 

travelled abroad for short/long-range migration through informal channel, is unknown 

and perhaps will never be known. NGO LSCW in 2007 reported around 70,000 

Cambodians living and working in Trat province of Thailand, and that 75% were 

unregistered migrants. Their work included fishing, fish processing, piggery, saw mills, 

construction and domestic work (LSCW, 2007, pp.4,48; Maltoni, 2006, p.26).  

As of March 2002, Thailand registered 428,431 migrant workers, 80% of whom 

were Burmese, 10% Laotians and 9% Cambodians. Research estimated that the actual 

migrant population was 2.5 to 3 times above the registered one (AMC, 2002, p.145). 

The number of registered migrant worker in Thailand rose to 1.28 million as of June 

2004 (W.Huguet & Ramangkura, 2007, p.28). As of October 2005, there were 182,007 

registered Cambodian migrants in Thailand (57,581 females), excluding a similar 

number of undocumented migrants (Maltoni, 2006, p.24, 2007, p.6). The 2006 statistics 

reveal that Thailand hosted an estimated 2.5 million migrants from Cambodia, Laos and 

Myanmar (Maltoni, 2006, p.24).  
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Table 2: Cambodian migrant workers to Malaysia 
 

Year # of worker Domestic  

Work
*
 

Factory 

Total Female Total Female 

1998 120 120 120 0 0 

1999 86 86 86 0 0 

2000 502 195 82 420 113 

2001 846 504 393 453 111 

2002 1,049 803 437 612 366 

2003 573 500 500 73 0 

2004 809 704 582 227 122 

2005 1,776 1,309 1,008 768 301 

2006 1,690 1,459 1,141 549 318 

2007 3,219 3,045 1,577 1,105 931 

Total 10,670 8,725 5,926 4,207 2,262 
Source: Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training, adopted from (National Committee for Population 
and Development, n.d.).  
Note: * All domestic workers are females. 
 
 

Between 1998 and 2007, 10,670 Cambodian migrant workers (8,725 females) were sent 

to Malaysia through formal channel to be domestic workers and factory workers (see 

Table 2). According to the Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training, between 2003 

and 2007, there were 3,983 Cambodian workers (455 females) to South Korea of which 

3,614 (390 females) worked in factories through a “trainee system”. 34 workers were 

sent to Saudi Arabia in 2005 on a two-year contract. Since then, no more workers were 

dispatched to the country due to the absence of Cambodian diplomatic mission to 

monitor and to assist the workers (National Committee for Population and 

Development, n.d.).  

 

3.2 Migrant workers: profile and background 

 

Migrant-worker participants came from: Banteay Meanchey, Battambang, 

Kompong Thom, Kompong Speu, Kompong Cham, Kandal, Kratie, Phnom Penh, Prey 

Veng, Siem Reap and Takeo. Many of them are from Banteay Meanchey and Takeo. 

They are generally poorly educated. Two of them had dropped out at grade 8 and at 

second year of university respectively. The rest were either illiterate or lowly educated.     

They are from impoverished rural families. Over half are from dysfunctional or 

broken families (i.e., one or both parents were either dead or severely sick). There are 

many cases where their parents are divorced and have remarried. In a few cases, the 
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father deserted the family for another woman leaving all of the children under the care 

of destitute, sometimes seriously ill, mother. Several participants have never seen their 

parents or did not know their parents’ whereabouts. Worst of all, some participants- 

especially those currently living in NGO shelters- did not have a home to return to. This 

is either because their parents who were currently in Thailand did not have a home in 

Cambodia, or because the house was unsafe to live in.  

 

Table 3: Migration destination and purpose   

(Intended) 

destination 

Number Purpose 

Total Male 

Vietnam 1 0 Begging 

Taiwan 1 0 False marriage for working purpose 

Malaysia 7 0 Domestic work (6), garment factory work 

Thailand 20 10 Sea fishing, agricultural work, factory work, cow 
herding, tailor’s shop, carpentry workshop, 
begging, flower selling.  

Total 29 10  

 

Five participants can be regarded as legal migrants because they went abroad through 

recruitment agencies (RA) in Cambodia. The remaining went overseas illegally. Some 

of them went with family or relatives using services of human smugglers. Others were 

either trafficked or smuggled across international borders by brokers (Mechol), some of 

whom were clearly human traffickers.  

Their intended destinations are Thailand, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam. A girl 

had migrated to Vietnam for begging with her mother and sometimes with relatives 

when she was around ten years old. Five went to Malaysia through formal channel, and 

their status at least initially, was legal. Four of them worked as domestic workers from 

two months to four years. A woman was a garment factory worker for over two months. 

There are two women who were recruited and trained by RA in Cambodia for working 

as housemaids in Malaysia. They broke the contract as they heard rumors about bad 

working conditions abroad. They then engaged in litigation against the company before 

they gained their freedom to leave the company and returned home. A woman went to 

Taiwan through a false marriage facilitated by a marriage-arrangement syndicate whose 

network apparently spanned from Cambodia to Vietnam and to Taiwan. In Taiwan, she 

was employed in a duck meat supplying factory.        
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20 others (10 males) worked in Thailand illegally. Their work include sea fishing, 

agriculture work, factory work, cow herding, tailor’s shop assisting, begging and flower 

selling. Those who had been to Thailand and Vietnam at young age are generally for 

begging, selling flowers, farm work and cow herding. Most of them went with their 

parents, relatives, siblings or neighbors. Some of them, chiefly those who were street 

beggars and flower sellers, had been hired from their parents by traffickers who then 

forced them to work.  

 

3.3 Recruitment process 

3.3.1 Formal channel 

 

Seven participants were recruited by RAs in Cambodia. Six of them were initially 

approached by RAs’ local agents who operated in the community. Another worker was 

aware of a job opportunity in Malaysia through a radio announcement by RA and went 

to the company for inquiry. According to NGOs and the chair of ACRA, recruitment 

agencies employ two main strategies to recruit workers. The first and most important 

strategy is by employing local agents who are based in target areas. Those agents are 

contracted to recruit potential migrant workers and refer them to the respective RA for a 

one-off commission. There are unverifiable allegations that a local agent makes between 

$20 and $100 from each client s/he managed to refer to a RA.  

From the interviews, there are some indications that those local agents were not 

transparent and honest in providing reliable information that allowed potential workers 

to make informed decision. They are accused of giving only optimistic information 

which motivates their clients to accept the offer the soonest possible. It is not sure if 

such large commission offered by RA has any role in encouraging its local agents to do 

their best, although in unfair ways, to recruit and refer workers to the relevant agencies. 

This also raises a disturbing question on the profitability made by a RA. For example, 

how much RA makes on average from sending a migrant worker abroad when they can 

afford to offer a huge commission to their local agents?  

When asked how RA makes money, ACRA president assured that normally RA 

takes only one month worth of salary from each worker sent. From all interviews with 

workers who went through legal channel, we found that none of them had received or 

had been promised a monthly salary of over $180. This makes the situation murky. 
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Assuming that RA offers a maximum of $100 to its local agent for each worker 

recruited when the RA makes only one month worth of worker’s salary (max = $180), 

would this mean that RA normally makes about $80 as a net profit from each worker for 

all the services it provided and continue to provide until the end of a 2-3 years contract? 

Future research may wish to examine this.       

The other recruitment method of RA is through announcements in Khmer 

language newspapers or on national/provincial radios. NGO criticizes that such 

announcements often times failed to provide fair information. As an example, RA made 

a radio announcement for employments in South Korea. According to the 

announcement, worker would receive free training and a monthly salary of over $1,000. 

In reality, the NGO claimed, workers have to pay all cost associated with their pre-

departure training. They also have to pay for travel documents, especially passport. 

After all, workers would receive only around $700 a month. 

There are also various allegations that RAs are generally ruthless. They mostly do 

not give fair and complete information to potential workers for making a rational 

decision. Accounts of worker and NGO participants substantiated the accusations that 

RAs often make false promises of high salary, free health care, friendly working 

condition, and regular and prompt assistance when workers need help while working 

abroad. RA reportedly failed to explain the terms and conditions of the contract in detail 

to the workers. Based on participants’ reports, it appears that RAs tended to do their 

best to convince prospective clients to sign the contract. Once the contract is signed, the 

client’s fate is allegedly sealed.  

All workers claimed that they had signed a contract with the company, but they 

never received a copy of the contract. Some did not understand the conditions specified 

in the agreement. Some of those who returned to Cambodia before the end of the 

contract were still unsure of the length of their contract. More interestingly, none of 

them had been told in advance about the amount of money the RA would deduct from 

their salary3. Case study 1 exemplifies how a formal recruitment process works.  

 

 

                                                           

3 In this study, we were able to interview only one representative of RAs. To be fair to RAs and to corroborate all the 
reports by migrant workers and NGOs, it is indispensable that future research should provide a forum which allows 
RAs to react and respond to those allegations.    
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Case study 1: I made $1,000 after four years of hard work 

Bopha4 has two siblings and lived with a divorcee mother in Prey Veng. Due to abject 

poverty, she was forced by circumstances to drop out at grade 8 and moved to Kompong Cham to 

be a silk weaver. Back home, her mother was approached by a relative who work for RA and 

promised them domestic work in Malaysia for a monthly salary of $180 plus benefits. Her mother 

quickly agreed, and she asked Bopha to return home. The company was responsible for processing 

their travel documents. Bopha’s age was increased from 17 to 28 and her sister’s age was also 

increased. However, her mother’s age was decreased to fit the requirement.  

The three were soon taken to the company’s office in Phnom Penh for medical exam. They 

signed the contract with the company, and were immediately placed in a training center. They had 

spent over five months learning Malay language and skills required for the job, before they were 

sent to Malaysia one after another to work in different houses. Despite they were in Malaysia, they 

were not informed of each other’s whereabouts and contact details. Bopha’s mother did not renew 

her contract after two years, and returned home. Once she found her daughters’ contacts from the 

RA in Cambodia, she called them. Only then, Bopha and sister came to know each other’s 

whereabouts and contact. For the first two years, Bopha had changed eight masters. At the end of 

her two-year contract, Bopha worked for an employer, who she so liked that she renewed her 

contract for two more years.  

Bopha is perhaps one of the most unfortunate migrant workers. She encountered many 

ordeals. At the training center in Cambodia, she complained of not having enough to eat. The food 

was poor in quality. In Malaysia, the house owner did not give her enough to eat. An employer has 

attempted to sexually molest her. When she had been referred to a training center in Malaysia for a 

refresher course, she was beaten by a Cambodian female trainer. She normally had long working 

hours. She was not allowed to leave the house and was expected to stand by at all time. She 

reported that:  

 
My boss sold drinks at a market. I was required to work from early morning to mid-night 
every day. Apart from household chores, I was also a shop assistant. Whenever, I took a 
little rest, I was scolded. Although my hard work, I had little to eat. My contract stated that 
I was a housemaid and not a shop assistant.  

 
Bopha was not paid as promised. She received only $130 a month. She only got paid at the end of 

the two-year contract. Initially, she did not realize that she owed the company four months worth 

of salary. Also the way the company deducted her salary was not transparent. After four years, she 

is left with $1,000 instead of $5,7205. Now at the age of 21, she is back to work in a garment 

                                                           
4
 For confidentiality reason, we will try our best in the whole document to keep participant’s identity confidential. 
When possible, the participant’s location is changed or simply undeclared. Their names are changed. Names 
representing popular flowers and fruits in Khmer will replace participants’ genuine name. Names of female 
participants will be changed to name of flowers (i.e., ‘Kolab’ means ‘rose’), and male participants’ names will be 
changed to fruits (i.e., ‘Chek’ means ‘banana’). Replacing real names with names representing flowers and fruits 
avoids having the alias being identical to any person’s name. 
5 Her monthly salary is $130. She worked for 48 months of which she owed 4 month worth of debt to the RA in 
Cambodia. So, she should earn $5,720 which arrived from $130/m * 44m. 
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factory. Despite facing such ordeals, she was looking to return to Malaysia. She however wanted 

to work in factory due to higher pay and better working condition.   

 

3.3.2 Informal channel 

 

23 migrant workers had been abroad through informal channels. While most of 

them travelled overseas with friends, relatives, families, siblings or neighbors, ten were 

recruited or volunteered to be recruited by brokers or traffickers. Below is a case study 

of a boy who went to Thailand with his aunt to work as a cowboy.  

Case study 2: Life as a cowboy  

Trabek is 18 at the time of the interview and came from Banteay Meanchey. He is the 

fourth of six siblings. At 15, his father passed away and soon after his mother fell sick. In 

desperate need to support the family, he quit school at grade 7 and followed his aunt to Thailand to 

work as a herdsman looking after 10 cows on a farm. He was paid 1,000B ($31) a month plus free 

food and accommodation. He worked there for roughly nine months and received full payment and 

good treatment. He reported no abuse. When he returned to Cambodia with his aunt, they were 

arrested by Thai police who then took 400B ($12.4) from them and allowed them to cross into 

Cambodia.  

 

In the following case study, we show how children are rented and forced to work like a 

money making machine.  

Case study 3: A flower-seller girl  

Champei, a 13 years old girl from Poipet, has seven siblings but five had died of illnesses. 

Her father deserted the family forcing her destitute mother to toil from dawn to dusk to keep the 

family alive. When she was 10, her mother “rented” her to a Cambodian woman for 2,500B ($78) 

a month. She was required to sell flowers on streets and at pubs in Koh Samui of Thailand from 

6pm to 2am. She must work hard to sell as many flowers as possible. On a good day, she sold 200 

flowers at 20B ($0.6) each.  

She claimed being beaten badly when she could not sell many flowers. The punishment was 

inflicted upon her either by her trafficker or the trafficker’s brother. That man (the brother) was 

reportedly crueler. For many times he beat her seriously, forcibly submerged her head into water, 

or electrocuted her. Such torments were aimed to force her to work harder. Champei noted that:  

 
I suffered regular inhumane treatments. I hate them very much. Sometimes I was paid only 
1000B ($31) a month because they said I did not sell enough flowers. I received 20B a day 
to buy food. After a few months, I ran toward the police. The police put me in a detention 
center for two months before referring me to a Thai center where I stayed for six months. 
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When her traffickers were aware that she had returned to Cambodia they made various attempts to 

bring her back to Thailand. She said she is lucky that an NGO allows her to live and study in its 

shelter. This actually prevents her from being re-trafficked.      

 

A female participant had been recruited to work in Taiwan apparently by a syndicate 

that had a network in Cambodia, Vietnam and Taiwan6. The following case study shows 

how such recruitment practice works in the real life.    

Case study 4: Labor exploitation through fake marriage  

Chanthou is 22 from Takeo. Her father deserted the family leaving seven children under the 

care of her destitute mother. She quit school while in the 8th grade to follow an acquaintance to 

work in Taiwan through false marriage. Before she decided to go, she neither was aware of any 

risks of trafficking, nor did she bother about it even if she would have been aware of it. She was 

brought to Phnom Penh and placed in a house7 where she learned rudimentary Chinese. They 

managed to get her a passport and all the necessary travel documents with her age increased from 

16 to over 18. After a month, she was accompanied to Vietnam. At the Phnom Penh international 

airport, she reportedly witnessed immigration police taking money from the Cambodian woman 

who escorted her. Whether or not she looked suspicious, the police did not cause any trouble.  

Once arrived in Vietnam, Chanthou was handed over to a small group of Vietnamese. They 

brought her to a hotel and took a sample of her blood for a test. The next two days, she met a 

Taiwanese man, who faked himself as her would-be husband, and they went to the Taiwan 

consulate in Vietnam for interview. The interviewer panel included a Khmer speaking woman. At 

the interview, Chanthou was asked how she came to know her prospective husband. The question 

was interpreted into Khmer by the woman. Interestingly, that woman told Chanthou to say 

whatever she wanted and she [the woman] would interpret it to fit the purpose. With that woman’s 

assistance, Chanthou got through the interview and received visa to enter Taiwan. Officials at the 

consulate provided her some documents and emergency contacts in case she would need help in 

Taiwan. She was advised to keep that docs and contacts with her.  

A few days later, she was flown to Taiwan. At Taipei Airport, she was met by a man who 

she referred to as a “big boss”. The man took her to an apartment and confiscated all her docs. 

Days later, she was handed over to a man- a major duck meat supplier in Taiwan. The person 

brought her to his fairly large workshop employing some 30 workers from Cambodia, Thailand, 

Indonesia, China, Vietnam and the Philippines. There was no contract and she was not informed of 

anything except that she would get a monthly salary of 5,000TWD8 ($150) for the first year. 

Her job mainly involved plucking ducks and gooses. She worked there for two years and 

reported good treatment. Each month, she got 2,000TWD ($60) out of 5,000TWD. The rest were 

                                                           

6 On 26 March 2010, the Phnom Penh Post newspaper published an article on the uncover of a human trafficking 
ring that involved in facilitating arranged marriage between Cambodian women and South Korean men (for details 
see, Baxter & Chhay, 2010).  
7 That house was not a company office, but rather a family-run business.  
8 TWD stands for Taiwan Dollar. USD1 equals to 31.8TWD as of 16 March 2010.  
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withheld by the employer, and he only gave them to workers at the end of the year. For the first 

year, she was fully paid. In the second year, her salary increased to 7,950TWD ($250) including 

overtime pay. Like the first year, she received only 2,000TWD each month and the balance was 

kept by the boss. By the end of the second year her life turned sour when police raided the factory 

and took illegal migrant workers, including Chanthou into custody. Chanthou asserted that the 

arrest was prompted by the report of a brother of the workshop owner who did not want to pay the 

workers.  

In total, Chanthou spent over a year in detention and she was questioned at court for four 

times. It is unknown whether her questioning was actually part of litigation against her employer 

and those involved in her trafficking to Taiwan. She received humane treatments in detention. A 

Christian NGO in Taiwan assisted her to return home in early 2008 with three other Cambodian 

women, and gave her $500. After a few years in Taiwan, she did not save any money. While she 

does not have a job in Cambodia, she did not want to return to Taiwan.  

 

The above case indicates the involvement of a labor trafficking network that corrupted 

law enforcement officers and official at the Taiwan consulate in Vietnam. The size and 

the operation of the syndicate cannot be ascertained due to limited information. It would 

be interesting to further explore this.  

 

3.4 Motivation for migrating  

 

When it comes to motivation to migrate and seek employment overseas, accounts 

of workers largely suggest that push and pull factor plays a crucial and equally 

important role. Poverty and lack of economic opportunity at home are most frequently 

cited by the workers as the main driving forces for their migration. The fact that they are 

generally poor and poorly educated further narrows their ability to get decent 

employment locally. Without proper skills to make ends meet, lack of capital to start up 

even a small business locally and the absence of government social welfare system 

creates a situation whereby taking risk to migrate is imperative. For them, international 

migration, especially to Thailand emerges as the best viable survival strategy. Porous 

borders between Cambodia and Thailand compounded by corrupt border controllers of 

both sides, who are ready to accept small bribes and allow for border crossing, facilitate 

illegal migration, human smuggling, and human trafficking. 

Added to the push and enabling factors is the pull factor. It is undeniable that 

demands for cheap labor and services in better-off countries play a crucial part in 
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attracting legal and illegal migrants from poorer countries who are ready to engage in 

just about any jobs for survival. Study argues that in Asia, international labor migration 

normally compliments rather than competes with local labor (Caouette, Sciortino, 

Guest, & Feinstein, n.d., p.22). This is particularly true in the case of Thailand and 

Cambodia in which Cambodian migrants take over jobs (e.g., sea fishing, sea food 

processing) that Thai people tend to avoid. The payment for labor intensive work in 

Thailand (e.g., building, factory and agricultural work) is generally more generous 

compared to Cambodia. This is another major reason pulling poor and desperate 

Cambodians away from home. The following case show how a young girl who wished 

to contribute to her family took risk to leave home for work in Thailand.  

Case study 5: I would rather go 

Champa, 17, was born into a poor family in Banteay Meanchey. She quit school at grade 3 

as her parents could not afford to keep her at school. At the age of 13, she decided against her 

parents’ wish to follow a female labor broker to Thailand. There, Champa and her female cousin 

worked at a private tailor’s shop for unspecified wage. They ran away after three days because 

they could not bear frequent beatings by the employer without specific reason.  

Not long after they returned home, they were recruited by a female neighbor to work in a 

bean plantation in Thailand along the border. They were paid 100B ($3) a day in addition to free 

food and accommodation. Being young and small, they were asked to pick grasses from the farm 

from 7am to 5pm, with lunch break. For the first seven months, they were fully paid and reported 

no abuses. In the eighth month, they quit and returned home because the farm owner failed to pay 

them.  

 

It should be emphasized that few worker participants said that they would not have 

decided to migrate, had they been aware of the risk of exploitation or abuse. Most, 

however, reported that they were somehow aware of the risks. This did not prevent them 

from migrating, owing to overwhelming need to escape their situation.  

Everyone who went through a formal channel strongly alleged that RAs failed to 

give them fair information and to explicitly explain the terms and conditions of the 

contract. Interestingly, NGO participants suggested that whether or not the RAs had 

done so, the workers are highly likely to go because of the dire need for a better 

livelihood. NGO participants asserted that when the workers leave their home and 

arrived at the company they already made a decision to go and go as soon as possible 

(see Case study 6). 
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Case study 6: I must go and I must return   

Chhouk is 39 and has 6 children. She sold vegetables at a small market in Kampong Cham. 

She had a very troublesome husband who often harassed her. One day, a local agent of RA 

approached her and offered her an overseas job. Living in severe poverty together with unbearable 

treatments by the husband, she abruptly left home to the company’s office in Phnom Penh.  

At the company, a staff briefly explained the working conditions to her. Some key aspects 

that she remembered very well were that it is a 3-year contract, and she could not return to 

Cambodia prior to that. She would receive a monthly salary of $130. Food, accommodation and 

health care would be provided. The company staff assured her that the company’s representative 

would visit her in Malaysia once in every quarter. Pushed by the urgent need to escape home and 

pulled by the attractive offer, she quickly concluded the contract which she never received a copy.  

She was sent to a training center for eight months. She claimed that her unattractive 

appearance delayed her dispatch, and good looking young girls seemed to be dispatched sooner. 

Later, she was dispatched to Malaysia to be a housemaid. There, she was forced to work like a 

robot. She toiled almost unceasingly from 4am to 12pm midnight on a daily basis. Apart from 

doing household chores which included washing three cars and taking care of two big dogs, she 

was also required to work in a factory owned by her master. She was supposed to keep the factory 

clean including eight toilets. Monitored by CCTV9, she was unable to rest. When she wanted to 

rest, she pretended to go to the toilet where she would hide for a while. She was given two 

Ringgit10 a day for food.  

One day, she was forcefully sent back to the host RA in Malaysia which partnered with the 

sending RA in Cambodian for disciplinary action. This was because she refused to consume rice 

given by the boss, which she accused to have been left in a fridge for a week. At the agency, staff 

beat her badly accusing her of being lazy, and then sent her back to the same employer. About 12 

months later, her right leg swelled. As the contract did not allow her to resign, she pretended to be 

seriously sick. She was admitted to hospital for treatment of her leg and abdomen pain. Once 

released, she was repatriated to Cambodia without receiving payment for her 12 months of 

services.  

In Cambodia, she visited the RA demanding her pay. She was about to commit suicide on 

the spot, when the RA told her that she owed it 6-month worth of salary and the remaining 6 

months had been used to cover her hospitalization in Malaysia. After serious argument, the RA 

promised to pay her two months of salary but she demanded 6 months based on the ground that 

she is not supposed to pay for the treatment. Since her arrival in November 2007 until 13 March 

2010, she did not yet receive any payment.    

 

 

                                                           

9 CCTV stands for closed-circuit television  
10 One Malaysian Ringgit is worth around US$0.30.  
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3.5 Life away from home 

 

  We should start the section with a reminder that not all Cambodian worker abroad 

(either through formal or informal channel) experienced abuses or exploitations. Most, 

perhaps, have a happy time. Arguably, fewer workers who went through formal channel 

were abused or exploited compared to their counterparts who went through informal 

channel. Indeed, in this study we have tried exhaustively to identify former legal 

migrant workers through our partner NGOs. Only ten workers, who had been through 

formal channel, were referred to us for interview. Five of them can be established as 

victims of abuse and/or exploitation.  

 The reported abuse and/or exploitation vary to a degree, depending on the 

worker’s status (legal or illegal), age, gender, and nature of the employment, per se. 

Nevertheless, the study identifies certain common problems they encountered. They 

include: (1) poor working condition and long-working hours; (2) lack of proper health 

care and protection; (3) no or under-payment; (4) physical or sexual harassment; (5) 

inhumane treatment; and (6) lack of freedom and lack of family connectedness. The 

next sections elaborate on the ordeals faced by both regular and irregular migrant 

workers, according to the type of work they performed.  

 

3.5.1 Ordeals faced by legal migrant workers 

 

 Five women went to work in Malaysia through formal channel. One worked in a 

garment factory whereas the others worked as “housemaids” based on their “contract”. 

Factory work 

 

A female worker shared her ordeals in the following case study.  

Case study 7: I cry because I am jubilant  

25-year old Kolab worked in a garment factory in Malaysia when she was 21. She is from 

Kompong Cham and has three siblings. Her parents are divorced and her mother remarried.  She 

worked at a video game club while doing her undergraduate studies. The owner of the club 

accused her of stealing $900. Her aunt pawned her land for the purpose of paying back the money. 

Kolab and family had to repay the bank $120 a month. The circumstance forced her to quit her 

bachelor study at year 2.  

She heard an announcement looking for factory workers in Malaysia with a monthly 

payment of at least $400. It sounded so attractive that she immediately went to the RA’s office for 
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inquiry. There, a staff said that because she has good command of English, she could possibly be 

assigned a higher position instead of being an ordinary worker. She was also told that the factory 

would be in Kuala Lumpur and that the company would deduct $900 from her salary starting from 

the 4th months of her work. Kolab did not require pre-departure training. Two days before Kolab 

and 57 workers were dispatched, they were told that they would work in a factory located 400km 

away from Kuala Lumpur. The news was shocking. Although Kolab felt that it was a bad omen, 

she could not break the 3-year contract or she must pay the company $900.  

When they arrived in Malaysia they were taken to a factory and their passports were 

confiscated by the employer. The workers’ dormitory was full and the employer rented a house 

outside the factory for Kolab and nine other workers. Kolab reported that Cambodian workers 

were paid 350MR ($100) a month compared to 1,200MR ($342) for native workers. This was far 

less than what had been promised. Workers worked 8 hours a day and Kolab reported no abuse.  

After a month, Kolab’s resentments mounted. Added to the paltry and unfair payment were 

the salary deduction by the sending RA11 and the untold requirement to pay local tax. Of the 

350MR she earned a month, the sending RA deducted 200MR ($57) and she paid 100MR ($28.5) 

a month for a local tax. She was left with 50MR ($14) a month, after all. The sending RA was not 

supposed to deduct her salary starting from the first month. Unable to have enough food, Kolab 

moonlighted as a dish washer at a small restaurant near her residence for 20MR ($5.7) for a few 

hours of work each night.  

After the first month, she felt a strong need to return home. She was sure that she would be 

in serious trouble if she would discuss her resignation with the factory manager. She did not want 

to contact the Cambodian embassy in Malaysia either. This is because she heard that the embassy 

used to send workers, who went to make their complaint at the embassy, back to their employer. 

The only option left for her and other Khmer workers was to return to Cambodia through illegal 

means. As Kolab is a Christian she got to know a Christian group in Malaysia who promised to 

help her.  

By chance she came across a Cambodian-Malaysian man who was specialized in producing 

fake passport. The man charged each of them 700MR ($200) for a fake passport. The educated 

Kolab can used internet and thus was able to contact home and asked her mother to transfer some 

money to her. With financial support from the Christian group and from the owner of a restaurant 

that employed her, Kolab and three other workers were able to pay for their fake passports.  

By the middle of the third month, they were ready to escape their situation. They were able 

to cross Malaysia into Thailand with their fraudulent passport. Once in Thailand, they took a taxi 

to Aranyaphrathet of Sakaeo province- a province bordering Cambodia. They were stopped by 

Aranyaphrathet police who noticed their fake passport. They were questioned and they were 

candid about their account. They were only let go after paying 600MR ($171) to the police. They 

then proceeded to the international border checkpoint in Banteay Meanchey, where they had to pay 

another 600MR to Thai immigration police before they were allowed to cross into Cambodia. This 

is where their saga ended. In her words, Kolab said that: 

                                                           

11 A sending RA is a RA based out of Cambodia that send migrant workers to its partner RA abroad (the host RA).   
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When I set foot in Cambodian soil, I burst into tears because I was so happy. I felt so good 
to be back in Cambodia. I only had 500Riels ($0.1) but people helped me to get home 
safely… Cambodian embassy is our parents when we are abroad. It should have done much 
more to help Cambodians overseas.    
 
 

The above case is not only the revelation of Kolab’s ordeals, but also the indication of 

the involvement of individual who specialized in producing fraudulent passports to 

facilitate border crossing. It is essential to explore whether or not the individual was 

actually involved in any human trafficking ring or being a member of an organized 

crime syndicate engaging in human trafficking or smuggling. Kolab’s account also 

brightly illuminates the worrisome level of corruption by the Thai authorities.   

 

Domestic work 

 

 Training and charge 

 Four participants had been sent to Malaysia by various RAs. Before leaving 

Cambodia, they were trained from three to eight months at the respective RA’s training 

center to be housemaids. The training is normally for a three-month period, and focused 

chiefly on: language (Malay language or English), understanding Malaysian culture and 

mastering the household appliances- more precisely, vacuum cleaner, washing machine 

and micro wave12. 

 As a general practice, the partner agency abroad of a RA in Cambodia has a say in 

which workers it would accept. This means that the sending agencies can only send 

workers abroad with approval from its partner RA(s). This is a factor that delays the 

sending process, and consequently, some workers were remained in a training center for 

much longer than expected.  

 Accounts of the four domestic workers in Malaysia show that they were trained 

from 5 to 8 months. Their monthly actual or promised salary was between $130 and 

$180. Their RA reportedly claimed that they own the company between $520 and 

$1,000. We cannot establish how the company came up with how much each worker 

                                                           

12 Article 5 of the Prakas on Education of HIV/AIDS, Safe Migration, and Labor Rights for Cambodian Workers 
Abroad issued by the Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training, mandates government inspects at the RA’s training 
center at least once a year. According to the article, cost associated with the inspection is borne by the RA in 
question. NGO participants support the idea but concern about the quality of the inspections as they are supposed to 
be paid by the respective RA (for details see, Ministry of Labor and Vocational Training, 2006).   
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should pay to the company for its services which mainly include processing travel 

documents (i.e., passport, visa, work permit) and providing training, accommodation 

and food during the training. We were unable to explore whether the charge by the 

company has any link with the length of the pre-departure training. This warrants 

further study.  

 The amount of money a company would charge from a worker may also depend 

on other factors- one of them is travel document. An interviewee claimed that while the 

government’s sub-decree mandates a $24 fee for a passport for migrant worker, RA 

normally spends $170, including bribes for a passport. Consequently, the cost is added 

to the worker’s debt, and the workers are the ones who are negatively affected by such 

malpractices13.  

 Promised and actual salary 

 Those who had worked as maids in Malaysia accused RAs of being tricky on their 

salary. Two participants claimed that before signing the contract, the RA staff promised 

them a monthly salary of $180. In really, one received $130 a month; and another did 

not receive her salary since her return. A participant was promised a salary of $130. She 

returned to Cambodia in November 2007 after 12 months working as a housemaid in 

Malaysia. Since then she did not yet receive her pay. Her litigation against the RA in 

question is still underway, and thus it is not yet known how much she would receive for 

her labor. We were unable to verify the allegations because none of the workers were in 

possession of their signed contract. 

 

 Working conditions 

 Domestic worker participants voiced serious and consistent accusations vis-à-vis 

the harsh working condition and inhumane treatment by both their employers and the 

host RAs in Malaysia. This was a serious breach of contract on the part of the 

employers and the host RAs. They reported being required to do much more than what 

they were contracted to do as a servant. They were made to serve in more than one 

                                                           

13 According to Sub-decree#195 issued on 20 November 2008 by the Prime Minister Hun Sen, Cambodian legal 
migrant workers shall receive their passport within 20 days and the cost is borne by the government. If the workers 
are continued to be charged for their passport, it is clear that the sub-decree is not being implemented (see, Sub-
decree #195, 20 November 2008).   
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house as some employers owned more than one house. Other employers also asked the 

workers to serve in their siblings’ houses without additional reward or compensation.  

 Besides household chores, workers were obliged to perform extra duties at home 

or outside the home. For instance, a worker was required to clean a large factory owned 

by her employer. Consequently, she ended up working from 4am in the morning to 

midnight every day. A participant claimed to have been required to assist the house 

owner in their business (selling coconut juice at a market). Another participant 

complained that in addition to serving in two houses, she was asked to take care of the 

aging and ailing mother of her boss.  The wide range of task appears to be a prime 

reason that resulted in their prolonged working hours with little time to rest and refresh. 

Added to this is a common complaint of having not enough to eat. This was detrimental 

to their physical health which contributed to increasing resentments.  

 Ironically, we did not see their contract, and thus is not in a suitable position to 

ascertain whether or not the employers and the host RAs are actually in violation of the 

agreement. Even so, we wonder if any prospective housemaids would enter into a 

contract, if they were aware that they would be asked to work in more than one house, 

to also work in a factory, or to also assist the house owner in their business.  

 

 Physical and sexual abuses 

 Sexual abuses are reportedly occurred at home and perpetrated either by male 

employer or male sibling of the employer. Two participants reported sexual attempts on 

them. One of them noted that the attempt was the main reason that she left the 

employer. Another mentioned that she developed psychological problem soon after a 

failed sexual attempt on her (see Case study 8). 

 There is no report of physical violence on a housemaid by the house owner. This, 

however, does not mean that the participants suffered no physical abuses during their 

time abroad. There were severe allegations that some staff of the host RAs in Malaysia 

inflicted harsh physical punishments on those workers who had been referred back to 

the host RA by their employers. Some abusers were apparently the Cambodian 

representatives of the sending RAs who were embedded with the host RA. The 

following case study offers further insight into the allegations of sexual and physical 

abuses.  
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Case study 8: When a happy story turns sour  

27-year old Malis had worked as a housemaid in Malaysia since she was 22. She has four 

siblings. Her father died when she was five. Her mother later married a man who was so 

frightening and violent that Malis and siblings opted to live among themselves. Being the oldest 

child, she must support the siblings. She dropped out at grade 5 to become a farmer to keep all 

siblings under her guardianship alive.  

One day, she was approached by a woman from a near-by village who was a RA local 

agent. The woman briefly explained to her the working conditions. Soon after that, Malis came to 

the RA office in Phnom Penh with her younger sister. Prior to signing the contract, they were 

briefed by a staff. They signed the contract, and were trained for seven months before being 

dispatched to Malaysia as housemaids on a two-year contract working under different boss. Malis 

was obliged to serve in her boss’s house and the houses of her boss’s siblings. She served in three 

houses and took care of her boss’s ailing mother, but she was happy. They liked and cared for her, 

and treated her like their daughter. They sometimes took her out for sightseeing and dinner in good 

restaurants. A happy story must end at some point.  

A sad story began at the 11th month of her work when the brother of the boss became a 

“peeping tom” and attempted to rape her while she was taking a bath. Since then she reported 

developing psychological problems14. She felt burning all over her body and afraid of all men, and 

this apparently had led to her dismissal. Once fired, she was transferred to the host RA where she 

reported serious physical abuses. 

She was subsequently assisted to return to Cambodia after more than a year. She got no pay 

for her work. In Cambodia, she went to the sending RA with assistance of an NGO. The company 

willy-nilly paid her three months of salary ($450). She complained that for 11 months of work, she 

should have received 6 month salary because she owed the RA only 5 month worth of salary.             

 

 Family contact and socialization 

 None of the workers to Malaysia enjoyed the freedom to contact families or 

relatives either in Malaysia or Cambodia, or to socialize. In other words, they lost social 

and familial connectedness. Take for example, a participant who went to Malaysia with 

her mother and sister. They worked under different bosses, but they did not know each 

other’s whereabouts and contacts. According to the participant, the agencies had tried to 

make sure that they could not contact one another. The problem was compounded by 

the lack of access to telephone. Their house owners restricted their access to home and 

                                                           

14 She admitted that from now to the time she returned to Cambodia she does not really remember what had 
happened. She does not have a good memory of that. The things she could still remember were very confusing. 
Regardless of my efforts to probe and clarify, I was unable to understand her story fully. This is particularly because 
of her abnormal state of mind. The relevant NGO staff also admitted the irregularity of her account troubled by her 
mental health problem. At the time of the interview, I however observed her normal state of mind.   
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public phone. Three housemaid participants mentioned that although they have done 

their duties, they were normally prohibited from leaving the houses, and thus had little 

connection with the outside world. Only one participant was occasionally taken out by 

her boss’s family for shopping and dinner. 

 

 Irregularities concerning travel documents 

        Accounts of two worker participants highlight disturbing practices vis-à-vis the 

falsification of travel documents. A participant maintained that her age was inflated 

from 14 to 21. Other voiced a more interesting accusation that while her and her sister’s 

age was increased in the travel documents, her mother’s age was decreased so that she 

would not be seen as too old to work. The two participants did not know who were 

actually involved in such practice. Five groups of individuals might have a role in this: 

(1) the workers and their families; (2) the local agents; (3) the local authorities; (4) the 

recruitment agencies; and (5) the immigration police. 

 We cannot ascertain why a RA would bother to do so. If the allegation is valid, 

this might only be possible when each of the five groups was involved. A possible 

explanation could be that the local agent, who was in desperate need to supply workers 

to RA, might have discussed with the workers, their family and local authority to have 

the workers’ age increased to meet the requirement. The document is then sent along 

with the workers to the RA for further action. It could be possible that the RA and the 

immigration police might have turned a blind eye to the issue for any reasons. A chain 

of conspiracy among individuals in the five groups is required for successfully altering a 

worker’s age. It is again a matter for further study. The following case study 

demonstrates not only the irregularity concerning age increment, but how local agent 

was in desperate need to supply worker to the respective RA.  
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Case study 9: Eventually we must pay $250 to the RA    

Khatna, 16, had worked as a housemaid in Malaysia since 14. She has eight siblings living 

in Banteay Meanchey with her blind, single mother. The family’s survival was totally depended on 

her older siblings. At 14 she was at grade 7, and she was frantically in search of a way to support 

the family. She was then advised by a pastor in her community to become Christian to be helped, 

and therefore she became a Christian. 

The pastor, apparently doubled as a RA local agent, convinced her to be a housemaid in 

Malaysia for $180 a month. The young, naïve Khatna immediately agreed. The pastor rewarded 

her and her mother $50 and $10 respectively. He promised to give her another $50 after her 

medical exam, which she never received. Subsequently, Khatna was contracted and undertook a 6-

month training in Phnom Penh. At the training center, she never received medical attention when 

she felt unwell. Steadily, she suspected that something fishy was going on. Soon, she obtained a 

passport with her name being replaced with her older sister’s name, and her age inflated from 14 to 

21. She wanted to nullify the contract to which she is unsure if it was for 2 or 3 years because she 

never received a copy of it. To do so, the company demanded $2,000 in reparations- the amount 

that she could not dream of having in her life.  

Without any alternative, she went to Malaysia as a housemaid. For 3 months there, she 

changed four employers because she could not bear with the long working hours, bad treatments 

and most importantly lack of food and health care. One master required her to assist in the family 

business. Another asked her to work in three houses. She did not encounter much terrible times 

with other two masters. In general, she did not have good experiences for her time in Malaysia.  

In addition to unkind treatments and harsh working conditions imposed upon her by the 

house owners and their children, Khatna reported unethical conduct by the host RAs. There were 

times when she was referred back to the host RAs for disciplinary action or re-education. She was 

handed over from one host RA to another, and each place reportedly hit her badly on her head by 

hands, books or metal objects. She was also locked up in the RA’s office and forced to do 

cleaning.  

A month after her arrival in Malaysia, she tried in vain to contact home, and to seek help 

from the Cambodian embassy in Malaysia for intervention so that she could return home. Every 

time, the embassy told her to get back to work as usual and they would take action. Two months 

passed and still no intervention from the embassy; she contacted an NGO in Cambodia for 

assistance. The NGO cooperated with a Malaysian NGO and was able to pressure the host RA to 

return Khatna to Cambodia. Once in Cambodia, the sending RA asked for $1,000 in compensation 

for breaking the contract. Since she received no payment for her three months of work, she could 

not afford to pay. The Cambodian NGO intervened and eventually it paid $250 to the RA on her 

behalf to end her drama.              
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3.5.2 Ordeals faced by illegal migrant workers     

 

Sea fishing 

 

 Thailand has a very developed sea fishing industry. In 2004, the industry 

employed 58,686 registered workers from Myanmar (33,178), Lao PDR (2,634), and 

Cambodia (22,874) (Caouette et al., n.d., p.21). The actual number of unregistered 

migrant workers in the industry is unaccounted for. There are five participants who were 

sea fishermen in Thailand. Their joined account is documented in the following case 

study.  

Case study 10: Rough sea, rough life 

In early March 2010, five first-time Cambodian irregular migrants who had worked on a 

Thai fishing boat were assisted to return home. They are between 17 and 25, and originated from 

Battambang and Kompong Thom. They have limited education- the highest being level 3. They 

are from different places but share a similar fate. In a dire need to support themselves and families, 

four of them contacted local job brokers who promised them building work in Thailand for 7-

8,000B/month ($218-250). Only one of them was approached by a broker with a similar promise.  

They followed the brokers to Patthani of Thailand. There, they waited for the promised 

work. A week passed and the brokers could not find them any jobs but sea fishing. At first, they 

refused as they were somehow aware of the working conditions on a fishing boat. The brokers 

would let them go free if each could pay 2,500B ($78) for all costs associated with smuggling 

them into Thailand. None could afford, and they struck a deal with the brokers. They were willing 

to serve on a large fishing boat (the mother boat)15 due to a promise that the boat would dock once 

every 45 days. They then boarded a “mother boat” and from here their saga began.  

After ten days on the mother boat, they were forcefully transferred to a much smaller 

“fishing boat”. A captain of the mother boat maintained that Cambodians are not allowed to work 

on the mother boat. No matter how much they tried to argue, their fates were fixed. Onboard the 

fishing boat were some 30 Cambodian workers and three Thai managers armed with rifles. 

Workers are required to work round the clock. Generally, they could hardly have a couple of hours 

of continuous and undisruptive sleep a day. While they had plenty to eat, the food was tasteless. 

Those did their own cooking would have their salary slashed.  

                                                           

15 “Mother boat” and “fishing boat” are different. Mother boat does not do fishing but collects, stores and processes 
the catches. The mother boat docks once every 45 days. The fishing boat is large (370 tones of load) but much 
smaller compared to the mother boat. The fishing boat supplies the catches to the mother boat. Therefore the fishing 
boat does not need to dock. Fishing boat runs round the clock- casting net, pulling the net back to collect the catches 
and casting the net again. It casts the net once every three hours. This means that if the workers had worked fast 
enough to process the catches, they would have sometimes to rest before the net is pulled back in three hours. In 
this respect, the workers do not have enough time to sleep. This is worsened by the fact that they work without a 
shift. This is what we were told by the workers. We are not in any suitable position to confirm this.   
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Fresh water for drinking and bathing was in severe shortage. Many workers suffered from 

respiratory infection and body swell as they contacted a chemical substance used to expedite the 

freezing process for the catches. How this would have deleterious effects on their health in the 

long-run is unknown. Due to lack of health care, they reported that a worker died onboard and his 

body was thrown into water. Added to these physical hardships was the psychological suffering 

caused by feeling of disconnectedness to the world and a growing intention to return home. For 

eight consecutive months, they were at the sea, confined to the boat, and endured all the 

difficulties one could possibly imagine16. 

Wising to escape their situation, 15 of them jumped off the boat when it anchored not very 

far from an Indonesian island bordering East Timor. Supported by large plastic bottles and 

floatables, they swam against frighteningly rough sea. Some saw crocodiles. Eventually, only five 

made it to the shore after spending half a day swimming before being rescued by small local 

fishing boats. The fates of the rest were unknown, but they may have returned to the ship as they 

lost their determination half way. The five barely escaped a deadly situation. Once on shore, they 

were met by villagers who thought they were tribesmen due to their long and untidy hairs and 

appearance. They mistakenly entered East Timor where they were detained for a night. The next 

day they were referred to court. Established as victims of trafficking, they were allowed by a court 

order a temporary stay in the country. IOM-Cambodia later assisted them to return home.  

After almost a year overseas and mostly at the sea, they were safely home. They took all 

perceived risks to migrate to Thailand, and they had to risk their life again to escape their situation. 

After all the drama, they returned home with empty hand. They were not paid for their eight-

month of backbreaking labor. For now, they did not want to return to Thailand as sea fishermen. 

They advised everyone not to do so either. They would like the government to create more jobs 

locally so that people do not have to risk their life migrating overseas.                   

 

Domestic work 

 

 It should be noted that we interviewed only six people who had been domestic 

workers abroad. Two of them went through informal channel. None have a happy 

memory. Regardless of the channel that led them overseas, their experiences are similar. 

We wonder what have happened to the many Cambodian housemaids abroad that we 

are unable to hear their voices. Below is an account of a young girl who had worked as 

a servant in Thailand.  

 

                                                           

16 They reported that they were not forced to use drug while onboard. There were cases where workers fight each 
other leading to injuries or death. This has nothing to do with the Thai manager. This makes sense given that 
Cambodian workers far outnumbered their Thai colleagues. This may have discouraged their Thai colleagues from 
killing any Cambodian workers onboard.   
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Case study 11: A dog is more valuable than me 

Trabekprey, 15 from Poipet, has 3 siblings. Her father passed away several years ago, and 

her mother moved to live with a new husband leaving all the children under the care of a grandma. 

At 13, her grandma paid 3,000B ($93.7) to a labor broker in the local area to get her to work as 

domestic worker in Bangkok. There, she worked for a family who sell plastic flowers. She was 

required to work from 3am to 10pm every day. Her responsibility included keeping the house 

clean, taking care of a garden and an old dog, and assembling plastic flowers. Despite all the hard 

work, she complained of having little to eat. Often, the food was of terrible quality. This was not 

actually the cause for her return to Cambodia.  

She was obliged to sleep with the old dog and must ensure that the dog was well cared for. 

Whenever the dog made any unhappy moves she was badly beaten. After 25 days of sharing a bed 

with the dog, she contacted a serious skin disease. She felt itchy everywhere and her body just 

looked horrible. Under such condition, the house owner could no longer keep her. They took her to 

a train station, gave her 300B ($9) and asked her to return home. Trabekprey said “the house 

owner told me that they had sent my salary [3,000B] to my grandma, but we never received it. The 

only money I got was 300B that they gave me at the train station”.      

  

Selling flowers 

 

 There are a few girls who had been hired by individuals of Cambodian national to 

sell flowers in Thailand at a very young age (10 years old). Those individuals hired 

them from their parents for 2,500 - 3,000Baht ($78-93) a month. The children reported 

that they were not normally paid as promised. Sometimes, the hirers cheated them that 

their salaries were already remitted to their parents in Cambodia. In general, they were 

required to work from 6pm to 2am the next day. The hirers can be regarded as child 

traffickers and those children are trafficked victims. A trafficker may employ more than 

one child, particularly girls, to work for him/her.   

 The children reported that they have to work hard to sell a required quantity of 

flowers each day or they would be deprived of food or/and physically punished. Being 

young and away from family in a country where they do not speak the language, their 

lives are totally under the control of their guardian-cum-exploiter. Every one of them 

reported physical abuses by their trafficker or/and the trafficker’s spouse. A girl 

reported sexual attempt on her by the husband of her trafficker. None appreciated the 

quantity and quality of food they were given. Tips, given by customers, must be handed 

over to their traffickers (see also, Keo, 2006).  
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 In addition to the abuses reported, they were also exploited. The fact that they 

were rented to work at a young age is already exploitation. The traffickers actually take 

advantages of people’s sympathy and emotion by hiring children as flower sellers which 

would increase the chance of sale. Would this be stopped if people in Thailand 

especially Western tourists stop buying flowers sold by children? Can this logic also 

work with children who are hired to beg on the streets? The following is a case study of 

a girl who had been flower seller in Thailand since 13. 

Case study 12: My ordeals as a flower seller 

Kravan is a 16 years old girl from Poipet. She has five siblings but one died. Her parents 

are currently working in a farm in Thailand. At 13, her mother and siblings got sick and took loan 

for treatment. She was rented to a female trafficker living in her neighborhood for 3,000B ($93) a 

month, and was taken to Koh Samui of Thailand to sell flowers along side with two Cambodian 

girls. She was made to sell flowers on streets and at bars from 6pm to 3am. She was able to sell 

between 100 and 200 flowers a day at 20B each. While she had enough to eat, she was beaten on a 

daily basis by her trafficker. The severity of punishment varied according to the mistakes she was 

thought to have made. Severe beating was inflicted when she could not sell many flowers a day. A 

year later, she was arrested by Thai police who subsequently referred her to a Thai center where 

she spent a year there.  

When she was repatriated to Cambodia, the trafficker took her back to Thailand. Because 

her mother was in serious debt, she did not have a choice but to venture to Thailand again. After a 

few months, she was arrested and deported to Cambodia. Upon her arrival, she was accepted to 

live and study in an NGO shelter. When asked whether she had ever received the promised salary, 

she said that she received only a maximum of 2,500B ($78) a month instead of 3,000B.        

 

Agricultural work 

 
 Many Cambodians, in particular those living along the Cambodian-Thai borders 

crossed the borders into Thailand to work as daily or seasonal laborers in various 

agricultural activities. Working on large farms or plantations is commonly cited. Of the 

29 worker participants in this study, four children had labored in various 

farms/plantations in Thailand. Some were employed as young as 13. Their working 

conditions differ. Three children were asked to pick grasses from the farms, and were 

paid between 70-120B ($2-3.7) a day which generally included free meals and 

accommodation. Another one was involved in a heavier labor (cutting sugar canes) but 

received a better pay.  
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 Apart from one girl who reported sexual harassment by her Thai manager, there 

were no physical abuses reported. This does not mean that they had good memory of 

their work. They were financially exploited. They did not normally receive full 

payment. Certain exploitative methods were reportedly employed by the managers or 

owners of the plantations. For example, a girl who had been a sugar cane harvester, was 

promised 2,000B ($62) for 1 or 2 days of intensive work. Each time she received only 

500B ($15), and the employer made false promises to pay the balance at a later stage. 

Another girl claimed that all workers in a farm were arrested in a police raid. This was 

prompted by the report by the farm owner who was unwilling to pay the workers.   

 We cannot validate the allegation. First, the farm owner could be in serious 

trouble for employing unregistered migrants. Second, the reputation of the farm owner 

could be tarnished if s/he would have done so. Recruiting workers for working in a farm 

is not very easy. Owners with bad reputation may find it harder to recruit workers. Also 

important to note is that two of the four farm workers interviewed did not report any 

such exploitation or cheating. This suggests two possibilities: (1) not every farm owner 

is abusive and exploitative; (2) farm owners are well aware of the consequences of such 

abuses and exploitation on their business. Participants’ experiences are illustrated in the 

following case studies.    

Case study 13: Work without pay 

Cheak is 18 as of 2010. He lived with his divorcee mother and a brother in Poipet, Banteay 

Meanchey. At 14, he went with a group of villagers to work on potato farms along the Cambodian-

Thai border in Thai side. He was promised a daily wage of 70B ($2) plus free meals. Being young 

and feeble, he was tasked to pluck grasses from the farms. After a month, many workers including 

him were arrested by Thai police and deported back to Cambodia. None were paid for their labor. 

He claimed that the arrest was caused by the report of the farm owner who wanted to evade paying 

them.  

Three months later, they went back to work on another farm in Thailand because of their 

inability to make a living locally. Each month, he received only half of his pay, and the rest were 

kept by the farm owner. According to Cheak, the owner normally retained half of the laborer’s 

wage as a mean to prevent their leaving. A few months later they were arrested again. Not only 

that they did not receive their balance of payment, this time they were detained at an immigration 

detention center for a fortnight prior to their deportation.   
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Case study 14: All roads led to exploitation 

Prolit, 17, has four siblings. Her family had migrated from Kompong Speu to Thailand 

since she was 5. Her parents worked at an animal food production factory in Bangkok. Her 

siblings worked in various blue collar jobs. At 10, Prolit became a housemaid and earned 3,000B 

($75)17 a month. Before she left the job at the age of 15, she had served in five families where she 

suffered no physical or sexual abuse. She received full payment. She did, however, complain of 

not having enough to eat while working in a family. As a servant, she had limited time to rest  and 

had to work from 4am to 8pm. She was not allowed to leave the house or to attend school. She 

could not take a day off to visit her parents, although she could ask her mother to pay her a visit.     

At 15, she moved to work in sugar cane plantation with her aunt and uncle in Chubori, 

close to Bangkok. She worked with a group of 5 Cambodians who subcontracted to harvest sugar 

canes. Each laborer was supposed to be paid 2,000B ($62.5) from 1-2 days of intensive work. 

Instead, each was given only 500B ($15.6), and the rest were retained by the farm owner. She 

worked there for two years, and only received 500B for every two days. Later, she worked at a 

zinc factory for a month before her brother asked her to return to Bangkok. After two years, she 

saved 5,000B ($156). According to her, all the money was taken by an unscrupulous taxi driver 

who supposed to drive her from Chubori to Bangkok. The driver instead drove her to a police 

station where she was subsequently jailed and deported to Cambodia.   

 

Factory and construction work  

 

Accounts of those labored in factory and construction sectors reveal some 

exploitation. It also raises concerns over the implication of the Thai law enforcement 

officers in corrupt practices. It is unknown how close is the relationship between the 

employers of irregular migrant workers and the law enforcement officers. Here, we 

provided a case study to highlight the situation.  

   Case study 15: After one year, I returned to NGO shelter 

Cheakmeas, 18, came from Kandal province. Her mother is his father’s second wife. He 

died when Cheakmeas was very young leaving the family in object poverty. At 17, she followed 

her friend and her friend’s mother to go to Thailand to work in a carpentry workshop. She paid 

300,000R ($75) to her friend’s mother for costs associated with transportation, border crossing, 

and job placement.  

Being young and small, she received only 100B ($3) a day, and no meal and 

accommodation were provided; while adult male workers generally received 250B ($7.8). All the 

workers at the workshop were illegal Cambodian migrants. Every month, the workshop owners 

deducted 400B ($12.5) from each worker to pay bribes to the police so that workers could avoid 

                                                           

17 By then, US$1 should equal to 40 Thai Baht (B). As of 13 March 2010, US$1 is equivalent to only 32B. 
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arrest. She did not report any abuses, but said that the work was relatively hazardous. A worker’s 

arm was accidentally cut off by a chain saw. After a year, her mother asked her to return to an 

NGO shelter where she had stayed in the past.    

 

 

IV. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

 
 The study found that workers who went overseas through formal channel appear 

to experience lesser abuse and exploitation compared to those went through informal 

channel. While the formal channel seems better, the latter is far from being a perfectly 

safe road. There are serious and often substantiated allegations concerning malpractices 

by recruitment agencies and the relevant law enforcement agencies.  

Since the issuance of the government sub-decree #57 in 1995 which authorizes the 

export of Cambodian labors (see, Sub-decree 57, 1995), the government has been 

making significant efforts to improve the labor-export system. In spite of this, 

opportunities for improvement remain where immediate actions by the government are 

necessitated. Hitherto, the MOU between Cambodia and Malaysia is not yet signed. 

There is no labor attaché embedded in the Cambodian embassy in countries where 

Cambodian workers are sent to. Cambodian embassies are allegedly not very helpful to 

migrant workers. The government needs to adopt a comprehensive legal framework on 

labor export. Current labor-export system is guided by sub-decrees and Parkas which 

are less legally binding. They are incomprehensive and are criticized to present 

numerous loopholes at the disadvantages of the workers. Government’s inspections on 

RAs are also not very effective.  

The ordeals encountered by legal and illegal workers abroad are similar. While 

their experiences vary to a degree depending on their employments and masters, we 

deduced from this study that housemaids and sea fishermen tend to face more problems 

compared to those engaged in other forms of employment. Regardless of the known and 

unknown risks that link with cross-border migration, it is highly likely that Cambodians 

will continue to migrate overseas for work in a foreseeable future. 

Whilst large-scale researches on labor migration/trafficking should be conducted 

to inform policies on labor export, this study identifies a few points of interest. As long 

as poverty and limited local job opportunity continue to exist, the necessity for 

migration would remain. To address the situation is to develop mechanisms to mitigate 
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negative effects of migration. On one front, the government should continue to engage 

in policies that lead to poverty reduction and job creation. On the other front, the current 

labor-export system shall be rectified. If Cambodians are still sent overseas, they should 

be sent to engage in a more productive employment that is not purely labor-intensive, 

more precisely domestic work18 and sea fishing.               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

18 After serious consideration, personally as the author of the report I wonder whether it is actually a good idea to 
send Cambodian women to work as housemaids abroad given serious allegations of abuses and exploitations. How 
much would each domestic worker make as a net income at the end of the day? Is not it better to do something else? 
How their experience as overseas domestic workers would positively contribute to their livelihood back home and to 
building Cambodian human capital? After all, are we sending our people to be legitimately enslaved overseas?  
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APPENDICES  

 

Appendix A: Interview guide for migrant workers- formal and informal 

 

• A general background (age, education, family, living standard, how did they come 

into contact with the company)  

• Cause and motivation for migration  

• The recruitment process that they have been through 

• Contract (informed decision, understand the contract, signing process, what have 

been told,…) 

• Pre-departure training (is 3 months enough?)  

• Transportation  

• Type of work performed and life at destination (working conditions, family 

contact, health care, food, abuse, exploitation, general treatment) 

• Cost-benefit analysis 

• Return and current livelihood 

• How do they see their current and past livelihood 

• Comment or recommendation 
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Appendix B: Interview guide for NGO and Government officials  

 

• A background discussion   

• Activities of the agency that are relevant to labor migration and trafficking 

• Seek to understand their perspective on the labor-export system and the relevant 

legal framework 

• Explore their experience in dealing with government agencies or RAs  

• Look for documents (researches, reports, sub-decrees or Prakas, …) 

• Their comment and recommendations on the issue 
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Appendix C: Interview guide for Recruitment Agency 

 

General Information 

• Company overview (background, motivation, business,…) 

• Number of migrant workers sent out by the company 

• Main destinations 

• Government agencies that the company normally deal with 
 

Recruitment 

• The recruitment process 

• Information dissemination method 

• Selection criteria for suitable migrants 

• Next steps after recruitment process 
  

Training 

• How and what to be trained to recruited migrants 

• Where the training take place, and who are trainers 

• Duration of training 
 

Contract 

• The contract 

• Documentation issues  

• What if client decides not to proceed 
 

Relationship  

• What happen when arrived at destination?  

• Payment issues (how, what if client does not pay, …) 

• What happens at the end of the contract between the company and client 
 

Profit and loss 

• Benefits to company 

• Additional income from people other than the client when arrived at destination 

• If yes, reasons? Is the client aware of that? 

• Benefits to clients before and after sending out 

• Expense the company need to make to get the job done 
 

Problem/conflict 

• Problems with clients, partners, or/and government officials 

• Legal pressures on the business 

• Effect of government’ activities on the business 
 

 

 


