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Mitigating Effects of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) on 
Trafficking and Exploitation in Cambodia 
 
ALLIANCE ACTIVITY SUMMARY AS OF 24 JULY 2009 
 
The current dire situation of unemployment, underemployment, and increasing poverty as a result of the 
global economic crisis is creating situations ripe for exploitation and human trafficking.  Declining 
working conditions, job loss, and family instability are all indicators of situations where the trade in 
human lives can flourish, as traffickers exploit desperate families and communities, and as employers 
clamp down on workers under the pressure of reduced profit margins.  
 

The United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP) and partners are putting into 
action immediate interventions to measure and address increases in human trafficking and exploitation 
in Cambodia as a result of the global financial crisis.  These interventions are based on in‐depth 
investigations and analysis of the impact of the global economic crisis on employment, exploitative 
working conditions and job brokering, unsafe migration, remittances, family welfare, school drop‐out, 
and child labor.  The lessons learned from this work will inform a national multi-stakeholder strategy to 
reduce the negative impacts of the current global financial crisis on migrants, rural families, and others 
vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking.  
 
This report includes: a summary of the multi-stakeholder ‘alliance’ approach taken in Cambodia (pages 
1-3); progress to date by a wide range of partners (pages 3-6); notes from the 15-16 July 2009 GFC 
alliance consultation (pages 7-9); and prospective activities and new partners (pages 10-11). 

 

 

Objectives  
 

1. To put into action immediate interventions informed by empirical data (both economic and 
trafficking data) to address increases in exploitation and trafficking, with pilot action programs 
from the community and grassroots level to the industry, policy, and macroeconomic level.  
 

2. Under the framework of a GFC Cambodia Rapid Response Alliance, UNIAP will facilitate a 
process to link like-minded organizations into a voluntary alliance, using each institution’s 
experiences, skills, resources, local presence, and comparative advantage to address the 
problem with a common vision and strategy.   
 

3. Over the course of 18-24 months, innovative, tested approaches will be regularly reviewed and 
improved to reduce the negative impacts of the financial crisis on migrants, rural families, 
retrenched urban workers, and others vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking. 
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Approach: The GFC Cambodia Rapid Response Alliance 

 
The figure below summarizes the GFC Cambodia Rapid Response Alliance Approach.  Note that the 
design has several basic factors: 
 

 Empirical data is used to target the most affected groups and determine the direction of the 
program implementation. 
 

 An alliance of like-minded organizations, both public and private sector, meets regularly to put 
in place the building blocks for this program and to monitor implementation.  UNIAP 
coordinates and supports this process, in its role as coordinating body and technical service 
provider to anti-human trafficking initiatives in Cambodia.  

 

 A packaged approach is used to address direct needs of real people, including simple and 
practical interventions that are complementary and inter-linked.  For example, a variety of 
awareness-raising approaches will be used to educate garment workers about safe options if 
they lose their jobs – to seek new jobs, and to access cash in the meantime.  Options might 
include: vocational training, micro-credit, vocational training with job placement assistance, and 
education about safe means for borrowing money.  For the awareness-raising to be effective, 
there will be a direct link between information dissemination and options/alternatives.  A 
hotline will be one way to connect these two elements.   

 

 Action is emphasized, not just words.  The alliance works to develop approaches that help real 
people to protect themselves from exploitation and human trafficking. 
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Guiding Principles 
 

 Immediate action – a sense of urgency (emergency response) 

 Emphasis on data collection and analysis to inform targeting and prioritization 

 Emphasis on relevant, targeted interventions that can show results immediately 

 An alliance that unites a variety of partners, recognizing complementary comparative advantage 

 Dissemination of the results to other countries 
 

Expected Outcomes  
 

 Coordinated, empirically-based strategy and action for mitigating and addressing the impact of 
the global financial crisis on increases in exploitation and human trafficking among migrants, 
workers, and vulnerable families in Cambodia 

 Direct decreases in exploitation, trafficking, and vulnerability due to effective interventions 
 
Note that a results framework will be developed based on the size and type of interventions that 
are linked together. This will include indicators that measure the impact of the effort on behavior 
changes among the target population.   

 
Collaborating Partners (present and proposed) 
 

 United Nations: UNDP, ILO, IOM, UNICEF, and any other interested agencies 

 Government: Ministries of Labor and Vocational Training, Finance, Industry, Interior, Commerce, 
Tourism, Social Affairs, and Women’s Affairs 

 Private sector: Businesses, business associations, employer associations, and private sector 
development firms 

 Banks: World Bank, Asian Development Bank, microfinance institutions (MFIs) 

 Unions and migrant rights groups 
 
Note: The project design is scalable – that is, it can expand or contract according to the available 
partners and funding for activities and interventions.  In-kind contributions from collaborating agencies 
will also be a major component of this approach.   Potential partners will be encouraged to adapt their 
interventions, where relevant and possible, to address the impact of the financial crisis.  
 
 

ONGOING AND PIPELINE ACTIVITIES 
 
Intervention 1: Market analysis to identify risk and vulnerability. 
Implementing Partner: Emerging Markets Consulting (EMC). 
 
The first step of this multi-agency alliance was to establish a sound empirical foundation on which to 
base intervention targeting.  With this objective in mind, EMC conducted a nation-wide analysis that 
concluded, in summary, that the industries most vulnerable to financial downturn effects in Cambodia 
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are those heavily reliant on export, such as the garment sector, and also those heavily reliant on foreign 
investment and spending, such as the tourism and construction sectors.   
 
The resultant report and results were presented to an inter-agency group in March 2009 in Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia, and helped to initiate and refine strategic planning among many of the implementing 
partners mentioned in this progress report.  EMC’s follow-on activities up are now focusing mainly on 
forging alliances with potential service providers from the economic/banking/business side, such as 
business associations and banks. 
 

Intervention 2:  Precious Girl magazine.   
Implementing partners: Chab Dai Coalition and Precious Girl Magazine, with support from 
World Vision and the Garment Manufacturers Association of Cambodia (GMAC). 
 
Following on from the EMC findings that the garment sector is one of the most vulnerable sectors in 
Cambodia, outreach to garment sector workers was made a high priority.  Precious Girl magazine 
reaches over 100,000 garment factory workers through GMAC distribution channels.  A special edition of 
Precious Girl magazine was created and drafted, and was printed and distributed this month (July 2009).  
The magazine will prominently feature a hotline number that allows girls and women to: 
 

1. Access the support they need to gather more information about the stability of their job; 
2. Learn how to save money for themselves and their families (linking with future GFC project loan 

and savings schemes through the hotline); 
3. Find other more stable jobs, including through vocational training with job placement assistance 

(linking with GFC project vocational training); and,  
4. Understand how to report exploitation and abuse. 

 

Intervention 3:  GFC Cambodia Hotline. 
Implementing partners: Chab Dai Coalition and Precious Girl Magazine, with support from 
World Vision. 
 
The hotline linked to Precious Girl magazine is manned by trained Chab Dai and Precious Girl operators. 
As mentioned above, the operators will be trained and ready to assist with providing information, 
linking with services, and receiving reports of exploitation.  The hotline number is being disseminated 
through the magazine, and also the UNIAP/COMMIT radio call-in show described below. 
 

 
Intervention 4:  Nationwide radio call-in show. 
Implementing partners: UNIAP and the COMMIT Task Force, with guest speakers from ILO 
and GMAC. 
 
An ongoing preventive measure in Cambodia under the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative 
Against Human Trafficking (COMMIT) is a radio call-in show that has garnered a wide listening audience 
due to its breadth of guest speakers, from former trafficked persons and migrants to senior government 
officials.  To educate listeners nationwide on the financial downturn and effects on jobs and 
exploitation, the radio call-in show since May 2009 has hosted a series of guest speakers talking 
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specifically about the financial downturn and trafficking.  Guest speakers have included H.E. Mme Hor 
Malin, Under Secretary of State, MoWA (COMMIT Member); Mr. An Bunhak, Chairman of the 
Association of Cambodian Recruitment Agencies; Mr. Tun Sophorn, ILO NPC; and H.E. Mme Chou Bun 
Eng, Secretary of State, MOI.  Speakers were asked questions by call-in listeners such as: 
 

1. What is the impact of the GFC on Cambodia? 
2. What is the impact of the GFC on Cambodian women? 
3. What hardships are people facing due to the GFC? 
4. What measures are being adopted by the government to help retrenched garment workers? 
5. What is the relationship between unemployment and trafficking? 

 
The radio call-in show also features prominently the GFC Hotline number to inform listeners regarding 
how to call for assistance in reporting trafficking cases, or how to connect with vocational training and 
other services.   
 

Intervention 5: Market-driven vocational training. 
Implementing partners: Chab Dai coalition, with grassroots coalition partners Hagar, Open 
Arms, and Yejj. 
 
The implementing partners are currently in the process of arranging the most appropriate vocational 
trainings that would allow interested workers to upgrade their skills in industries that are more resilient 
to effects of the financial downturn. To date, this includes small business management, catering, 
hospitality services, child care, English language, and other in-demand skills, that will also be paired with 
apprenticeships and job placement assistance.  Funds are in the pipeline to support approximately 260 
girls and women through the grassroots training partners.  Interested clients will be reached through the 
regular work of the implementing partners, and through the GFC hotline being advertised through the 
nationwide radio shows and Precious Girl magazine. 

 

Intervention 6.  Research on financial downturn effects and increases in sex trafficking. 
Implementing partner: UNIAP 
 
Drawing on UNIAP’s comparative advantage as a trafficking-focused organization with a substantial 
research and technical service providing role, UNIAP investigated the Phnom Penh sex trade more 
closely through research conducted in April-May 2009, looking for clear effects that could be tied to the 
financial downturn. A total of 357 women and girls working in the entertainment sector were 
interviewed, including those working in brothels, karaoke, massage parlors, and on the streets.  Key 
factors such as deception, debt, abuse, and exploitation were compared between those girls and 
women who have been working since before the financial downturn, versus those who entered the sex 
trade during or after the financial downturn.   
 
Key findings of the research include demonstration of 1) increased prevalence of debt bondage to sex 
establishment owners among women who entered the sex trade during/after the financial crisis; 2) 
degrading working conditions, low pay, and insufficient working hours in various labor sectors driving 
women to find other alternatives for making money, including the entertainment sector; and 3) an 
increase in debts incurred by women in the sex trade to remit to rural families back home. 
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Intervention 7: Alternative livelihoods and cultivating job opportunities with CSR-oriented 
business. 
Implementing partners: EMC, in a planned future partnership with Nautisco. 
 
Nautisco is a new seafood processing plant in Cambodia who are considering joining the GFC rapid 
response alliance by, first, hiring qualified former garment factory workers who may be vulnerable to 
falling into exploitation or debt bondage; and second, through promotion of ‘exploitation-free’ labor, 
using themselves as a model of Corporate Social Responsibility to spark responsible business among 
other like-minded businesses in the Cambodian private sector.  The plant is just opening now – the first 
of its kind in Cambodia – with worker recruitment and hiring planned for the near future. 
 

Intervention 8:  Support to the Cambodian Hotel Association (CHA) and good tourism 
business practice. 
Implementing partner: EMC. 
 
The Cambodian Hotel Association is interested in collaborating with EMC to organize a training seminar 
for its business members on how to maintain good business – and good business practice – through the 
financial downturn.  This is strategic targeting of and support to the tourism sector in Cambodia, which 
was heavily hit by the financial crisis.  Technical support will be provided directly by EMC to the CHA, 
with hopeful benefits to the Ministry of Tourism as well. 
 

Intervention 9:  Overall coordination of the rapid response alliance, including periodic multi-
agency consultations. 
Implementing Partner: UNIAP. 
 
The rapid response alliance collaborates and coordinates through networking and periodic consultations 
organized by UNIAP.  The first consultation was in Phnom Penh in March 2009, bringing together 
partners such as EMC, Chab Dai Coalition, IOM, UNDP, and UNIAP.  The follow-up Phnom Penh 
consultation on 15-16 July 2009 in Phnom Penh brought together these partners plus new partners 
expressing interest in the alliance – including World Vision; microfinance institutions AMK and Vision 
Fund; vocational training grassroots partners such as Hagar and Yejj; government officials and decision 
makers from various ministries; multilateral banks; and the pilot project’s donor, the Government of 
Germany. 

 
Intervention 10:  Ongoing training of law enforcement nationwide. 
Implementing partner: MOI and International Organization for Migration (IOM). 
 
The exploitation and other criminal activities of concern discovered by UNIAP’s research will be shared 
with the MOI (police) and IOM, who is currently engaged in police training nationwide.  IOM and police 
will thus benefit by learning about the latest developments in exploitation and trafficking as a result of 
the financial crisis, and hopefully translate this into enforcement that reduces harm. 
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SITUATION UPDATE (from 15-16 July 2009 consultations) 
 

/ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ 

 Forecasts on the economy have continually been revised downwards as more data becomes 
available. The number of businesses closing down increases each month and banks are making 
stricter conditions on loans, which is compounding the problem. 

 Export-oriented and foreign investment-dependent industries are those most affected by, and 
vulnerable to, the economic crisis. That includes garment manufacturing, tourism, and construction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Garment sector: There are approximately 400,000 workers directly employed by the garment 
industry, with approximately 2 million Cambodian citizens dependent on the industry. There were 
concerns that the industry was in decline before the financial crisis, underscored by competition 
from Bangladesh and Vietnam. Currently negotiations are underway to establish a National Garment 
Training Institute. Figures for the number of retrenched workers range from 20,000 to 60,000 
workers as some factories that closed were not at full capacity, new factories have opened, etc.  
Efforts to improve garment sector competitiveness should not just be about cutting back on costs 

Segmentation of Cambodian industries 
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but also adding value, as other producers (Bangladesh and Vietnam) can produce at lower cost. With 
the sector potentially losing out to competitors, the financial crisis may not be the only factor 
resulting in job losses in the garment sector. 

 Construction work is in decline and is generally informal project work, lasting 1-2 weeks. Investors’ 
capital has been reduced, particularly Korean, and other investors are wary of spending, which 
means the price of materials has declined substantially. There is also a lack of certain basic skills in 
the sector. 

 A change in the profile of visitors has encouraged the tourism industry to take steps to encourage 
more visitors and strengthen the sector. Increasing promotion of tourism through various channels, 
as well as reducing costs and upskilling the sector.  

 Agriculture could be prioritized for the unemployed as it is not so affected by the financial crisis. 
With a large proportion of population working in agriculture, there are opportunities in the crisis to 
develop the agricultural production in Cambodia, to work on improving crops and yields. For 
significant developments however, this requires high policy level action for long-term changes, due 
to the cost of small businesses establishing themselves, and the informal sales and brokering of rice 
crops.  However, there are challenges to agriculture as an alternative: successful increase in 
agricultural output last year was limited by higher costs for farmers and lower sales due to 
competition.  Also, the young people who constitute a significant proportion of the target 
population (retrenched urban and migrant breadwinners) often have no interest in the rural 
agrarian lifestyle.  Further, land issues and rural development issues may also be complicating 
factors: land distribution and land use are not known to be pro-poor, and political will needed to 
change this. Small landholders could possibly be given the option of hiring extension farmers. 

 Overseas migrant workers and remittances: US$200-300 million is received in remittances from 
Cambodian migrant workers, primarily working in Thailand.  Flow of migrants seems unchanged but 
remittances are reduced due to less work, no overtime, and other factors. 

 SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises):  What can be done to help SMEs? There are 67,000 
mostly informal, with only 5,000 registered.  It costs US$100,000 to become formal. Family 
enterprises have 2m-3m tons of rice paddy oversupply, which could be exported but the rice mills 
do not have access to the markets as they would need to pay formal registration costs, and 
therefore currently depend on informal brokers.  Mapping of the market system in Cambodia is 
difficult due to the numerous middlemen and brokers. Family businesses need skills to know how to 
do this; otherwise they could lose the collateral used for registration borrowed from the banks.  JICA 
is currently preparing a feasibility study on SME finance, to start in August 2009. 

 

Direct effects of the GFC on human trafficking and exploitation 

UNIAP research on the entertainment sector indicated that women were moving into the sex trade from 
garment factories, rural work, and unemployment (please see UNIAP SIREN report CB-04 for more 
details, as well as Intervention 6 above).  More research will be conducted on the construction sector, 
returned deported migrant workers, and the rural families who have been reliant on their remittances. 

Outreach and awareness raising to affected populations 

Precious Girl magazine has been finalized and a distribution plan is being formulated through 
established and new channels, with a hotline number for referrals to network. While this currently 
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includes training opportunities and other support, this could be further opened up to other services, 
such as MFI. MoLVT also expressed desire to support this. The publication is expected to reach all 
female workers in the garment industry, as well as those retrenched workers still in the same social 
circles.  (Please also see Interventions 2 and 3 above.) 

Micro-credit and MFI: opportunities and challenges for our target populations 

a. It is easier for MFIs to offer loans to those with business experience. Inexperienced borrowers with 
only classroom knowledge will be vulnerable when faced with market realities; those taking loans 
through MFI need ongoing support.  Group loans in the community could relieve some of the 
pressure on individual borrowers.  However, some people are scared to take on a new debt when 
the economy is weak.  In general, it is difficult for MFIs to work with some potential clients because 
they lack documentation and papers such as accounts, audits and business plans. Therefore, a 
financial literacy component is needed in trainings to our target population.  

b. There are misconceptions about MFI: some people believe that if they cannot meet repayments, 
their house/assets will be confiscated, while others are concerned about high interest rates.  These 
myths need to be addressed: houses and land are not needed as collateral, and interest rates of MFI 
are lower than those of community money lenders or employers. 

c. Micro-credit programs have criteria and risk assessments that are important to understand.  For 
example, some have strict criteria for clients wishing to set up new businesses. Microcredit may not 
be an option for those who have just come into difficult circumstances or those wanting to up-skill 
but without previous formal loans or credit.  This may include some of our populations of interest, 
for example some urban working women, including those in the entertainment sector. 
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POSSIBLE FUTURE ACTIVITIES AND PARTNERSHIPS 
 
PRIORITY: Expand the network to more government and private sector partners for further opportunities. 
The MoI and MoSAVY have policies responding to the financial downturn. 

1 ς Expand comprehensive outreach and support to vulnerable populations, particularly 
returned, retrenched migrants from Thailand and Malaysia (and their rural families). 
 

a. Support returned (possibly deportee) laid off migrants from Thailand and Malaysia, providing 
information and links to immediate financial and social services.  Reach migrants and deportees 
at their point of entry back into Cambodia (i.e., Poipet and Phnom Penh airport) and hotspot 
rural areas.  Provide practical re-integration information on how to find work, training, and 
money back in Cambodia, or, how to re-migrate safely.  Prioritize support to migrants and their 
families who sold all their land in order to have cash to migrate.   

 Possible collaboration: Banks and MFIs could provide useful financial literacy information; 
MoLVT, employer associations, and NGOs could provide useful information on training, job 
opportunities, and safe migration.  UNIAP and NGOs could disseminate, as could MFI credit 
officers and other grassroots partners.  UNIAP could conduct research and report. 

b. Expand multi-media awareness raising to TV and other media that reach the rural populace, 
educating migrants/vulnerable populations and promoting the GFC Hotline, job referral 
networks, and other services that may be useful to vulnerable retrenched workers and the 
families they support.   

 Possible collaboration: BBC World Service Trust, Chab Dai Coalition, and others. 
 

2 ς Improve working conditions and support strengthening of safeguards in labor recruitment 
systems during the economic downturn. 
 

a. Strengthening monitoring and certification of labor recruitment and workplace inspection, to 
improve labor conditions and services of recruitment agencies.  Prioritize potentially vulnerable 
sectors such as construction and various factory/manufacturing industries.  Work with 
recruitment agencies on trafficking prevention through pre-departure training and providing 
safe migration information, and also complaints mechanisms and other protections for overseas 
workers who need urgent assistance, including those who fall into exploitative situations. 

 Possible collaboration: MoLVT, business associations, and Association of Cambodian 
Recruitment Agencies (ACRA). 

 

3 ς Strengthen and scale up social safety nets, including access to training, job placement, 
credit, loans, and health equity/emergency funds. 
 

a. Existing networks in factories should be tapped into to provide awareness-raising and rights 
protection, as well on skills training, savings, and financial literacy, including awareness-raising 
on systems for borrowing money and the difficulties that may ensue if borrowing from 
employers (i.e, possible debt bondage arrangements). 

 Possible collaboration: Chab Dai and GMAC for awareness raising and outreach, with 
financial literacy information and materials designed and provided by bank and MFI 
partners. 
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b. Helping families save funds to ride out the financial crisis is an important part of vulnerability 
reduction.  The mission of the partner MFIs is to meet the economic needs of low income 
groups by extending products and services to more ‘high risk’ or vulnerable groups. In particular, 
they aim to develop a role that microfinance services could play as part of the reintegration and 
prevention strategies and complement the vocational and life skills training provided by other 
alliance partners. After having conducted initial research with the target group and their care-
givers, they are now designing a pilot program, which will include a financial education delivery 
component and support to women who wish to start their own businesses.   

 Possible collaboration: EMC and UNIAP, in partnership with MFIs such as Vision Fund and 
AMK, and banks with rural-friendly and migrant-friendly services such as ANZ. 

c. Existing health equity funds and micro-credit schemes are not being utilized, and women are 
choosing to go into debt with money-lenders and employers instead. Why? Possibly a lack of 
awareness and need for financial literacy education/awareness raising.  Informal money lenders 
are trusted and provide other services (such as remittance transfer), even if there is the 
potential for violence and higher interest rates. NGOs with access to some target communities 
should act as intermediaries for MFIs, building trust and providing other services. 

 Possible collaboration: USAID program with health equity funds in rural provinces; MFIs 
willing to extend credit and services to qualifying members of the target population, in 
partnership with NGOs such as Legal Support for Children and Women (LSCW).  MFIs such as 
AMK and Vision Fund can also gather and share info on awareness to human trafficking, 
upskill staff, and work through other networks to do this. MFIs could work through village 
chiefs and commune councils to establish credibility and to be known to a wider network, as 
well as with social protection networks already in existence. 

d. Government and non-government agencies have started to implement social safety nets, 
including school lunch programs and scholarships for the poor. These need scaling up. There is 
a need for US$200-400m for rice storage, with only US$18m secured so far. 

 Possible collaboration: ADB, UNDP, and relevant government agencies.  A study on informal 
safety nets is also being conducted by World Bank and CDRI, which could inform up-scaling. 

 
e. Vocational training needs to be expanded, improved, and link to stable jobs.  MoLVT is currently 

conducting livelihoods training, with $1 per day stipend.  However, this stipend may not be 
enough to attract retrenched workers with urgent household income shortfalls.  After courses 
are completed (between 1 and 4 months), there may also be difficulties with finding 
employment.  30,000 retrenched workers are reported to be in government supported training 
programs, with 15,000 of these are from garment factories.  Other retrenched workers from the 
garment factories seem to be looking for work or entering the entertainment sector, rather than 
entering these training programs.  There is an additional need to improve the quality of trainers 
and teachers with practical experience. This may offer the potential for some of the recruits, 
such as retrenched factory workers, to be trained up as trainers for the future. 

 Possible collaboration: Training from MoLVT and Chab Dai partners, with additional donor 
support for increased stipends; CAMFEBA youth employment program for interview skills 
training, job linkages, training of trainers, and social dialogue with unions to make referrals. 


