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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1     Background 

The study of International Relations has become more developed and modern 

as time progresses. The whole concept of International Relations is to study the 

entire aspect of international social interaction and the study has shaped the 

world to what it is today. Learning about international relations allows us to be 

exposed to international crimes such as genocide, war crimes and crimes against 

humanity. Often defined as one of the examples of crimes against humanity and 

transnational crime, human trafficking is today’s form of modern-slavery, where 

in many cases, individuals are being recruited or traded and usually ends up 

exploited by force. Within this condition, it is possible for victims of trafficking 

to be pressured in engaging illegal activities.  

According to the Human Rights Watch, human rights are defined as “the 

basic rights and freedoms to which everyone is entitled on the basis of their 

common humanity, including civil, political, economic, social and cultural 

rights, without any discrimination1”. Considering that human trafficking 

activities involves exploitation of individuals for several purposes (personal or 

financial purposes), it is safe to say that human trafficking violates the basic 

                                                
1 “What are Human Rights?” Human Rights Watch. Available from 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/09/15/what-are-human-rights; Internet; accessed 26 May 

2020. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/09/15/what-are-human-rights
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definition of human rights. An article made by CNN Business describes human 

trafficking as the act of forcing individuals to work against their consent using 

any methods, such as fraud, coercion, abuse of power, violence or abduction. 

However, it is also mentioned that it is a wealthy business, with an estimated 

$150 billion2 profit annually. Although trafficking activities can happen 

anywhere, in most cases, people who are unskilled, uneducated and financially 

weak are more likely vulnerable to human trafficking. Established as Southeast-

Asia’s regional institution, Association of Southeast Asian Nation or ASEAN 

has been dealing with issues, not only limited to traditional crimes such as 

terrorism, but also transnational crimes such as maritime piracy, drug trafficking, 

human trafficking, cyber-crime and many other crimes.  

ASEAN was first formed under traditional security initiatives, especially 

since the regional organization was established during the uprising of communist 

movement3, focusing in maintaining stability and security within the region. 

However, as time progresses, the organization has been facing more challenges 

in non-traditional crimes rather than traditional crimes. The first ASEAN 

regional cooperation started in August 1997, where the ASEAN plan of action 

to combat transnational crime was first established4. The focus of ASEAN’s plan 

                                                
2 Jane Morris, “Human Trafficking Is A Global Epidemic. And We Can All Help 

Fight It,” CNN Business. http://edition.cnn.com/2019/01/14/perspectives/human-

trafficking-fight/index.html; Internet; accessed 10 January 2020 
3 Julie Ginsberg. “Backgrounder: ASEAN: The Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations,” The New York Times. 

http://archive.nytimes.com/www/nytimes.com/cfr/world/slot3_20090225.html; Internet; 

accessed 10 January 2020.  
4 Prashanth Parameswaran. “What Did ASEAN’s Latest Transnational Crime 

Meeting Achieve?” The Diplomat. http://thediplomat.com/2017/09/what-did-aseans-

latest-transnational-crime-meeting-achieve/; Internet; accessed 12 January 2020. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2019/01/14/perspectives/human-trafficking-fight/index.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2019/01/14/perspectives/human-trafficking-fight/index.html
http://archive.nytimes.com/www/nytimes.com/cfr/world/slot3_20090225.html
http://thediplomat.com/2017/09/what-did-aseans-latest-transnational-crime-meeting-achieve/
http://thediplomat.com/2017/09/what-did-aseans-latest-transnational-crime-meeting-achieve/
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of action were initially for the issue of drug trafficking and abuse. However, 

transnational crime became more prevalent within the region, especially since 

the scope of transnational crime has become increasingly more varied and more 

organized, which involves many of new forms of crimes within the region, such 

as money laundering, trafficking in women and children, new forms of drug 

smuggling, piracy5 and others.  

Victims of human trafficking in Southeast-Asia are often trafficked to a more 

developed country than the victim’s origin country. According to “Transnational 

Organized Crime in Southeast Asia: Evolution, Growth and Impact”, a report by 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, majority of trafficking victims in 

Southeast Asia are often exploited to work in industries such as construction, 

domestic, agriculture, manufacturing, hospitality and fisheries. The global 

analysis report by United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime estimated around 

2,700 victims detected during the period of 2012-2014 within the scope of East 

Asia and the Pacific. In 2016, countries such as Singapore, Myanmar, Malaysia 

and the Philippines were reportedly having majorities of women being victims 

of trafficking. Meanwhile, other ASEAN countries such as Laos, Thailand and 

Indonesia, men are identified as the dominant victims of trafficking6. Most of the 

time, victims from neighboring countries around the region are trafficked to 

                                                
5 “ASEAN Plan Of Action in Combatting Transnational Crime (2016-2025),” 

ASEAN. https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/ASEAN-Plan-of-Action-to-

Combat-Transnational-Crime.pdf; Internet; accessed 12 January 2020, pg.1 
6 “Global Report On Trafficking In Persons 2018,” United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime. http://unodc.org/documents/data-and-

analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf; Internet; accessed 12 

January 2020, pg. 67-68 

https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/ASEAN-Plan-of-Action-to-Combat-Transnational-Crime.pdf
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/ASEAN-Plan-of-Action-to-Combat-Transnational-Crime.pdf
http://unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf
http://unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf
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wealthier countries, for example, victims from Vietnam, Cambodia or Laos are 

most likely going to have Thailand as the trafficking destination. As 

globalization allows technologies and transportations to become progressively 

modern, it is possible for the issue of human trafficking to grow far progressive 

than before, changing the nature of the crime to more transnational, leading to 

more victims from one state to another. Of course, such conditions have grew 

very concerning to most ASEAN countries, especially because the majority of 

the member states are developing countries, which makes most of ASEAN 

countries quite vulnerable towards human trafficking.  

Another condition that adds up to the growth of human trafficking comes 

from the migration trend in Southeast Asia, especially with the ASEAN’s 

regional integration and the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) agenda, 

where economic integration allows flow of labour to be more flexible, thus 

providing opportunities for nations to relocate their labour to other countries 

within Southeast Asia. Of course this benefits most Southeast Asia countries, 

considering that majority of the Southeast Asian countries are developing 

countries. However, migration challenges continue to be a problem, , especially 

with the rise of supply of and demand for unskilled labours7 and irregular 

migration, where migrants are becoming more vulnerable towards abuses, 

including risks of trafficking. Not to mention that a big number of Southeast 

Asian women were working within the region, creating a new concept of 

                                                
7 Aris, Ananta and Evi Arifin. 2004. International Migration in Southeast Asia. 

Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, pg. 14. 
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“feminization migration”, ”, that has become a trend in Southeast Asia since 

1980s8, where Southeast Asian women contributed in the number of labour 

migration population within the region.  

This has been one of Southeast-Asia’s regional challenges for years, 

considering that the issue continues to grow as time progresses. As a regional 

organization within Southeast Asia, ASEAN has been addressing efforts and 

actions in preventing the increase of human trafficking, for example, the 

initiative of ASEAN Declaration Against Human Trafficking in Person 

Particularly Women and Children in 2004, ASEAN Political-Security 

Community (APSC) and also the creation of ASEAN Intergovernmental 

Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), including action plans to combat 

Trafficking in Person (TIP)9. However, many experts have identified the 

challenges for ASEAN in facing the issue. These challenges resulted in 

difficulties for ASEAN to reach a full regional cooperation in handling the issue 

of human trafficking. One challenges are how not all ASEAN countries shares 

the same understanding regarding the issues of trafficking in general10, which 

results in the variety in national laws of ASEAN member states based on these 

                                                
8 Keiko, Yamanaka and Nicola Piper. “Feminized Migration In East And 

Sotuheast Asia: Policies, Actions And Empowerment” United Nations Research Institute 

for Social Development. Available from 

http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/document.nsf/(httpPublications)/06C975DEC6217
D4EC12571390029829A?OpenDocument; Internet; accessed 3 May  2020, pg. 2 

9 Firstya, Ramadhanty. “The Battle Against Trafficking In Persons: Is ASEAN 

Heading In The Right Direction?” ASEAN Studies Center. Available from 

http://asc.fisipol.ugm.ac.id/2019/10/07/the-battle-against-trafficking-in-persons-is-asean-

heading-in-the-right-direction/; Internet; accessed 14 January 2020 
10 Fiona, David. “ASEAN and Trafficking In Persons?” International 

Organization for Migration. Available from 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/asean_and_trafficking_in_persons.pdf; 

Internet; accessed 12 January 2020, pg. 2 

http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/document.nsf/(httpPublications)/06C975DEC6217D4EC12571390029829A?OpenDocument
http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/document.nsf/(httpPublications)/06C975DEC6217D4EC12571390029829A?OpenDocument
http://asc.fisipol.ugm.ac.id/2019/10/07/the-battle-against-trafficking-in-persons-is-asean-heading-in-the-right-direction/
http://asc.fisipol.ugm.ac.id/2019/10/07/the-battle-against-trafficking-in-persons-is-asean-heading-in-the-right-direction/
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/asean_and_trafficking_in_persons.pdf
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different understanding regarding the matter. Of course, such challenges would 

generally lead to confusion in dealing with human trafficking as one regional 

organization, as all member states does not share the same understanding with 

each other. Another challenges for ASEAN in reaching full potential of regional 

cooperation is the organization’s principles of non-interference. Although 

ASEAN’s principles of non-interference have been the organization’s way to 

respect the sovereignty of each member states, the principle would possibly lead 

the region to be more vulnerable towards human trafficking, which would 

possibly have resulted in the organization to lose its credibility and relevance 

among its citizen11.  

 

1.2     Research Question 

Based on the explanation above, the author suggests the following research 

questions: 

1. Why is the Southeast-Asian region vulnerable towards Human   

Trafficking?   

2. What are the challenges for ASEAN as a regional organization in 

dealing with Human Trafficking?  

 

1.3     Research Objectives 

The objective of this research is to identify and analyze the regional struggles 

and challenges in dealing with human trafficking issues in Southeast Asia.  As 

                                                
11 Yuyun, Wahyuningrum. “ ’Interference’ Key To Solving Asean Human 

Trafficking,” Bangkok Post. Available from 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/340790/interference-key-to-solving-

asean-human-trafficking; Internet; accessed 14 January 2020. 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/340790/interference-key-to-solving-asean-human-trafficking
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/340790/interference-key-to-solving-asean-human-trafficking
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different nationalities are involved, there is a need for all ASEAN member states 

to collaborate in combatting human security issues in the Southeast Asian region. 

Considering that ASEAN have been giving efforts in combatting the issues of 

human trafficking, this research will then evaluate the efforts given to determine 

if the methods that effective in preventing human trafficking issues to 

widespread across Southeast-Asia. While there are types of trafficking issues, 

this research will pinpoint its focus to a specific human trafficking issue in 

Southeast Asia.   

 

1.4     Research Contribution 

This research aims to highlight the struggles of cooperation between 

domestic governments of ASEAN countries, as well as the importance of non-

state actors in tackling the issue of human trafficking within the region. The 

research will also identify on how few initiatives made by ASEAN can affect in 

the growth of human trafficking activities. The author strongly believes that this 

research will prove to be beneficial, not just to fellow ASEAN scholars, but also 

beneficial to those who are generally interested in the issue of human rights or 

human rights studies, considering that the issue would still be relevant in the 

upcoming future.  

 

1.5     Structure of Thesis 

The first chapter of this thesis, titled “INTRODUCTION”, covers the general 

information about the topic of the thesis and the current condition regarding the 
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topic, therefore readers can visualize the conditions as they’re reading this thesis 

paper. The second chapter of this thesis, titled “THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK”, puts the reader into more systematic method of reading, as this 

chapter enables readers to understand further about the given topic, including 

equipping readers in comprehensive reading by using relevant IR theories and 

concepts, enabling readers to see the topic in a specific perspective.  

The third chapter of this thesis, titled “METHODOLOGY”, explains the 

methods and approach that will be taken in conducting thesis research. This 

chapter covers the technical information about thesis data collection.  

The fourth chapter of this thesis, titled “ANALYSIS”, stands as the core 

part of the thesis, where the chapter will accommodate the research questions 

proposed, using the theories and concepts that have been stated in 

“THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK”, as well as other essential sources to help 

solving the questions proposed. In this chapter, data and further relevant 

information will be included to support the arguments proposed by the author. 

  The fifth and the final chapter of this thesis, titled “CONCLUSION”, 

stands as the end of this research, where the whole chapters summarized within 

several paragraphs, covering all the research, as well as giving possible 

solutions for this topic.  
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