
 
 

GMS TRIANGLE project 

The Nexus of Trafficking in Persons and Labour Migration 
  

Tripartite Action to Protect the Rights of Migrant Workers within and from the Greater Mekong Subregion from 

Labour Exploitation (the GMS TRIANGLE project) is a five-year project that aims to strengthen the formulation and 

implementation of recruitment and labour protection policies and practices. The project is supported by the 

Australian government, and is operational in six countries: Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam. In each country, tripartite constituents (government, workers’ and employers’ 

organizations) are engaged in each of the GMS TRIANGLE project objectives - strengthening policy and legislation, 

building capacity of stakeholders, and providing services to migrant workers. These goals are interdependent, with 

policy advocacy and capacity building activities driven by the voices, needs and experiences of workers, employers 

and service providers. 

 

Linking labour migration and trafficking in persons 

The connection between labour migration and trafficking1 has long been understood. In 1975, the ILO 

Migrant Workers Convention (No. 143) was the first international instrument to introduce measures to 

combat trafficking in persons. Most recently at the 2014 International Labour Conference (ILC), 

members adopted a new Forced Labour Protocol, bringing the ILO Convention No. 29 on Forced Labour, 

adopted in 1930, into the modern era to address practices including human trafficking. The legally 

binding Protocol aims to advance prevention, protection and compensation measures, as well as to 

intensify efforts to eliminate contemporary forms of forced labour and exploitation. The Protocol 

explicitly addresses migrant workers and the link between migration and human trafficking, and was 

overwhelmingly supported by the ILO’s tripartite members.  

 

The link between labour migration and 

trafficking is further outlined in Principle 

11 of the ILO Multilateral Framework on 

Labour Migration, which states that 

“governments should formulate and 

implement, in consultation with partners, 

measures to prevent abusive practices, 

migrant smuggling and trafficking in 

persons; they should also work towards 

preventing irregular labour migration.” 

Guidelines on the principle also outline a 

number of practical measures that 

governments can take to give effect to the 

principle.  
 

In the GMS region, there is broad recognition that trafficking occurs primarily within the scope of labour 

migration, with women, men and children deceived or coerced into exploitative situations during the 

process of voluntarily moving from their communities in search of decent work.2 In recent years, the ILO 

                                                 
1 ‘Trafficking in persons’ shall mean ‘the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of 

the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position 

of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over 

another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of 

others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the 

removal of organs...’ (The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 

supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (2000)). 
2 Other forms of human trafficking (for example, for the organ trade or trafficking into sexual exploitation) while equally grave, 

are not addressed within the scope of this project, though links between labour migration and sexual exploitation, especially 

for women migrant workers, are factored into GMS TRIANGLE project responses. 

 



 

Committee of Experts has made observations on the specific vulnerability of migrant workers to forced 

labour in Thailand and Malaysia. The US State Department’s 2014 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report 

states that the overwhelming majority of trafficking victims in Thailand and Malaysia are regular and 

irregular migrants from neighbouring countries, and conversely, that trafficking victims from Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Viet Nam and Cambodia are mainly those who have moved in 

search of work. In 2014, both Thailand and Malaysia were downgraded to the lowest ranking of Tier 3, 

indicating that they have been assessed as not fully compliant with minimum standards. 

 

The ILO’s indicators of forced labour are too commonly experienced by migrant workers, including 

retention of identity documents, withholding of wages, threat of denunciation to the authorities, 

excessive overtime, physical and sexual abuse and isolation. It should be noted, however, that 

considering all rights abuses against migrants, the most extreme forms of forced labour and human 

trafficking constitute a relatively small proportion.   

 

Many approaches adopted to prevent and combat the specific crime of trafficking in the region are in 

fact measures to strengthen migration management and the protection of migrant workers. These 

include legislation and policies to prevent irregular migration; efforts to supervise recruitment 

practices; information dissemination on how to mitigate the risks involved in migration; and measures 

to prevent and detect abusive practices against migrant workers. The new Protocol recognises this, and 

requires governments to take measures to better protect workers, in particular migrant labourers, from 

fraudulent and abusive recruitment practices and emphasizes the role of employers and workers in the 

fight against forced labour. 

 

Relevant GMS TRIANGLE project activities 

The nexus between labour migration management and counter-trafficking is apparent in each of the 

three objectives of the GMS TRIANGLE project, and in activities in each of the six countries. In a number 

of countries the project has supported labour ministries, and particularly the departments responsible 

for labour migration, to play a greater role in carrying out initiatives in counter-trafficking Action Plans, 

and participation in national and regional counter-trafficking committees.  
 

In recent years, forced labour and trafficking in Thailand’s fishing industry has drawn attention from 

rights groups, the media, buyers and the international community, including the ILO Committee of 

Experts. In Thailand, several of the initiatives in the Government’s Anti-Trafficking Action Plan are being 

developed with the support of the ILO and the GMS TRIANGLE project. These include the revision of the 

Ministerial Regulation on Sea Fisheries Work to be drafted in line with elements of Work in Fishing 

Convention, 2007 (No. 188); the development of a training programme on Good Labour Practices for 

the fisheries supply chain that highlights the issue of forced labour and fundamental rights at work; 

strengthened labour inspection for vulnerable workers and hard to reach sectors; the development and 

delivery of training materials for labour inspection of fishing vessels; and the establishment of Labour 

Coordination Centres for the fishing sector to regularize the role of brokers and to deliver training. The 

project has also conducted a study that gauges the extent of forced labour among a sample of nearly 

600 fishers in Thailand. 

 

In response to requests from the labour ministries in Malaysia and Thailand, the ILO invited a delegation 

from the labour inspectorate of Brazil to share their experience and innovations in conducting 

inspections of workplaces where forced labour and child labour is suspected, including in the fishing 

sector. The advisory mission resulted in the Government’s anti-trafficking fund being used to establish a 

multi-disciplinary team to inspect fishing vessels in Thailand. 

 

In countries of origin, within efforts to strengthen policy and legislative frameworks, the GMS TRIANGLE 

project is driven by goals of reducing vulnerability to human trafficking. For example, recently drafted 



 

“Labour migration management systems 

that protect the rights of all migrant 

workers and their families and reduce the 

risk of trafficking and exploitation, are 

regulated, accessible and enforced by 

government and relevant stakeholders at 

the national and regional levels.” 

 
One of the five ’vision statements’ to emerge 

from a series of strategic visioning events 

held by the UNIAP and COMMIT Task Force in 

April 2013. 

legislation in Viet Nam and Cambodia aims to reduce the cost of legal migration channels, with the 

concurrent goal of addressing situations of debt bondage that can give rise to human trafficking. Prakas 

(ministerial orders) in Cambodia create a regulatory system for recruitment agencies that empower 

migrant workers. The prakas are consistent with the Cambodian Criminal Code and the Law on the 

Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation.  

 

Private sector employers are key actors in counter-trafficking efforts. Employers’ role in elimination of 

forced labour is expressly recognized in the Protocol to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930. The 

Protocol states that national policy for the effective and sustained suppression of forced labour must be 

developed in consultation with employers (Article 1 (2)); and that measures must be taken to educate 

and inform employers, in order to prevent their becoming involved in forced labour practices (Article 2 

(b)). This approach is ingrained in the ILO’s tripartite structure and is an established practice of the GMS 

TRIANGLE project. The Malaysian Employers Federation are developing a set of practical guidelines for 

employers in the recruitment, employment and repatriation of migrant workers, to promote 

compliance with the labour and immigration laws, 

as well as the Anti-Trafficking in Persons and Anti-

Smuggling of Migrants Act, 2007 (ATIP-SOM).  

 

In line with the project’s efforts in the private 

sector, self-regulation of recruitment agencies is 

being supported. In Viet Nam, the project is 

supporting the monitoring of the application of 

the Code of Conduct of the Vietnamese 

Association of Manpower Supply; a tool for 

“better legal compliance; better business 

management and prevention of forced labour and 

human trafficking...” Vietnamese recruitment 

agencies have received training on the laws 

related to forced labour and reviewed internal 

procedures to ensure compliance.  

 

In the provision of support services, the GMS TRIANGLE project aims to address all forms of exploitation 

of migrant workers, including trafficking cases. Through the network of Migrant Worker Resource 

Centres (MRCs), the GMS TRIANGLE project has provided assistance to several cases of rights abuses 

that may be deemed human trafficking. Even in cases that could be ordered under the anti-trafficking 

laws, victims have been reluctant to pursue judicial solutions, preferring negotiated settlements, an 

outcome that the GMS TRIANGLE supports in line with its migrant-centered response.  

 

The GMS TRIANGLE project works in close collaboration with the ILO’s Special Action Programme to 

Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL) and the Enhanced Action against Forced Labour in Asia and the Pacific 

project (FLARE project). In Thailand, a number of the initiatives are linked to the International 

Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) project to combat child labour and forced labour 

in the seafood processing industry. Recognizing the multi-dimensional nature of trafficking, and the 

importance of inter-agency cooperation, the GMS TRIANGLE project cooperates with a number of the 

anti-trafficking programmes in the region, including those run by the United Nations Action for 

Cooperation against Human Trafficking (UNACT), the Australia-Asia Program to Combat Trafficking in 

Persons (AAPTIP), MTV EXIT and World Vision End Trafficking In Persons (ETIP) project. This cooperation 

includes information sharing, collaborating on training, research, advocacy and information 

dissemination.  


