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Abstract 

This study examines the impact of Cambodia’s anti-human trafficking laws on local communities in 

the Phnom Penh region, focusing on both social and economic dimensions. The research highlights 

how these laws, while essential in combating human trafficking and providing legal protection to 

victims, have complex consequences for local livelihoods, employment, and community cohesion. It 

also explores the specific challenges faced by vulnerable populations, particularly women and 

children, in accessing protection services. Despite the intention to prevent trafficking and support 

victims, the enforcement of these laws often leads to unintended outcomes, such as economic 

disruption, social stigmatization, and gaps in service provision. The findings underscore the need for a 

more balanced approach that integrates robust law enforcement with sustainable support systems, 

community engagement, and tailored services to address the needs of affected populations effectively. 
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1. Introduction 

Cambodia’s anti-human trafficking laws have 

evolved significantly over the past two decades, 

reflecting the country’s commitment to 

combating human trafficking, a persistent issue 

that affects vulnerable populations, particularly 

women and children. The cornerstone of 

Cambodia’s legal framework against human 

trafficking is the “Law on Suppression of 

Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation,” 

enacted in 2008. This law aims to criminalize all 

forms of human trafficking and related offenses, 

providing comprehensive measures to prevent 

trafficking, protect victims, and prosecute 

offenders. Key provisions of this law include the 

prohibition of all forms of trafficking for labor or 

sexual exploitation, the criminalization of acts 

such as recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harboring, or receipt of persons for exploitation, 

and strict penalties for offenders, including 

imprisonment and heavy fines. The law also 

establishes specific protections for victims, 

including access to legal aid, physical and 

psychological recovery services, and 

reintegration support. 

The development of these laws is rooted in 

Cambodia’s historical context and its evolving 

legal framework. Following decades of conflict 
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and political instability, Cambodia became a 

source, transit, and destination country for 

human trafficking. In response to international 

pressure and the growing internal recognition of 

trafficking’s societal impacts, Cambodia began to 

reform its laws in the early 2000s. This included 

ratifying key international agreements, such as 

the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, 

Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

Especially Women and Children, in 2003. Over 

the years, Cambodian laws have progressively 

aligned with international standards, with 

further amendments aimed at closing loopholes, 

strengthening enforcement mechanisms, and 

enhancing victim protection. Despite these 

efforts, the enforcement of anti-trafficking laws 

faces challenges due to corruption, limited 

resources, and societal stigma, which continue 

to impact the effectiveness of legal frameworks 

in addressing human trafficking 

comprehensively. 

2. Current Human Trafficking Landscape in 

the Phnom Penh Region 

The human trafficking landscape in the Phnom 

Penh region is characterized by complex 

patterns and diverse forms of exploitation, 

heavily influenced by the area’s unique 

socioeconomic conditions. Phnom Penh, as the 

capital and economic hub of Cambodia, has 

become both a source and a destination for 

various types of trafficking, including sexual 

exploitation, forced labor, and child trafficking. 

In recent years, the city has witnessed a rise in 

internal trafficking, where victims, particularly 

women and children from rural areas, are 

brought to Phnom Penh under false pretenses of 

legitimate employment or education 

opportunities, only to be coerced into sex work, 

domestic servitude, or exploitative labor in 

sectors such as construction, manufacturing, and 

hospitality. Additionally, cross-border trafficking 

remains a significant issue, with Cambodian 

women and children trafficked to neighboring 

countries like Thailand and Vietnam for similar 

exploitative purposes. This region also serves as 

a transit point for traffickers moving victims 

through Cambodia to other Southeast Asian 

countries, complicating enforcement efforts. 

The affected demographics in Phnom Penh 

reveal that trafficking disproportionately 

impacts women, children, and marginalized 

groups, such as ethnic minorities and the urban 

poor. Women and girls are often targeted for 

sexual exploitation and forced labor due to 

gender-based discrimination, limited economic 

opportunities, and social vulnerabilities. 

Meanwhile, children, particularly those from 

impoverished backgrounds or street children, 

are at high risk of being trafficked for begging, 

illegal adoption, or sexual exploitation. Young 

men and boys are also increasingly trafficked for 

forced labor in industries like fishing, 

agriculture, and construction, where they face 

dangerous working conditions, low or no wages, 

and restricted freedom of movement. 

Several socioeconomic factors contribute to the 

prevalence of trafficking in Phnom Penh. 

Poverty remains a driving force, as many 

families, especially those from rural areas, 

migrate to Phnom Penh in search of better 

economic opportunities. However, the lack of 

education, job skills, and social networks often 

makes these migrants vulnerable to traffickers 

who promise lucrative jobs but instead lead 

them into exploitative situations. The rapid 

urbanization and economic development of 

Phnom Penh have also fueled the demand for 

cheap labor in sectors such as garment 

manufacturing, construction, and hospitality, 

which traffickers exploit by supplying forced or 

coerced labor. Additionally, Phnom Penh’s 

thriving nightlife and tourism industry create a 

high demand for commercial sex, making the 

city a hotspot for sex trafficking. 

Corruption and weak law enforcement further 

exacerbate trafficking issues in Phnom Penh. 

Corrupt officials may facilitate trafficking 

activities by accepting bribes or turning a blind 

eye to exploitative practices. Limited resources 

and inadequate training among law 

enforcement agencies often hinder effective 

monitoring, identification, and rescue 

operations. Moreover, the stigmatization of 

trafficking victims, particularly those involved 

in sex work, often discourages them from 

seeking help or reporting their situations to 

authorities, further perpetuating the cycle of 

exploitation. 

Overall, the human trafficking landscape in the 

Phnom Penh region is shaped by a combination 

of economic desperation, social vulnerability, 

and inadequate legal enforcement, creating a 

challenging environment for combating 

trafficking and protecting vulnerable 

populations. Addressing these multifaceted 

issues requires a coordinated effort that involves 

improving socioeconomic conditions, enhancing 

legal protections, and strengthening community 
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awareness and law enforcement capabilities. 

3. Community Awareness and Perceptions of 

Anti-Human Trafficking Laws 

Public awareness and perceptions of anti-human 

trafficking laws in the Phnom Penh region 

significantly impact the effectiveness of these 

laws in preventing trafficking and providing 

support to victims. The level of public 

knowledge and understanding of Cambodia’s 

anti-trafficking laws remains generally low, 

particularly among vulnerable populations such 

as rural migrants, ethnic minorities, and 

economically disadvantaged communities. 

Many people in these groups are unaware of the 

specific provisions and protections provided by 

the “Law on Suppression of Human Trafficking 

and Sexual Exploitation,” including their rights 

to seek legal recourse, access shelters, receive 

medical and psychological support, or utilize 

rehabilitation services. This lack of awareness 

stems from several factors, including limited 

access to information due to low literacy rates, 

language barriers, and inadequate dissemination 

of legal knowledge by government and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

Moreover, the low level of understanding is 

compounded by a lack of targeted public 

education campaigns aimed at increasing 

awareness about trafficking risks and legal 

protections. While some NGOs and civil society 

organizations have made efforts to educate the 

public about human trafficking, these initiatives 

often face constraints such as limited funding, 

reach, and coordination with government 

bodies. As a result, many community members 

remain ill-informed about how to recognize 

signs of trafficking, what legal remedies are 

available, or how to access support services, 

leaving them susceptible to traffickers who 

exploit their ignorance. This gap in awareness is 

particularly concerning for vulnerable groups, 

such as women and children, who are often 

targeted by traffickers due to their lack of 

knowledge about legal protections and available 

resources. 

In addition to limited awareness, community 

perceptions of the effectiveness and fairness of 

anti-human trafficking laws are mixed and often 

reflect personal or communal experiences with 

local authorities and the justice system. Many 

community members express skepticism 

regarding the practical impact of these laws, 

viewing them as symbolic gestures that are 

rarely enforced effectively. There is a 

widespread belief that anti-trafficking laws are 

inconsistently applied, with some cases 

receiving swift justice while others are ignored 

or delayed, depending on the victims’ social 

status, economic background, or connections. 

This inconsistency erodes public trust in the 

legal system and creates a perception that the 

laws are ineffective in delivering justice to all 

victims equitably. 

The perceived fairness of the laws is also 

influenced by reports of corruption and bribery 

within law enforcement and judicial processes. 

Numerous community members recount 

incidents where local police or other officials 

have accepted bribes to overlook trafficking 

activities or to release detained traffickers. Such 

practices lead to a belief that the laws are 

manipulated to serve the interests of the 

powerful, rather than protect vulnerable victims. 

For instance, small-scale traffickers or those with 

limited resources may be prosecuted, while 

larger, more organized trafficking networks with 

connections to influential figures are perceived 

to operate with relative impunity. This 

perception of selective enforcement fosters 

cynicism and discourages community members 

from reporting trafficking cases, believing that 

their efforts will not lead to meaningful 

outcomes. 

Further complicating these perceptions is the 

social stigma attached to victims of trafficking, 

particularly those involved in sex work. Many 

victims, especially women and children, fear 

that coming forward will result in 

discrimination, criminal charges, or social 

ostracization, rather than support and 

protection. This stigma is exacerbated by 

cultural and social norms that often blame 

victims for their exploitation, viewing them as 

complicit in their trafficking rather than as 

individuals in need of help. Such attitudes not 

only deter victims from seeking assistance but 

also undermine community support for 

anti-trafficking efforts, as the problem is often 

seen as the fault of the victim rather than a 

societal or systemic issue. 

The combination of limited public knowledge, 

skepticism about the effectiveness and fairness 

of the laws, and social stigma against victims 

creates significant barriers to the successful 

implementation of Cambodia’s anti-human 

trafficking laws in the Phnom Penh region. To 

address these challenges, there is a need for 
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more comprehensive public education 

campaigns that target all community segments, 

efforts to increase transparency and 

accountability in law enforcement practices, and 

initiatives to change societal attitudes that 

stigmatize victims. Strengthening community 

trust in the legal framework and enhancing 

awareness about rights and protections can play 

a crucial role in making the anti-human 

trafficking laws more effective in preventing 

trafficking and protecting victims. 

4. Law Enforcement and Legal Challenges 

The role of law enforcement agencies in 

implementing anti-human trafficking laws in the 

Phnom Penh region is crucial but has been met 

with numerous challenges that hinder their 

effectiveness. Cambodian police and other law 

enforcement bodies are tasked with identifying, 

investigating, and prosecuting trafficking cases, 

as well as rescuing victims and coordinating 

with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

to provide necessary support and protection 

services. However, these agencies often struggle 

due to a lack of resources, insufficient training, 

and inadequate infrastructure. Many police 

officers lack the specialized training required to 

handle trafficking cases properly, including 

understanding the complex dynamics of 

coercion and manipulation that traffickers use or 

knowing the specific rights and protections that 

victims are entitled to under national and 

international laws. This gap in knowledge can 

result in poor case handling, inadequate victim 

support, or failure to gather the necessary 

evidence for successful prosecutions. 

Resource constraints further exacerbate these 

issues. Law enforcement agencies in Phnom 

Penh often face significant underfunding, which 

leads to staffing shortages, a lack of specialized 

anti-trafficking units, and limited logistical 

support, such as vehicles and communication 

equipment necessary for swift and effective 

operations. These constraints can delay the 

response to reported trafficking cases, hamper 

investigations, and restrict the ability to carry 

out proactive measures against traffickers. The 

lack of coordination between police and social 

services or victim support organizations also 

undermines efforts to provide comprehensive 

care for trafficking survivors. Without strong 

inter-agency cooperation, gaps in victim 

protection can emerge, such as insufficient 

access to shelters, medical care, and legal aid, 

making it more difficult to address the complex 

needs of trafficking victims. 

Moreover, there are significant legal and 

institutional barriers that impede the 

enforcement of anti-human trafficking laws. One 

major legal challenge is the ambiguity within the 

laws themselves. Although the “Law on 

Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual 

Exploitation” provides a framework for 

addressing trafficking, some provisions are 

vague and subject to varying interpretations. 

This lack of clarity can lead to inconsistent 

enforcement across different jurisdictions, with 

some courts or law enforcement bodies applying 

the laws differently. For instance, there may be 

confusion over the definitions of specific 

trafficking offenses or the requirements for 

proving elements like coercion or exploitation, 

which complicates efforts to achieve consistent 

legal outcomes. 

Institutional corruption is another substantial 

barrier to effective enforcement. Corruption 

within the law enforcement and judicial systems 

in Phnom Penh is widely reported, with 

instances of police officers accepting bribes, 

colluding with traffickers, or obstructing 

investigations. This corruption not only weakens 

the rule of law but also allows traffickers to 

operate with relative impunity. It undermines 

public trust in law enforcement and discourages 

victims from coming forward, knowing that the 

system may not protect them or deliver justice. 

Additionally, bureaucratic inefficiencies, such as 

slow judicial procedures, backlogged cases, and 

a lack of specialized judges and prosecutors for 

trafficking cases, often result in prolonged trials 

and delayed justice. These delays can lead to 

further trauma for victims and provide 

opportunities for traffickers to manipulate 

evidence or intimidate witnesses. 

Compounding these issues is the inadequate 

framework for victim protection. Trafficking 

victims, particularly those involved in sex work, 

are often treated as offenders rather than as 

survivors needing support and protection. There 

is a lack of comprehensive legal provisions for 

victim support, such as witness protection 

programs, safe housing, or access to legal aid, 

which makes it difficult for victims to participate 

fully in the legal process against their traffickers. 

Without adequate support, victims are less 

likely to cooperate with law enforcement, which 

reduces the chances of successful prosecutions 

and deters others from reporting trafficking 

crimes. 
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These combined challenges demonstrate that 

while law enforcement agencies play a critical 

role in combating human trafficking in Phnom 

Penh, their efforts are severely constrained by 

operational, legal, and institutional obstacles. To 

improve the enforcement of anti-human 

trafficking laws, there is a need for enhanced 

training and resources for law enforcement 

personnel, systemic reforms to address 

corruption, clearer legal provisions, and 

stronger measures to protect and support 

victims throughout the legal process. Only 

through these comprehensive efforts can the 

implementation of anti-trafficking laws be made 

more effective in ensuring justice and 

safeguarding human rights. 

5. Social and Economic Impact on Local 

Communities 

The implementation of anti-human trafficking 

laws in the Phnom Penh region has had 

significant social and economic impacts on local 

communities, affecting livelihoods, 

employment, community cohesion, and the 

well-being of vulnerable populations, 

particularly women and children. While these 

laws aim to combat trafficking and protect 

victims, their effects on local communities are 

multifaceted and, in some cases, unintended 

consequences have emerged. 

One of the most notable impacts of these laws 

has been on local livelihoods and employment. 

In sectors where trafficking is prevalent, such as 

sex work, construction, and informal labor 

markets, the enforcement of anti-trafficking laws 

has led to disruptions that have affected the 

livelihoods of many individuals who rely on 

these industries for income. For instance, 

crackdowns on brothels and entertainment 

venues have resulted in the displacement of sex 

workers, many of whom lack alternative means 

of income and may end up facing economic 

hardship. Similarly, efforts to regulate and 

inspect workplaces for trafficking have led to 

closures or sanctions against businesses 

employing trafficked or exploited labor, which, 

while necessary from a legal standpoint, can also 

result in job losses and reduced economic 

opportunities for local residents. In some cases, 

this has created tension within communities, 

particularly when the actions taken by 

authorities are perceived as targeting 

low-income workers without providing 

adequate support or alternatives. 

Community cohesion has also been affected by 

the implementation of these laws. On one hand, 

increased awareness and mobilization against 

trafficking have fostered greater solidarity and 

cooperation among community members, local 

NGOs, and advocacy groups working to protect 

victims and prevent trafficking. However, there 

are also instances where the enforcement of 

anti-trafficking laws has led to distrust or 

conflict within communities. For example, when 

local law enforcement targets specific groups or 

areas perceived to be high-risk for trafficking, it 

can create a sense of alienation or stigmatization 

among those communities. This, in turn, can 

erode trust between residents and authorities, 

making it more challenging to build the 

community-wide cooperation needed to 

effectively combat trafficking. 

The impact on vulnerable populations, 

particularly women and children, is a critical 

aspect of the social and economic effects of 

anti-trafficking laws. Women and children, who 

are disproportionately represented among 

trafficking victims, face unique challenges in 

accessing protection services. While the laws 

provide for victim support, such as shelters, 

medical care, and legal aid, in practice, access to 

these services can be limited by several factors. 

Geographic disparities mean that those living in 

rural or marginalized urban areas may have 

difficulty reaching the services concentrated in 

central locations. Furthermore, cultural stigma 

and social barriers often prevent victims, 

especially women and children involved in sex 

work or forced labor, from seeking the help they 

need. Fear of discrimination, criminalization, or 

retaliation can dissuade them from accessing 

available support services, leaving them without 

adequate protection or opportunities for 

recovery and reintegration. 

Additionally, the enforcement of anti-human 

trafficking laws can inadvertently affect 

vulnerable populations by disrupting informal 

support networks. In many cases, victims of 

trafficking or exploitation rely on informal 

community networks or grassroots 

organizations for basic needs and protection. 

However, strict enforcement measures, 

particularly those involving police raids or 

forced rescues, can dismantle these networks, 

leaving victims without crucial sources of 

support. This can result in increased isolation, 

making it even harder for victims to reintegrate 

into their communities or rebuild their lives. 
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While the anti-human trafficking laws in Phnom 

Penh are critical for addressing exploitation and 

providing legal protection to victims, they also 

produce complex social and economic effects on 

local communities. Addressing these impacts 

requires a balanced approach that includes not 

only the enforcement of laws but also the 

provision of sustainable livelihood 

opportunities, community engagement, and 

comprehensive support services to ensure that 

the most vulnerable populations are protected 

and empowered. 
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