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A column by UN Resident Coordinator a.i.,  Olivia Yambi   

To fight human trafficking in the Mekong region, let’s COMMIT ourselves to working together  

The Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative against Trafficking (COMMIT) meeting to be held in Vientiane from the 10 – 11 August will bring together senior officials from Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam to develop an action plan for fighting human trafficking in the region. 

Trafficking is growing worldwide and it is critical for participating countries to join forces in tackling this issue.  The people that are affected by human trafficking are often the most  vulnerable; people on the margins of society who are poor, less educated, in search of improved livelihoods, and victims of violence or coercion. 

Traffickers often recruit victims through false promises, fake advertisements and marriage proposals. Upon arrival at their destination, victims are placed in conditions controlled by traffickers while they are exploited to earn illicit revenues. Many are physically confined, their travel or identity documents are taken away and they or their families are threatened if they do not cooperate. Women and girls forced to work as prostitutes are blackmailed by the threat that traffickers will tell their families. Trafficked children are dependent on their traffickers for food, shelter and other basic necessities. Traffickers also play on victims' fears that they or their families will be harmed if the report to authorities imprisoned or deported if they ask for help.

To tackle human trafficking we need to adopt a comprehensive response. By this I mean that interventions must include strengthening law enforcement through active prosecution of trafficking offenders; improving access to health services for trafficking victims; initiating small income-generating projects in villages; providing access to education and strengthening cross-border initiatives and collaboration. 

We need to ensure that all concerned government ministries - including Labour, Migration, Law, Health, Education, Information, Foreign Affairs - are all fully involved in this effort. The mass organizations, notably the Lao Women’s Union and the Lao Youth Union, also have a crucial role to play of course. Coordination and cooperation are of prime importance to better combat human trafficking.  The cooperation amongst the Mekong Sub-region under the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative against Trafficking for the COMMIT Process is an excellent example of this process.

I know that the Government of Lao PDR is paying close attention to human trafficking, with a focus on the protection of women and children. The Government’s response to trafficking is led by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MoLSW) in cooperation with the other ministries. MoLSW is also working to ensure that the commitments agreed to in the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed with Thailand in July 2005 to combat human trafficking are enforced. Additionally, there are legal provisions included in the law on protection and development of women to combat trafficking across all sectors.   

The Government of Lao PDR also reaffirmed its commitment to address human trafficking by establishing a special unit within the Department of Immigration, Ministry of Public Security in 2003. This unit, known as the Lao Anti-People Trafficking Unit (LAPTU), consists of representatives from the different government agencies concerned with trafficking. Now that the LAPTU has been created, the next priority is to ensure it is further strengthened so that it can effectively combat the evil of trafficking with the full involvement of all concerned. 

Of course it’s not only the Government that needs to coordinate its efforts to combat trafficking.  The international community must also ensure its efforts are harmonized.  The UN Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (UNIAP) was established in June 2000 to facilitate a stronger and more coordinated regional response to human trafficking addressing issues across the borders of Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam. At a regional level, UNIAP supports six governments, thirteen UN agencies and eight international NGOs to work together.  

The COMMIT meeting provides us with an excellent opportunity to link all our efforts and find solutions to this grave social problem. I wish them every success!
For more information: please contact Ms. Yasmin Forbes or Ms. Soukphaphone Thongsavanh at the Public Information Office 
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Notes for editors: 

UNDP is the UN’s global development network, advocating for change and connecting countries to knowledge, experience and resources to help people build a better life. We are on the ground in 166 countries, working with them on their own solutions to global and national development challenges. As they develop local capacity, they draw on the people of UNDP and our wide range of partners.
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