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EDITOR’S FOREWORD
ANDY ZEAL

This book was originally conceived as a cooperative art project 
between a group of teenagers attending Children of the Forest’s 
Borderlands' Art program for at-risk stateless youth and myself, 
an illustrator from the USA who was volunteering with Children of 
the Forest at the time. The idea was to use the format of comic 
books to offer the students a new creative outlet and an opportu-
nity to share their vision of the world. A kind of fusion between the 
children’s undiluted creative energy and the more adult world of 
realistic drawings and narrative structure. The book is also about 
child trafficking and the Thai-Myanmar border, two things that 
have a great impact on almost all the people who live in this re-
gion of the world. 
 The first six stories in this book were all written by a group 
of about ten teenagers and five of the six stories were drawn by 
them as well. The kids, who had a wide range of artistic ability and 
experience, spent about a month or so building some of the skills 
used to make comics. We practiced drawing, talked about char-
acter development, narrative arc, and made a few short comics 
as practice. Then we brainstormed. We talked about child traf-
ficking and the Thai-Myanmar border, what they have heard or 
experienced concerning human trafficking, and what ways the 
border, only kilometers away, affects their everyday life. With the 
help of Children of the Forest staff member and friend, Machima, 
we discussed what puts children at risk of getting trafficked, how 
they can avoid it, why people may choose to put themselves at 
risk, and stories of children who didn’t have any choice at all.
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 After all this they wrote the first six stories about children and 
young adults trying to live and thrive in this often harsh environ-
ment. Some of these six tales have many true, nonfictional ele-
ments but they are all more or less from the writers’ imagination. A 
few have facts and events plucked out of the news, one is based 
directly on the experience of the writer’s friend, and they all have 
a sense of down-to-earth realism. While most of them are not nec-
essarily factual, and some even read a little like modern day fairy 
tales, they do represent a form of reality. This is the world of child 
trafficking as understood by a group of imaginative adolescents 
in western Thailand.
 I want to thank all of the students involved with making this 
book. I appreciate all the great work they did and the inspiration 
they provided me to keep working too. They often gave up what 
little free time they had to come and write and draw (and eat piles 
of cookies), in order to finish in time. I also want to thank Children 
of the Forest for making the whole project possible and being a 
great organization to work with. Lastly, I am especially grateful to 
two individuals that helped me and the students constantly with 
the book, Machima and Mongbajo. Without their help, creativity, 
and facilitation skills the project would never have worked out 
well as it did.
 I hope that this book will be the first of many like it. The uni-
versally accessible medium of comics has vast potential to help 
us learn about the world. The combination of words and images 
allows these stories to cross language barriers and communicate 
with the reader both intellectually and emotionally. These char-
acteristics, along with children’s natural interest in comic books, 
might just make it the perfect medium for giving this voiceless 
population a voice.
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FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION
ANDY ZEAL

 You are holding in your hands the second stage of a  
visionary project of youth comics journalism. This edition is a  
continuation and expansion of the book Forget Me Not. It is  
both an artistic and literary product and an experiment in arts  
education. Last year, working with a group of very creative  
youth at Children of the Forest, we created five realistic but fic- 
tional short comic book style stories. They were all based on  
real situations and common problems that everybody here is  
familiar with. However, the comics were largely a reflection of  
the students’ imagination, and examples of how they process  
the kinds of gossip and stories they hear all around them. 
 This year, we went a step further on the road to youth 
powered comics journalism. Part two of the comics section of  
this book contains 5 new non-fiction comics. The stories, all 
common experiences for  people living and working here, were 
based on interviews collected from people living or working  
with Children of the Forest. We talked to young adults who  
had gone out of the area looking for work. Some had gone to  
the nearest big city, some to Bangkok, and some as far as  
the southern tip of Thailand. Many of the interviewees had  
come from the same place as the students, and ten years ago 
were in the same situation the students are now. While the children  
were learning how to draw a scene, or lay out a comic page,  
they were also learning valuable life lessons from their older  



11

peers. All of the stories have common themes and issues  
that the students will likely face in the next 5-10 years. After  
this project they will be better prepared to confront those  
issues. Having learned about the reality of what is out there, and 
helped to teach others about it as well, they will hopefully make 
more productive decisions when that time comes.
 For this stage of the project, I worked with a group of 
about 15 younger students, most between the ages of eight  
and fourteen. Even though they are young, and often not taken 
seriously by the adult world, they got to fill the role of educators 
and journalists themselves. They learned more than just how  
to draw and make comics. They learned how to communicate  
information and tell a story, as well as learning life lessons from 
the stories they researched. Many of the kids seemed to relish  
this role. Even the most unruly responded positively to being 
given a little responsibility and the opportunity to express them-
selves. In fact it often seemed that the kids branded as the most 
“naughty” in their regular school classes performed the best 
in this environment where their free thinking and creativity is  
rewarded and encouraged. This whole process reaffirms the  
value of arts education. It is more than just drawing pretty  
pictures, it gives those who learn in all different sorts of ways a 
chance to flourish.
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The right to nationality is a fundamental human right and yet 
statelessness remains a global problem for between 12 and 15 
million people around the world. According to the UN Refugee 
Agency, Southeast Asia is perhaps home to the largest popula-
tion of stateless people. In Thailand alone there are some 3 mil-
lion stateless individuals, according to the Thailand Project, while 
official accounts put the number much lower. Most of them are 
ethnic minorities living along the border with Myanmar.
 Statelessness is defined by the 1954 Statelessness  
Convention as “a person who is not considered as a national 
by any State under the operation of its law.” Other international 
treaties have addressed statelessness but many have not been 
ratified by the international community and do not possess the 
force of law. The 1990 Convention on the Rights of the Child, on 
the other hand, is one of the most ratified human rights treaties. 
It calls on States to guarantee immediate birth registration and to 
protect the right to nationality and identity, “in particular where 
the child would otherwise be stateless.” In spite of this, some-
where in the world a stateless child is born every ten minutes. 
The lack of nationality makes children especially vulnerable to 
additional human rights abuses.

STATELESSNESS IN THAILAND
MICHAEL CASTER
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 While the Government of Thailand has made improvements, 
the problem of statelessness persists. In 2008, Thai authorities 
enacted legislative measures to increase access to nationality 
but only for those who met certain evidentiary requirements. In 
2015, the Government announced that it had granted nationality 
to some 20,000 stateless people in the previous three years. Such 
efforts are commendable but insufficient to eradicating stateless-
ness in Thailand and addressing its corresponding human rights 
abuses. Further legislative and policy changes are needed, as 
are additional child protection mechanisms.
 In Thailand, the lack of legal status and frequent checkpoints 
along the Myanmar border infringes on the freedom of movement 
and creates serious employment difficulties. This exacerbates 
vulnerabilities to human smuggling, which is often seen as a 
solution to employment challenges. But without protection many 
stateless people become trafficking victims, and are subjected to 
labor or sexual exploitation. Statelessness contributes to making 
Southeast Asia one of the world’s largest centers of child sex 
workers. 
 The lack of legal status, combined with poverty, obstructs 
access to health care and contributes to pregnancy related ill-
ness and childhood malnutrition, which stunts physical and cog-
nitive development. Without mental health support, substance 
abuse problems are common among stateless adults, and some 
children, in Thailand, which fuels domestic abuse and child ne-
glect. Drug related deaths, disappearances, and abandonment 
are among the driving factors creating high levels of orphans 
among stateless children.
 Statelessness presents major obstacles to a child’s access 
to education, despite a resolution in Thailand in 2005 purport-
edly allowing stateless and undocumented migrant children to  
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attend schools. Financial constraints on transportation or school 
uniforms are among the obstacles cited by parents. At the same 
time, children between the ages of 11 and 14 are most at risk 
of dropping out of school to help their parents earn money, 
which is when stateless youth are most vulnerable to trafficking. 
Once a child has dropped out of school, it is not always easy to  
return due to age differences or other stigmatization, as well  
as the aforementioned financial difficulties. 
 The abuses of statelessness are inter-generational. Without  
education stateless children are doomed to become stateless 
adults whose own children will likewise be born stateless, con-
tinuing the cycle of abuse. This is also why birth registration is  
not only necessary for eventually eradicating statelessness it is 
also a fundamental human right.
 Many of these abuses of statelessness are highlighted in the  
personal narratives of stateless children throughout this book. 
They tell stories of human smuggling and indentured servitude, 
of sexual exploitation and physical violence. But they also tell  
stories of escape from abuse and reunification with friends and 
family. They express the importance of education from those to 
whom it matters most. These accounts portray the precarious-
ness of living stateless but just as the beautiful illustrations at 
times distract us from the horrors they depict these stories are 
guided by rays of hope that one day there will be no more state-
less children in the world. 

Michael Caster is a human rights advocate, researcher, 
and civil society consultant
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COMICS
PART 1
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ABOUT AEK

I am a 14 year old Karen boy. I live in Children of the Forest child 
protection centre.I joined the art project because I love comic 
books. I believe that comic books can spread the message on 
how to be safe from child trafficking to many people.  My dream 
is to be a football player.  I also hope that one day people will stop 
taking advantage of each other.
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ABOUT JODEWA

I am an 18 year old Karen boy. I am studying engineering in a 
technical college.  I used to live in Children of the Forest protec-
tion centre. I know what human trafficking is like and wanted to 
tell others about my experience so that can be safe. In the future 
I want to be a singer and I will write my own songs. My songs will 
be magic and will stop people from killing each other.

ABOUT WANCHAI

I am a 14 year old Mon boy living at Children of the Forest. I par-
ticipated in the drawing project because I wanted to learn how to 
draw but also because I wanted to understand more about child 
trafficking. I want to be able to protect myself and my friends from 
this situation. My dream is to become a pilot. I hope one day peo-
ple will join with us to stop child trafficking.
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ABOUT POKONG

I am a 15 year old Karen girl in grade 9 of high school.  I live 
at Children of the Forest. I joined the child trafficking art project 
because I wanted to learn drawing but also because I hope that 
I can help people around my town be safe from the human traf-
ficking that is everywhere here. In the future I want to be a teacher 
and teach children to read and write so they will be safe and have 
good futures.

ABOUT SORMONOR

I am a 13 year old Karen girl. She started drawing with the Chil-
dren of the Forest Borderlands group to find a new thing to do 
in her free time.  After the project finished she has continued to 
draw.  She wanted to be part of the project to make a book on 
child trafficking in this area so that she could help as many peo-
ple as possible know about the problem.  She also hopes to be 
a small part of the solution it the big problem of child trafficking. 
Sormonors dream for the future is that everyone can be free and 
safe and have equal rights and opportunities.
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ABOUT TOR

My name is Tor. I am a 14 year old Mon boy.  I live at Children of 
the Forest. I joined the art project because I wanted to end child 
trafficking here in the jungle area and also around the world. In 
the future I hope to be an artist and that my drawings will help top 
all human trafficking.
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ABOUT TOR

My name is Tor. I am a 14 year old Mon boy.  I live at Children of 
the Forest. I joined the art project because I wanted to end child 
trafficking here in the jungle area and also around the world. In 
the future I hope to be an artist and that my drawings will help top 
all human trafficking.

ABOUT ANDY ZEAL

I am a (mostly) self-taught illustrator and printmaker, who has 
had a fascination with comics since childhood. I am interested 
in exploring the ways that this rich artistic and literary medium 
can cross cultural and geographical boundaries, allowing new 
and underrepresented populations to tell their stories. When not 
drawing, I pay the bills by growing organic vegetables in the Mid-
west. To contact Andy Zeal, please email him at mindfields555@
gmail.com or visit https://www.facebook.com/comicsftf/ for more 
information on this project.
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ABOUT MONGBAJO

People call me Bajo.  I am an 18 year old Karen male. I live at 
Children of the Forest. I am studying in senior high school. I joined 
the art project to let as many people as possible know about child 
trafficking so I am glad that you are reading this. In the future I 
want to go to university and become a psychologist. I also want 
to travel around the world. I hope that one day child trafficking will 
be gone from the world and that people will live together in peace 
and with equal rights.
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Good Work
by Ong, age 12
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Creepy Uncle
by Rattikan, age 14
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COMICS
 PART 2
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By Tor, Noon, Linchi, 
and Tomon
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By Fern, Kanchana, 
Kaew, and Ong
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By Saturjaw, Jodaki,
and Chalot
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By Bunsom, Rattikan, 
and Chanmon

Cover by Chanon
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By Andy Zeal
Cover by Dock Malee
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REFLECTIONS FROM THE ARTISTS: 
HOW DOES NOT HAVING ANY STATE

OR GOVERNMENT ID AFFECT YOUR LIFE

I feel so sad that I don’t have an ID card and can’t go anywhere. 
The police could arrest me, it makes me really scared. It would 
make me so happy if I had an ID, then I could anywhere.

I don’t have a Thai ID card like most of my friends do. I feel sad 
and dissatisfied, I don’t feel happy. I sit down and hug my knees, 
feeling guilty.

One day there was a little girl who went to get her official Thai ID 
card with her Mom. However, they had to wait for a long time. Af-
ter a while she felt like she couldn’t wait anymore, so she told her 
Mom that she didn’t want to get the ID anymore. Her Mom told her 
that she had to wait because there were many other people who 
want to get an ID. So she decided she could wait. After a while 
the officials came to tell them to come back tomorrow, time had 
run out today. The girl was so disappointed she had to wait more 
tomorrow that she told her Mom she didn’t want to come back. 
“So you don’t want to get an ID anymore?” her Mom asked. The 
girl didn’t have anything to say, and knew she had to wait even 
though she didn’t want to.
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I feel so sad because I don’t have Thai ID. I’m not happy and 
think I will probably get old before I ever get a real ID. It makes 
me feel sick and uneasy, I need to get an ID as soon as possible.

I am sad that I don’t have an ID card because I can’t travel any-
where. I see my friends go many places, but I’m not able to. But 
it’s ok, because I think I will soon get registered in Thailand and 
can then go anywhere with my friends and won’t be sad anymore.

I feel sad not having Thai ID like other people. I really want to get 
a real ID card, because without one I might be arrested anytime 
I travel somewhere. We were born here in Thailand, so why don’t 
we have Thai ID already? Why do other people who were born 
here already have ID? I wonder why, because we are humans 
just like the other people who have ID. Sometimes I feel sad be-
cause my friends who have IDs make fun of me. I really want to 
have an ID like my friends so I can travel and my friends won’t be 
able to tease me.

I feel very sad because I don’t have an ID card like other people 
here. It makes me want to cry. One day we went to the district 
office to get our IDs. We waited and waited, at the end of the day 
they came and told us to come back tomorrow. Discouraged we 
went home, but the next day we went went back to the district of-
fice. They told us that the ID cards were finished, and gave them 
to us. I was so happy and excited.
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I just don’t understand it. I was born here in Thailand and go 
to school here. Most importantly, I only speak Thai and Karen  
(and not Burmese). So if they say I am not Thai, then who am I? It 
makes me really confused about my own life.

I can’t study the subjects I want at university, and won’t be able to 
find a good job and have a decent  life after I graduate. Many of 
the Thais take advantage of the people who don’t have IDs. With-
out an official ID, we don’t have the same rights as Thai people, 
and are very limited on where we can travel.

It’s really a struggle because I can’t join in a lot of activities. It’s 
not easy to travel because every time we want to go somewhere 
we have to get permission from the government. Now, I’m study-
ing at university but I still don’t have a full ID card. I was born 
here, it’s just that my parents aren’t Thai citizens. I need a Thai ID 
to be able to study what I want at university. Some subjects are 
only available to full Thai citizens. When I finish university I want to 
have a good job and a good life, however many companies only 
hire Thai citizens.

I feel like I don’t have the same rights as Thai kids. I can’t study 
what I want, because some subjects are only available to Thai 
citizens. You might not understand my feelings because you are 
able to do what you want.
 



122 

Many of my friends say that I am Burmese, but I can’t speak Bur-
mese. I can just speak Thai. I want to study physical education, 
but I can’t. So my life really sucks.

 Not having a Thai ID affects my life in many ways, like  
limiting my ability to travel, go to school, and be treated justly. We 
can’t travel where we want, and can’t study what we want. Even 
though we were born here, we don’t have the same rights as Thai 
people.
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Children of the Forest (C.O.F) focuses on assisting stateless mi-
grant children along the Thai-Burmese border.  C.O.F has worked 
in the border region for over 10 years and is an official foundation 
in Thailand, the U.S and the U.K.
 The majority of children we assist were born in Thailand but 
are from the Mon and Karen ethnic groups. One of the main rea-
sons these children are at such high risk of abuse, exploitation 
and trafficking is their invisibility, the lack of documentation and 
citizenship which denies them access to the basic protection af-
forded most children. C.O.F ensures they become documented 
and visible firstly by enrolling all children in the C.O.F  kinder-
garten and elementary school. Once enrolled a strong follow up 
team of teachers, outreach leader and social worker are respon-
sible for monitoring and protecting the children. An outreach 
team consisting of almost entirely local Karen and Mon staff en-
sures effective fact finding, networking and communication in the 
multiple languages of the area. If a child is absent from school 
for more than 3 days, the outreach team provide a home visit to 
quickly ascertain the cause and help the child return to school. 
In more serious cases, where a child has already been trafficked, 
the outreach team may have to travel to the city in order to return 
the child to safety and education.

PROTECTING STATELESS CHIDREN 
ON THE THAI-BURMESE BORDER
DANIEL HOPSON
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 A second factor which places these children in such a vul-
nerable position is endemic poverty faced by the stateless ethnic 
groups. Accompanying this poverty is a safe of desperation and 
complete lack of life choices. Trafficking, at least at the initial re-
cruitment stage, generally does not involve coercion or kidnap-
ping. Families, and even the children themselves, consent to the 
trafficking in a desperate attempt to improve the family’s financial 
position. C.O.F staff strive to make families aware of the many 
dangers involved and promote a long term outlook where safe-
ty and education come first. In situations where a mother is left 
alone to take care of her children, monthly assistance is provided 
and shelter in our mother and child protection centre is offered.
After statelessness and poverty, a third factor which can affect 
children in the border region is an unstable and dangerous fam-
ily situation. Children who have been ad abused, abandoned or 
orphaned require special protection. The C.O.F outreach team, 
together with community based organizations, must be quick to 
identify and assist these cases before further abuse or before the 
child is trafficked out of the area. For these serious cases C.O.F 
operates a child protection centre. Children may receive shelter 
and care at this centre for just a few days or for their entire aca-
demic life. The speed and possibility of reintegration with family 
naturally varies for each case.
 Whilst providing the fundamental needs of documentation, 
education and protection, we also aim to maintain an environ-
ment conducive to the growth of emotionally stable, motivated 
and caring young adults. A wide variety of activities are offered 
to encourage this. Sports, especially football and running, have 
become an important part of daily life at C.O.F. Boys and girls 
covering the entire age range all come together every evening  
to develop their skills, and have fun. Weekly children’s demo 
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cratic meetings are held to discuss issues affecting the com-
munity. Through these meetings children gain confidence and 
self-esteem as they learn to express their opinions and learn to 
enjoy taking responsibility for their community. Farming is part 
of the Karen and Mon traditional lifestyles and we ensure the 
children maintain their relationship with nature through regular-
ly planting and taking care or rice, vegetables and a large fruit 
orchard. Art is used to promote self-expression and address so-
cial issues. Documentaries and film are introduced to assist the 
children in understanding themselves and gaining a wider world 
view. Through film and literature encouragement and inspiration 
are often found as children learn of the struggles and challenges 
faced by other children around the world. 
As the children progress in terms of security, education and emo-
tional development, we have found the older children naturally 
assist those younger and more vulnerable. This peer teaching 
and guidance has now become an integral part of what we do. 
Already older teenagers are involved in teaching sports, art, 
maths and languages to children both at the foundation and in 
surrounding communities. As older children enter college and 
university in areas such as education, nursing and community 
development, it now seems a very real possibility that the chil-
dren will further what has been started and make the foundation 
their own.

Daniel Hopson
Founder and Director of Children of the Forest
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Over a decade ago, COF’s founders visited a small, bamboo 
school on a plantation near Sangkhlaburi on the Thai-Burma 
border. It had 40 children aged from three to fourteen, and one 
teacher. The school was attempting to provide Karen and Mon 
migrant children from Burma with basic education and Thai lan-
guage skills to enable them to be safe and avoid exploitation in 
the border zone. In the same area we found many children who 
were sick with TB and malaria who could not visit hospitals be-
cause they lacked formal Thai ID and Thai language skills and, 
therefore, could not access free health care. Children were often 
being sent to work in cities rather than receiving education, and 
those that stayed in the simple bamboo school had no further 
education or career prospects when their basic schooling had 
ended.  These are the circumstances in which migrant children 
in Sangkhlaburi face many risks from trafficking, abuse, and ex-
ploitation in dangerous and low paid work. 
 COF started out to support this school, providing food, some 
money to pay for hospital visits, finding safe homes for children 
at risk, and a volunteer English teacher. With limited funds there 
were always many difficulties, and that was working with just one 
plantation school. Having seen the scale of need and the many 
stateless and migrant children in the Sangkhlaburi area who 

CHILDREN OF THE FOREST :  
A BRIEF HISTORY

MARK CURRAGH
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had no access to education, we decided to start a school. With  
generous support, initially from family members, and from  
ongoing sponsors and donors, COF was able to acquire some 
land and build a small free school on it. We expected 50 children 
to attend the school, but 150 arrived on the first day.
 COF has grown over the last ten years, from the single- 
room bamboo school, to a multi-faceted project with strong  
connections to the Sangkhlaburi area. This includes the COF 
free school, a protection programme for at risk children with  
on-site accommodation, support to children attending local Thai 
schools, outreach programmes to jungle and plantation schools, 
the borderlands arts and vocational training programme for teen-
agers, a medical clinic, and a mother and child protection centre. 
Approximately 300 children attend the COF Free School up to 
grade three, while 110 children and teens are part of the COF  
protection program. The borderlands and preparation pro-
grammes support teens through a variety of innovative and  
holistic activities including assistance in distance learning, life 
skills, sports, art, music, and work experience. The mother and 
child protection programme provides a safe environment for 
mothers escaping violence and abuse, and access to educa-
tion for their accompanying children. COF continues to provide  
support to children in five jungle schools, and its medical clinic 
and women’s health centre is a vital service for children, teens 
and mothers at risk from TB, malaria, injuries, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and HIV/AIDs.
 We strongly believe that access to education and health 
care, and protection from trafficking, violence and exploitation 
are fundamental human rights.  Securing these rights for at-risk 
migrant and stateless children and teenagers in the Sangkhlaburi 
area responds to these core values. 
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The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) defines 
trafficking in persons as including “recruitment, transport, trans-
fer, harbouring or receipt of persons.” This is done through vari-
ous means including “threat or use of force, deception, coercion, 
abduction, fraud, or giving payments or benefits.” People are traf-
ficked for a variety of reasons. In particular this includes for the 
purposes of forced labour or sexual exploitation (UNDOC, 2014: 
15-16). According to Luis C de Baca, US Department of State 
Ambassador-at-Large to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Per-
sons, it is “reducing someone to, or holding someone in, a con-
dition of compelled service” (US Department of State, 2014: 29). 
There are an estimated 1.2 to 1.5 million undocumented migrant 
workers from Burma in Thailand (UNIAP, 2012; FED, 2014).  Many 
of these workers have been trafficked into the country. Sangkh-
laburi on the Thai-Burma border is one of the main entry points 
for trafficking of people into Thailand from Burma. Other traffick-
ing transit points on the Thai-Burma border include Ranong, Mae 
Sot, Mae Hong Son and Chiang Mai Province (UNIAP, 2010). The 
risks posed to women and children from trafficking in the border 
zone of Sangkhlaburi, for example, have meant that a local or-
ganisation, the Children of the Forest, has been involved in ed-
ucation and awareness raising about this issue, and in direct in-
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terventions to prevent women and children being trafficked. Most 
people from Burma trafficked into Thailand are from conflict-af-
fected ethnic regions, some of which border Thailand. They are 
often forced into work in the fishing industry, seafood processing, 
labouring, garment production, or prostitution. 
Recently there has also been an increase in members of the 
persecuted Muslim Rohingya community fleeing inter-communal 
violence in Burma’s western Rakhine State. They have been traf-
ficked by sea or overland through Thailand and into Malaysia (Le 
Fevere, 2015). The discovery by Thai and Malaysian authorities 
of trafficking camps on the Thai-Malaysia border in May 2015, 
has further revealed the appalling conditions for those being traf-
ficked. This has included being held to ransom at sea, and on 
land in makeshift prisons by people smugglers, and even being 
killed if ransoms are not paid. While they are seeking refuge from 
dire conditions in Burma, those who do make it across borders 
are often further exploited by corrupt employers and forced into 
low paid and dangerous work. This work has typically been in 
factories or on fishing boats.
Many long-term stateless migrants from Burma living in the bor-
der zones on the Thai side of the Thai-Burma border still lack for-
mal Thai ID or registration, even after many years. In some cases, 
they now have children who are also unregistered. They cannot 
officially travel further into Thailand, but they are often lured fur-
ther into the country with offers of work and passage through 
checkpoints. On doing so, they frequently find themselves in 
more exploitative working conditions and threatened by employ-
ers with being handed over to authorities if they complain about 
their conditions, as they remain illegal immigrants.
The process of trafficking usually involves brokers operating in-
side Burma and on the Thai-Burma border who lure people who 
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are trafficked with promises of employment and good wages in 
Thailand (UNAIP, 2010; Human Rights Watch, 2010). Many de-
cades of military repression, conflict and poverty in Burma have 
produced a situation where people are attracted by offers of 
better pay and work conditions in other countries. The brokers 
demand large sums of money from people who have very little 
to start with, only to deliver them into forced labour in danger-
ous work, with virtually no pay. People who are trafficked often 
find themselves in situations where abusive and unscrupulous 
employers claim they are owed large sums of money for inflated 
costs of travel, accommodation, and other expenses, supposedly 
incurred by the migrant worker and passed on to the employers 
by brokers. The employers often hold any ID the migrants may 
have, and workers often do not understand any employment doc-
uments (also held by employers) they have signed (MAP/ CCC 
2014; Human Rights Watch, 2010). The trafficked worker then has 
to work off this ‘debt.’ In effect they are working as slaves or in-
debted bonded labourers.
The trafficked migrants work long hours often in hazardous con-
ditions. Typically, migrant workers who have been illegally smug-
gled into Thailand work in factories, in domestic labour, on build-
ing sites, plantations, and fishing boats. For example, in 2013, 50 
Burmese workers were rescued from atrocious conditions in a 
plastic recycling factory north of Bangkok (FED, 2014). The poor 
treatment and conditions for migrant workers in the fishing indus-
try (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2014) and in the garment 
industry (MAP Foundation/ Clean Clothes Campaign, 2014) have 
also been highlighted. There is little consideration by employ-
ers for workers’ safety or health risks in these environments. The 
conditions for trafficked workers include long hours in sweatshop 
factory conditions, incarceration in cramped unhealthy accom-
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modation adjacent to work sites, or on fishing boats at sea. Work-
ers are often locked in, monitored, abused, beaten, threatened 
with violence and/or with being handed over to the authorities as 
illegal migrants (US Department of State, 2014; Human Rights 
Watch, 2010; LRPN, 2010). The example of a trafficked Burmese 
worker below from the 2014 Trafficking in Persons report, echoes 
the experiences of many others.
Trusting his recruiters, Myo believed he was leaving his home in 
Burma to work in a pineapple factory in Thailand. Yet, when he 
arrived, he was sold to a boat captain for the equivalent of ap-
proximately $430. He was held on the boat for 10 months, forced 
to work, and beaten regularly. On the rare occasion that the boat 
docked at port, the officers bribed local police to allow them to 
keep the fishermen on the boat rather than risking them escaping 
if they were allowed to set foot on shore. (US Department of State, 
2014: 34)

For migrant women and girls trafficking often means being forced 
into work in the sex industry. “Many women and girls from within 
Thailand and from neighbouring countries are victims of sex traf-
ficking, often to meet the demand of sex tourists from countries in 
the region and elsewhere” (US Department of State, 2014: 373). 
They are often lured with offers of good pay and conditions in the 
hospitality industry, only to discover they are in fact working in 
brothels. They are frequently subjected to violence from brothel 
owners and clients, isolated and trapped far from their homes 
with no money or even means to communicate with family mem-
bers, or with anyone from outside who can help them (Founda-
tion for Education and Development, 2014). Women and girls are 
trafficked across the border or from border areas inside Thailand 
to urban centres such as Bangkok or Chiang Mai to meet the de-
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mands of the sex industry. Thailand itself is also a regional transit 
route for women and girls being trafficked to be domestic labour-
ers or sex workers further afield to destinations like Malaysia or 
Hong Kong (US Department of State, 2014).
As innocent, inexperienced teenagers, we believed the restau-
rant would be in the city, but it did not sell only beer and food, 
it sold other ‘entertainment.’ They said we could not work if we 
stayed in the same room. We had to ‘entertain’ the guests. Men 
came to the restaurant when they heard new girls had arrived. 
We cried day and night. We told them we would commit suicide 
if we were forced to do this work. The owners would not allow us 
to leave. We were attacked in our rooms. We were always afraid 
and unable to sleep. (Former trafficked sex worker in Thailand, 
rescued by Foundation for Education and Development, 2014).
There are laws in Thailand outlawing human trafficking and the 
mistreatment of migrant workers. These include the Child Pro-
tection Act (2003), Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act (2008), Labour 
Protection Act (1998 and amendments 2008), and the Prevention 
and Suppression of Prostitution Act (1996) (Nobpaon & Haya-
mi 2013; Srakaew, 2010).  However, owners of businesses that 
exploit trafficked workers often have arrangements with local au-
thorities, such as payment of bribes, to avoid their businesses 
being raided and facing prosecution (US Department of State, 
2014; Human Rights Watch, 2010). While the 2007 Thai Consti-
tution allows the universal right to access public health-care ser-
vices for registered migrant workers, registration and purchas-
ing of health cards (1900 baht/ US$65) to access these services 
are difficult and expensive. Furthermore, while employers have 
to pay a minimum wage to registered workers, it is cheaper for 
them to hire unregistered workers as they are “seen as desperate 
and therefore easily exploited, at below the prevailing minimum 
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wage” (MAP/CCC, 2013: 5).Due to the high demand for cheap 
labour and the role of traffickers in meeting this demand, many 
migrant workers continue to be employed illegally in bad condi-
tions with little pay. Undocumented migrant workers are a vital 
part of the Thai economy, but are still subject to the fluctuations 
in the economy and to frequent crackdowns from the authorities. 
Adding to the difficulties faced by migrant workers in Thailand 
has been developments since the May 2014 coup, with the status 
and future for migrant workers becoming more uncertain.
Local organisations that work to prevent human trafficking, to 
rescue or rehabilitate trafficked workers, and to raise awareness 
about the issue in Thailand, include organisations such as the La-
bour Rights Protection Network (LRPN), The Foundation for Edu-
cation and Development (FED), and, in Sangkhlaburi, Children of 
the Forest (COF). The current Thai Prime Minister, Prayuth Chan-
ocha has recently stated that Thailand will “step up measures 
against human trafficking” (LeFevere, 2015). The closure by Thai 
authorities of trafficking camps on the Thai-Malaysian border in 
May 2015 may be the first step in doing so. It also revealed the 
scale of the human tragedy of people trafficking on land, and for 
those still trapped in boats at sea. Meantime, the work of local 
organisations such as COF, LRPN and FED, will continue to make 
a very real difference for people from stateless and migrant com-
munities in Thailand who remain at risk from people trafficking.

Stan Jagger is a doctoral student from University of Waikato in 
New Zealand who has been doing research on humanitarian is-
sues in Burma and on the Thai-Burma border over the last three 
years.
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