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Foreword 
Terre des Hommes (TdH) Netherlands is committed to fighting child exploitation around the world. As 
part of our commitment to the right of all children, we believe that every child deserves a safe and 
enjoyable childhood. Every young person should feel empowered and every community we work with 
is engaged. Together with children, we fight to ensure that child rights are respected and implemented 
in full, leaving no one behind. We advocate with policy makers, Donors and decision makers to provide 
a safe, protective and enabling environment for children. We act as a catalyst for systemic change 
which allows countries to serve their children and young people better. 

In order to strengthen our programs and policy influencing in Cambodia, we have recently complet-
ed this child exploitation analysis, a multi-faceted study which helps our collective understanding of 
the current situation. It is a broad ranging study covering a range of issues in its scope. From child 
exploitation, to child sexual exploitation, child labour, child trafficking and migration, this study pulls 
together rich insights into the lives of children who have been left behind. The diverse target groups 
for this study include street children, children in communities, children who migrated with their parents 
inside or outside the country, children who are working including those involved in the worst forms of 
child labour, children left behind while their parents migrated, children in prison and children in conflict 
with the law. Importantly it helps identify intervention points that can help address the root causes of 
these complex challenges and problems faced by children. It helps inform the strategic prioritisation 
and positioning of child exploitation in the policy space and national discourse in Cambodia. 

There are critical actions identified for the Government of Cambodia to ensure there are adequate pol-
icies, regulations and law enforcement to keep children safe from both online and offline exploitation. 
This study has well identified the key steps which need to be taken on a priority basis by the relevant 
ministries in order to deliver on its responsibility to protect and support the safety and wellbeing of all 
children. 

I hope this study serves as a compelling call for action; to all key players and stakeholders including 
internal NGOs, local partners, research institutes, United Nations organisations to rally behind the 
Cambodia national plan of action to end the exploitation of children. Most of all, it serves the Cambo-
dian Government and its key decision makers to join hands and lead the country into a much better, 
safer and happier future for its children.

Ms. Bushra Zulfiqar
Regional Director, Asia
Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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Background
At the end of 2022, Terre des Hommes Nether-
lands (TdH NL) decided to conduct an updated 
situation analysis of the evolution and state of 
child exploitation in Cambodia. 

This initiative was taken in the 
context of our new Listen Up! 
2023-2030 Strategy which 
puts an emphasis on our organ-
isation becoming a catalyst for 
systemic change. 

In addition, we wanted to collect evidence on the 
situation of children in Cambodia after the COV-
ID-19 pandemic which resulted in sudden drastic 
changes in the Cambodian society and economy. 
The research was implemented by a team of re-
searchers with expertise on issues related to child 
protection in the context of Cambodia.

The Situation Analysis started with an extensive 
literature review of the recent available resourc-
es on various forms of exploitation in Cambodia, 
including Sexual Exploitation of Children (SEC) 
through Travel and Tourism and online, the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour and and Child Trafficking 
and Migration. 

Based on the review of close to a hundred doc-
uments published by governments (Cambodia, 
United States) and international and local civil 
society organisations working in the sector, pri-
orities were set for investigation through primary
data ollection :
 

1. The situation of SEC in link 
with travel and tourism.

2. The forms of child exploita-
tion related to unsafe migration 
and trafficking. 

Regarding the geographical scope, it was decided 
to focus on the following hotspots where domestic 
and international migration is the most prevalent: 
Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia, as well as 
6 provinces in the North (Oddar Meanchey, Siem 
Reap), West (Battambang, Banteay Meanchey, 
Pursat) and South (Sihanoukville) of the country.

Collected Data
Fieldwork was conducted in April and May 2023. 
Key informant interviews were conducted with 26 
representatives of NGOs and UN agencies and 11 
government and law enforcement officials. Infor-
mal interviews were conducted with 28 workers of 
the entertainment and travel industry and with 25 
local community members, including street sell-
ers, tuk tuk drivers and local leaders. In addition, 
6 children and youth representatives engaged in 
peer group activities were consulted through a 
Focus Group Discussion.

Main Findings 
The Situation Analysis highlights how the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and its consequences have had 
a complex impact on the situation of children. It 
also shows how certain forms of exploitation per-
sist and urgently need to be addressed through 
sustainable and multi-stakeholder initiatives. It is 
is important to note that findings are qualitative in

8�  
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nature and represent the situation of children in 
the provinces where the fieldwork was imple-
mented.

1. In 2023, SECTT does not appear to be a system-
ic at scale issue in the visited provinces. Previous 
efforts to decrease this issue have been success-
ful in reducing this phenomenon, and the effects 
of COVID-19 still result in a reduced flow of trav-
ellers who tend to travel as groups rather than as 
solo travellers.

2. Anticipating a gradual increase in tourism in the 
coming years, there are still important risks for 
children as the travel, tourism and entertainment 
industries remain unregulated and insufficiently 
monitored. Anonymous workers did report that 
children are still being exploited, even though it is 
at a limited scale. 

3. The shift of child exploitation from offline to the 
online environment was confirmed by informants. 
Therefore it is more important than ever to prevent 
and respond to Online Child Sexual Exploitation 
(OCSE).

1. Migration of Cambodian workers towards Thai-
land has resumed quickly after the reopening of 
the border. 

2. Children over 10 years old who are “Left behind” 
because their parents migrated for work are often 
left under the care of older family members e.g. 
grandmothers who are not able to adequately take 
care of them. Most children engage in work which 
does not generally qualify as Worst Forms of Child 
Labour, but affects their capacity to continue their 
education. In Oddar Meanchey, a northern prov-
ince bordering Thailand, there is no NGO working 
to prevent dropouts and risks of exploitation that 
affect children.

3. Children under 10 years old usually travel with 
their parents. In the South (Sihanoukville), many 
poor migrant families live on abandoned construc-
tion sites, resulting in a variety of risks for children 
(health risks, being out of school, being exposed
to offenders and traffickers).

4. Begging by children has reduced, but persists in 

Findings related to Child 
Trafficking and Migration

cities and slums. 

Interestingly, the primary data collection has high-
lighted situations where children are at height-
ened risk of exploitation that urgently need to be 
addressed:

1. Children in conflict with the law are still being 
detained in adult prisons and suffering from abuse 
and exploitation as a result of their detention, de-
spite the existing efforts to implement the Law on 
Juvenile Justice. 

2. Children who are domestic migrants, whether 
they migrate alone or with their families, face high 
risks of exploitation for labour and sex. Poor mi-
grant children often live and / or work in the street. 
Even though their number has reduced in the past 
decades, this group is particularly vulnerable.

The full Child Exploitation Situation Analysis report 
commissioned by TdH NL is now published and 
available to all stakeholders. We are proud of this 
achievement that will support our efforts to lead 
and contribute to initiatives that address forms 
of child exploitation. We will use these findings to 
build context-relevant quality programmes in 2023 
and in the coming years. At the same time, we rec-
ognize that the findings are mostly qualitative and 
do not comprehensively reflect the situation of 
child exploitation in Cambodia.

We will take the following actions:

1. Contribute to the development of legislation, 
policies and guidelines in the travel, tourism and 
entertainment industries, so that children are 
protected from sexual exploitation at all times.

2. Prevent child exploitation of Left behind chil-
dren and migrant children through strengthen-
ing national and sub-national child protection 
policies and systems and developing the capac-
ity of specialised NGOs and government agen-
cies who provide services to children to be in-
clusive of the most vulnerable children.

3. Disseminate findings on broader identified 
child protection issues within the sector, and 
partner with key NGO and government stake-
holders to reduce the risks of child exploitation 
for children living and working in the street and 
children (potentially) in conflict with the law. 
We will do this by promoting a rights-based ap-
proach by mainstreaming a trauma-informed 
care approach.

Other forms of exploitation

Way Forward

Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes NetherlandsChild Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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Introduction

CHILDREN
ARE THE
FUTURE

This research report, is based on an exploratory 
field study in cities in six provinces and the na-
tional capital, selected after a robust literature 
study. It aims to describe the current situation of 
children and their risks to become victimised by 
travellers and tourists, or to become a child la-
bourer or left behind when their parents migrate 
for work. A secondary aim is to identify gaps in 
addressing existing child exploitation in the forms 
listed above in Cambodia, with a particular focus 
on identifying the ways in which these gaps can 
be closed. The goal of this exploratory study is to 
provide information for a policy brief with recom-
mendations to inform the commissioning agency 
Terre des Hommes Netherlands (TdH NL) for the 
development of new project interventions during 
its next strategy cycle.

1.1 Study Approach and Objectives
The overall objective of the study is to assess 

and present the current state of exploitation of 
children in Cambodia. TdH NL defines child ex-
ploitation as ‘an individual, group or organisation 
taking advantage of an imbalance of power to get 
a child to engage in activities that are detrimen-
tal to the child’s wellbeing and development, and 
from which the alleged perpetrator(s) and/or third 
party(ies) gain some advantage.’ In particular, the 
study focussed on child exploitation, child sexu-
al exploitation, child labour, child trafficking, child 
migration and children left behind when their par-
ents migrated. 

The research included a literature review of rel-
evant reports or other material published after 
2015 and a field study to collect primary data on 
by TdH selected priority themes. These ‘areas of 
investigation’ were the themes Sexual Exploitation 
of Children (SEC) & Child Trafficking and Migra-
tion (CTM). Each theme included sub-themes,

Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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like:
- SEC: Sexual exploitation of children in travel and 
tourism (SECTT)
- CTM: Children left behind, children migrating 
with their families or alone (for work)

TdH NL originally included Online Child Sexual Ex-
ploitation (OCSE) and child labour abroad in the 
assessment as well, but in consultation with the 
Consultant a deep assessment into these sub-
themes was dropped, for the first because other 
initiatives are currently underway while time for 
the research was tight; and for the second be-
cause the scope of the research is limited to with-
in the country.   

1.2 Relevant Issues
Child exploitation is a significant and ongoing 
problem in Cambodia, with children being sub-
jected to a range of abuses including sexual ex-
ploitation, labour, trafficking, neglect and more. 
While there have been many efforts to address 
these issues, there are still significant gaps in the 
way that child exploitation in all its forms is being 
addressed in Cambodia. 

The issue of Sexual Exploitation of Children, in 
particular in travel and tourism (SECTT)  has been 
a major concern in Cambodia. A report by the U.S. 
Department of State’s Office to Monitor and Com-
bat Trafficking in Persons found that Cambodian 
children were being exploited within the country 
and abroad. The report also noted that children 
with disabilities were particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation (USA 2021).

Child abuse is also a significant problem in Cam-
bodia. A recent study found that a majority of chil-
dren in Cambodia had experienced some form of

1 Cited Cambodian Child Labour Survey 2012.	

abuse, including physical, sexual, and emotional 
abuse.

The study also found that children who had expe-
rienced abuse were more likely to engage in risky 
behaviours, such as substance abuse and unsafe 
sex (Child Rights Now 2019).

Child neglect is noted as a major issue in Cambo-
dia, in particular for children left behind when their 
parent(s) migrated for work. A report by World Vi-
sion found that many children in Cambodia were 
not receiving adequate nutrition, healthcare, and 
education due to poverty and a lack of access to 
services. This can have long-term consequences 
for children’s physical and mental health, as well 
as their overall development (WV 2021 ).

Child labour is an ongoing problem in Cambodia, 
including children working in worst forms of child 
labour (WFCL). A recent publication characterised 
the efforts made in Cambodia to eliminate WFCL 
as ‘mininal advancement’ (Bureau of Internation-
al Labor Affairs of the US Department of Labor 
2020). According to the most recent national sur-
vey results, in 2012 an estimated 430 thousand 
children were engaged in child labour and 236 
thousand children in hazardous work representing 
11% respectively 6% or together 17% of all working 
or economically active children considered child 
labourers in the country.1

The ILO found that children were working in a va-
riety of sectors, including agriculture, construc-
tion, and the informal economy. Many children 
were also working in hazardous conditions, such 
as handling pesticides and working with machin-
ery (ILO 2015).

Table 1: Economically active children per category (* 1,000)

Source: Cambodian Child Labour Survey 2012 (no more recent national statistical data publicly available)

Introduction
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1.3 Efforts by Government and Civil Society 
Organisations
The Cambodian government has made efforts to 
address the issue of child exploitation and abuse. 
It has also established a national plan of action on 
the reduction of Child Labor and Elimination of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor (2016 – 2025) to com-
bat child labour and established a National Com-
mittee for Children to coordinate efforts to protect 
children’s rights.

NGOs and international organizations, such as 
Terre des Hommes, Save the Children, World Vi-
sion, UNICEF, and many others have, besides 
the above listed themes, been working to com-
bat child exploitation, including addressing child 
abuse, child labour and child trafficking in Cam-
bodia. These efforts have included prevention, 
protection and recovery activities, education and 
vocational training to children at risk, as well as
supporting families with financial and other forms 
of assistance.

Despite these efforts, child exploitation, abuse, 
labour, and neglect remain significant problems in 
Cambodia. It will require sustained and coordinat-
ed efforts by the government, NGOs, and inter-
national organizations to address the root causes 
and provide effective protection and support to 
vulnerable children

Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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Cambodia
Overview

Before presenting the research findings some de-
mographic and other data about the country is 
included, using as the main source IOM’s recent 
‘Snapshot report’ (accessed March 2023). Of the 
country’s 16 million people, one-fifth lives in ur-
ban areas and more than half is younger than 25 
years. About one in seven people lives below the 
poverty line. Ninety percent of the population is 
Khmer, 5 percent is of Vietnamese origin but often 
living for generations in the country, and 5 percent 
is of other nationalities. Three out of four people 
are literate, males a bit more than females. Many 
people, especially from provinces along the bor-
ders or from urban areas, migrate to abroad for 
work. Thailand is the main country for labour mi-
gration and trafficking as well. Other destination 
countries are in order of prevalence of migration: 

Malaysia, South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Taiwan 
(IOM 2018). Cambodia has about 5.8 million chil-
dren or about 36% of the total population is under 
18 years of age (Baury 2018 p.6). 

The country is placed on Tier 3 of the USA’s Watch 
List, which means that the government doesn’t 
meet the US Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s 
minimum standards, although still making  efforts 
to meet those standards. The country is also the 
9th ranking on the Global Slavery Index and 3rd 
ranking in South Asia. Cambodia is a source but 
gradually also a destination or transit country for 
trafficking, especially for women and children 
from Vietnam and China. Domestic trafficking oc-
curs from rural to urban tourist areas, like Phnom 
Penh, Siem Reap or Sihanoukville, for the sex in-

Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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dustry, construction and other manual labour, and 
abroad for domestic work, seafaring fishing and 
agricultural work (Davis 2014, Ecpat 2018).  

The in March 2023 published UNICEF report 
‘Analysis of the Situation of Children and Ado-
lescents in Cambodia 2023’ cited the Cambodia 
Socioeconomic Survey 2019/20 which found that 
34.8% of the population were children and that al-
most 18% of families lived below the poverty line. 
On the topic of the Right to Protection the UNICEF 
report found that instead of the 16,579 children 
in residential care in 2025 there were 5,440 chil-
dren in such care in 2021 (a reduction to 33%). 
The report notes that ‘Despite the progress, many 
children in Cambodia are at risk. Loopholes in civil 
and criminal laws relating to child labour, traffick-
ing, early marriage and statelessness still leave 
thousands of children vulnerable.’ (UNICEF 2023).

“Despite the progress, many children 
in Cambodia are at risk. Loopholes in 
civil and criminal laws relating to child 
labour, trafficking, early marriage and 
statelessness still leave thousands of 
children vulnerable.” 
(UNICEF 2023)

Child Exploitation Situational Analysis Cambodia 2023 - Terre des Hommes Netherlands
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Literature 
Review

Before presenting the exploratory research, the 
findings of the literature study are presented, 
which informed the commissioning organisation 
to select the themes and sub-themes and  in-
formed the design of the field research.

3.1 Child Labour (CL)
The main source for this section has been the re-
cent USA Department of Labor’s publication (US-
DOL 2020), but other publications have been cited 
as well. The Cambodian Socio-Economic Survey 
of 2017 provided the most recent public availa-
ble statistics on the prevalence and sectoral dis-
tribution of working children in Cambodia. About 
17% children between 5 and 17 years in Cambodia 
were counted to be involved in a form of work in 
2017 while this was 23.6% in 2012; this represents 
a drop of 5% in 5 to 6 years. A percentage of 36.8 
of these working children attended school (CSES 
2017 p. 68 tables 19, 21 in NIS 2018). Most (78%) 
were working in the agricultural sector, 15% in the 
services sector and 6.5% in the industrial sector 
(USDOL Bureau of Int. Labor Affairs 2019 based 
on CSES 1016 Findings). 

3.1.1 Working or economically active children
Prior to COVID-19, 17% of children aged between 
5 and 17 years were involved in labour activities 
(at home or in informal or with falsified documents 
in formal employment), but this percentage now 
has likely risen dramatically due to the pandem-
ic (Plan 2021 p. 29). A great majority of children 
work in the agricultural sector with most of them 
working on the farm or fields cultivated by their 
own family. These activities are not defined as 
child labour by the ILO, but might still be negative 
for a child if this work limits or prohibits going to 
school. Generally a child starts work at the age of 
10 – 11 years, mainly helping out during harvest or 
other busy times. The ILO reports that exposure 
to extreme temperatures, high humidity or pesti-
cides and using big cutting knives may be hazard-
ous, resulting in skin infections reported by 65% 
of the surveyed children. In a majority of cases 
(67%), children continue going to primary school 
while working after school hours, during week-
ends or holidays but an important school drop-out 
point is the transition from primary to secondary 
school (ILO 2015; Vijghen 2021). 
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Working children by sector - Ages 5 to 14

Source : USDOL Bureaue of International Labor Affairs

Agriculture Services Industry 
Literature 
Review

Several of the interviewed experts pointed out 
that also under-aged children work in employed 
work at garment factories, after they dropped-
out from school, pushed by their families to earn 
an income. They can do this with falsified identi-
ty papers. Other examples of children working is 
across the Thai border as seasonal agricultural la-
bourer or at Cambodia’s mountain areas to collect 
mushrooms or at rivers and lakes to catch fish.  

3.1.2 Worst Forms of Child Labour (WFCL)
A more recent report mentioned that 261,000 
people work in conditions of ‘modern’ slavery 
(Bendana 2019). Young boys are trafficked do-
mestically and abroad for begging (Bryan 2018). 
A literature research study on Migration, Human 
Trafficking Prevention and Sexual Exploitation, 
commissioned by the Parliamentary Institute of 
Cambodia (Senate Commission 8), listed that 
Cambodia is the third highest on the Slavery In-
dex of Countries with 1.65% of the population or 
256,800 people working in modern slavery con-
ditions; over 40 per 100 persons are vulnerable 
to modern slavery2 . For example, an estimated 
80% of child beggars in Thailand were identified 

to originate from Cambodia (Ros 2017; Walk Free 
Foundation 2016)3. 

Conditions of Working Children: Observations by 
Human Rights Watch, submitted to the Commit-
tee on the Rights of the Child Concerning Cam-
bodia in 2015, were that some children were paid 
less than the minimum wage and that due to long 
hours work at factories this limited their educa-
tion. However, December 2014 garment factories 
signed an agreement with the ILO-Better Fac-
tories Cambodia project to address child labour 
and to assure future workers under age 15 access 
to suitable vocational training4(HRW 2019 p.1). 
A study by the International Labor Organisation 
(ILO) found that among the 77% of working chil-
dren in the agricultural sector some are working 
under WFCL conditions in the sugarcane agricul-
tural sector. The study found that 82% of the sur-
veyed children, especially boys, worked in com-
mercial plantations in excess of permissible hours 
per Cambodian regulations and often using haz-
ardous and dangerous tools. 

2According to the Global Slavery Index in 2016, modern slavery refers to “situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or leave because of threats, violence, coercion, abuse of power or deception with treatment akin 
to a farm animal”. 
3Yong Charoen Chai, C: Young Lives for Sale, Bangkok Post, June 29, 2014.
4Y HRW, Cambodia – Work Faster or Get Out: Labor Rights Abuses in Cambodia’s Garment Industry, 2015.
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However, the study also found that the families of 
these children were dependent on their labour for 
their incomes, while not realising the health risks 
of this work for their children. The study recom-
mends more research on the nature and extent 
of child labour in the sugarcane supply chain, im-
provement of the government policies without im-
mediately banning the child labour practice, and 
sensitization of parents, families, duty-bearers 
and employers of the potential hazardous work 
conditions (ILO 2015). Research indicate child 
labour instances in other sectors as well, like at 
rubber plantations in north-eastern Cambodia 
or domestic work, with debt bondage conditions 
forcing children to work5.

Facilitating Child Labour: HRW also points to their 
recent research which showed a risk of facilitating 
child labour (HRW 2019 p.1). The 6% of working 
children in the industry sector includes children 
working in the brickmaking factories which is an 
example of a Worst Form of Child Labour (WFCL) 
and which is documented by various sources. The 
latest USA Trafficking in Persons publication re-
ports that nearly 4,000 children work at brick kilns 
(USDOS 2021). However, the government claims 
that data from the 2019 census of all 486 oper-
ational kilns did not indicate child labour despite 
findings by many others. The NGO report Built on 
Slavery: debt bondage and child labour in Cam-
bodia’s Brick Factories describes how families in 
debt, often for medical emergencies, are forced 
to send their children to work – the debt bond-
age phenomenon. These children are a cheap 
work force which benefits both the factory own-
ers  and home builders, but not these children’s 
families. The practice of debt bondage is illegal 
in the country with harsh penalties if prosecuted. 
However, law-enforcement is rare while author-
ities deny that this practice exists at all despite 
ample evidence to the contrary at all brick kilns 
(LICADHO 2016, USDOS 2021). 
Recent Trends: The US Department of Labor re-
ported that the pandemic has decreased the traf-
ficking of children to neighbouring countries, like 
Thailand for forced labour in the fishing, agricul-
tural or construction sectors. The pandemic also 
caused a decline in girls forced to work at Chinese 
casinos and other commercial enterprises in Siha-
noukville (USDOL 2020)6.  

A recent practice, identified by one interviewed 

expert, relates to online scamming performed by 
in slavery held foreign workers (e.g. China, Indo-
nesia, Malaysia). It is not known whether minors 
were among these forced labourers7. The Govern-
ment has taken action, and banned and closed all 
such enterprises in 2021-22.

3.1.3 Domestic work in Cambodia
A study report by UN Women notes that domestic 
work and being a ‘maid’ in a relative well-off Cam-
bodian household is a long-time practice in Cam-
bodia for girls (88%) and being gardener, driver 
or guard is a typical domestic job for boys (12%). 
About 11% of all women who migrate mostly from 
rural to urban areas are in a form of domestic 
work. Among the 234 respondents in the study 
18 were girls below 18 years and 7 were below 
15 years. Six of these latter age group were un-
paid; five were a relative. Only 3 of the 18 child 
domestic workers were attending school. Most of 
them had to work many hours, in average 12 hours 
per day and sometimes up to 20 hours. The re-
port also notes that a study by IOM in 2007 found 
that 10% of the child domestic workers had been 
raped and 18% sexually assaulted. The report 
linked domestic work and sex work as 51% of the 
interviewed sex workers had previously worked 
as maid (Unicef 2015).  

3.1.4 Migrant workers abroad
Migrant workers can be differentiated into work-
ers abroad and domestic labourers. The first cat-
egory is here briefly discussed as the main theme 
of this paper is on exploitation inside Cambodia. 
Nevertheless, labour migration to other countries 
is often accompanied with safety and health risks, 
and experiences of (sexual) abuse and violence is 
not rare. A literature study was commissioned by 
the Cambodian Parliamentary Institute to inform 
members of parliament about the background and 
situation of migration, human trafficking preven-
tion and sexual exploitation. The study noted that 
of the circa 7 million strong Cambodian workforce 
1 million people had migrated to Thailand alone 
by end of 2016. Among these migrants were an 
estimated 310,000 people undocumented, thus 
without the required formal documents needed to 
work in the destination country (Ros 2017). IOM’s 
situation report lists that since March 2020 over a 
quarter of a million (actually 277,484) migrants re-
turned to Cambodia, with 6,891 migrants return-
ing in January 2022 alone8. 

5 US Embassy Reporting January 30, 2020 ong Charoen Chai, C: Young Lives for Sale, Bangkok Post, June 29, 2014.
6See also US Embassy in Phnom Penh: Reporting January 30, 2020; February 26, 2021; Blomberg, M.: Expose reveals child labour in Cambodian Brick kilns, Thomas Reuter Foundation, Feb. 17, 2020; Parsons, L.& Long Ly 
Vouch: A survey of the Cambodian Brick Industry, Building Workers Trade Union of Cambodia, 2020. Brickel 2018 recounts the Licadho report in Blood and bricks, University of London.
7https://vodenglish.news/enslaved/        8IOM 2022 Situation Report Cambodia.
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In 2017, the country ranking second on the mi-
gration destination list was Malaysia with 46,541 
migrants (up from 1,776 in 2005) and followed 
third by South Korea with circa 44,230 workers 
from Cambodia9. Among these migrants were 
many who migrated because of a micro-finance 
loan including from reputable lending NGOs like 
Vision Fund or ACLEDA or debt bondage financing 
schemes from factories. The micro-finance insti-
tution’s (MFI) private lending partners are sup-
ported by European, Japan and USA banks (LI-
CADHO 2019).

Studies show that migrant workers abroad have a 
higher risk of injuries and death than native work-
ers, partly because they often get less adequate 
safety and occupational training (Polock 2016)10. 
Fortunately are children mostly exempt from the 
formal migrant labour category as employment 
regulations not allow minors. Exceptions are those 
child labourers who claim to be adults and some-
times did have falsified papers, like birth certifi-
cates, to proof this. Recruitment agencies played 
a large role in these practices, especially concern-
ing under-aged domestic workers (Vijghen 2016). 
However, this was a phenomenon that occurred 
more in the past than now, partly because of 
better recruitment regulations but also because 
of the improvements in issuing birth certificates 
which makes falsification of identity documents 
more difficult but not impossible11.   

The situation for undocumented or irregular mi-
grants is different in that there is no obstacle by 
being under-aged. They also frequently experi-
ence hazardous work conditions without having 
any legal options to object for fear to lose their 
job but also for lack of legal action in the destina-
tion country12. A number of them are trafficked or 
forced into the labour; the young men, including 
minors who were found on fishing boats in Thai or 
Indonesian waters were an often mentioned vic-
tim category of trafficking in the Cambodian and 
world press, but also subject of research stud-
ies. A study conducted by researchers from two 
UK institutes among labour-trafficked men and 
boys from Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam found 
that most fishermen (80%) came from Cambodia. 
About 5% was younger than 18 years. The authors 
conclude that the study results confirm that not 
only women and girls, but that also men and boys 
experience extreme forms of exploitation (Pocock 

2016). Another study found that boys aged be-
tween 8 and 15 year old take up peddling goods 
and fruits, while girls between 10 and 16 often 
work in retail (this study, conducted in 2013, in-
cluded 24 children and its results are therefore 
anecdotally and not representative)13. Older girls 
often ended up in the sex industry (UNODC 2017).

3.2 Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (CSEA)
There are many forms of sexual exploitation and 
abuse of children; the Terminology Guidelines lists 
‘sexual assault’ under the topic Sexual Violence, 
meaning forced sexual contact or without con-
sent. Under Sexual Abuse are listed incest, rape, 
molestation, touching, harassment and online 
sexual abuse. Under Sexual Exploitation are listed 
commercial and online sexual exploitation, but the 
latter is also listed in the Guidelines under sex-
ual exploitation of children in travel and tourism 
(SECTT). (To avoid confusion we list online child 
sexual exploitation (OCSE) in this paper under the 
theme ‘child sexual abuse’). Other topics which 
more or less include the above listed forms are 
Prostitution, using children to produce Pornog-
raphy, and Paedophilia, the latter form of sexual 
abuse of children called by the Guidelines Sexual 
exploitation of children in the context of travel and 
tourism (SECTT) or Child sex tourism (IWG 2016). 
All these forms are included in this section, to the 
extent we found empirical information in reliable 
publications from after 2014 about child exploita-
tion and abuse in Cambodia.

“A number of them are 
trafficked or forced into the 
labour; the young men, 
including minors who were 
found on fishing boats in Thai 
or Indonesian waters were 
an often mentioned victim 
category of trafficking in the 
Cambodian and world press, 
but also subject of research 
studies. A study conducted 
by researchers from two UK 
institutes among labour-
trafficked men and boys from 
Thailand, Cambodia and 
Vietnam found that most 
fishermen (80%) came from 
Cambodia”

9Data obtained from the Cambodian Ministry of Labor)   10See also Schenker MB: A global perspective of migration and occupational helath, in: Am J Ind Med. 2010; 53: 329-337; Zimmerman C, Schenker MB: Human trafficking 
for forced labour and occupational health. Occup Environ Med. 2014; Schenker M: Work-related injuries among immigrants, in: Scand J Work Environ Health 2007, 33: 96-104.
11Yamaguchi, Mariko: With birth registrations in hand, local families secure rights for their children, blog February 1, 2017; UNIAP: Recruitment Agencies and the Employment of Cambodian Domestic Workers in Malaysia, p.28, 
2011.   12 See also Zimmerman C, Schenker MB: Human trafficking for forced labour and occupational health. Occup Environ Med. 2014; Flynn MA, Eggerth DE, Jacobson CJ: Undocumented status as a social determinant of 
occupational safety and health, in: The workers’ perspective, Am J Ind Med. 2015; 58 p. 1127-1137. 13 Utit Sankharat: Cambodian Child Migrant Workers in the Rong Kuea Market Area in Thaland, 2013, 9 (11) Asian Social Science 
24, 28, 30.
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“Children in Cambodia are
exploited in prostitution 
usually in two ways, estab-
lishment-based or street-
based sexual exploitation. 
The first is favoured by 
Cambodian and other Asian 
nationals and mostly affects 
girls. Street-based sexual 
exploitation happens by 
offenders directly in person 
or through intermediaries and 
mostly affects boys.”

3.2.1 Sexual Abuse and Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children
A research in 2014 estimates that up to 100,000 
people are involved in sex work in Cambodia, and 
UNICEF estimates that 30% to 35% are children14. 
An 8% prevalence rate was found for commercial 
sexual exploitation among children 17 years or 
younger in 332 establishments, like brothels, ka-
raoke’s, beer gardens, massage parlours, hostess 
bars etc., in Cambodia, with 0.75% being children 
aged 15 or younger. An often overlooked problem 
exploited children could encounter is that they not 
are viewed by law enforcement officers or social 
workers as a victim but as an illegal migrant or 
young criminal (Rafferty 2016). 

An estimated 24,000 children who live and work 
on the streets are considered extremely vulner-
able to sexual exploitation (Davy 2017, p.48). 
Girls are trafficked mostly for commercial sexual 
exploitation purposes (Bryan 2018). A significant 
proportion originates from Vietnam or from eth-
nic Vietnamese families living in Cambodia. One 
third of all those involved in commercial sexual 
exploitation in Cambodia are of Vietnamese ori-
gin15. An NGO assisting victims claims that half of 
their clients were sold to brokers or traffickers by 
their Vietnamese families who are living in Cam-
bodia due to poverty and debts (Bendana 2019, 
Ros 2017). One study found that 8 out of 10 Vi-
etnamese girls exploited in prostitution had been 
sold by a family member (Davy 2017; although this 
data is from 2006)16. Also girls from ethnic Khmer 
origin are trafficked to the sex industry in Thai-
land, often aged 14 to 18 years (UNODC 2017)17.

Cambodian girls are vulnerable to sexual exploita-
tion and abuse due to lack of education, inade-
quate public child protection, growing access 
to the Internet and online gaming18. However, a 
researcher noted that also boys are vulnerable, 
sometimes more than girls. In his research among 
1314 school children aged 13 – 16 years across 
Cambodia he found that the gender differential is 
not as great as often assumed. In this study more 
boys than girls were raped by an adult (1.8% boys 
versus 0.6% girls) (Miles 2016 p.2). Children in 
Cambodia are exploited in prostitution usually in 
two ways, establishment-based or street-based 
sexual exploitation. The first is favoured by Cam-
bodian and other Asian nationals and mostly af-
fects girls19. Street-based sexual exploitation 

happens by offenders directly in person or 
through intermediaries and mostly affects boys20. 
An NGO estimated that 1,200 to 1,500 children 
were in 2015 living on the street without contact 
with their families, while 15,000 to 20,000 children 
were working on the street but evenings returned 
to their families (USDOS 2016 p.28; Baury 2018). 
One study found that 31% of male and 4% of fe-
male street-involved children reported sexual vio-
lence incidents, compared with 5.6% of male and 
4.4% of female school children21 (Davis 2017a). 

Almost no publications were found on trafficking 
or exploitation of girls and boys with a disability, 
except for one which was undated. The learning 
paper noted that, based on primary and second-
ary data, half of violence cases – including sex-
ual abuse -  were identified to involved women 
and girls with intellectual or seeing and hearing 
impairments. It was assumed that offenders see 
these girls and women as too weak to protect 
themselves22. 

An overview paper from the US government re-
ports that while the COVID-19 pandemic de-
creased the trafficking of children to neighbouring 
countries, like Thailand for commercial sexual ex-
ploitation, the domestic trafficking for this purpose 
increased due to job and income loss in the hospi-
tality and industry sectors, especially of rural girls 
(USDOL 2020). In this context, a relatively new 
phenomenon was reported, namely ‘compensat-
ed dating’ by adolescents and young women. This 
is a practice whereby men, often middle-aged or 
older, pay young women to join them on dates 
which could lead to sex (Davy 2017) p.47).

14Defence for Children & ECPAT Netherlands: Reducing Violence against Children, 2014, p.   15Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2011: Consideration of reports submitted by States parties …Concluding observations: 
Cambodia.  16 Childwise: Who are the Sex Tourists in Cambodia? 2006, p.8.  17 Deanna Davy: Understanding the complexities of responding to child sex trafficking in Thailand and Cambodia, 2014, 34 (11) Internationsal Journal of 
Sociology and Social Policy 793, 799.  18 World Vision, 2014: Sex, Abuse and Childhood, 53.  19 Katja Dombrowski, 2015: Dubious reputation. 20 Ibid.  21CWC and UNICEF, 2017: Findings from Cambodia’s Violence against Children 
survey 2013; and UNICEF, 2017: Child Protection from Violence, Exploitation and Abuse.22CWCC undated: Save Futures, ADD p.10
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3.2.2 Solicitation of children for sexual purposes
This paragraph combines the sexual abuse of chil-
dren by paedophiles (someone sexually attracted 
to young children, Collings English Dictionary) and 
in the context of travel and tourism; making a dis-
tinction is often not easy although generally in the 
latter case offenders are foreigners travelling to 
engage in commercial sex acts with children (IWG 
2016 p. 55). Not only girls are being trafficked 
into the sex industry, also boys and young men. 
Six percent of boys were sexually abused before 
the age of 18 years; they often suffer from signif-
icant stigma and social shame, may be rejected 
by family and their community and receive little 
or no support23. Especially male street-children 
but also young Vietnamese girls are reported to 
have been victim of sexual abuse by paedophiles 
from abroad and domestic. While Ros reports that 
the abuse occurred mostly by foreigners, a recent 
TiP report indicates that Cambodian men are the 
‘largest source of demand’ for children exploited in 
sex trafficking (Ros 2017; USDOS 2021)24. Hawke 
cites an ECPAT report from 2012 that estimates 
that 3 out 4 offenders are of Cambodian nation-
ality. This is also indicated as a phenomenon not 
only for Cambodia but for the Southeast Asian re-
gion as a whole (Hawke 2016 p.14, 42; Davy 2017 
p.16).

The NGO APLE focusses on offenders belong-
ing to the category of adults who engage in acts 
of  ‘solicitation of children for sexual purposes’ 
(IWG 2016), also called ‘(travelling) child sex of-
fenders’(APLE 2014 p.4). APLE notes that among 
the perpetrators of sexual abuse with children in 
their database covering a decade from 1st Jan-
uary 2003 till 31st December 2013 118 persons 
were of Cambodian nationality (41%) and 170 of 
foreign nationality (59%). The discrepancy be-
tween APLE’s data and the Trafficking in Persons 
(TiP) 2021 report on the rate of domestic versus 
foreign perpetrators is explained by two possi-
ble factors. First, APLE operated mostly in tour-
ist locations which were visited by large numbers 
of foreigners; secondly, local law-enforcement 
officers tend to focus more on foreign than do-
mestic offenders25. Nevertheless, foreigners are 
involved in the exploitation of children in Cambo-
dia as demonstrated by arrests by police. These 
are not only perpetrators who stay temporary in 
the country; a UK national managing several or-
phanages in Siem Reap was arrested, like a USA 

national who worked as a volunteer physician at a 
children’s hospital in Phnom Penh26.   

Data reported by the National Commission for 
Counter Trafficking (NCCT) indicates that 298 
children were rescued in 2016 (Ros 2017)27; taking 
into account the 2014 tally of close to 500 chil-
dren who were included in APLE’s database over a 
10-year period, this number seems to indicate an 
increase in rescued child victims compared to the 
previous years (APLE 2014).   

3.2.3 Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel 
and Tourism (SECTT)
Terre des Homme in collaboration with APLE 
has produced a comprehensive report on sex-
ual exploitation of children in travel and tourism 
(SECTT) in Siem Reap and Poipet, based on data 
from focus groups and in-depth discussions with 
government officers and community practition-
ers. Both groups seem to have quite different per-
spectives in assessing the issues, although the 
apparent split is gradually becoming smaller. The 
report describes in detail the risks, vulnerabilities 
and threats to children to become victimised for 
both cities. It starts to mention that the recent 
rapid growth in travel, tourism and business in-
vestment facilitated that Cambodia has become 
one of the most popular destinations in the region 
for travelling sex offenders. This was also report-
ed by ECPAT in 201628. After describing several 
potential offender profiles the report continues to 
describe offenders’ strategies to coerce children, 
like the ‘situational’ offender who abuse occasions 
to get sex, regardless if it is with children; or the 
‘lone wolf’ who settles for some time in a village 
or neighbourhood and befriends families and their 
children. Acting as a volunteer at an organisation 
or as teacher is another strategy to get access 
to children. Before the COVID-19 pandemic the 
casino’s and their entourages along the borders, 
attracting young often adolescent women for the 
job opportunities, were a risky place for children, 
in Sihanoukville in particular. Currently, with many 
of the casinos closed and/or gone, it seems that 
these risks have abated a little29 (TdH 2019). 

The report further cites a research which details 
the strategies of western offenders30, but the 
report emphasises that such information of Asian
offenders is lacking. To this end, the study’s goal
is the ‘map critical dynamics of SECTT’ in Siem

23Can OSSC meet de gaps, Orha A.,  2020, APLE   
24However, the TiP report does not made references to sources.    
25Personal communication of an interviewed expert. 
26Johnson, A: Protecting Children’s Rights in Asian Tourism, in International Journal of Children’s Rights, 22 (2014): 603.  
27 NCCT: Summary report on Results of Counter Trafficking in 2016, 2016.     28ECPAT International, 2016: Regional Report on SECTT, p.25   29Personal communication.
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Reap and Poipet, and to ‘understand the current 
practices of offenders’. The methods used for 
this study were qualitative, including key inform-
ant interviews, in-depth interviews focus group 
discussions with practitioners from civil society, 
government and the private sector. A literature re-
view was conducted as well to serve as a compre-
hensive and nuanced backdrop for understanding 
the primary data. A main finding for Siem Reap 
was that there was an evolution of the issue on-
going, suggesting a growth in the use of online 
platforms and organised broker-recruiter systems 
to facilitate SECTT. While the context in Poipet 
as a border transfer town and by Chinese people 
frequented casinos, is rather different than the 
major tourist town of Siem Reap, also there was 
a broker-recruited system mentioned to facilitate 
the abuse of children, which reduces the need for 
foreign offenders to go themselves into communi-
ties to find children (TdH 2019; Vijghen 2011).  

3.2.4 Trafficking for marriage
Since many years are girls trafficked to China 
as ‘brides’. ILO reports that girls as young as 14 
years are trafficked to China and that during the 
pandemic the number of cases doubled (USDOL 
2020)31. ADHOC and other NGOs did report on
many instances of kidnapping or coercion for the 
purpose of becoming a bride of a Chinese man 
(Vijghen 2016). Author of this paper has inter-
viewed a girl, at the time 16 years old, who was 
kidnapped during a holiday trip to Vietnam to-
gether with other girls and sold to a Chinese man
as a bride. When she became pregnant, she ran

away to the Cambodian Embassy in China which 
arranged for her return home assisted by IOM. 
The girl recounted stories of other girls who were 
send away after they delivered the baby, which 
indicated that getting offspring was the main pur-
pose of these ‘marriages’32

.
An experienced researcher reported recently that 
the pandemic had caused an even higher vulner-
ability to become trafficked as bride to China than 
existed before. Government senior officials and 
NGOs reported an increase in girls and women 
being trafficked for marriage abroad, mainly to 
China. The NGO Chab Dai reported that the num-
ber of cases referred to them had doubled33. One 
likely cause for the increase is the loss of jobs in 
the tourism sector for at least 10% of the work 
force. A conclusion by the researcher was that 
given the gender imbalance in China and lack of 
employment opportunities for women In Cambo-
dia, supply of ‘brides’ will continue (Chhun 2022).

3.2.5 Online Child Sexual Exploitation (OCSE)
The increase in cheap internet access has facili-
tated an increase in online sexual exploitation of 
children (OCSE), while a NGO survey found that 
during the closure of schools during the pandem-
ic the number of reported OCSE cases increased; 
15% of respondents were contacted by strangers 
on social media with 2% asked to share intimate 
pictures (USDOL 2020; USDOS 2021)34. A doc-
ument released by Terre des Hommes in 202235 
experienced examples cited data from a govern-
ment source (CNCC 2019): 60% of child respond-

30Betini L.: Assessment of Vulnerabilities to SECTT in Siem Reap, 2019 APLE.
31See Blomberg, M: Pandemic seen fuelling Cambodian ‘bride trafficking’ to China. Phnom Penh Thomas Reuters Foundation, December 11, 2020; APLE Cambodia and EXPAT International supplementary report on Sexual 
Exploitation of Children in Cambodia, Bangkok July 1, 2019. 32 Personal communication. See also: A21: Impact report Cambodia, A21, 2021 p.6.
33Newspaper reports    34 See also Plan International, Joint statement: Children’s rights and COVID-19 response in Cambodia, June 1, 2020;    35 ToR for conducting a Baseline on OSEC, 21 January 2022, TdH p.2
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ents in a nationwide survey experienced exam-
ples of online child sexual exploitation. 57% of 
these respondents have seen pornographic imag-
es on the internet, with 32% having seen material 
of children at their own or below their age. Other 
data cited by the same document was: 9% of chil-
dren had created and shared sexualised images 
of themselves over the past year, and 3% (31% of 
the original percentage of 9%) had done so with 
someone they didn’t know. The US-based Na-
tional Center for Missing and Exploited Children 
received over four times more reports of child 
sexual abuse material found online in 2021 than in 
2019 (ECPAT 2022). 

“11% or potentially 160,000 
children between 12 – 17 years 
using the internet experienced 
online sexual exploitation and 
abuse. About four out of five 
offenders were known to the 
child, like family, friends, and 
peers (ECPAT, UNICEF et al. 
2020).”

The Royal Government of Cambodia’s National 
Council for Children (CNCC) released in 2020 a 
situation study report on Online Child Sexual Ex-
ploitation (OCSE). This report describes the study 
results including forms, materials and methods 
of OCSE in the Cambodian context36, and nation-
al reporting mechanisms, capacities and gaps. 
The report notes that at present, little is known 
in Cambodia about the existence and magnitude 
of OCSE and that community awareness is min-
imal (CNCC 2019). Indeed, a Summary Paper on 
Online Child Sexual Exploitation, based on world-
wide information including 129 references, is very 
informative about the issue but does not include 
any reference to Cambodia (ECPAT 2020).

On the other hand, a very recent publication Dis-
rupting Harm in Cambodia, describes the results 
of a research project on online child sexual ex-
ploitation and abuse in Cambodia, which was con-
ducted in five other South-east Asian and seven 
African countries as well. The study conducted a 
literature review and legal analysis, assessed data 
from online platforms, interviewed in Cambodia 
nine senior national government representatives, 
50 frontline workers, six young people and ten 
criminal justice professionals, while also data was 

obtained from law enforcement authorities, and 
a randomised household survey was conducted 
among 992 internet-using children in 2020. The 
study provides insight on the reporting mecha-
nisms available in Cambodia, the law enforcement 
responses37, court proceedings including legal aid 
and social support services available for child vic-
tims, coordination and collaboration on the issue, 
and recommends certain actions. In terms of the 
situation of victimised children by OCSE the study 
found that 11% or potentially 160,000 children 
between 12 – 17 years using the internet experi-
enced online sexual exploitation and abuse. About 
four out of five offenders were known to the child, 
like family, friends, and peers (ECPAT, UNICEF et 
al. 2020). 

3.2.6 Rape and Sexual Violence
One source publication on sexual harmful behav-
iour38 among children describes a case whereby 
two young female tourists (aged 16 and 17 years) 
offered a 10-year old street boy US$ 50 to come 
with them to their hotel where they had sex with 
him. Later the boy was considered to have raped 
the girls, despite the power39 the two young fe-
males had over the boy. There exist no national 
data on the prevalence of sexual harmful behav-
iour (SHB) among children in Cambodia (First Step 
2017).   

Outside commercial sexual exploitation of chil-
dren, solicitation children for sexual purposes or 
child marriage, incidences of forced intercourse 
with a minor by another individual, here called 
‘rape’ is not mentioned in most of the source pub-
lications for this study, but some did provide rel-
evant information on this violent abuse. The Vio-
lence against Children survey conducted in 2013 
by UNICEF and the Ministry of Social Affairs found 
that 3% of girls and 0.1% of boys aged between 
13 and 17 years reported to have experienced 
sexual violence. Average age for girls was 15 and 
for boys 10 year. Boys experienced the violence 
mostly at home while girls experienced it often 
with boy-friends, peers or teachers; school seem 
to be the most common place to experience sexu-
al violence for the first time  (UNICEF  2014; Child 
Rights Now 2019 p.19-20). An issue of importance 
for survivors of sexual abuse is the stigma at-
tached by society and family to what happened to 
them. A survey found that 57% of trafficked girls 
who returned home were concerned and had feel-

36The same Council reported that the amount of child sexual abuse materials increased 490% in 2018 compared to 2017 (CNCC 2020: Action Plan against OCSE p.8)    37The report includes a warning that findings could have 
been influenced by flaws in the conduct of interviews with government officials (p. 78). hildren in Cambodia, Bangkok July 1, 2019.   38 The authors define sexual harmful behaviour (SHB) as sexual behaviour by a child that is 
problematic [unusual for the child’s developmental stage and socially unexpected], abusive [misuse of power to force or coerce] and/or violent [highly intrusive and lacking empathy] p.5.   39This is a clear example that fits with 
TdH’s definition of child exploitation: … taking advantage of an imbalance of power to get a child to engage in activities that are detrimental to the child’s wellbeing and development, and from which the alleged perpetrator(s) 
and/or third party(ies) gain some advantage.’   40 Nodzenski M. et al.: Post-trafficking stressors: The influences of hopes, fears and expectations on the mental health of young trafficking survivors in the Greater Mekong Sub-re-
gion, in Child Abuse & Neglect, 100, 104067, undated.
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ings of guilt and shame. The stigma might have 
a negative effect on finding a suitable marriage 
partner. It might also have a negative effect on 
seeking resources that might address their needs 
due to negative attitudes by public officers and 
staff of service providers (Morrison 2021).

Where it concerns data on adult perpetrators 
news media sources are referenced indicating 
that among 210 males who had committed rape, 
37% reported that they committed their first rape 
when they were between 15 and 19 years old, 
with 16% committing their first rape below the age 
of 15 – thus 53% did commit a rape before they 
reached adulthood. 

Also NGO data was referenced to, which indicat-
ed that the age of victims varied from 2 to 17 year 
(average 8 years; 75% female) and of offenders 
from 3 to 18 years (average 12 year; 89% male). 
The article noted a discrepancy between data 
from news media and from NGOs, but is vague to 
explain why, except that it points to a bias in pub-
lic perception. Indeed, media reported on 1.8% of 
male victims compared to NGOs which reported 
on 24.1% male victims. The media noted offend-
er’s average age as 16 compared to NGOs as 12, 
and media noted victim’s age as average 11 with 
NGOs noting 8 (First Step 2017).    

3.3 Harmful Practices for Children
The assignment for this literature study was to 
make a review of written materials about 1) child 
exploitation in Cambodia, including about ‘2) sex-
ual exploitation, 3) child labour, 4) child traffick-
ing, 5) migration and 6) children left behind’. The 
definition used by Terre des Hommes of child ex-
ploitation is hereby an important factor: ‘an indi-
vidual, group or organisation taking advantage of 
an imbalance of power to get a child to engage in 
activities that are detrimental to the child’s well-
being and development, and from which the al-
leged perpetrator(s) and/or third party(ies) gain 
some advantage.’ While some forms of exploita-
tion are included in one to the six topics above, 
like trafficking for marriage or online abuse, some 
other forms are not included, like exploitation for 
donations, migration or other harmful practices. 
When information about some of these latter is-
sues are presented in the selected written ma-
terials, I have included relevant information in 
this section. This also includes child marriage al-

though I do not consider that practice per se as 
exploitation, especially if the initiative is taken 
by the girl or boy concerned, not only by parents 
or other relatives; however, it remains at least a 
harmful practice for the girls’ health and develop-
ment. Neither is neglect or corporal punishment 
considered by me as a form of exploitation, but it 
falls surely under harmful practices if not abuse 
and violence against children.    

3.3.1 Migration, Left Behind and Neglect
There is very little data on children affected by mi-
gration, domestic or abroad. More than 20% of mi-
grants with children do not take them with them, 
thus 80% of the children stay behind (UN 2017)41. 
The 2013 Cambodia Inter-Censal Population Sur-
vey estimated that 3.2% of all migrants were be-
tween 10 and 14 year and 5.1% were between 16 
to 19 years (UNICEF 2017). Children staying be-
hind are more likely to drop out of school than 
other children (15.6%), girls more than boys, while 
they are more likely have to work longer hours too 
(UN 2017)42.

Up to 2019, more than 20% of all Cambodians 
had been a migrant, domestic more than abroad. 
Around 1,260,000 people had migrated in the pe-
riod 2014 – 2019, with 34% of total internal from 
rural to urban and 30% from urban to another ur-
ban area. Many children of migrants, and especial-
ly migrants abroad, leave their younger children 
home with a relative, most often a grandparent 
(JSR 2021). However, there are still migrants and 
more often female migrants travelling abroad who 
take their children along (fathers 7% and mothers 
16%). Boys constituted 7.4% and girls 15.5% of the 
companions travelling with one or both of their 
parents (Koenig 2016). No national representa-
tive information could be found on the situation of 
these children, although some small sample stud-
ies have been conducted.

There are indications that when both parents are 
working abroad or even domestically far away 
from home that their children have an higher in-
cidence of injury, illness and/or malnourishment 
(Ros 2017)43. The fifth year progress report of the 
CTIP program sponsored by USAID includes an 
annex on a study among 250 households about 
children’s alternative care when their parents mi-
grated. None of the study cases was without a 
caregiver, in 3 out 4 households the grandmother

41 citing Ministry of Planning 2012
42 CDRI 2014: The impacts of Adult Migration on Children’s Well-being – The case of Cambodia.
43 Vutha H, Pide L, Dalis P: The Impacts of Adult Migration on Children’s Well-being; the case of Cambodia, Phnom Penh CDRI 2014
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was the caregiver (75.6%) and in 7.6% the grand-
father; in these cases mainly because both par-
ents did migrate, 98% of them to Thailand. The 
parents stayed abroad between 1 month to 20 
years, but with a mean of 4 years. 12.4% of the 
households caring for migrant children reported 
to have experienced rice shortages during the 
past 30 days. About 90% of these household re-
ceived  remittances from the migrated parents, 
46% of these every month. The mean amount for 
the whole migration period of the parents report-
ed was US$ 1,500 in total per household, but for 
most households this was not enough to cover all 
costs of the house hold and/or the living and edu-
cation expenses for the children left behind (Win-
rock 2020).  

A relative small study in Siem Reap area among 
children left behind while their parents worked 
abroad concluded that due to lack of parental 
presence, boys seem to struggle with authority 
of their caregivers and with motivation to go to 
school, while girls are observed to have less such 
problems (Laidler 2018). A publication on sexu-
al harmful behaviour among children and the in-
terventions they received reported that in 18 of 
21 cases of in-depth assessments evidence was 
found that parents or carers were neglecting the 
child. In 17 cases the neglect was lack of supervi-
sion, in 11 cases the child did not get food, shelter 
or other basic needs, and in 9 cases was a lack of 
love or emotional support (First Step 2017 p.18).  

“A publication on sexual harm-
ful behaviour among children 
and the interventions they re-
ceived reported that in 18 of 
21 cases of in-depth assess-
ments evidence was found 
that parents or carers were 
neglecting the child.”
3.3.2 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, + Mi-
nors
A relative small number of publications, but of 
recent dates, have been available for this litera-
ture review with some information on the situation 
of children belonging to the LGBTI+ community. 
Key findings of a small study focussing on vio-
lence perpetrated by family members among 61 
respondents with a diverse (meaning non-main-

stream) sexual orientation were that 81% faced 
emotional violence; 7% was seriously beaten by 
family members ‘to fix them’; 10% were coerced or 
forced into a marriage with a male ‘to conform to 
traditional gender roles’; 35% considered at some 
point in their lives to commit suicide; and depres-
sion and stigmatisation were common among 
them. However, many respondents reported that 
their conditions have improved in recent years, 
but more so in larger cities like Phnom Penh and 
Siem Reap than in rural areas44, although they still 
experience public discrimination, including during 
their childhood years often by their own family. 
School-going children with a diverse sexual orien-
tation experienced bullying by peers and/or nega-
tive attitudes by teachers (RoCK 2019)45.

3.3.3 Street-children
The National Institute of Statistics (NIS) count-
ed in a survey conducted in 2015  more than 
3,545 homeless boys and girls under the age of 
18 in seven Cambodian provinces (UNICEF 2018 
p.25)46. These so-called street-involved children 
working most often in tourist places could expe-
rience neglect besides being vulnerable to sex-
ual abuse as a relative large proportion has no 
contact with their families or only return home at 
evening times (see above the SECTT section). 

Boys of this latter category are reported to have 
less protection or supervision by their parents, 
while the former category is obviously left alone 
to fend for themselves (Davis 2021). Research-
ers concluded that, based on three studies, one 
in Phnom Penh in 2021, one in Poipet in 2017 and 
one in Sihanoukville in 2021, street boys are more 
vulnerable to sexual violence than girls, in addi-
tion to being vulnerable to physical and emotion-
al violence. Substances are used by many of the 
street-children, like alcohol (38%), glue (27%) and 
‘ice’ (Methamphetamine; 29%), but much higher 
percentages by boys than girls. This dependency 
on these substances makes them extra vulnera-
ble to exploitation and abuse (Davis 2017a; Davis 
2021a). 

In urban centres street-children are less visible 
than in the past, and an expert mentioned that, 
while homeless children still exist, their numbers 
are less because of more extensive family sup-
port. Also, improvements in the state education 

44 No Child Left Behind, First Step Cambodia 2022.
45 StC 2021 Live & Learn – children with SOGIE, the study reports on the stigma and negative behaviour by family and community. 
46The UNICEF report however questions the accuracy of this survey because various forms of homeless and street-involved children were included without clear differentiation.
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provision has led to a reduction over the past ten 
years. The infra-structural development of Phnom 
Penh’s city centre caused that very poor families 
and their children are pushed out and far less 
visible than before. Street children is a suburban 
phenomenon now, out of sight of foreign visitors, 
concluded the expert.

3.3.4 Residential care
One study estimated that in 2015 about 36,000 to 
49,000 children lived in residential care facilities.47

However, a mapping survey covering the whole 
country in the same year measured that 27,187 
children lived in 639 residential care institutions 
and other shelter facilities. About 80% of these 
children had at least one living parent. The study 
indicated also that among these institutions were 
those which relied on ‘voluntourism’ and street 
theatre performances by the resident children to 
‘lure’ donations from foreigners (USDOL 2020)48. 
However, the report did not very well substanti-
ate this last insinuation, but other sources like the 
Family Care Network mentioned it as well.

3.3.5 Child, Early and/or Forced Marriage (CEFM)
There is a large body of literature available on 
these practices in many regions in the world, 
like South Asia, but much less for the South-east 
Asian countries including Cambodia49. In the latter 
cases the target populations are very often minor-

ity groups with an ethnic origin different from the 
mainstream population, like in the north-east of 
Cambodia50. It was reported that programme im-
plementers tend to suggest incorrectly that CEFM 
takes place ONLY among ethnic minorities (Plan 
2018 p.7). But indeed, child marriage is most prev-
alent in rural, remote areas with high ethnic minor-
ity populations, including the Ratanakiri and Mon-
dulkiri provinces. The median age for marriage 
in Mondulkiri is 15 year, where a majority of the 
population is of non-Khmer ethnic origin51 (Child 
Rights Now 2019 p.20). Plan International, which 
prioritises the main ethnic populated provinces 
of Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri, found that sexual 
reproductive health for adolescent girls in those 
provinces, but also elsewhere in the country, is 
a concern; 95% of sexual active 15 – 19 year old 
girls reported not to use any forms of contracep-
tion. Teen pregnancy increased to 12% (data from 
2014). In Ratanakiri province, 16% of girls giving 
birth were between 12 and 17 years old (Plan 2021 
p.30).  

A most often overlooked category for forced mar-
riage riage are girls or young women with a di-
verse sexual orientation, like lesbian, bisexual or 
transgender (LBT) people. One study found that 
10% of the study population or 6 girls experienced
sexual violence including forced marriage, the lat-
ter enforced by their own family (RoCK 2019). Also

47 UNICEF and Columbia University joint research 2018, reported in Human Rights Practices 2020
48  Anderson 2019; US Embassy, Phnom Penh, Reporting February 2, 2020; UN Human Rights Council: Sexual Exploitation of Children in Cambodia, Universal Periodic Review of the human rights situation in 
Cambodia, July 9, 2018; US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2020: Cambodia, March 11, 2021. 
49 Vijghen J., Jannat S.: Analysis of Factors and Key Interventions to Prevent Child Marriage in Bangladesh, UNICEF 2015; Jordana A.D.: Situational Analysis on Child, Early and Forced Marriage in Vietnam, 
Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia, World Vision, undated.
50Care 2018: Adolescent Fertility & Early Marriage. The report describes how young people of ethnic minorities in north-east. Cambodia interact and sometimes get pregnant before marriage. 
51Partnering to Save Lives, 2018: Learning package: Adolescent pregnancy in Cambodia’s northeast
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Plan International reports in their current strategy 
plan that children with a diverse sexual orientation 
or gender identity and gender expression, and sex 
characteristics (SOGIESC) are challenged and will 
get the organisations’ attention (Plan 2021 p. 29). 
A recent released report on SOGIESC school chil-
dren describes the bullying they experience, but 
also that their family and teachers want ‘to fix’ 
them. Generally they try to hide their sexual ori-
entation to avoid problems, such as being mocked 
or even being assaulted (StC 2020).

World Health statistics show that 18% of girls in 
Cambodia are married before they reached 18 
years of age with 2% before they reached the age 
of 15 years; 4% of boys in Cambodia are married 
before their 18th Birthday (Jordana AD., 2017; 
website GirlsNotBrides assessed 30-12-2020). 

Child marriage is driven by gender inequality and 
the belief that girls are somehow inferior to boys. 
In Cambodia, child marriage is also driven by gen-
der norms52, traditional practices, level of educa-
tion and poverty53. If a girl is sexually abused or 
raped, some parents arrange a marriage with the 
rapist to avoid the shame for the family, also when 
the girl is a minor. Such parents do not see this 
practice as a forced marriage (Baury 2018 p.14; 
Jordana 2017).  

Citing project data of Terre des Homme’s End 
Child Marriage project in Mondulkiri, as of 2014, 
12% of Cambodian women between 15 and 19 
years old were pregnant or had born a child. The 
CVACS research (2014) found 5.5% of children 
between 13 and 17 years are married, in a union 
or living together with a partner (Vijghen 2020). 
The Cambodia Demographic and Health Survey 
of 2014 found that one in four females and 1 in 
15 males aged between 18  - 49 years reported 
that they had married before the age of 18 years54 
(Child Rights Now 2019 p.20).

3.3.6 Violence against Children & Corporal 
Punishment
This is an issue which is not included in the terms 
for this paper, but in light of recent developments 
and media attention some information from sourc-
es after 2015 is here presented as it concerns a 
harmful practice. Several studies found evidence 
for the general accepted notion that corporal pun-
ishment in Cambodia is an accepted form of disci-

pline, at home or at school, for children aged from 
6 till 14 years. Teachers especially are reported to 
use their hand or a small stick for this form of dis-
cipline while in class; 63% of teachers acknowl-
edged to have hit a student during the past year55. 
Also primary school aged students reported that 
their teachers used such disciplinary measures56 
(Child Rights Now 2019 p.20). Plan International 
reports that more than half of all Cambodian chil-
dren experienced some form of violence before 
the age of 18 years, usually at home but also often 
at school (Plan 2021 p.29).

“A most often overlooked 
category for forced marriage 
are girls or young women 
with a diverse  sexual orien-
tation, like lesbian, bisexual 
or transgender (LBT) people.”
3.4 Prevention, Protection and Law-enforce-
ment

3.4.1 Government Responses
Cambodia has ratified the Child Rights and all 
child labour conventions and established laws 
and regulations to protect children and prohibit 
the child labour practice in the country. However, 
actions taken by labour law enforcement agen-
cies in 2020 were less than in 2019: 1,309 labour 
inspections in 2020 against 7,123 in 2019. The 
number of labour inspectors reduced from 649 in 
2019 to 602 in 2020. There is agreement among 
the Government, ILO and NGOs that the Labour 
Inspectorate is insufficiently funded and capac-
itated. The Government announced to address 
this problem in 2021 through a new ministerial 
regulation (prakas) whereby factories have to pay 
annual fees to an inspection fund (USDOL 2020).

Suggestions have been reported by ILO and oth-
ers to improve the legal framework, to enable 
better enforcement by more funding, training and 
data collection. Victims of trafficking need to be 
better protected against intimidation while their 
court process is ongoing or pending. At commune 
levels the Committees for Women and Children 
need to get more funding to carry out their man-
date. Government policies that are implemented 
should be publicised. Social programmes relevant 
to addressing child labour should be provided 
with sufficient resources (USDOL 2020).  

52 Chbab srey (a traditional code of conduct) teaches that girls should remain pure “like cotton wool”, and the role of girls in seen to be that of housekeeper, reproducer and wife, and encourages the early 
marriage of girls to fulfil such roles.
53 website GirlsNotBrides assessed 30-12-2020.
54NIS 2015: Cambodia Demographic and Health Survey 2014
55MUNICEF, 2018: KAP survey on Disciplinary Methods in Cambodian Primary Schools.
56World Vision Cambodia, 2018: Hurting our Future.
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In terms of government protection and law-en-
forcement response, prosecutions of trafficking 
and/or exploitation cases remain low and increase 
gradually: 53 cases were prosecuted in 2014 and 
69 cases in 2015 (USDOS 2017). The most recent 
US Trafficking in Persons (TiP) report concludes 
that the ‘Government does not fully meet the min-
imum standards for the elimination of trafficking 
and is not making significant efforts to do so, even 
considering the impact of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic’. 

Cambodia is therefore downgraded to the lowest 
rank, tier 3, continuing on a downward trend since 
2018, which not only indicates the Government’s 
responses to trafficking issues, but also to other 
areas of child exploitation57. This obviously de-
clining trend in taking action and addressing the 
hindrances to meet the standards is shown in the 
table below.

But in terms of government assistance to victims 
the release of the Victim Identification Guide-
lines by the NCCT is called ‘a huge improvement’ 
in the victim identification and referral process. 
However, the application of the guidelines by one 
major entry point, the Transit Centre at Poipet, 
which receives presumed victims of trafficking is 
doubted because there is no report on its actual 
use. NGOs which assists victims experience con-
straints caused by government practises, like bar-
ring NGOs to get custody of or represent victims 
(Bendana 2019).

The TiP report noted several positive steps taken 
to respond to the trafficking problem, such as a 
continuation of arrests, prosecutions and convic-
tions of traffickers (albeit with less results than 
before) or the assistance in repatriation of Cam-

bodian trafficking victims from abroad. But prob-
lems remain, like the endemic corruption, lack of 
investigation of officials and powerful business 
owners in the brick kilns, online scamming or en-
tertainment sectors. Further is the Government 
not fulfilling its mandate to provide adequate pro-
tection and reintegration services to victims, but 
leaves this to civil society organisations (USDOS 
2022).  

However, a positive development is noted, by in-
terviewed experts too, with the increasingly ef-
fective coordination between the NCCT and civil 
society organisations, despite the reduction of 
its annual budget from $1.33 million in 2020 to 
$543,00058(USDOS 2021). Also was noted by an 
interviewed expert that the Government has plans 
to address the homeless problem which might 
have positive effects on homeless children as well.

3.4.2 Civil Society Responses
A recent Trafficking in Persons (TiP) report states 
that human trafficking for forced and child labour 
and/or sexual exploitation of adults and children 
is ongoing virtually unabated with a low level of 
of prosecutions in Cambodia, partly due to lack 
of sufficient resources but also due to ‘endemic 
corruption’ among public servants and law-en-
forcement officers ‘at many levels of government’ 
(USDOS 2021). Experts interviewed for this study 
indicated that the focus of donors and therewith 
implementing organisations have shifted from 
child sexual exploitation to other areas of interest, 
like online abuse and exploitation. In the past suc-
cessful programmes to prevent CSEC or SECTT 
or assist survivors have diminished or terminated 
because of lack of funding and political sensibil-
ities.

Table 2: Ranking of Cambodia on the USA’ Tier List

57 Expert interviews indicate an ongoing decline of upholding human rights, respecting land rights, imprisonment of whistle-blowers, obstruction to represent legally victims, etc.
58 This was in response to an overall budget cut due to the COVID-19 measures.
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3.5 Information Gaps
Publications referencing data from after 2014 
on child slavery – as defined in the Terminology 
Guidelines (IWG 2016 p.71) - or home-based child 
labour (sometimes referred to as ‘working chil-
dren’ or ‘informal child labour’) are not found or 
did include these issues more as a by-line than as 
a topic. Also publications on research conducted 
after 2014 about child domestic workers or ne-
glect were few or when found not relevant to this 
paper. 

UNICEF reports in its Statistical Profile publication 
of 2018 that ‘the lack of comprehensive data on 
trafficking makes it impossible to know the pre-
cise number of people, including children, affect-
ed’ (p.19). Similarly, there is no reliable information 
or recent survey data of children living or working 
on the streets (p.25).

Abuse of children within institutions, families and 
communities or by indigenous populations has 
received relative little attention in the literature 
compared to other forms of sexual abuse or ex-
ploitation. Similar, harmful and sexually abusive 
behaviour among children and young people at 
home, in the community or at institutions was up 
to 2017 and likely beyond not studied in Cambo-
dia. Research in the UK which found that 2/3rd 
of sexual abuse against children was committed 
by minors (thus under the age of 18) suggest that 
this is happening in Cambodia as well (First Step 
2017 p.3, 8).

Another gap in the literature is the (sexual) ex-
ploitation of children with a disability or intel-
lectual, hearing or seeing impairment. Similarly, 
studies are lacking on offenders of sexual abuse 
of national and/or Asian nationalities despite that 
they form the majority of abusers. While global-
ly studies are conducted on the occurrence of 
online commercial sexual exploitation and abuse 
(OCSE), and recent reports cover this theme as 
well, only a few small studies have been conduct-
ed in Cambodia. The same is the case for chil-
dren left behind or being neglected, although the 
World Vision programme “Grandmothers’ Care” 
was mentioned as a good source by one expert. 

Although before 2015 many reports and papers 
were published about establishment and/or “street 

prostitution”59, including of minors, in Cambodia 
there seems to be a lack of research and hence 
publications during the past seven years. 

Studies and literature about the situation of chil-
dren with a diverse sexual orientation, especial-
ly lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender persons 
(LGBT) are few, without information on any child 
exploitation, and of a very recent date indicating 
that this subject did not yet get much attention in 
research and literature. 

“Abuse of children within 
institutions, families and 
communities or by 
indigenous populations 
has received relative little 
attention in the literature 
compared to other forms of 
sexual abuse or exploitation.”

59The Terminology Guidelines (2017) uses the term ‘prostitution’ 130 times in its publication and under chapter E. Exploitation of children in/for prostitution, but in its Foreword noted that the term have 
been ‘more and more’ criticized. In this paper we will use the term ‘prostitution’ only as a quote or when the alternative term ‘commercial sexual exploitation’ would be confusing.
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Exploratory 
Research
The research aimed to provide first-hand empirical data to inform Terre des Hommes Netherlands in 
Cambodia to decide on new project interventions during their next strategy cycle. The exploratory re-
search is designed based on the results of a robust literature study. References to the literature review 
are made in each of the following sections when empirical findings differ from what was published. The 
following specific questions have been answered by the research and the deeper dive analysis except 
for #5 due to the lack of a national level statistical survey:
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Table 3: Questions and Methods

4.1 Methodology & Limitations
4.1.1 Methodology
The research methods were mainly qualitative, 
key informant interviews with selected respond-
ents of Civil Society Organisations (CSO) or Gov-
ernment Agencies, using a non-structured format; 
street interviews or informal conversations with 
by chance met entertainment workers, vendors 
at markets or people and local authorities during 
community visits; they were asked about topics 
like commercial sexual exploitation of children, 
working children, child trafficking or migration, 
children left behind by migrated parents, etc. Al-
though a list was developed for each category 
of respondents with the topics of interest, it was 
mainly the actual knowledge of or the level of co-
operation by the respondent what decided which 
questions were asked60. A dynamic data collection 
approach was used with topic lists being updated 
during the mission with newly emerged questions 
or deleting obsolete questions. 
Further, researchers made observations at border 
points and tourist locations to see whether chil-
dren are working and how, or at several communi-
ties to enquire about the situation of children left 
behind by their parents. The research team met 
in one village along the Thai border three grand-

mothers who were caring for their grandchildren 
while the parents were working across the bor-
der. Two focus group discussions were conducted 
with Youth (16 – 18 year, 50% male) on the issue of 
effective interventions for ending sexual exploita-
tion of children in travel and tourism, and on child 
labour.

Estimations of the number of each respondent 
category were included in the inception report 
and agreed upon, and overall these ‘sample sizes’ 
have been reached or even exceeded. Interviews 
were conducted with 26 NGO staff, 11 Govern-
ment Officials or Officers, 28 workers in the enter-
tainment or tourist sector and/or common people 
with knowledge of this sector, and 25 persons, in-
cluding local authorities, during community visits 
who were briefly talked to at 5 tourist locations in 
Phnom Penh (See for a detailed list the Fieldwork 
Report attached).

4.1.2 Limitations
The research is exploratory and the data col-
lection was conducted in a relative brief period 
(3 weeks). The exploratory nature of the study 
approach was emphasised by the choice to rely 
heavily on the expertise of professionals of Civil 

60While respondents of the NGO and people categories were very cooperative, a small minority of the respondents of the government agency categories deflected answers to certain questions. The lack 
of a formal permission letter from the respective Ministries might have been an issue (the Research Team received such a letter on the LAST day of the field mission unfortunately despite efforts of TdH 
NL’s to get them timely).
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Society Organisations (CSO) and staff or officers 
of Provincial Governmental agencies. Howev-
er, these professionals were the best available 
sources in the absence of more recent and rele-
vant qualitative and quantitative studies. Another 
limitation was the relative short period of the data 
collection phase (about 15 days) in view of the 
also relative large number of study locations and 
the associated travel time (the capital and six pro-
vincial cities plus three border points). In addition, 
the broad range of study topics (2 themes and 4 
sub-themes) made it necessary to limit interview 
time with each respondent to about 1 to 1.5 hour. 
Unfortunately this made in-depth case studies 
impossible in the available time.

While a sufficient number of experts have been in-
terviewed to provide a ‘snapshot’ of the situation 
of children in terms of SECTT, Child Labour and 
Children Left Behind by migrated parents, the re-
spondents possessed only knowledge that is lim-
ited to their work area and activities. The obtained 
information is therefore not representative for the 
province or country as a whole. The respondents 
were also in majority not knowledgeable about 
how many children are affected, sometimes not 
even in their target areas. Therefore, the ‘snap-
shot’ comes short in providing statistical reliable 
data on the number of affected children per ex-
ploitation category; unfortunately such data could 
not be included for lack of national or provincial 
surveys. 

A constraint was finding information about Child 
Trafficking or Child Migration. The latter topics are 
mostly outside the purview and mandate of the 
respondents as it concerns children who were or 
still are on the other side of the border or remain 
invisible for other reasons.    

4.1.3 Fieldwork mission
The fieldwork mission itself consisted of four 
components, namely 
A) interviews with representatives of Non-Gov-
ernmental Organisations (NGOs) or Internation-
al Organisations (IOs) with proven experience in 
child protection and/or addressing child exploita-
tion issues; 
B) Officials of Provincial Departments of Social Af-
fairs, Veterans and Youth (DoSVY) and police or 
immigration agencies; 
C) Informal conversations with market vendors 

or customers, staff of tourist entertainment en-
terprises like bars, Karaoke Televisions, massage 
parlours, and during community visits with local 
authorities, leaders and informed people; 
D) two focus group discussions (FGD) with Youth 
(16 – 18 y, 50% male) in Phnom Penh; E) mapping 
and online survey among NGOs addressing child 
exploitation in Cambodia of existing interventions.
The Mission took place in Phnom Penh and six  
provincial cities (Pursat, Battambang, Poipet, Siem 
Reap, Oddar Meanchey and Sihanoukville). These 
provinces were selected because they are tourist 
destinations and/or are also bordering Thailand 
and thus a source for cross-border migration. Si-
hanoukville is besides a tourist destination a des-
tination for domestic labour migration61. 

After one week of interviews in Phnom Penh a field 
trip was undertaken for 11 days starting in Pursat 
and ending in Sihanoukville (See for methodolog-
ical details annex D). Consequently the collected 
data was entered in a spreadsheet organised by 
topics which was used for the ‘deeper dive’ anal-
ysis and reporting during the next three weeks. 
The study collected and analysed mostly limited 
to information, as per study objectives, on Sexual 
Exploitation of Children in Cambodia, including on 
Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and Tour-
ism (SECTT)62, and Child Trafficking63 and Migra-
tion, Children Left behind by migrating parents 
and Children migrating for work. 

4.2 General Situation of Children
The sources of the information in this and follow-
ing chapters are the respondents of the field mis-
sion unless other sources are listed. The largest 
category of children who are at risk of exploita-
tion and (sexual) abuse are street-children and 
among these the children without a home and/
or parents or guardians to supervise and protect 
them (the street-living children)64. Such chil-
dren were before the COVID-19 pandemic often 
seen at city centres or near the temple complex 
in Siem Reap, or at beaches in Sihanoukville, beg-
ging or selling flowers, books, souvenirs etc. Now 
they are rarely seen at the city centres65, partly 
because of city’s ‘smart’ policies which aim at a 
‘clean’ city without dirt but also without beggars, 
but mainly because during the COVID-19 period 
people avoided city centres and other public plac-
es. Therefore, thse children moved to local mar-
kets at the outskirts of the cities were they could 

61These selection criteria are based on the researcher’s own extensive experience in Cambodia, which are confirmed by publications consulted during the literature review (see bibliography). 
62SECTT is defined as any ‘acts of sexual exploitation embedded in a context of travel, tourism, or both’, Offenders on the Move: Global Study on SECTT, Expat 2016.   63Trafficking in Persons and thus 
also Child Trafficking is defined as ‘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’, United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime, Annex 2 (or Palermo Protocol), UN General Assembly 2000.  64Personal communication of Friends International 
and Damnoek Toek staff.  65Davis, J: ‘636 children between the ages of 13 and 17 [were found] to be sleeping directly on streets in Poipet’ citing Stark, et al., 2017) p.8.
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As a consequence, NGOs like Mith Samlanh in 
Phnom Penh or Kalyanmith in Siem Reap, which 
support these children have also moved follow-
ing the children. Mith Samlanh operates now five 
zone offices in Phnom Penh’s slum areas.

Another category of children at risk are children 
from parents who migrate for work, the ‘left be-
hind’ children who in most cases are young and 
cared for by grandparents or other kin. The main 
risk they encounter is dropping out of school, es-
pecially if the local school is far away. The older 
children, if they join their parents, are at risk to be 
involved in child labour activities. This is also the 
case for domestic migrants who often bring their 
whole family during seasonal or temporary work.
Three professionals in Battambang and Siem Reap 
mentioned spontaneously that sexual and domes-
tic violence increased since the COVID-19 pan-
demic, with occasional observations that raped 
girls being forced to marry their sex offender (to 
avoid shame for the family). Two respondents 
added that this was a practice which existed for 
a long time. It was also mentioned that boys were 
sexually abused, including by ‘religious men’ but 
that this is not something that most people are 
aware of or believe.

Two of these respondents noted that watching 
online pornography or sexual violence resulted in 
copying behaviour by young men, and that rapes 
by minors of minors had increased. At all provin-
cial cities respondents mentioned, often staff of 
government agencies, that the sexual abuse and 
rape of girls and sometimes boys in local com-
munities by neighbours or local strangers had in-
creased during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Respondents of two government agencies in Si-
hanoukville noted that they currently got more re-
ports of sexual abuse by locals of boys than girls, 
but very rarely by foreigners.

One respondent mentioned the plight of preg-
nant women or young mothers who are serving 
sentences in prison with their young children. He 
said: ‘These children are often malnourished, have 
no schooling and they have never seen the out-
side world (or trees!), but only the prison grounds’. 
According to this NGO representative there are 
about 20 mothers with young children in the 
Siem Reap prison and an estimated 900 of such 
innocent children in prisons in the country. Only 

a few organisations care for these children or for 
the increasing numbers of children convicted of 
small crimes who have to spend years in prisons 
throughout the country. The law which offers al-
ternative punishments in communities (the ‘diver-
sion’ measure) is still rarely applied, but where it 
was done the local authorities are satisfied with 
the results (e.g. police in Sihanoukville).

4.3 Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and 
Tourism
The literature study found the sexual exploitation 
of children in travel and tourism (SECTT) to be 
among the most concerning problems for children 
in Cambodia, with many civil and governmental 
organisations addressing the consequences or 
taking preventive actions. However, the literature 
sources were almost all from before the COVID-19 
period and as the exploratory research has proved, 
quite outdated. The current situation of children 
shows a radical different picture because of the 
travel restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, which virtually stopped sexual offenders from 
abroad. Although since a year borders reopened 
and travellers are welcomed, their number is still 
low compared to the pre-pandemic period which 
obviously has an effect on the sexual exploitation 
of children by travellers.

“One respondent mentioned 
the plight of pregnant wom-
en or young mothers who are 
serving sentences in prison 
with their young children. He 
said: ‘These children are often 
malnourished, have no school-
ing and they have never seen 
the outside world (or trees!), 
but only the prison grounds’. 
According to this NGO repre-
sentative there are about 20 
mothers with young children 
in the Siem Reap prison and an 
estimated 900 of such inno-
cent children in prisons in the 
country”

4.3.1 Prevalence data sources
In the absence of statistical nationwide surveys, 
few sources are available to measure trends in 
prevalence of child exploitation issues. One rela-
tive objective source are the number of calls of a 
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specific theme to the Child Helpline. While before 
COVID-19 the number of calls on sexual abuse 
by travellers were high, in the period from Jan-
uary 2022 up to April 2023 there were very few 
calls, and still lower post-pandemic than before 
the pandemic (See the graph below for details). 
The same is the case about child labour, human 
trafficking and children left behind by (migrat-
ing) parents. Migration shows a steady declining 
trend. Except for the issue of Children left behind 
by (migrating) parents these data are in line with 
the findings of the exploratory research.

The number of calls made to the Child Helpline 
Cambodia indicate some interesting trends as 
shown in the graph above (the COVID-19 years 
2019 – 20 are not included as the data was not 
consistently collected). While the number of calls 
offer of course not an objective and statistical 
valid proof of a trend, it indicates at least a trend 
in number of children and adults who did talk 
about these issues.

The Child Helpline database’s category Sexual Ex-
ploitation and Abuse includes all types of sexual 
exploitation and abuse, with SECTT being just one 
among them. The number of calls on the latter type 
and on child labour have been too low throughout 
the 2017 to March 2023 period to show a trend. 
Numbers of calls on migration involving children 
show a steady decline over the 2017 – 2021 peri-
od (no calls on migration during the years 2022 – 
2023). Also calls on Human Trafficking & Exploita-
tion, involving a child, and on children left behind, 
decreased in the post-pandemic years.

Another source is the APLE database, with 72 
cases sent to prosecution, 135 victims support-
ed and 580 calls received on their hotline for the 
year 2022. These cases include all reported child 
sexual abuses. The annual data reports on res-
cued children show a small  decline over the peri-
od 2017 - 2020, but an increase in the years after 
the COVID-19 pandemic with a high increase in 
1st Quarter of 2023.

Figure 1 Calls by children and adults to Child Helpline

Note: The years of the COVID-19 pandemic have not been included in the graph as data at those times were not considered systematic by CCH. 
Also, this data should not be considered representing in- or decrease of sexual abuse and exploitation cases – it represents only calls to the 
hotline on these issues. In 2018 there was special donor support on issues of sexual exploitation and abuse, child labour, human trafficking & 
exploitation, migration and children left behind which increased calls on these issues. However, since 2019 donors supported these issues no 
longer which issues influenced the number of calls. 
* first quarter of 2023 data; to match the graph this data has been extrapolated for the whole year (times 4).

Table 5:  Cases of or Calls on child sexual abuse and exploitation reported by APLE
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Respondents in Battambang, Poipet, and Odd-
ar Meanchey said that there are no sex offender 
cases reported since mid-2022, also not via the 
local hotlines, and in Siem Reap and Sihanoukville 
were one or two cases reported of sexual abuse 
by travellers since the end of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In Phnom Penh none of the respondents 
or informants mentioned that they knew of a re-
port of sexual exploitation of children by travel-
lers or tourists in 2022. Most respondents who 
were asked about this said that this is due to the 
closure of the borders during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Without open borders no travellers with an 
intent to exploit sexually children could enter the 
country, they said.    

Informants at the entertainment places in Phnom 
Penh were thinking that it still was likely that 
abuse cases existed, but that these were hid-
den and not reported. They pointed to the use of 
drugs by children, some who are not even 14 – 15 
year old, and their need to get money for this ad-
diction; therefore they might ‘trade sex’, said one 
informant.

Mostly, professionals heard about cases via social 
media but not by direct experience. This was also 
the case of the informants at markets or in the 
communities. No-one of the latter category had 
any direct experience with or heard in their direct 
environment about a case of child exploitation by 
a traveller or tourist. Some of these informants, 
who did not know about any case of sexual ex-
ploitation by travellers, were local authorities and 
teachers who generally are well informed about 
problems concerning children in their communi-
ties.

4.3.2 OCSE related to SECTT
In Battambang and Sihanoukville several respond-
ents spontaneously mentioned a connection be-
tween online contact and abuse by strangers, 
although a government staff in Battambang 
said that it is a rare occurrence happening in re-
mote districts. He recalled the following case: ‘A 
16-year-old girl when she was out of school, she 
always hid in her room and she was in love. Her 
boyfriend persuaded her to take nude photos and 
pornographic videos to send to him. Later, the 
video was leaked to the girl’s mother, who decid-
ed to move the family to another area’.

Government sources in Sihanoukville said that 
perpetrators are mainly relatives or community 
people the victims know. There are 7 cases of 
OCSE on children less than 18 years old, this last 
year. They know about these cases because the 
victims reported it themselves. Out of these cas-
es, 3 perpetrators were arrested in 2022. Another 
case is about a grandmother taking care:

There recently was a case of a 
boy being raped by a traveller, 
but because the family and the 
boy benefited from the perpe-
trator, the family did not coop-
erate with the authority and po-
lice did not file a  report (DoSVY 
staff in Siem Reap).

The grandmother 
was busy, allowing 
her grandchildren 
using her phone to 
watch together with 
their siblings. The six 
kids were watching a 
pornographic video. 
The parents when 
found out reported 
this to police and 
filed a law suit, but 
this was not prose-
cuted as all children 
were  relatives (Po-
lice in Sihanoukville).
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4.4 Left Behind by Migrated Parents
Information about this topic was provided by 18 of 
the 50 interviewed professionals. In most cases 
they confirmed the information from other inform-
ants and in no case they contradicted the obtained 
information. There is thus a common acknowledg-
ment among officials, civil society organisations 
and community members about the situation of 
children left behind due to the migration for work 
of their parents.
The picture is as follows and not different from 
what the literature presents, indicating that there 
has not much changed since before the COVID-19 
pandemic: 

4.4.1 From Phnom Penh to Oddar Meanchey to 
Sihanoukville
A Phnom Penh key informant estimated that about 
a hundred children currently are ‘left behind’ in the 
slum areas by their parents who are looking for 
work at factories. The smaller children stay with 
grandparents or older siblings. A respondent in 
Battambang said that most migrants are living 
near the border or coming from poor provinces 
and stay only for shorter periods in the city, but 

that there are indeed some local cases; for exam-
ple: 

Recently, we have a case of 6 
children, including 3 boys, 9 years 
old, 3 girls, 7 years old, their par-
ents have migrated to Thailand 
and sent their children to stay 
with their grandmother to take 
care of them. Now it happens 
more than ever, their parents have 
to migrate because of the debt 
(DoSVY staff in Battambang).

Sources in Siem Reap observed that not many 
children migrate with their parents to work abroad, 
but that they often are left with grandparents or 
other relatives. These children are at risk of mal-
nourishment because the caretakers are poor and 
they do not have enough food. But some families 
who work at the big plantations take all their chil-
dren with them to stay.

Oddar Meanchey
Oddar Meanchey is the province most often men-
tioned having the largest rate of children left be-
hind by migrated parents. A recent press confer-
ence by a provincial official – coincidentally during 
the research team’s visit - confirmed this when he 
spoke about one of the consequences, namely 
the highest school drop-out rates in the country.

Speaking at Royal Government Spokesperson 
Unit in Phnom Penh yesterday, Pech Ratana, di-
rector of Oddar Meanchey Provincial Department 
of Education, Youth and Sport, said:
“The dropout rate is at 7%, at lower class levels 
in Oddar Meanchey province every year due to 

“Parents who migrate for 
a longer-term and/or on a 
temporary basis or as sea-
sonal labourers, often leave 
young children with the 
grandmother (mostly the 
maternal grandmother) be-
hind. The grandmother has 
little authority over these 
children when they reach 
puberty. They dropout from 
school, work on the street, 
end-up as a street child. 
Parents leave their children 
behind because they need 
money and migrate for 
work. The caretakers often 
are too old to care for them 
and/or to bring them to 
school”.
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to migration of parents, especially in remote ar-
eas. When parents shift to places for work away 
from their house, children find it difficult to attend 
school. Some parents migrate to Thailand for one 
or more years which causes their children to miss 
the school.

Parents are constantly migrating for jobs, and also 
there is a lack of schools in remote areas as well. 
These factors cause the high drop-out rate in the 
province. The province sees a fluctuating rate of 
7 to 8% every year because children are forced to 
accompany their parents wherever they go.
Then, there are plantation workers who bring their 
children to stay with them. The plantations are 
mostly in remote areas which do not provide kin-
dergarten and primary schools for workers’ chil-
dren. The workers also cannot take their children 
to schools in urban areas,” added Rathana.
Besides, when children cannot join primary 
schools on time due to their parents’ migration, 
they feel ashamed of studying with younger stu-
dents.”
(Source: Chhun Sunly / Khmer Times 27-3-2023)

Other sources in the province not only confirmed 
this but estimated that twenty to thirty percent 
of parents migrate to work in Thailand and leave 
their children with relatives at home. That was also 
the case before COVID-19 and only stopped dur-
ing the closure of the border during the pandem-
ic. They work in construction or in the agriculture 
sector, picking fruit or other activities. Although 
children living with their grandparents could go 
to school, in many cases the school is far away 
– too far for elderly to walk – and nearby schools 
most often do not offer classes beyond grade 6. 
Schools which provide higher grades are rare in 
most rural districts in Oddar Meanchey province.
The research team visited the border cross-
ing-point where local vendors confirmed that 
many people daily, but more often for longer pe-
riods, crossed the border for work in Thailand. 
The research team also visited a remote village 
and questioned local people about the left be-
hind children. The village was virtually empty and 
many houses were closed; it was difficult to find 
people. The few local people met said that many 
families went to Thailand with all their children, or 
that their children were brought elsewhere to stay 
with relatives. The research team met after a long 
time searching three households with grandmoth-

ers who were taking care of grandchildren:

“Most of the children are 2 to 
3 year old. Older children, es-
pecially over 14 years, are not 
going to school as there are no 
schools nearby. They follow 
their parents to work in Thai-
land, and this was always so, 
also before the COVID-19 pan-
demic”.

Sihanoukville
Sihanoukville was the last city to be visited by the 
research team, originally intended to obtain in-
formation on sexual abuse of children, as before 
the COVID-19 pandemic this was one major des-
tination for child sex offenders (Davis 2014, Ecpat 
2018). However, the city is also a major destination 
area for domestic migrants wanting to find work 
in the construction sites. They brought their chil-
dren with them, the older who join their parents 
at the work place, while the younger ones often 
engage in begging, scavenging and other typical 
street-children’s activities. A local NGO has con-
sequently extended their support to include this 
target group.
The re-opening of the business sector after the 
pandemic attracts workers from other provinces 
(Koh Kong, Kampot or further away) who come 
to work in construction sites and benefit from the 
free shelter options in the many abandoned build-
ings. They take their children with them, but not 
being registered in the city the children cannot 
attend school. The before mentioned NGO takes 
the younger children in their shelter and in col-
laboration with the provincial Department of So-
cial Affairs registers them at local primary schools 
where they can get an education, while their par-
ents are working.
However, the living conditions are not good for 
the health and development of young children, 
while the temporary shelter in abandoned build-
ings without proper sanitary conditions is not ide-
al; however, the free of charge shelter is attractive 
to workers who need to save money.

4.4.2 Effects of migration on children
A NGO staff in Pursat said that children who are 
left behind by their parents not always get the love 
and care they need, because the caretakers often 
need to work to earn an income. This can cause 
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trauma for a young child, she said. Respondents 
who in their work come into contact with children 
whose parents have or are migrated all indicate 
that those children often do not get enough and 
healthy food or parental care and supervision. 
This is also mentioned in a recent report (UNICEF 
2023). These children are often behind in their 
education (due to missing classes or lack of ed-
ucation options) and after the age of ten they are 
used to do work in the household, on the farm or 
even for earning money. Young children are sad 
and miss their mother, the Pursat respondent 
said. However, beside these also by most other 
respondents mentioned effects, they did not cite 
other impacts of migration on children.

A qualitative study by UNICEF (2017) conducted 
before the pandemic on the effects of migration 
on children in the for the research selected cities, 
except Sihanoukville, found that lack of money 
and fear of losing their land, which was put as col-
lateral for loans, forced parents living in provinc-
es bordering Thailand to send their working-age 
children (15 and above) to work across the border. 
Eighty-two percent of migrating parents left their 
younger children with grand-parents, who them-
selves lived in often difficult circumstances, had 
bad health and were overwhelmed by the burden 
of taking care of their grandchildren. However, 
faced with the financial problems of their own 
children they have to do it. One grandmother said: 
“The little one is so active, I can never leave her 
alone. I am too old to watch her properly”. 

Lack of time to look permanently after the chil-
dren was a major concern for the caretakers of 
left behind children and for migrated parents who 
took their older children with them. In both cas-
es they could not supervise the children properly. 
In some cases older children decide themselves 
to go to work and leave their village and parents. 
One 16 year old garment worker in Phnom Penh 
said: “My family is poor, my parents supported my 
study but I couldn’t stand seeing them working so 
hard. I decided to go to Phnom Penh without tell-
ing them. They were very angry with me.“

4.5 Child Labour & Child Trafficking
Some information on the sub-theme of child la-
bour was provided by 21 of the 50 professionals, 
but no-one had substantial information about 
children being trafficked. This does not mean that 

no child trafficking occurs, but it is not reported 
either visible or obvious to NGO or government 
staff or the public.
The general consensus among the respondents 
was (although each contributed different points) 
that adolescent children work part- or fulltime at 
car garages, restaurants, brick factories (there 
with their families) or sell souvenirs at Angkor Wat 
or goods at markets and beaches. In Phnom Penh 
respondents said that children sell vegetables 
and flowers at slum areas and that some children 
work at small workshops. Respondents in Pursat 
province expressed that families often migrate for 
seasonal work to Phnom Penh or Sihanoukville 
for a few months, sometimes for a year or longer. 
They take their adolescent children with them 
considering them too old for school but not too 
young for work to earn an income.

The next two paragraphs describe the effects 
of migration on children found by the research. 
There are two major types of migration, interna-
tional (across the border) or internal (domestic). 
The first migration type includes migration to 
countries like Thailand, Malaysia or South-Korea 
with Thailand being the major destination coun-
try. The latter type includes migration in the same 
province, to other provinces, to urban areas or for 
seasonal work (UNICEF 2017). In this report only 
the two major migration types are distinguished.

4.5.1 International migration
In Battambang, the staff of DoSVY reported that 
many children work; 14 – 16 year olds work at fruit 
plantations, and somewhat older children (15 – 17 
year) work at night at restaurants, often to earn 
money to buy a smartphone.

In this area, the chal-
lenge is for young 
children between 
the ages of 7 and 9, 
who are forced by 
their parents to sell 
food or things and 
are begging on the 
streets at night. But 
all of these cases are 
not handled by the 
police, except in cas-
es involving criminal 
offenses (Police staff 
in Battambang).
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In Poipet no working children were seen by the 
research team at the border crossing, and local 
people said that since the reopening of the border 
only few children tried to earn money in the way 
they did before the pandemic, like pulling carts or 
carrying suitcases for tourists. Instead, local peo-
ple said, 14 to 16 year olds go to work across the 
border in Thailand.

In Siem Reap, respondents of NGOs and Govern-
ment agencies noted that some children under 18 
years of age work at restaurants or at factories, 
but they did not mention to know of any kind of 
work by children that is defined as Worst Forms 
of Child labour (WFCL). A  government respond-
ent said that also at brick factories there is less 
child labour because of an agreement between 
the authorities and factory owners not to employ 
children. He said that some owners hired teachers 
to teach children who are with their parents who 
work at the brick factory (mainly at Banteay Srey 
district). The provincial Department of Labour 
conducts inspections regularly, and therefore, 
according to this source, there are no children 
working in factories. However,  some children are 
living with their parents at the factory and some-
times they help their parents to carry bricks after 
school. This government respondent said that the 
government is now very strict about prohibiting 
child labour.

Observations made  during several night-times at 
the tourist market area (‘Pub street’) showed that 
no adult or child beggars were active with police 
security nearby. However, during one evening 
when no police was in sight, a young mother with 
her two very young children was begging. A wait-
ress of the nearby restaurant said that this mother 
sometimes came for begging with her two small 
daughters sitting next to her.

BEGGING CHILDREN -
A STORY WE ALL KNOW!
REALLY? Case Story 1

Halfway our mission, in Siem Reap town which 
is the ultimate holiday destination for tourists 
from over the world, I was sitting on a sidewalk 
in the middle of the nightlife bazaar. I looked 
out on a road crossing and saw a young wom-

an with two small children on either side of her 
sitting in the middle of this crossing. For about 
half an hour I observed what happened, happy 
tourists with cameras passed the family on all 
sides. 

We all have seen this before, desperate house-
holds begging for money. This family was dif-
ferent, it was around nine when I noticed them 
first, sitting there quiet with a small basket in 
front of the 3-year old. Now and then some-
one dropped some money in the basket, but 
most people looked around them and almost 
stepped on the children, having noticed them 
at the last moment.

After about a quarter of an hour, suddenly the 
mother went away, leaving the two small chil-
dren sitting alone in the middle of the street. A 
large group of tourists arrived led by a guide 
and they stopped at the crossing to find their 
way. They had no inkling that they were almost 
trampling the two small children! They went 
their way, seemingly unaware of the small chil-
dren at their feet.

After about five minutes the mother came 
back and the begging resumed. I was looking 
out for the police which customary guards the 
crossing but they were nowhere to be seen. 
That must have been the reason the young 
mother could continue to beg as it is the gov-
ernment policy to chase beggars away. That 
was why we were informed if we wanted to 
observe begging children to look out for them 
after midnight when the police has gone home. 
Not so, this family.

I noticed a young tourist lady bending down 
and talking to the children and woman, after 
which she put some money in the basket. I 
left the restaurant and observed the moth-
er and her young children from across the 
street. While passing her I checked the con-
tent of the basket which was full with 1000 Riel 
notes, perhaps in total 20,000 Riel (or ca. $5). 
A lot of money for one hour sitting! Soon the 
small family went their way, the 3-year old girl 
grasping the basket with the money in such a 
way that she must have done this many times.
I asked the waitress, who was also watching, 
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 if she saw this family more often. ‘Yes’, she 
said: ‘They come here often. But what can the 
mother do if she has no money? She has to 
bring the children with her! Better than leaving 
them alone at home’. 

In Oddar Meanchey, there are few if any opportu-
nities to beg for money from tourists, but families 
can allow their children to contribute to the family 
income in other ways. Local authorities said not 
having observed many cases of child labour at the 
moment. There are some children over 15 years 
old working at car garages. In the whole province, 
a police respondent estimated that there are up 
to 20 to 30 percent of people migrating to work 
abroad in Thailand. He said that migration is noth-
ing new in this province, people are moving back 
and forth to Thailand to earn an income which 
they not can at home. However, he said, this is 
not a matter to deal with for the police as it not 
is a crime. One NGO staff said that the Banteay 
Ampil district is thought to have the most people 
migrating. Many 14 – 15 year old children drop out 
of school to follow their parents to work in Thai-
land. The three grandmothers who are caring for 
their grandchildren, met during the field mission, 
said that in general, in their area, most of the chil-
dren who are 15 – 16 years old, always went to 
work with their parents; this was so before and 
remained the same after the COVID-19 pandemic.

4.5.2 Internal migration
In Sihanoukville, casinos used to hire 14 – 15 year 
old girls at good wages who had stopped school-
ing or consequently dropped out of school. The 
provincial Department of Labour concluded that 
such environments were not appropriate for these 
children as they were at risk of exploitation and 
abuse, and stopped the practice. A police source 
said that nowadays no child labour cases are re-
ported in her city. Also provincial Department of 
Social Affairs spokesmen said the same, they only 
found children selling souvenirs on the beaches 
because parents need them to earn money to 
support the family.

Despite these official disclaimers, a reliable NGO 
recorded around 167 children in 2022 as child 
labour cases66. Their parents want them to earn 
money for themselves; the children sell small 
things, beg, scavenge or even steal to get money. 
A number of local informants said that after the 
end of the COVID-19 pandemic, more and more 
children are migrating with their parents to Sihan-
oukville for work, as jobs in the area have become 
available again.

15-17 year olds dropped out of school 
to work in Poipet and Thailand due to 
family debt. After COVID’s problem 
was alleviated, 15-16 year olds dropped 
out of school, with brokers advising 
them to work in the online casino area 
(information from several local ven-
dors; paraphrased).

DOMESTIC MIGRANT
Case Story 2

A mother, aged around 40, migrated from 
Kampong Cham province with her whole fam-
ily to Sihanoukville, to work to earn an income. 
She lives in a shelter at a construction site. She 
decided to come here because she needed 
money to pay a debt, and at her home village 
she can only seasonally work on her small plot 
of land. Her husband is a construction worker, 
while she is selling small groceries from her 
front-yard room. Her husband earns 60.000 
Riels or around 15$ per day, plus some bonus 
if he has to work overtime. She cares for two 
children and she sells groceries what earns 
her around 30,000 Riels or 7.5$ per day. Her 
daughter is around 6 years old and has now 
started her education at the M’Lop Tapang’s 
kindergarten school. The mother said that 
without the NGO her young daughter would 
be sent to find money to add to the family in-
come. 

66The discrepancy with the information from the government sources might be an issue of definition (working children versus WFCL).
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4.6 Trends & Causes

4.6.1 Trends
During the exploratory research, respondents did 
not mention to know of many new trends on the 
concerned issues and related people’s or others’ 
behaviour and practices, but four emerging trends 
were mentioned: 

- A new trend is reported for Phnom Penh, name-
ly that brokers use Telegram to offer young girls, 
showing pictures of 14 – 15 year olds and with $/
per hour prices listed! Apps like Badoo, Tinder or 
Vchat are increasingly used to make connections 
for getting sex with children.

- Respondents in Pursat mentioned a new prac-
tice among high school students from different 
schools who ‘gang-up’ and engage in fighting 
each other.

- A NGO staff was worried about a recent prac-
tice whereby pushers or sometimes parents force 
children to trade drugs.

- One staff of a Phnom Penh based NGO said 
that a recent new trend has emerged. Middle and 
high school children, often from well-to-do fam-
ilies, are having emotional stress due to feelings 
of neglect and loneliness. Their schools called the 
hotline to get support for these children – seven 
cases in the last two months, he said. 

4.6.2	 Causes and factors	
There is a great consensus among all respond-
ents, regardless if they are from NGOs, Govern-
ment agencies or selling at the market, that debt, 
including and especially from micro finance lend-
ing agencies, is the main cause for labour migra-
tion and in some cases for child labour and drop-
out of school. It is also mentioned as the driving 
factor for leaving children behind with relatives.

But one respondent mentioned that migration 
could happen because of going for a study abroad 
or for pursuing a life dream which could not be 
realised at home.

In one case of SECTT, the obvious factor men-
tioned by the government respondent was mate-
rialism of the family of the abused boy67. Another 
factor mentioned was that if a parent was ad-

dicted to drugs, gambling or alcohol and needed 
money for his addictions he could force a child to 
engage in sex with a traveller. 

One NGO respondent mentioned as a factor con-
tributing to sexual assault of children that young 
men easily can view online sexual violence, which 
might incite copycat behaviour.
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Research 
Findings
After a robust literature review followed by a 
three-week field assessment in Phnom Penh, the 
north-west region and Sihanoukville, where inter-
views were conducted with staff from 26 NGOs 
and 11 provincial or District Government Agencies 
(Police and/or Department of Social Affairs), and 
where was talked with 25 private sector staff and 
28 street-talks (market vendors, market custom-
ers, tuktuk drivers, and 3 grandmothers), the fol-
lowing findings were found in regard of the two 
main research questions.

However, no substantial information could be ob-
tained whether sub-population groups, like chil-
dren with disabilities, with a different sexual ori-
entation or from ethnic minority groups are more 
at risk of SECTT, trafficking or child labour than 
children of the main population group. What could 
be established is that no-one of the expert in-
formants considered that there is a need for addi-
tional specific programmes in the North-Western 
region, Phnom Penh or Sihanoukville to protect 

these sub-population groups from sexual or other 
exploitation and abuse. The existing programmes 
will include already any of such cases, two NGO 
respondents said. However, two Government 
sources in Oddar Meanchey province observed 
that there are no civil society organisations op-
erating child protection programmes in their area, 
like before the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus in their 
area are no programmes to prevent harm to or 
assist children, from mainstream or sub-popula-
tion groups, which are at risk or victims of sexu-
al abuse in their home environment, nor prevent 
child labour in a systematic way.  

Before providing the main conclusions on the two 
main themes for this study, a few topics are list-
ed which are outside the research scope, but 
nevertheless should get some attention. These 
are: a)  the care for street-working and particu-
larly street-living children in the major cities, 
although they are pushed out the city centres 
to the outskirts; b) the concern with young 
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staying with their mothers in prisons; c) and 
the attention that need to be given to juveniles 
who serve time in prisons for minor crimes 
– sometimes for years, instead of being sen-
tenced to an alternative punishment which fits 
better for juveniles. 

5.1 Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and 
Tourism
The pandemic and its measures have halted 
cross-border travel for foreigners and therewith 
criminal activities associated with travel. How-
ever, it was a surprise for the research team that 
the phenomenon after almost nine months of re-
opening the borders for tourists, still was virtually 
non-existent. The measures and attention to pre-
vent SECTT by the Government and civil society 
organisations, introduced before the pandemic, 
might have had a deterring effect on travelling 
perpetrators. Some respondents worried that this 
would not stop foreign perpetrators in the near fu-
ture, especially in view of the withdrawal of many 
in this field specialised civil organisations in the 
provinces. Several government agency staff ac-
knowledged that they do not have the capacity 
or the resources to replace these specialised civil 
organisations.

Main findings of the exploratory research are:

1. There is no indication that child abuse and ex-
ploitation by travellers and tourists is currently 
happening systematically or at scale along the 
Thai-Cambodian border, in Phnom Penh or in Si-
hanoukville at the moment. There might have been 
a few cases which are not reported and therefore 
might have escaped attention by authorities and 
local operating NGOs. The lack of cases seems a 
logical result of the still low flow of travellers and 
individual tourists.

2. Although commercial sexual exploitation in bars, 
massage parlours, Karaoke-Television locations 
and other entertainment places in Phnom Penh is 
banned and illegal, there are indications that it still 
happens; but there are no indications found that 
there are minors ‘employed’ to offer sexual servic-
es (However, it is very difficult to assess whether 
under-aged girls or boys work in the sex sector 
as after the ban on prostitution this practice has 
gone underground).

5.2 Children Left Behind & Child Labour
Like for the first sub-theme, the pandemic and 
its measures have halted cross-border travel and 
therewith criminal activities, including child traf-
ficking which was not reported in any of the visit-
ed locations. The issue of children left behind and 
child labour are so much intertwined that they are 
presented together in this conclusive paragraph.  

In all locations visited by the research team ev-
idence was found that children were left behind 
and cared for by grandparents or other relatives 
when their parents migrated abroad to find work, 
but they form a relative small proportion of the 
population (although no estimated percentages 
could be obtained) except for the border provinc-
es of Oddar Meanchey and most likely also the 
neighbouring province of Banteay Meanchey. In 
Oddar Meanchey very large proportions of par-
ents with school-aged children migrate. In one 
village, visited by the research team, local people 
estimated that both parents of three out of every 
ten families were working in Thailand. Also, NGO 
and Government staff estimated that parents of 
one-fifth up to one-third of households for short-
er or longer periods migrated to Thailand for work. 

They migrate for work during weeks or months to 
Thailand, and most leave their younger children 
at home with grandparents, older siblings or oth-
er care takers, while older children (12 to 18) are 
often joining their parents or migrate individually. 

Similarly, forms of child 
labour were found in all 
visited locations, but work 
for wage was done mostly by 
adolescent children, or they 
joined their parents and mi-
grate abroad for work. Young-
er children engage in beg-
ging, scavenging or helping 
out at small shops. In no area 
actual prevalence rates could 
be obtained, but at slum ar-
eas in the major cities more 
small children were observed 
engaging in some form of in-
come earning than in the city 
centres – perhaps the main 
change after the pandemic.  

67People had reported to the authorities that their neighbours’ young boy was sexually being abused by a foreigner, who seemingly acted like an ‘uncle’ to this family. The provincial authorities wanted the 
police to arrest the offender, but because the boys’ parents refused to make a formal report, the police said not being able to make the arrest, thus the obvious frustrated government officer. 
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 Figure 2: Border point in Oddar Meanchey province.		

Domestic migration for labour purposes from rural 
poor areas is a long-standing practice, which halt-
ed during the pandemic, but has taken up since 
the re-opening of borders, factories and construc-
tion sites, although not yet reaching the high rates 
of before. However, Sihanoukville is a case apart 
– since the construction boom in 2016 workers 
from other provinces came to Sihanoukville to find 
work. This was partly halted during the COVID-19 
period but has resumed since mid-2022, and even 
increased drastically as work at construction sites 
restarted again. The situation is now dire with an 
estimated 500 migrant families and thousands of 
their children having moved to the city to work in 
the construction sites. They find free-of-charge 
shelter in the many abandoned buildings which is 
an extra attraction to draw families from nearby 
and sometimes far away provinces. However, their 
school-aged children cannot go to school without 
registration as a citizen, and small children are of-
ten left behind and alone during the hours that the 
parents are working. They might stay at home but 
more often they venture out to the beach or other 
locations where they can find some money. 

DOMESTIC MIGRANT
Case Story 3
A middle-aged mother from Prey Veng prov-
ince has two children, 8 years and 10 years old. 
Her family used to work as construction work-
ers before the COVID-19 pandemic, but left 
during the pandemic. Now they decided to re-

turn to earn an income, because at home they 
could not harvest enough rice from their land 
for her family year-round. Her husband is now 
working as a security guard in this construc-
tion site with a monthly flat salary of 250$. She 
does not work as she needs to prepare meals 
and take care of her two children after school, 
but she sells local cakes that earns her around 
25,000 riels or 6.25 $ daily. She said that the 
family’s incomes together with the support 
from M’Lop Tapang allows her to buy food and 
basic stuff for her family. She also can pay-
off her debt with a private money lender at her 
home village. The two children are currently 
studying at the NGO’s school, and their sup-
port her children couldn’t get an education. 
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Conclusions 
of the Literature 
Review and 
Exploratory 
Research
In this section, conclusions are drawn from facts 
and findings found in the literature review and the 
exploratory research. The literature review cov-
ers a much broader range of themes and topics 
about child exploitation than the exploratory re-
search, which study themes were limited to Sex-
ual Exploitation of Children in Travel and Tourism 
(SECTT), Children left behind and Working Chil-
dren (including Children working at home or mi-
grated for work domestically and in Worst Forms 
of Child Labour). Important overall conclusion is 

that the findings of the literature study regarding 
Child Labour and Migration or Children Left Be-
hind by migrated parents are not contradicted by 
the exploratory research. In other words, children 
fitting under these themes are as much affected 
before as after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, while the literature study finds strong 
evidences for a relative high prevalence of chil-
dren affected in terms of SECTT and Child Traf-
ficking, the  research did not find indications that 
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Conclusions 
of the Literature 
Review and 
Exploratory 
Research

the prevalence is as high nowadays as before the 
pandemic. In fact, respondents expressed that 
the numbers of children, who are victimised by 
traveling sex offenders or trafficked for sexual or 
labour purpose, currently are very low. They were 
the opinion that these numbers are low enough to 
be handled by current programmes implemented 
by government agencies and civil society organi-
sations in the visited areas68.

Because the literature review presents data most-
ly from sources before the COVID-19 pandemic 
while the exploratory research was done recently, 
comparisons have been made to show changes 
over time and upcoming trends for each of the 
three study themes. The findings or conclusions 
resulting from the exploratory research are pre-
sented in italic font to designate the study meth-
od of each text.

6.1 Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and 
Tourism
UNICEF estimated that around a decade ago 
100,000 persons were involved in commercial sex 
work in the country (Defence for Children, Ecpat 
2014). Another study in 2016 among 332 estab-
lishments found that 8 out of 100 sex workers 
were younger than 18 years, and slightly less than 
10% of these were younger than 15 years (Raffer-
ty 2016). This amounts to 8,000 children working 
in the commercial sex industry, among which 750 
children below the age of 15 years at the time. 
This concerns girls as well as boys, more of the 
latter affected by travelling sex offenders (Miles 
2016). Male street children are eight times more 
at risk than girls (Davis 2017a). 
Reports on the main sex offenders indicate that 
Cambodian men are the ‘largest source of de-
mand’ for children exploited in sex trafficking, with 
3 out of 4 offenders having the Cambodian na-
tionality (Ros 2017; ECPAT 2012). However, such 
figures apply to the Southeast Asian region as a 
whole too (Hawke 2016 p.14, 42; Davy 2017 p.16).
Terre des Hommes NL and APLE reported that the 
rapid growth in travel, tourism and business in-
vestment in the years up to 2019 facilitated Cam-
bodia becoming one of the most popular desti-
nations in the region for travelling sex offenders 
(TdH NL 2019). This was also reported by ECPAT 
in 201669.

A conclusion of the current 
exploratory research is 
contradicting the literature 
findings: there is no 
indication that nowadays 
child abuse and exploitation 
by travellers and tourists is 
happening systematically or 
at scale (there might have 
been a few cases which are 
not reported and therefore 
might have escaped atten-
tion by authorities and local 
operating NGOs) along the 
Thai-Cambodian border or in 
Sihanoukville at the moment, 
which seems a logical result 
of the still low flow of travel-
lers and individual tourists.
Further, although commercial 
sexual exploitation in bars, 
massage parlours, Karaoke 
Television locations and 
other entertainment places 
in Phnom Penh is banned 
and illegal, there still are 
indications that it sometimes 
happens; but there are no in-
dications found that there are 
minors ‘employed’ who offer 
sexual services (However, 
it is very difficult to assess 
whether under-aged girls or 
boys work in the sex sector 
as after the ban on ‘prostitu-
tion’ this practice has gone 
underground).
6.2 Children Left Behind (by migrated parents)
Literature sources inform that 80% of the children 
whose parents migrate stay behind (UN 2017)70. 
The 2013 Cambodia Inter-Censal Population Sur-
vey estimated that 3.2% of all migrants were be-
tween 10 and 14 year and 5.1% were between 16 
to 19 years (UNICEF 2017). Migrant parents and 
more often mothers travelling abroad take their 
children along (fathers 7% and mothers 16%). 
Boys constituted 7.4% and girls 15.5% of the com-
panions travelling with one or both of their par-

68The research findings only are representative for the study target areas, to know the national capital and the six provincial capitals, and these findings are not per se representative for the country as a 
whole. However, as these target areas are the major tourist destinations there is a high likelihood that also in other areas in the country at least a similar situation exist in terms of children affected by the 
negative consequences of the travel and tourism sector.
69ECPAT International, 2016: Regional Report on SECTT, p.25
70citing Ministry of Planning 2012
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ents (Koenig 2016).

Many children of migrants, and especially migrants 
abroad, leave their younger children home with 
a relative, most often a grandparent (JSR 2021). 
Children staying behind are more likely to drop out 
of school than other children (15.6%), girls more 
than boys, while they are more likely have to work 
longer hours too (UN 2017)71. There are indica-
tions that when both parents are working abroad 
or even domestically far away from home that 
their children have an higher incidence of injury, 
illness and/or malnourishment (Ros 2017)72.

The exploratory research 
found working children at 
all visited locations, accord-
ing to respondents, but none 
did mention to know of any 
report of serious child labour 
(too low age, not attending 
school, dangerous work or in 
WFCL). 
Government sources did point to the strict labour 
inspections and one respondent said that a recent 
initiative to reach an agreement with company 
owners (e.g. brick factories) not to use child work-
ers and the strict law enforcement had reduced 
child labour in his work area. All interviewed pro-
vincial NGO experts and Government agency 
officers did not think that there are in their work 
areas large proportions of school-aged children 
who are involved as fulltime child labourer, or in 
WFCL, and they considered existing cases an 
exception.

Further, interviewed Civil Society Organisation’s 
(CSO) experts in Phnom Penh pointed out that 
while formal employment for minors is prohibited 
by law, and Government and Labour Unions have 
been successful in reducing child labour in many 
enterprises, an undetermined number of children 
still are full- or part-time working for a wage. The 
experts knew of many cases of legally employed 
child labourers, enabled by falsified birth certif-
icates making these children seem to be adults.

The situation of migrants in Sihanoukville is 
special because the large number of unfinished 
buildings in the city provide shelter for whole 

families, while they easily can find work at con-
struction sites. But these shelters do not offer 
sanitary or healthy and safe environments for the 
many young and school-aged children accompa-
nying their parents. These children also cannot 
get education at local public schools too, because 
they lack residence registration. A local NGO in 
collaboration with the city’s Department of Social 
Affairs provide temporary shelter and enlist these 
children at local primary schools. Material and 
social support is also provided to the families to 
assist them in their care for their children, but the 
numbers are overwhelming and resources scarce. 

72

71See also CDRI 2014: The impacts of Adult Migration on Children’s Wel-being – The case of Cambodia.
72 See also Vutha H, Pide L, Dalis P: The Impacts of Adult Migration on Children’s Well-being; The case of Cambodia, Phnom Penh CDRI 2014.
73 ll forms of economic activity (ILO Convention No.138); ILO defines ‘Light work’ for children aged 13 to 15 years as unlikely to be harmful for health or development, and no hindrance for attending school 
or vocational training (Defining Child Labour, E. Edmonds, ILO 2009).

73
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ual and Transgender (LBT) people in 
Cambodia

Ros 2017 Parliamentary Institute of Cambodia Migration, Human Trafficking Preven-
tion and Sexual Exploitation

StC 2020 Save the Children Live and Learn, qualitative research on 
SOIGESC

TdH 2020 TdH The Evolution of SECTT in Northwest 
Cambodia

Tsai 2020 Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung Social 
Research, FQS 21, 1 16 – January 2020

“I Feel Like We Are People Who Have Never 
Known Each Other Before”: The Experiences 
of Survivors of Human Trafficking and Sexual 
Exploitation Transitioning From Shelters to 
Life in the Community

UN 2017 UN agencies Overview of Internal Migration in Cambodia

UN 2021 United Nations Outcome Report, National Launch of the UN 
Global Study on Children Deprived of Liberty 
in Cambodia

UN-ACT 2016 UN-ACT A Study on Forced Marriage between Cam-
bodia and China

Unicef 2017 Unicef The impact of migration on children

Unicef 2017a UNICEF A Familiar Face: violence in the Lives of Chil-
dren and Adolescents

Unicef 2018 UNICEF Statistical Profile of Child Protection in 
Cambodia

UNODC 2017 UNODC Trafficking in persons from Cambodia, Lao 
PDR and Myanmar to Thailand

USDOS 2021 USA Dpt of State Trafficking in Persons Report: Cambodia

USDOS 2022 USA Dpt of State Trafficking in Persons Report: Cambodia

UN Women 2015 UN Women Out behind closed doors’ reveals workers’ 
exposure to emotional, physical and sexual 
violence.

Vijghen 2011 World Vision Australia Child Safe Tourism in the Greater Mekong 
Sub-Region

Vijghen 2020 Terre des Hommes Final Evaluation of Contribute to reduction 
of prevalence of child marriage in Mondulkiri 
project
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ANNEX A: Bibliography of 
Literature Study

ID in Summary Publisher(s) Title

Vijghen 2021 Plan International School Dropout Survey

Walk Free Foundation 2016 Walk Free Foundation Cambodia country study – Global Slavery 
Index 2016

Winrock 2020 Winrock Year Five Annual Progress Report CTIP 
program

In addition
55 Other publications have been reviewed through the internal search tools using string terms like ‘Cam-
bodian children, child exploitation, child abuse’ etcetera to identify relevant pieces of information, which 
when found are included in this paper and referred to by footnote. The complete set of source and back-
ground documents will be submitted electronically to TdH NL on request.

ANNEX B: Bibliography of 
Empirical Research

ANNEX C: Fieldwork Report 
with Methodology

ID in Summary Publisher(s) Title

Borgstrom, J.; Larsson C., 2020 World Childhood Foundation & ECPAT 
Sweden

Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and 
Tourism, The Cambodian Case.

Davis, Jarrett -2017 UP! To end violence On the Border. Exploring the Perspectives & 
Experiences of Street-involved Children on 
the Thai-Cambodian Border

Ecpat, 2018 Ecpat Cambodia country overview

Ecpat 2020 Ecpat Summary paper on the Sale and Trafficking 
of children for Sexual Purposes

Ecpat 2020 Ecpat Summary paper on Sexual Exploitation of 
Children in Prostitution

Ecpat 2020 Ecpat Summary paper on Sexual Exploitation of 
Children in Travel and Tourism

Ecpat, 2021 Ecpat Cambodia Legal Checklist

Ecpat 2022 Ecpat South-East Asia Summary of Recommenda-
tions

Friends Int. 2014 Cyti and Friends Int. Street Children Profile 2014: Profile Ques-
tionnaire Results.

UNICEF 2017 UNICEF Executive Summary Study on the Impact 
of Migration on Children in the Capital and 
Target provinces, Cambodia,

UNICEF 2023 UNICEF An Analysis of the Situation of Children and 
Adolescents in Cambodia 2023

FIELDWORK REPORT

Training for researchers 
A half day orientation was organized on 13 March 2023 to the two field researchers (one lead field 
consultant and one female researcher) who had previous experience in conducting similar field data 
collection, including KII with NGOs, DB and community, and facilitating focus group discussion. During 
the orientation, the team leader, Mr. John Vijghen briefly introduced background of the second phase 
deeper dive analysis and the rational for conducting the study on the two themes selected by TdH NL.
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During the training, all topic lists/tools were reviewed and explained and the researchers got chance to 
understand each point in the topic list/questionnaires. At the end of the orientation session, the team 
leader clarified on points and questions raised by the researchers, and ensured that important issues 
were understood clearly. 

Field Data collection
The research team conducted a field-based assessment in six provinces and the capital to be able to 
inform Terre des Homme about the current situation in regard of Sexual Exploitation of Children and on 
Child Trafficking and Migration. A visit schedule was prepared, originally ten days to the five provincical 
cities of Pursat, Battambang, Poipet, Siem Reap and Oddor Meanchey, followed with a one-week as-
sessment in Phnom Penh – using the provincial findings to discuss with NGO and Government represent-
atives the state of the themes. However, this schedule had to be changed as permission to start work 
(and thus to make appointments in the provincial cities) was one week before commencement not yet 
given due to delayed signing of the contract. Time for making appointments was gained by conducting 
the Phnom Penh assessment first, but this had the disadvantage that provincial findings could not be 
discussed with the Phnom Penh-based respondents.   

The Phnom Penh interviews were conducted from 13 till 17 March. The provincial data collection was 
conducted by a team of three researchers (an international researcher, a senior researcher and a field 
researcher) and started on 18 March till 31 March 2023 in six provincial cities, namely Pursat, Battam-
bang, Poipet, Siem Reap, Oddor Meanchey, and Sihanoukville. In Phnom Penh and the six provincial 
cities a total of 26 NGOs and 11 Government agency representatives (e.g. Police, Department of Social 
Affairs) were interviewed; brief talks were held with a total of 19 community people and/or private actors 
at border points, local markets or entertainment places; during one remote village visit in Oddar Me-
anchey talks were held with 3 grandmothers who cared for ‘left behind’ grandchildren; and 2 focus group 
discussions were conducted with 6 youth in Phnom Penh. Major tourist locations in Phnom Penh and two 
border areas were observed (Poipet and Oddar Meanchey). (See the table of people/respondents met 
below for the details).

Street Observations
In addition, an assessment was conducted by another researcher in entertainment workplaces in the 
Phnom Penh central city areas during 5 days in the period from 20 to 31 March 2023 to obtain informa-
tion on sexual exploitation of children in travel and tourism sectors (SECTT), by talking informally with 
workers at bars, beer gardens, disco’s, and massage parlors which are frequented by foreign visitors 
from western and eastern countries, such as Phsa Chas, Phsa Kandal, Wat Phnom, Beung Kok, Tuol 
Tumpoung. The researcher also talked with people who do business surrounding these places, such as 
Tuk-tuk drivers, street vendors or with local authorities in the areas. In total, 25 people (two females) 
were questioned.  

Online Survey
An online short survey was conducted through email to 35 NGOs with child exploitation interventions to 
get an accurate picture of who is doing what and where. Non-responders were twice reminded, but only 
3 NGOs did respond before the extended deadlines.

Mapping
A mapping was conducted of NGO child protection interventions through a website search.

Challenges at the Field
- Request to issue a letter from NCCT to get permission to interview subnational level stakeholders, such 
as police or social affairs officers, as well as local authorities was not received in time, except for the SHV 
visit. Informal approaches were used to meet with relevant authorities, often outside their office as they
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did not have permission from their line managers.
- An informal approach was used to meet with workers at bars, beer gardens, disco’s, massage parlours 
which are frequented by foreign visitors from western and eastern countries as they normally don’t pro-
vide such information to reporter/or researchers. The accuracy of the information is not verifiable and 
answers could have been untrue. 
- Some NGOs were not available for an interview during the field visit (e.g. Plan International, CCT, A21, 
Child Fund, FSC).
- Some NGOs who are in the contact list were closed or not active anymore in the location (e.g. CWCC, 
APLE in Siem Reap).
- A planned community visit in Phnom Penh to a zone office of Mith Samlanh, requested by staff of 
Friends International, could not be made because of no response from the zone office manager (even 
after repeated follow-up emails/phone calls). 

Profile of the Field Researchers and Assistants

Lead Researcher – John Vijghen, Cultural Anthropologist 
30 year in Asia, 38 studies & 102 evaluation missions. Excellent interview, focus group discussion and 
observation skills (Founder of Cambodian Researchers for Development). Demonstrated skills in litera-
ture and research studies. Excellent knowledge of qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. 
Proven excellent analysis and reporting skills. My specialty field is child protection, including on child 
marriage, child victims of human trafficking and neglect, women empowerment, etc.

Field Team Leader – Mr. OK Amry, MD
More 15 years of consultancy experience with more than 60 different research/M&E assignments, in-
cluding 28 evaluation missions, 13 baseline studies, 4 midterm reviews. Team Leader of 16 assignments: 
responsible for designing research methodology (both quantitative and qualitative), developing research 
tools, training data collectors/ researchers, facilitating field data collection, managing and monitoring for 
quality assurance, performing data analysis and interpretation, writing research report and presenting 
the findings. For this assignments, he was responsible for managing the field data collection, facilitate 
KII with relevant stakeholders, supervising field staff for quality assurance, making field arrangements, 
check quality of field staff’s works, writing field notes and support team leader in conducting data anal-
ysis, reporting and validation workshop. 

Field Researcher – Mrs Sin Somala	
Holding a BA in Marketing from National Institute of Management with 5-year fieldwork and data col-
lection experience, including facilitating FGDs and KIIs with various stakeholders. Her role together was 
to conduct observation and interviews with various targets in market, in community, on the street, at 
school, local authorities and government official at subnational levels. She was also responsible for 
conducting interview with private actors, facilitating FGDs with youth groups who have experienced 
discussing social issues, particularly on child labour, migration and child exploitation.

Researcher – Mr. Khiev Dara
Former teacher, education inspector and journalist, Dara is well placed for the collection of information 
from informal sources. His responsibility was to conduct an assessment in the Phnom Penh central city 
areas to obtain information on sexual exploitation of children in travel and tourism sectors (SECTT), by 
talking informally with workers at bars, beer gardens, disco’s, massage parlours and other entertainment 
facilities which are frequented by foreign visitors from western and eastern countries. 

Junior Researcher – Mr. Va Chanveasna
Holding dual degrees, BA in English Literature form Pannasastra University of Cambodia (PUC) and BA 
in Agricultural Economics and Rural Development with more than 3-year fieldwork  experience, sup-
porting field arraignments and data collection experience, including supporting in facilitating FGDs and 
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and conducting HH survey.  His role for this assignment was to coordinate in updating field schedule, 
making phone call/or email to make appointment, checking NGO’s websites to get relevant documents 
and making NGO’s intervention mapping. 

List of NGOs/Duty Bearers/Private Actors and Community People contacted 

No. or Places" Provinces or Location "Institutions or 

Places

Respondents Date/time # of People

1 Phnom Penh COCD Staff 31/01/2023 1 (M)

2 Phnom Penh Anonymous Staff 01/02/2023 4 (4F)

3 Phnom Penh UNICEF Staff 02/02/2023 1 (M)

4 Phnom Penh WVI Staff 03/02/2023 4 (M)

5 Phnom Penh Save the Children Staff 07/02/2023 1 (M)

6 Phnom Penh LAC Staff 14/03/2023 1 (M)

7 Phnom Penh Friends International Staff 14/03/2023 1 (M)

8 Phnom Penh Private Actor Worker 14/03/2023 1 (F)

9 Phnom Penh Winrock Staff 15/03/2023 1 (M)

10 Phnom Penh Community Broker 15/03/2023 1 (F)

11 Phnom Penh Community Village Chief 15/03/2023 1 (F)

12 Phnom Penh CODO Social worker 15/03/2023 1 (F)

13 Phnom Penh Community School Teacher 15/03/2023 1 (F)

14 Phnom Penh Private Actor Guesthouse 

Manager

16/03/2023 1 (M)

15 Phnom Penh APLE Coordinator 17/03/2023 1 (M)

16 Phnom Penh CRC-C Staff 17/03/2023 1 (M)

17 Phnom Penh Private Actor Club Manager 17/03/2023 1 (F)

18 Pursat COCD "Coordinator and 
volunteer”

19/03/2023 2 (1F1M)

19 Battambang Don Bosco Manager 20/03/2023 1 (F)

20 Battambang CFI Director 20/03/2023 1 (M)

21 Battambang KMR Komar Rikreay Director and her 
staff

20/03/2023 2 (F)

22 Battambang Local Market Psar Nat Market 21/03/2023 4 (3F1M)

23 Battambang Local DB CCWC of O’s Cha 
Sangkat

21/03/2023 1 (F)

24 Battambang Night time on tourist 
sites

Vendors 21/03/2023 2 (1F1M)

25 Battambang Banteay Srey Or-
ganization

Project Manager 21/03/2023 1 (F)

26 Battambang Anti-Trafficking 
Police Unit

Chief of Traffick-
ing Police

21/03/2023 1 (M)

27 Battambang Department social 
Affairs

Staff 21/03/2023 1 (F)

28 Battambang CAD Children's 
Action for Develop-
ment

Executive Di-
rector

21/03/2023 1 (M)

29 Poipet Damnork Toek Executive Di-
rector

22/03/2023 1 (M)

30 Poipet LWB Staff 22/03/2023 1 (M)

31 Poipet Trafficking Police 
Unit

Migration police 22/03/2023 1 (M)

32 Siem Reap Local Market Local Vendors 23/03/2023 5 (3F2M)

33 Siem Reap ChildHelpLine. Staff 23/03/2023 1 (M)

34 Siem Reap Mitsamlanh Provincial Social 
worker

23/03/2023 1 (M)
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List of NGOs/Duty Bearers/Private Actors and Community People contacted 

35 Siem Reap The REACH. Social worker 24/03/2023 1 (M)

36 Siem Reap LICHADO Investigators 24/03/2023 2 (1F1M)

37 Siem Reap Caritas Cambodia Staff 24/03/2023 3 (2F1M)

38 Siem Reap Department social 
Affairs

Chief and Deputy 
chief of bureaus

24/03/2023 2 (1F1M)

39 Siem Reap Anti-human traffick-
ing police

Staff 24/03/2023 1 (M)

40 Oddor Meanchey ADHOC Provincial co-
ordinators and 
investigator

27/03/2023 2 (M)

41 Oddor Meanchey Community 
O’Smach Border 
checkpoint

people 27/03/2023 3 (2F1M)

42 Oddor Meanchey Anti-human traffick-
ing office

Chief 27/03/2023 1 (M)

43 Oddor Meanchey Local primary 
school

Teachers 27/03/2023 1 (1F)

44 Oddor Meanchey Local market Vendor 27/03/2023 2 (F)

45 Oddor Meanchey Local Community Grandmothers 27/03/2023 3 (F)

46 Sihanouk Ville Mloptapang Chief of Social 
worker

29/03/2023 1 (M)

47 Sihanouk Ville Mloptapang ED 29/03/2023 1 (F)

48 Sihanouk Ville Local Market Vendors 29/03/2023 2 (F)

49 Sihanouk Ville Construction sites Construction 
workers

29/03/2023 2 (F)

50 Sihanouk Ville DoSVY Director, and his 
staff

29/03/2023 4 (M)

51 Sihanouk Ville Anti-human traffick-
ing police

Staff 29/03/2023 2 (F)

52 Phnom Penh YCC youth council 
of cambodia

Youth members 30/03/2023 6 (3F3M)

53 Phnom Penh Chab Dai Senor Child Pro-
tection manager

31/03/2023 1 (M)

Total 53 interviews or contacts with 90 persons; 26 NGOs, 11 DB, 28 PA & People.
Also 25 people, including local authorities, were talked to at 5 tourist locations in PHN, during a visit to a com-
munity in PHN and in Oddar Meanchey. 
Two FGD were held with 6 Youth (16-20 years) – 3 F, 3 M.

M=44; F=46

ANNEX D: Terms of Reference for 
Empirical Research
Phase 2: Empirical Research

1.Background
Stichting Terre des Hommes Netherlands (TdH NL) aims to prevent child exploitation, to remove children 
from exploitative situations and to ensure that these children can continue their development in a safe 
environment. Terre des Hommes focuses on sexual exploitation of children, the worst forms of child la-
bour, child trafficking and migration, sexual and reproductive health and rights and on child protection in 
humanitarian crises. For each of these forms of child exploitation, Terre des Hommes is developing and 
implementing projects and programmes through local partners, mainly in Asia and East Africa. In Asia, 
TdH NL works in Cambodia, the Philippines, Thailand, Bangladesh, India, and Nepal.

As in other Asian countries, Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and Tourism is a growing problem in 
Cambodia. The TdH NL Cambodia office has been operational since 2007 to support the development 
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and implementation of a number of projects, with a focus on stopping child sexual exploitation and 
abuse, and trafficking. In Cambodia, TdH NL is working in partnership with relevant stakeholders, in the 
Government and civil society governments, with the Cambodia National Council for Children (CNCC), 
National Committee for Counter Trafficking (NCCT), the Joining Forces (JF) Alliance, Family Care First 
(FCF) and with Action Pour Les Enfants (APLE Cambodia) and Media for Education and Development in 
Action (Media One).

How We Define Child Exploitation
Although there are many references to the term ‘child exploitation’ by the UN and the INGO community, 
there is no specific definition of the term in any international or regional standards. In the absence of an 
internationally agreed definition of the term ‘child exploitation’, different organisations have developed 
their own definitions.
TdH NL defines child exploitation as ‘an individual, group or organisation taking advantage of an im-
balance of power to get a child to engage in activities that are detrimental to the child’s wellbeing and 
development, and from which the alleged perpetrator(s) and/or third party(ies) gain some advantage.’

Child exploitation includes sexual exploitation, the recruitment and involvement of children in armed 
conflict, the use of children for criminal activities, the involvement of children in harmful or hazardous 
work, child marriage, child organ harvesting, sale of children, female genital mutilation and using chil-
dren for radicalisation purposes.

Child exploitation is a form of gender-based violence. Gender norms shape the manifestation of violence 
and the risks of victimisation. Girls are socialised to be submissive and accepting of the dominance of 
men, making them particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Meanwhile, the expectation that boys display 
dominant masculinity can be perceived as incompatible with victimisation. Boy victims can be shamed 
and emasculated for their experience with sexual exploitation.

Children constitute a diverse group. Therefore, all potential intersecting factors of vulnerability need to 
be accounted for as they compound the risk of child exploitation. Intersecting factors include age, sex-
uality, disability, economic background, and religious beliefs in addition to gender.

Our Commitment to Diversity, Integrity and Child Safeguarding
We are committed to ensuring diversity and gender equality within our organisation. Therefore, people 
of all gender identities, sexes, sexual orientations, races, colours, religions, cultures, abilities, etc. are 
encouraged to apply.

2. Consultancy Purpose and Use
The consultant will lead in conducting situational analysis of child exploitation in Cambodia and provide 
recommendations for future project design.

3. Specific Objectives of the Consultancy
The overall objective of the research is to assess and present the current situation in Cambodia focusing 
on child exploitation, child sexual exploitation, child labour, child trafficking, child migration and children 
left behind and provide recommendations for TdH NL in Cambodia to develop new project interventions.
The research will include two phases:

Phase 2 (Deeper Dive Analysis of Priority Themes):
1. Undertake primary data collection, into the agreed sub-theme(s) identified in Phase 1 to critically an-
alyse the situation of child exploitation, generate new insights and provide recommendations for future 
programme interventions.

2.Time Period and Geographical Areas:
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Phase 2 should be completed in quarter one of 2023.
Phase 2 respondent groups, sample size and representation will be based on the recommendations from 
the Phase 1 analysis.

4. Scope of work
Phase 2 (Deeper Dive Analysis of Priority Themes - The Consultant will conduct primary data col-
lection (qualitative and potentially quantitative) to examine priority topics, their causes, prevalence 
trends, stakeholder perceptions, to inform TdH NL strategic prioritisation. Phase 2 will conclude 
with the development of a policy brief by the consultant.

The research is envisaged to be completed in two phases as described in section 2 above. This consul-
tancy is designed to inform TdH NL Cambodia Country Office programmatic focus aligned to the new 
organisational strategy 2023-2030. The research findings will be used to determine the country’s stra-
tegic focus in addressing child exploitation. The scope of work includes:

1. Undertake primary data collection to augment desk review findings where there are gaps in any of the 
thematic areas of focus for this study.
2. Informed by the findings of both the desk review and primary data collection, develop a policy brief 
with recommendations for policy advocacy to address CE in Cambodia.

Research Methodology and Approach
The consultant is expected to use a mixed methods approach to collect both qualitative and potentially 
quantitative data. These should include but are not limited to:
		
- Conduct key informant interviews with relevant government officials, UN agencies representatives, 
NGO representatives, service providers and other relevant stakeholders. 
- Focus group discussions with children, selected community members (where possible).		
- Possible survey (based on the recommendations from Phase 1)

Roles and Responsibilities Consultant:

Phase 2:
Informed by the outcomes of phase 1: undertake primary data collection taking into account:
1. Representative sample size of respondents.(tentative)
2. Ethical considerations - gain relevant ethical clearances and put in place safeguarding measures es-
pecially where we will be interviewing children and community members.
3. In consultation with the Coordination Committee , the consultant will be expected to design the study 
protocol including tools and finalise the methodology for the collection of qualitative and potentially 
quantitative data for the research.
4. Develop data collection tools in English and Khmer (piloting tools and finalisation).
5. The lead consultant is required to recruit qualified field researchers with relevant educational back-
ground and experience with positive conduct history (in case field data collection is needed).
6. Train field researchers on the study plan, data collection tools, processes, how to conduct research, 
ethical conduct when researching with human subjects and safeguarding.
7. Confirm the data management approach.
8. Ensure all research processes are conducted to high standards.
10. Conduct data collection, processing, cleaning, analysis.
11. Prepare draft research report including recommendations to TdH NL for future project design and 
submit to TdH NL for inputs.
12. In a consultation workshop with key relevant stakeholder, the consultant will provide a presentation 
of preliminary findings.
13. Finalise the research report based on inputs in the consultation workshop and from Coordination 
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Committee.
14. Submit final research report according to the agreed deadline
15. Produce a Policy brief including recommendations informed by research and/or data for policy advo-
cacy in addressing CE in Cambodia.
16. Provide presentation in dissemination workshop at national level and/ regional level
17. Communicate progress to the TdH NL designated contact throughout the research process

Coordination Committee (TdH NL and NCCT):
1. Provide all required documents to the consultant
2. Review, provide feedback and approve research proposal/ inception report/ study plan,  tools, draft/ 
final research report, etc.
3. Approve payment based on the agreed steps
4. Provide technical assistance/ support including safeguarding during research
5. Oversee the service provider by managing the consultancy contract; monitor adherence to specified 
deadlines; facilitating access to required information.

Deliverables
The consultant will deliver the following, but not limited:
1. Research proposal/ study plan/ inception report
2. Provide presentation of research proposal/ study plan to TdH for inputs
3. Final data collection tools in English and Khmer
4. Data collection, quality assurance mechanisms/ instruction/ guidelines/ protocol
5. Raw quantitative data (if collected)
6. Raw qualitative data (transcript, data entry in Excel) if exist
7. Final clean dataset used for data analysis in software programs such as SPSS/ STATA… and syntax for 
data preparation and analysis.
8. Final data analysis outputs (in table, graph…) that used for report and slide presentation
9. Final completed report in English addressing all comments/ feedbacks from TdH
10. Final comprehensive slide presentation
11.  Policy brief

5. Intellectual Property
All information pertaining to this project (documentary, audio, digital, cyber, project documents, etc) be-
longing to the client, which the consultant may come into contact with in the performance of their duties 
under this consultancy shall remain the property of TdH NL who shall maintain exclusive rights over their 
use. Except for purposes of this assignment, the information shall not be disclosed to the public nor used 
in whatever form without written permission of TdH NL.

6. Ethics and Child Safeguarding Policy
The consultant shall sign and abide by the TdH NL Child Safeguarding Policy, Code of Conduct against 
corruption, bribery and fraud and its related procedures and will be required to disclose any prior con-
victions and  undergo or present an up to date and valid criminal background check.

7. Supervision/ Management of the Assignment
The consultant will report to the Management and Coordination Committee including TdH NL, Cambo-
dia Country Manager and National Committee for Counter Trafficking (NCCT). The consultant will work 
closely with the Country Project Coordinator, Program Manager for an Online Child Sexual Exploitation, 
the Regional Programme Development and Quality Manager and the Regional PMEL Coordinator.
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Terre des Hommes Netherlands is a global child pro-
tection organisation which facilitates the stopping of 
child exploitation. We work in Asia, Africa and Europe, 
addressing worst forms of child labour, child abuse, 
sexual exploitation of children (online and offline). We 
tackle and ensure humanitarian assistance.

www.tdh.nl

@tdhasia
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