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SUBMISSION TO THE SINGAPORE GOVERNMENT’S CONSULTATION ON TRAFFICKING IN 

PERSONS NATIONAL PLAN OF ACTION 

 

 WHO WE ARE 

The Trafficking Research Project (TTRP) is a collaborative initiative currently exploring and 

analysing the issue of human trafficking in Singapore.  Utilising human rights and social policy 

perspectives, TTRP aims to make a positive and pragmatic contribution to the current policy 

and research developments on this issue. 

 

Caroline Parkes is an independent human rights consultant with nine years work experience of 

human rights research, policy development and casework in Northern Ireland, Bosnia and 

Israel. Her areas of interest include criminal justice reform and transitional justice in post-

conflict states, equality, and women's rights. She has an LLM Human Rights Law (dist.) from 

Queen's University Belfast and an MSc. Development Practice (dist.) from the Centre for 

Emergency and Development Practice, Oxford Brookes University.  

 

Kathryn Baer has over six years of experience in rights-based policy research and advocacy in 

the US and the UK. Her areas of expertise are based in violence against women and human 

trafficking with interests in survivor-led methodologies and primary prevention strategies. She 

has an MSc Social Policy from the London School of Economics.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The Trafficking Research Project wholeheartedly supports the initiative by the Singapore 

Government to enact a National Plan of Action.  We commend the collaborative spirit of the 

process and appreciate the efforts of the Task Force in consulting with a range of stakeholders 

to create a strategy to combat Trafficking in Persons (TIP) in Singapore. We believe that 

Singapore is in the position to become a leader in the field of anti-trafficking in the region; as 

such it is with that same spirit, that we submit this response.   

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 

• We welcome several progressive steps undertaken in this strategy including: a 

proven commitment to directly engage with civil society, the participation of 

multiple Government agencies, embracing a holistic TIP strategy that looks beyond 

criminal justice responses and toward recognition of preventative approaches and 

research as fundamental components of policy development.  

• We encourage the Government to provide greater clarity on the role of all 

stakeholders, particularly those outside the criminal justice system; create guidance 

for those stakeholders to support all trafficked persons, and provide strategies for 

sustainability. 

• We firmly believe that each element of this Plan should work in concert, utilising a 

victim-centred approach throughout, committed to the principles of transparency, 

accountability and collaboration.  

• We are concerned that the Plan does not contain any provisions that address the 

root causes of trafficking, such as demand, or provisions for child trafficking, 

particularly considering the additional vulnerabilities faced by child victims.  

Engagement with wider social issues linked to trafficking – labour exploitation; 

commercial sexual exploitation; migration; inequality, stereotypes and attitudes; 

among others – would not only help to define the local problem of human trafficking, 

but aid in determining appropriate, targeted policy responses. 

• As the consultation process moves forward, we recommend regularised consultation 

by the Government with multiple stakeholders, including civil society, to assess 

current and best practice, in addition to creating a flexible policy approach to 

addressing TIP in Singapore, responsive to research outcomes.  Without cohesion 

and holistic working across agencies and sectors, the strategy will not be able to 

reflect or respond to issues on the ground.  
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ENABLERS 

Any strategy concerned with addressing TIP in Singapore must include a universally 

understood, consistently applied and legally enshrined definition of human trafficking.  This is 

essential not only to ensure compliance with Singapore’s human rights commitments and law 

enforcement initiatives, but also in the identification of trafficked people, data collection and 

policy assessment. Producing self-assessments, enhancing data collection and funding TIP 

initiatives all positively indicate the Government’s willingness to develop best practice.  In this 

area we advocate the continuation of external consultations and the availability of publically-

available research alongside broad-based research initiatives to provide robust baseline data to 

better understand TIP in Singapore. Funding for TIP initiatives should be sustainable and allow 

scope for innovation and evaluation.   

 

PREVENTION 

TTRP is encouraged by the Government’s commitment to a broad prevention strategy.  We 

strongly recommend prioritising the development of trafficking research before engaging in 

other components of this strategy.  There is an urgent necessity to develop a deeper 

understanding of trafficking in Singapore, in particular the forms and types of TIP in Singapore – 

which may or may not be limited to strict definitions of sex and labour trafficking.  Equally, 

thorough and on-going training for a variety of stakeholders is central to addressing TIP, 

identifying trafficked persons and enhancing data collection to accommodate emerging needs 

and risks.  This would include sensitively addressing assumptions about trafficked persons such 

as the correlation between illegal entry into Singapore and the likelihood of an individual being 

trafficked. 

 

Subsequently, TIP campaigns, case referral mechanisms and a National Hotline should only be 

developed after the careful consideration of research outcomes and training.  Public as well as 

targeted campaigns are an important component of any prevention strategy – but they must be 

well-informed and sensitively designed.  Public awareness-raising should consider the impact 

on different audiences and avoid a reliance on a specific kind of “perfect” victim.  We encourage 

media training and working with NGOs to develop and target information.  Campaigns targeted 

to migrants should include information about their rights in Singapore – how to legally migrate 

and seek help, if needed. Groups at risk of trafficking need to be sufficiently informed about how 

to access services.  Campaigns should also target traffickers, potential perpetrators and 

employers more broadly. Critically, information must enable the public to act; this must be 

considered in parallel to any case referral mechanism and creation/publication of the Hotline.  

We underscore the importance of employing dedicated Hotline staff, trained to handle the 
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breadth of calls received, including risk assessments for potentially trafficked persons, 

adherence to confidentiality and effective case referral. 

 

PROSECUTION 

TTRP agrees that the TIP prosecution process in Singapore could be strengthened. It is 

important that this strategy recognises the importance of both the law as deterrent and the 

enforcement of that law, dedicated law enforcement officers, immigration officers, prosecutors 

and judges who understand the complex needs of trafficked persons, including the impact of 

trauma.  This should not be at the expense of fair trail rights for those accused of TIP offences.  

We advocate the provision of a reflection period for victims.  TTRP also suggests the use of 

special protective measures for trafficked persons during investigation and trial, asset forfeiture 

as a deterrent to traffickers, a proactive law enforcement strategy and increasing the financial 

risk of traffickers “doing business” in Singapore. Throughout, particular attention should be 

paid to addressing the needs of trafficked people by not only fast tracking TIP cases, but 

focusing on adequate service provision and legal representation of victims to prevent re-

trafficking and secondary trauma.  We support the development of specialised enforcement 

teams and encourage the creation of groups with expertise in online sexual exploitation, and 

children.  Integral to this coordinated approach should include a joint database with 

consideration of the development of a repository for publically available statistics.  

 

PROTECTION 

TTRP supports the Government’s initiatives to develop clear operating procedures and 

indicators that should be made available to all key stakeholders to adequately identify and refer 

potentially trafficked persons.  We suggest the Government develop these indicators in 

collaboration with NGOs and develop separate indicators for children.  Training should not be 

limited to law enforcement.  Similarly, training should include the distinction between human 

trafficking and smuggling, and the difficulties of self-identification.  At-risk groups should be 

regularly screened for trafficking and law enforcers need to re-examine existing interview 

techniques. We feel there is an urgent need to build local expertise at all levels of engagement.  

 

Victim care, including adequate shelters and legal assistance, should be regularly assessed to 

determine the capacity to address specialised needs, risk to safety, ease of access, and financial 

sustainability.  None of these services should be contingent on cooperation with law 

enforcement.  Access to work and training should not be compulsory.   Importantly, mechanisms 

to facilitate re-entry and return of trafficked persons to their country of origin should be in 
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concert with service providers in the home country and ensure the safety and health of 

trafficked persons throughout their journey.   
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SUBMISSION TO THE SINGAPORE GOVERNMENT’S CONSULTATION ON TRAFFICKING IN 

PERSONS NATIONAL PLAN OF ACTION 

 

The Trafficking Research Project appreciates the opportunity to make a submission to the 

Singapore Government’s Public Consultation on Trafficking in Persons National Plan of Action.  

We would be happy to meet with the Inter-agency Taskforce Secretariat to discuss this 

submission further 

 

The Singapore Government’s commitment to tackling trafficking in persons (TIP), as manifested 

in this draft National Plan of Action, has the potential to catalyse constructive and effective 

changes in human trafficking prevention in Singapore as well as the region.  We strongly 

commend the Government’s approach thus far, which has included direct engagement with civil 

society, participation of multiple Government agencies and recognition of research as a 

fundamental component of policy development. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Consultation Process 

The Trafficking Research Project recognises the high level of participation of civil society on the 

issue of TIP.  Developing a dialogue on this important issue should continue to be a productive 

experience for all concerned.  To ensure the continued exchange of knowledge and expertise, it 

is important to enhance this dialogue, not only as the National Plan of Action is finalised and 

implemented, but at regular intervals thereafter.  Individuals and organisations working 

directly to provide assistance to trafficked persons are ideally placed to provide feedback on the 

assessment and impact of the National Plan of Action in specific areas.  For instance, knowledge 

gained from NGOs and healthcare providers who come across cases of trafficking could inform 

law enforcement training on the physical impact of the trafficking experience.  As such, we 

advocate regular consultation, collaboration and information-sharing with NGOs, civil society 

and service providers to develop best practice.  

 

The relationship between civil society and the Government should be transparent and 

accountable.  We applaud the attendance of, and contribution from, members of the Task Force 

mailto:thetraffickingresearchproject@gmail.com�
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at the UNIFEM events in November and December 2011, which indicates a commitment to a 

productive dialogue with civil society. 

 

The formation of the Inter-agency Taskforce is emblematic of the multi-faceted approach taken 

by Government and also recognition of trafficking as a broad and complex issue.  In this vein, it 

would be useful to know which specific Government bodies will be responsible for developing 

and implementing each stated initiative.  This would assist not only in understanding how 

Government departments and agencies will be working together in relation to TIP, but also 

which department or agency should be held primarily accountable for action.   

 

As the National Plan of Action develops, it is important to include specific objectives, time 

frames, and resource allocation in each policy.  It is also important that the policies that emerge 

from the National Plan of Action are fully integrated with other existing policies concerning 

migration, employee rights and equality to ensure coherency.   

 

The Trafficking Research Project welcomes the use of the definition of TIP as set out in the 

United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women 

and Children (Palermo Protocol).  This will ensure a comparative benchmark is used, against 

which the State’s performance can be accurately assessed.  

 

Assumptions 

As the Government takes the lead in developing a proactive anti- trafficking policy, it has the 

opportunity to challenge existing assumptions about trafficking in Singapore.  Subsequently, we 

believe the most important component of the draft National Plan of Action lies in the proposed 

initiative to develop high quality, robust human trafficking research.  As noted throughout this 

submission, there is a need to maintain a flexible approach to trafficking in Singapore, given that 

so little is documented and allow space to develop a deeper understanding of the issue, to 

develop appropriate policy responses.  Subsequently, TTRP draws attention to a number of 

assumptions made in the development of the draft Plan of Action.  

 

The Background section at paragraph 2 notes that Singapore is ‘an attractive destination 

country’.  While existing research shows that Singapore is primarily a destination country, there 

is some evidence that Singapore has also functioned as transit country.1

                                                           
1  30% of all unauthorised air arrivals into Australia in the 1999-2000 financial year  

  Government should be 

departed from Singapore, see DIMA, Protecting the Borders: Immigration Compliance (DIMA, 
Belconnen, 2001) cited in ‘Trafficking In Migrants in the Asia-Pacific: National, Regional and 
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open to the outcomes of emerging research which may suggest that Singapore is, or has the 

potential to become, a location for re-trafficking.  Therefore, any approach to TIP needs to 

engage with a broad understanding of how Singapore may function with regard to the 

definitions of destination and/or transit country. 

 

In the same paragraph, it is stated that Singapore ‘would be seen as an attractive destination 

country by human trafficking syndicates’.  While we acknowledge that the most perceived 

manifestation of TIP may be carried out by syndicates, it should be noted that trafficking 

includes a variety of actors; for example, traffickers can include family members, “friends” and 

well-respected members of the community, in addition to members of organised crime.  The 

definition of a syndicate may be too narrow to encompass all the different structures that can 

facilitate trafficking.   To ensure that the National Plan of Action has the greatest potential to 

effectively address this problem, it is important that the breadth of the various forms of TIP is 

recognised. 

 

The Trafficking Research Project is also concerned that the focus of the National Plan of Action 

may be too tightly located on sexual and labour exploitation.  While these may be the dominant 

forms of trafficking experienced in Singapore, there is the potential that other kinds of 

trafficking occurring in Singapore will be marginalised.  For example, the trafficking of women 

for the purpose of marriage falls both inside and outside the traditional demarcations of sexual 

or labour exploitation.  We encourage the Government to consider more broadly the different 

kinds of trafficking that may occur into or through Singapore.   

 

It is also important to note that within the established categories of labour trafficking and sex 

trafficking, there are distinct gendered impacts, which may require very different responses 

from the State.  The experiences of a female domestic worker may be different from a male 

migrant construction worker.  A similar principle should be applied to the age of trafficked 

persons.  The specific and complex needs of trafficked children need to be addressed within the 

National Plan of Action.  The vulnerability of trafficked children differs from those of trafficked 

adults including a reduced capability to assess risk and a dependence on others. Moreover, child 

interviewing and identification techniques are different from adults.  We draw the 

Government’s attention to the work of the Centre of the Protection of Children’s Rights 

Foundation in Thailand which has established multidisciplinary teams consisting of doctors, 

psychiatrists, counsellors and social workers to deal with cases of child trafficking.  They meet 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
International Responses’, Andreas Schloenhardt, Singapore Journal of International and 
Comparative Law (2001), note 24.  It is unclear if this remains an issue.   
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regularly to discuss cases, share information and expertise and it is intended that such 

collaboration will be institutionalised in state-run programmes nation-wide.2

 

  There may be 

grounds for considering a similar scheme in Singapore. 

International Human Rights Commitments 

In Singapore’s submission to the Universal Periodic Review, it was stated that:  

Singapore fully subscribes to the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. We respect the principle of the universality of human rights and consider 

human rights to be indivisible, with economic, social and cultural rights as important as 

civil and political rights.3

 

   

Trafficking in persons is a serious human rights issue affecting a broad range of rights; the 

National Action Plan offers an excellent opportunity to embed international commitments 

further.. For example, Singapore has already made commitments to a number of the 

International Labour Organisation’s Conventions including the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 

(No. 29).   

 

The Government’s work on TIP is a positive response to the report issued by the UN Committee 

on the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women in 2011.4

 

  The proposal 

to study the feasibility of accession to UN Palermo Protocol (point 4) and review legislation 

relating to TIP (point 15) finds resonance in the UN CEDAW’s Committee concern about the 

absence of a comprehensive legal framework to address trafficking.  This highlights the 

significance of Singapore’s dialogue on its human rights commitments with the UN.   The focus 

by Government on TIP also has the potential to further develop and protect the rights of women 

in Singapore more broadly; though it should be acknowledged that women are not the only 

group whose rights are negatively impacted by trafficking.   

The proposals within the National Plan of Action regarding research and data collection are an 

equally progressive response to the Concluding Observations of the Committee on the 

                                                           
2  UNIFEM: Trafficking in Persons: A Gender and Rights Perspective, Briefing Kit, 2005. 
3  United Nations Human Rights Council Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Eleventh  

Session Geneva, 2–13 May 2011, National report submitted in accordance with paragraph 
15 (a) of the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 5/1, para 33. 

4  United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Forty-ninth  
Session 11-29 July 2011, Concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women: Singapore, CEDAW/C/SGP/CO/4/Rev.1. 
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Convention on the Rights of the Child.5

 

  It is hoped that within the implementation of the 

National Plan of Action, respect for the rights of children will be enhanced and strengthened. 

 

TENTATIVE IDEAS FOR THE NATIONAL PLAN OF ACTION 

ENABLERS 

1.  Produce annual self-assessment report of Singapore’s efforts to combat TIP 

The Government’s commitment to reviewing Singapore’s work on TIP highlights a willingness 

to develop best practice, ensuring the State’s response is as effective as possible.  There is great 

value in developing a monitoring and evaluation mechanism to coincide with the 

implementation of the National Plan of Action.  The proposed annual self-assessment report 

provides an excellent opportunity for this to be achieved.   

 

The Trafficking Research Project hopes that this self-assessment report will include the 

opportunity for input from civil society as well as those agencies involved in the implementation 

of the National Plan of Action.  We also believe in the value of contracting independent external 

monitoring and evaluation to ensure that this process is transparent.  As part of the 

commitment to send a strong message regarding Singapore’s commitment to tackling TIP, 

consideration should also be given to publishing the annual self-assessment reports and making 

them publicly available. 

 

The framework used in the proposed self-assessment reports should be developed in line with 

global best practice.  Indicators for success should refer to international human rights standards 

and international guidelines regarding the duties and responsibilities on States in combating 

TIP.  It is important that the same framework is used throughout all of the annual reports so 

that the impact of the National Plan of Action can be fairly assessed. 

 

The National Plan of Action should be sufficiently flexible to enable policies to be adjusted in 

response to the results of the annual self-assessment reports.  A flexible approach will mean 

that policies and resources can be precisely targeted to positively impact on TIP, reducing waste 

and enhancing the development of best practice.   

 

                                                           
5  United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child Fifty-sixth session, 17 January–4 February  

2011, Consideration of Reports submitted by States Parties under Article 44 of the Convention 
 Concluding Observations: Singapore, paras 16-17. 
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2.   Enhance data collection, statistical reporting and monitoring of TIP offences 

through developing of dashboard 

As extensively discussed by academics, NGOs and inter-governmental bodies, such as the United 

Nations, factual accuracy is difficult to achieve due to the covert and illegal nature of TIP.6

 

  

However, the specific characteristics of TIP should not function as an unassailable barrier to 

high quality research.  The proposed initiative committed to ‘enhance data collection’ at point 2 

is timely.   

We encourage the Government to develop a strong, broad research programme that would 

identify gaps in knowledge and policy and provide a baseline of data relating to TIP.  Our 

additional comments on research are made at point 7.  Developing robust baseline data prior to 

or in conjunction with components of the National Plan of Action, such as accession to the UN 

Palermo Protocol, would ensure that the impact of the Plan could be effectively implemented 

and evaluated.  

 

It is important that the same definition and understanding of TIP is used across all agencies, 

departments and NGOs that may contribute or participate in the National Plan of Action.  This 

will enhance the quality of the data collected and ensure operational consistency.  We draw 

particular attention to the delineation between the definitions of labour trafficking and labour 

exploitation; it is important that the Government is specific on the differences between these 

two issues.  Conflating trafficking and trafficking-like situations undermines both the broader 

fight against trafficking and the commitment to improving the working conditions of all in 

Singapore. 

 

It is not clear what is meant by the phrase ‘developing of dashboard’.  We hope that this is a 

reference to the development of a central repository for all data relating to trafficking, 

accessible to all relevant Government departments.  However, such a resource is contingent 

upon the appropriate training of service providers, law enforcement and others to identify and 

collect the correct information.  Further information would be appreciated about who will be 

                                                           
6  See, for example, ‘‘Shades of Grey’: space in and beyond trafficking for Thai Women  

involved in commercial sexual labour in Sydney and Singapore’, Sallie Yea, Gender Place and 
Culture, 2011, p. 55; ‘Of Nigerians, Albinos, Satanists, and Anecdotes: A Critical Review of the 
HSRC Report on Human Trafficking’, Chandré Gould, Marlise Richter and Ingrid Palmery, South 
Africa Crime Quarterly, 2010; and ‘Human Trafficking in East And South-East Asia: Searching for 
Structural Factors’ in Trafficking in Human$, Social, Cultural And Political Dimensions, Eds Sally 
Cameron and Edward Newman, 2008. 
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collating and formalising the data and whether this data would only include that which is 

collected by Government or also data collected by NGOs and others.  Similarly, making this 

information publicly available would contribute to external research on this issue and showcase 

Singapore’s strong commitment to this issue. 

 

With regard to specific data collection methods by Government, The Trafficking Research Project 

advocates not only monitoring TIP offences, utilising a broad range of indicators and including 

both arrests and prosecutions but also the collation of data on which populations report 

suspected TIP cases and if these reports centre on a particular geographic location. 

 

3.  Request for funding of TIP Initiatives 

The provision of long-term, sustainable resources to TIP initiatives is crucial.  Monitoring and 

evaluating the use of these resources should ensure that they are well targeted and offer good 

value for money.  Within any kind of resource provision, it is important there is some degree of 

flexibility so that a prompt and appropriate response can be provided to the development of 

best practice.  Funding both within Government and to NGOs and others should be sustainable 

and long-term, with clear exit strategies provided for NGO funding, so that programmes do not 

collapse once funding has finished.  There is also merit in providing funding to pilot projects to 

ensure that Singapore is able to develop innovative and creative approaches to TIP without 

unnecessary resource waste.  In addition to funding existing work in this area, the Government 

may like to consider preventative research and related programmes.  

 

4.  Study feasibility of accession to UN Palermo Protocol on TIP  

The Trafficking Research Project is very encouraged by the proposal to conduct a feasibility 

study on accession to the UN Palermo Protocol.  It is hoped that the results of the feasibility 

study will be made public.   

 

TTRP welcomes the use of the definition of Trafficking in Persons as set out in the United 

Nations Palermo Protocol.  However, it is important to consider a number of related issues.  

First, critical to the National Plan of Action, is the implementation of a unified, consistent 

definition of TIP.  We are concerned about the stated definition in the Draft Plan of Action, 

which is paraphrased, resulting in the substitution of the word ‘and’ for ‘or’ and the deletion of 

“of a threat”, among other changes which strip the original intent of the definition. For example, 

the threat of force, to both trafficked persons and their families, by traffickers is a tactic utilised 

to evoke feelings of fear.  Article 3(a) of the Palermo Protocol is reprinted below.   We also 
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strongly urge the government to review the feasibility to the entire definition, including Article 

3 (b), (c) and (d) pertaining to critical elements of consent and children.7

 

 

The UN Trafficking in Persons Protocol states:  

 ‘Trafficking in persons’ shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring 

or receipt of persons, by means of a threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability 

or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person 

having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall 

include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of 

sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 

servitude or the removal of organs.  (emphasis added) 

  

A unified understanding and a consistently applied definition of trafficking in persons – whether 

this definition is adopted from Palermo or not - enables the Government to productively engage 

with international best practice on this issue and ensure a comparative benchmark is used 

against which the State’s performance can be assessed. This definition should be used across 

Government, including, but not restricted to, prosecutions, service provision, law enforcement 

and any monitoring and evaluation programmes.  Further, stakeholders need to be trained to 

understand the definition and the implications for their work.  Finally, an evaluation of practical 

usage of an agreed definition should feed into the feasibility study. 

 

PREVENTION 

The Trafficking Research Project supports the idea that an effective prevention strategy must 

focus on demand and the variations in demand for different kinds of trafficking.  For instance, 

research carried out by Sallie Yea indicated that children are trafficked into and through 

Singapore for the purposes of commercial sexual exploitation, which is different from the 

demand for men trafficked for the purposes of labour exploitation.8

 

   

                                                           
7 

(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth in 
subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in 
subparagraph (a) have been used; (c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of a child for the purpose of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even 
if this does not involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of 
this article; (d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age. 

8.  ‘Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking of Children and Young People in Singapore’,  
Sallie Yea, ECPAT/Body Shop, 2011.   

9  See, work carried out by Association of Women for Action and Research (AWARE) and  
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5.  Define sex and labour trafficking offences and indicators 

The Trafficking Research Project agrees that there is a need to define sex and labour trafficking 

offences and indicators to improve data collection and enhance the identification of trafficked 

persons.  It is important that these definitions refer to internationally agreed standards, 

ensuring that Singapore aiming for the highest standard in its commitment to tackle TIP.  Any 

new legislation must be well-advertised to the public in Singapore to re-enforce the message 

that TIP will not be tolerated. 

 

While there is not space here to explore the specifics of the employment regime of migrant 

workers in Singapore, it should be noted that insufficient protection for these groups increases 

the possibility for TIP in Singapore.  Reviewing the commitment to the protection of the dignity 

and welfare of these groups will directly contribute to the reduction of trafficking.   

 

In continuing to develop its National Plan of Action, the Government should maintain an 

element of flexibility.  While TIP is under-researched in Singapore, some NGOs have highlighted 

the particular vulnerabilities of foreign brides in Singapore and the rise of trafficked fisherman, 

who may pass through Singapore’s ports.9

 

  Our concern is that over-specifying trafficking 

offences may exclude vulnerable populations that fall outside constrained definitions.  

6.  Embark on comprehensive training curriculum for Government officials 

The provision of comprehensive training is central to addressing TIP and we fully support the 

Government’s stated endeavour to actively incorporate this element into its National Plan of 

Action.  We would appreciate clarity on the definition of the term ‘Government officials’.  

Additionally, expanding the training curriculum to non-government stakeholders such as health 

care providers and immigration lawyers, or providing funding for non-government 

stakeholders to access training, may be warranted.  The potential benefits of this kind of 

working is shown in experience from Germany where joint training workshops between police 

and NGOs directly increased trust, understanding and strengthened the anti-trafficking 

network.10

 

  

The development of the training curriculum should also consider operational improvements via 

regular dialogue with street level law enforcement, immigration officials and prosecutors, in 
                                                           
9  See, work carried out by Association of Women for Action and Research (AWARE) and  

Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2). 
10  ‘Comparative Matrix on Legislation and Best Practices in Preventing and Combating trafficking in  

Human Beings in EU Member States and Candidate Countries’  Paul Holmes, Krizstina Berta 
European Conference on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Human Beings: Global 
Challenge for the 21st Century, 2002, p. 14. 
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addition to service providers.  By incorporating changing realities on the ground, alongside the 

evolution of national and international best practice, Singapore would be able to more 

effectively meet its objectives. 

 

Training on TIP should be open to sensitively addressing common assumptions about 

trafficking broadly and trafficked persons specifically.  For instance, training should challenge 

the notion that trafficking only happens to illegal immigrants; trafficking can be internal and 

often trafficking persons enter the State legally.  All training should utilise a victim-centred 

approach with an understanding of the particular experience of trafficked persons and the 

impact this can have on their behaviour.  This issue is addressed further at point 11. 

 

The Trafficking Research Project suggests that the Task Force consider creating a subgroup to 

map trends, share intelligence and tactics, assess strategies and evaluate effectiveness and plan 

joint operations; learning from this group could contribute to any on-going education 

programmes.  While there will be a clear need for training to be tailored and targeted to specific 

groups such as law enforcement, health care providers and social workers working with 

children, joint training sessions between Government departments and external stakeholders 

contributes to relationship-building and more collaborative working. 

 

7.  Conduct joint research studies 

Enhanced TIP research plays a crucial role in the development of strategic policy design, 

including the power to improve TIP interventions to better protect and assist trafficked persons 

and provide a deeper understanding of traffickers and their operations.  These both have the 

potential to lead to an increased number of prosecutions.  Research can also assist in the 

targeting resources, increasing the cost-effectiveness of interventions and providing a reliable 

approach for measuring TIP.   

 

Often TIP research is victim focused.  While trafficked persons should not be ignored, research 

should also focus on perpetrators.  For instance, what makes Singapore an attractive destination 

country?  The answers to questions like these will aid in targeting policy objectives.  New and 

innovative methods may be required to ensure that the best possible data is received.  We draw 

attention to UNIAP Human Trafficking Estimates Competition 2012, as an example of one 

approach to this problem.11

 

 

                                                           
11  See http://www.no-trafficking.org/estimatescomp.html for more details. 

http://www.no-trafficking.org/estimatescomp.html�
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Research should be made publically available to have the widest possible impact on TIP; it 

should be transparent and accountable in areas such as funding and methodologies.  The 

confidentiality and security of trafficked persons and witnesses should be prioritised.  

 

While the draft National Plan of Action does not specify with whom the joint research studies 

will be carried out, there is value in developing a wide selection of possible partners, from both 

government and non-government entities.  Academics, local and international NGOs, think tanks 

and others can together bring a breadth of understanding on the issue which will positively 

contribute to the Government’s efforts to tackle TIP.   

 

8.  Conduct TIP Campaigns 

The Trafficking Research Project supports the development of campaigns that raise awareness of 

TIP.  While the primary responsibility to address TIP lies with Government, Singapore society 

has a significant role to play in the perpetuation and prevention of this crime.  It is important 

that such campaigns are nuanced to explore the different kinds of TIP that exist in Singapore.  

For instance, trafficking women and children for sexual exploitation receives substantial public 

attention, often at the expense of similarly prevalent trafficking of men for labour exploitation.  

We strongly advise that any public advocacy campaign is built strategically on robust research.  

 

Any campaign should consider including media training (print, online and broadcast) to ensure 

that the anti-TIP message is consistently promoted and that journalists are sensitive to, and 

informed about, the issue.  Interlinked with this principle is the importance of critically 

assessing who may constitute a ‘victim’, as campaigns may affect the number and types of 

trafficked persons coming forward.  Current media coverage in Singapore is focused on the 

‘perfect victim’ (sexually exploited young women, who are rarely given their own voice or sense 

of agency); this may intimidate ‘non-typical’ trafficked persons such as  young men or those who 

have been re-trafficked from coming forward or self-identifying as trafficked.   

 

Similarly, complimenting an anti-TIP campaign with a campaign about legal migration may be 

highly beneficial.  Merely telling people that trafficking is exploitative implies that they will 

receive the message and refuse to be trafficked; there may be the associated implication that 

individuals voluntarily and knowingly put themselves forward to be trafficked.  In reality 

individuals may recognise risks inherent in their choice, but lack of alternatives outweighs the 
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risk; moreover the stage at which a trafficked person may recognise they are trafficked, may 

already be too late.12

 

  

As with the training of Government officials, workers, employers and members of the public, TIP 

campaigns must be appropriately targeted.  Thus, baseline research into current public 

awareness, in addition to research on the phenomenon of trafficking in Singapore itself, of the 

issue is a necessity prior to the campaign.  Any campaign must be accessible, and thus there may 

be validity in considering issuing the campaign in different languages – particularly any 

campaign aimed at migrants - and taking into account different literacy levels.  The choice of 

media and location should equally be concisely targeted.  As an example, awareness-raising 

focused on potential trafficked persons may be targeted at exit points from source countries and 

entry points into Singapore, with the inclusion of information on how to get assistance and the 

consequences of seeking assistance.  

 

In addition, such campaigns should seek to work with NGOs already involved with this issue, in 

Singapore and globally, and allow them to help shape the strategy, thus reducing the perception 

that the campaign has been imposed upon source countries.13

 

  Critically, a campaign must 

empower the public, as well as potential trafficked persons, to take action; drawing attention, 

for instance, to the proposed National Hotline, police services and frontline practitioners 

available to care for potentially trafficked persons.  Merely increasing awareness of the issue 

without assuring trafficked persons of their safety or providing a concrete procedure for 

referrals would be inadequate.  Finally, any campaign strategy must be evaluated for its 

effectiveness at tackling TIP.  However, as with domestic violence, an effective campaign 

strategy may well result in an increased number of reported cases of trafficking; this should be 

received positively.  Evaluation indicators may include increased trust in the State, better 

protection of trafficked persons and more public discussion on the issue. 

An integral part of any campaign must be the assurance that the Government (and by 

association, the Singapore Police Force and the Immigration & Checkpoints Authority of 

Singapore) are taking the issue of TIP seriously, that allegations will be treated respectfully and 

sensitively and that traffickers will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.  Currently TIP 

is a low risk, high profit industry in Singapore.  A strong message needs to be sent that this is no 

longer the case. 

                                                           
12  ‘Tackling Human Trafficking –Summary of responses to the Consultation on Proposals for a UK  

Action Plan’, Home Office (UK), 2006. 
13  Ibid. 
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9.   Strengthen case referral mechanism for potential victims and members of the 

public 

Providing an effective case referral mechanism is essential to tackling TIP on the ground.  It is 

not clear, however, what is meant by ‘potential victims’.  Does this refer to vulnerable 

populations within Singapore, who may be at-risk of being trafficked to report concerns to the 

relevant body? Or does this refer to potential at-risk populations outside Singapore? In either 

case, it is unlikely that an individual will consider themselves to be potentially susceptible to 

trafficking; even if they do consider themselves to be at risk, as has been noted elsewhere, the 

alternative employment options available to them may lead them to conclude the risk is one to 

be taken. 

 

Regarding the application of this mechanism to members of the public, TTRP argues that there is 

not currently an appropriate level of expertise within the general public to be able to refer 

cases.  It may well be that, following awareness-raising, members of the public feel able to alert 

the authorities to suspected cases of trafficking, but the public cannot be expected to accurately 

identify trafficked persons nor necessarily have the right response beyond calling the Hotline to 

report their suspicions.   

 

Alternatively, if the referral mechanism is a reference to the fact that specific individuals and/or 

teams within Government departments function as the main contact point should a case of 

trafficking be suspected (for instance, a contact within the immigration department for an 

immigration officer at Changi Airport to talk to should s/he encounter a suspected case of 

trafficking) then this is to be welcomed as a supplement to the TIP National Hotline.   

 

10.  Set up of TIP National Hotline 

The creation of a TIP National Hotline should be a major tool to tackle TIP.  However, it is not 

clear how this will interact with the hotlines, concerned with trafficking and labour exploitation 

respectively, currently run by HOME and TWC2.  Undoubtedly, these organisations have gained 

excellent experience on the operation of a hotline and thus should be encouraged to make a 

contribution to the development of the TIP National Hotline.   

 

While the primary purpose of the Hotline would be to provide services for vulnerable and 

exploited workers, the TIP National Hotline could also be utilised as a secondary source of data 

collection and intelligence gathering.  For an effective State response to be developed, it is 

important that structures are in place that allows reports received by the Hotline to be promptly 

referred to the relevant Government department; be that the Singapore Police Force or Social 
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Services.  Clear strategies should be set in place as to how information received through the 

National Hotline is escalated to the relevant section of the Police Force and other service 

providers.  This will enable the criminal justice response to be targeted from the first point of 

contact.  

 

The training given to Hotline staff must be comprehensive, enabling the Hotline to function as 

an effective first response to allegations of trafficking.  Training sessions must be informed by 

service providers and experienced NGOs that work with trafficked persons to ensure that 

callers to the TIP National Hotline are asked the correct questions and that questions are asked 

sensitively.  Information should be treated confidentially.  The Hotline staff should speak a 

range of languages, or have access to a reliable and trained interpretation service.  Risk 

assessments will form a critical part of the operation of the National Hotline to ensure that 

callers can report safely. 

 

Once developed, the Government may consider expanding the Hotline to include different 

methods of communication.  TTRP advocate expanding the Hotline to include a confidential 

email address, texting (SMS) service and submission in person at local police stations.   

 

PROSECUTION 

Investigating and prosecuting  trafficking offences must not only function as an appropriate 

deterrent, but also make a valuable contribution to upholding the rule of law and building 

confidence in the criminal justice system.  Moreover, enhanced prosecution goes hand in hand 

with informed identification techniques obtained via training, in addition to knowledge 

developed from research as outlined above. 

 

11.  Strengthen investigation and prosecution processes 

The Trafficking Research Project strongly advocates the development of a victim-centred 

approach.  This approach acknowledges the specific characteristics of trafficked persons such as 

the difficulties in self-identification, the impact of trauma and fear (for the safety of themselves 

and/or their families and of their traffickers), shame, distrust of the criminal justice system and 

perception of limited benefits in cooperating with any investigation, the threat of deportation, 

the effect of Stockholm syndrome, and the criminalisation of trafficked persons.  Due to space 

constraints, the TTRP will not list all of the tools and procedures necessary for the development 

of a victim-centred approach.  However, two central tenets to this approach have been outlined 

below. 
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First, there should be a commitment to work sensitively with trafficked persons.  This may 

include the development of a reflection period to allow the trafficked person to gain confidence 

and trust in the process.  The development of protection measures in Europe has shown:  

 

...countries already offering these protection measures have not seen a significant 

amount of abuse of the system by non-victim irregular migrants, hence there is little fear 

of this becoming a pull factor. Learning from victims’ experiences, for example by 

developing consultative user groups, can also provide information on the techniques 

and routes used by traffickers, and can contribute to the development of policy on 

prevention and detection at home and work overseas.14

 

 

Such measures would potentially open the door to increased cooperation with law enforcement, 

increased prosecutions; in addition to the opportunity to address health needs, reduce 

vulnerability to re-trafficking and developing a safe return strategy. 

 

Second, the impact of the prosecution process on a trafficked person should be recognised, 

specifically the potential for a trafficked person to be re-traumatised or suffer to secondary 

trauma.  The use of special protective measures should be considered, such as allowing the 

trafficked person to use an alias, limiting media coverage and employing video-links or 

protective screens in court.  Many of the principles underlying current best practice in the 

treatment of victims of child abuse or domestic violence can and should be utilised; for example, 

using current best practice on interviewing guidelines, particularly for children.  Prosecutors 

and law enforcement should work together during the prosecution process, both at a local and 

regional level. 

 

Finally, consideration should be given to asset forfeiture as a method of deterring and punishing 

traffickers.  Seized assets could contribute to the provision of victims’ services, though should 

not substitute the State’s responsibility for resourcing such programmes or it could source 

trafficking compensation claims. 

 

The investigation and prosecution of traffickers should consider a range of offences.  The 

Trafficking Research Project advocates the consideration, by law enforcement and prosecutors, 

of all aspects of the trafficking chain.  Similarly, developing a pro-active investigatory approach, 

                                                           
14   Ibid. Specifically referring to comments made by Anti-Slavery International in the organisation’s  

consultation response.  In 2011, the UK government reaffirmed its use of a 45 day reflection 
period. 
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as opposed to a reactive approach, can potentially reduce reliance on a trafficked person’s 

cooperation.  Using additional investigative techniques and independent evidence would 

increase the success of sustaining a trafficking conviction.  A proactive approach is also able to 

look at the issue in a more holistic manner, less focused on a single event; resulting in a greater 

likelihood of disrupting trafficking networks as a whole rather than a single trafficker.   

 

Singapore has an excellent global reputation regarding anti-corruption, ranked top by 

Transparency International in 2010 and is a world player in the financial services sector; these 

national strengths can and should be applied to addressing TIP.  The Trafficking Research Project 

advocates focusing on the financial implications of trafficking.  The Government’s commitment 

to the regulation of the banking sector should reduce the potential for the profits of trafficking 

to be channelled through Singapore.  However, constant vigilance on this aspect of trafficking is 

important.  TTRP advocates increasing Singapore’s commitment to addressing the processing of 

the financial rewards of trafficking: from global banks to street level money exchangers, due 

diligence needs to be paid by both Government and business.  By making Singapore a difficult 

environment in which traffickers can literally ‘do business’, the risk for traffickers operating in 

Singapore are increased.   

 

12.  Fast track TIP cases 

One of the major difficulties in securing prosecutions for TIP offences is the supply of evidence 

from trafficked persons.  However, as noted by NGOs working with trafficked persons, the slow 

judicial process can mean that trafficked persons seek to return to their home countries prior to 

trial.  As such, there is clearly merit to the fast tracking of TIP cases.  However, this proposal 

should be pursued with caution.   

 

First, it is important that the prosecution of TIP offenders does not result in miscarriages of 

justice; in which the pursuit of justice is undermined by abuse of process.  For example, 

trafficking cases should the subject of the same scrupulous standards of evidence gathering as 

used in other criminal cases.  Fast tracked cases must adhere to the highest judicial standards, 

to enhance confidence in the criminal justice process and the State’s commitment to tackling 

TIP.  Fast tracking a trafficked person through the process may also lead to a lack of adequate 

service provision for this individual, resulting in being re-trafficked. 

 

Second, and intertwined with this principle, is the need for the protection of fair trial rights, 

such as access to legal representation.  The need to fast track cases should not come at the 

expense of the rights of the accused or undermine the integrity of the Singapore judicial system. 
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Finally, if the fast tracking of TIP cases is in response to a concern that the trafficked person may 

not choose to remain in Singapore until the trial, then this points to a need for law enforcement 

and prosecutors to build cases in which the trafficked persons’ testimony plays a minor role.   

 

13.  Set up specialised enforcement teams for sex and labour trafficking 

The Trafficking Research Project believes that specialised enforcement teams would be an 

excellent addition to the criminal justice response to TIP.  This should be complemented by 

awareness-raising across law enforcement and Government as a whole.  It is unclear how these 

specialist teams would interact with the existing dedicated unit within the Singapore Police 

Force, currently committed to tackling vice and trafficking. 

 

The Government’s commitment to fighting TIP would be well-served by ensuring that these 

enforcement teams have a high profile.  To both send a message to traffickers that their criminal 

activity will not be tolerated in Singapore and to ensure that the response is well coordinated.   

 

TTRP cautions against a wide degree of separation between these two enforcement teams as 

different kinds of trafficking may not easily fit into one category.  These teams should work 

collaboratively, sharing information, resources and best practice.   

 

The Trafficking Research Project also advocates the creation of two additional specialised 

enforcement teams.  The first would focus on trafficking children and would have expertise in 

the specialised needs of this group.  The second team would build on the work currently being 

carried out by the Singapore Police Force with regard to tackling online sexual exploitation.  The 

internet is now functioning as a key method of recruitment, as well as a location, for selling the 

sexual services of trafficked women, be it in the form of online escort agencies or 

pornography.15

 

   

14.  Study setting up of joint databases across enforcement agencies 

Effective information sharing has an important role to play in addressing TIP.  As well as a 

confidential database functioning as a repository for law enforcement intelligence, the 

Government may consider a publicly accessible database containing resources for research. 

Data collection training should be incorporated into law enforcement training more broadly. 

 

                                                           
15  See, for example, ‘Human Trafficking Online, The Role of Social Networking Sites and Online  

Classifieds’, Mark Latonero, Center on Communication Leadership & Policy, University of 
Southern California, 2011. 
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15.     Review legislations related to TIP 

As noted above, The Trafficking Research Project supports the potential accession to the UN 

Palermo Protocol.  However, while this would provide an important central legislative focus for 

anti-TIP efforts; underlying issues, with regard to the implementation of existing anti-trafficking 

provisions, must also be considered.  There is little merit in drafting new laws if the manner in 

which they are applied on the ground encounters the same systematic difficulties.  In this 

respect, the emphasis within the National Plan of Action on training, and the potential to 

incorporate research on the use of the existing legislative provisions, should inhibit this from 

becoming an issue.  

 

16.  Engage judiciary and prosecutors on severity of TIP offences and needs for 

commensurate penalties and deterrent sentencing 

Strong penalties for TIP offences are necessary and form an integral component to enhancing 

the criminal justice response to TIP.  It is important that any changes to penalties and 

sentencing are well advertised; reinforcing Singapore’s reputation as an anti-TIP State. As 

previously highlighted, TTRP is supportive of the use of asset forfeiture as a deterrent.  

 

Training for the judiciary should take place together with law enforcement, to ensure coherence 

and coordination between the relevant agencies.  This will also lead to a more unified approach 

to TIP cases and hopefully ensure good communication between these arms of the criminal 

justice system. 

 

PROTECTION 

The Trafficking Research Project is heartened by the commitment shown in the National Plan of 

Action to the victims of trafficking through the acknowledgement of the particular 

vulnerabilities faced by victims, and the importance of affirming their welfare and dignity.   

 

More broadly, proactive law enforcement approaches combined with strategic collaboration 

with NGOs and others should increase the protection available to victims and strengthen the 

Government’s response to TIP.  Importantly, potentially trafficked persons need to be 

sufficiently informed about how to access services.  It is significant to note that the vast majority 

of trafficking victims enter Singapore legally and thus illegal entry as method of identification 

may not be fully appropriate.  
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17.  Develop clear SOPs and indicators to identify victims 

The accurate and timely detection of victims is crucial to addressing trafficking.  As noted above, 

it is important that all those who may come into contact with trafficked persons are aware of 

the identification indicators; this should not only apply to Government agencies and 

departments, but also to members of the public.  For instance, those coming into contact with 

victims may include health care providers, hotel receptionists, taxi drivers, neighbours, as well 

as food and beverage suppliers.  It is thus important that they are aware of the issue and have an 

effective mechanism to convey this information to Government.  Guidelines for these groups 

need not be extensive, but may need to be tailored to the potential circumstances of the 

groups/individuals’ interaction with the victim.  For instance, useful research from the United 

States has highlighted the potential for healthcare providers to identify and assist victims of sex 

trafficking.16

 

 

The process for identifying a trafficked person can be complex.  As such, there is value in 

ensuring that a multi-agency approach is taken during police operations, for instance, bringing 

in NGO support workers or social workers to a  brothel raid.  The length of time needed for 

victims to tell their story and thus contribute to their identification as trafficked may be long.  

One way to address this is to ensure that suspected victims are entitled to appropriate 

measures, such as the use of female translators during investigations of women or the support 

of a social worker, particularly in the case of children.   

 

The dangers of misidentifying victims could mean that a trafficked individual is deported, 

without appropriate support or assistance and left vulnerable to re-trafficking.  Screening for 

trafficked persons needs to be undertaken with any parallel law enforcement activity 

concerning at-risk groups – such as crack downs of online prostitution rings, domestic worker 

abuse cases and other cases of worker exploitation.  The identification of at-risk groups needs to 

be flexible.  For instance, an accident at a building site may uncover individuals who have 

overstayed their work permit, but these same individuals may also be trafficked.  Nicola Piper 

explores this issue in her report:  

 

...brothel raids tend to be rather unsuccessful in identifying victims as they (1) can only 

be carried out if serious suspicion of the involvement of illegal migrants exists and (2) 

the women have to be seen as “working” (i.e. offering their services and are hence seen 

                                                           
16  See, for example, ‘Identification of human trafficking victims in health care settings’ 

Susie B. Baldwin, David P. Eisenman, Jennifer N. Sayles, Gery Ryan, Kenneth S. Chuang, Health and 
Human Rights, 2011. 
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as breaching the conditions of their visa), which is difficult as most brothel owners are 

warned prior to such raids being carried out17

 

. 

Moreover, Sallie Yea notes that, while law enforcement is often present in these circumstances, 

no participants in her research ’ ‘reported exiting through the active cooperation and/or 

intervention of the police or immigration authorities’ due to an absence of cooperation between 

NGOs and law enforcers in screening for potential trafficked persons.18

 

 

As the profiles of at-risk groups are developed, good working partnerships with those involved 

at the frontline, in both Government and business, should be enhanced. For example, travel 

agents, transport carrier staff such as boats, trains, airlines, immigration officials will all need to 

work together to identify victims entering Singapore.  

 

18.  Train enforcement officers in victim identification management 

The Trafficking Research Project advocates that identification training should not be restricted 

to law enforcement.  There is a clear need for the Government to create incentives for the 

development of social service expertise in the area of trafficking to meet the complex needs of 

trafficked persons – including intersecting expertise on violence against women and children as 

well as labour exploitation.  

 

Additionally, the provision of training to law enforcement must engage with several themes that 

may initially make the identification of victims difficult.  These are noted at point 11.  Other 

critical themes include issues such as consent and coercion as well as the differences between 

smuggling and trafficking.  An understanding of these themes will impact the shape of any 

subsequent investigation that may take place.  For example, it may take a number of interviews 

before the full story of the experience of the victim is received, so the normal timeframe for 

investigations may need to be expanded and confidence may need to be built between the 

interviewing officer and the trafficked person(s).  Parallels and best practice can be drawn from 

the identification and interviewing techniques of domestic violence victims. 

 

Training provided on TIP identification should be regularly updated and reflect developments 

in the field.  It should be compulsory to all levels of law enforcement.  Training materials for 

                                                           
17  ‘A Problem by a Different Name? A Review of Research on Trafficking in South-East Asia and  

Oceania, Nicola Piper in Data and Research in Global Trafficking, Eds Frank Laczko and Elzbieta  
Gozdziak, IOM, 2005, p.223.     

18  ‘Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking of Children and Young People in Singapore’,  
Sallie Yea, ECPAT/Body Shop, 2011, p. 60. 
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victim identification should include a thorough exploration of issues such as victim and witness 

security and the particular vulnerabilities of child victims and witnesses.  To further develop 

this training, it is important that its use and impact is evaluated in an on-going basis and the 

results of this evaluation used to enhance training provision.   

 

19.  Enhance victim care services including medical care, counselling services and 

translation services 

The current commitment made to victims of trafficking by local NGOs is extensive. To enable 

this work to continue and expand, it is important that sustainable funding is provided to these 

organisations.  Consideration should also be given to developing direct state-provided services 

to this group. 

 

The Trafficking Research Project draws attention to the fact that for the majority of victims these 

services may not be available in their home countries.  However, full and necessary engagement 

by trafficked persons of these services requires an acknowledgement of the financial impact of 

remaining in Singapore.  For instance, the trafficked person or their families may have taken on 

a substantial debt to leave their home country, a debt which is not eradicated by the end of the 

trafficking process.  This concern may also inhibit victims from accessing support services. 

 

Service providers need to engage with the complexity of the particular circumstances of 

trafficking victims to ensure that the process is beneficial.  For each trafficked person, a risk 

assessment should be carried out to ensure that services are appropriately tailored to each 

individual’s safety needs, and include a consideration of age, gender and national origin.  Those 

with specialised needs, such as pregnant trafficked women, should be identified and subject to 

specific additional support.  Finally, it should be noted that the provision of these services 

should never be dependent on cooperation with law enforcement or on a commitment to give 

evidence during a prosecution.  

 

20.  Facilitate re-entry and return of victim to home countries 

As noted above, the trauma experienced by trafficked persons may be severe and compounded 

by concerns about the debt taken on by the individual and/or their family which facilitated their 

exit from their home countries.  Although the debt to a trafficker may have been paid, the 

individual or family may have taken a loan or sold/mortgaged land to access the resources in 

the first place.  The presence of this financial pressure leaves trafficked persons more 

susceptible to being re-trafficked on return to their home countries.  As such, the provision of 
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work and skills training to trafficked persons as set out at point 23, enabling them to diversify 

their skills and hence earning potential, are welcomed.   

 

The return of a victim to their home country needs to consider a number of other issues.  In 

cases of sex trafficking, acceptance by the family of the victim may not be forthcoming.  A recent 

case concerning two girls from Banda Aceh found that on their return from being trafficked to 

Singapore, such was their shame that they did not feel able to return to their families.19

 

  This is 

particularly significant as the girls are alleged to have been 15 and 16 years old. 

It is also important that the return of the victim is within a timeframe agreed by the relevant 

service providers, with awareness that the return of a highly traumatised individual to their 

home country without the completion of the relevant therapy could have a devastating impact. 

Connections should be made with local NGOs in the country of origin as they may be able to 

continue some service provision to trafficking victims.  

 

Security concerns may effect on the trafficked person’s willingness to cooperate with law 

enforcement.  While the Government is not able to ensure the safety of a trafficked person once 

they have returned to their home country, or indeed the safety of their family prior to return, it 

is important that a trafficked person’s security is integrated into any return plan. This may 

mean relocating the trafficked person to another part of their home country or cooperating with 

local law enforcement, and assessing the safety of any return journey home. 

 

The timeframe in which the trafficked person is returned to the home country should not be 

impacted by their current immigration status.  Victims should not be subjected to prosecution 

for immigration offences and subjected to immediate deportation.  Of course, not every case of 

TIP identified by law enforcement will in fact constitute trafficking but, the particular 

circumstances of each case needs to be investigated, prior to a decision on returning an 

individual to their home country. 

 

21.  Review adequacy of shelters for TIP victims 

The provision of adequate shelter for trafficked persons will make a direct and positive 

contribution to the Government’s commitment to victim protection.  A victim who has adequate 

shelter, as well as access to victim care services, legal assistance and stable immigration status 

                                                           
19  ‘19-year-old girls nabbed for tricking minors into prostitution’, Zakir Hussain, The Straits  

Times, 31 January 2012. 
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is more likely to recover from the trafficking experience and more likely to be in a position to 

assist in the prosecution of traffickers.   

 

It is important that a variety of shelters are provided, able to address the range of trafficking 

victims; where relevant, separate shelters should be provided on the basis of gender, age or 

particular trafficking experience.  The capacity of a shelter to accommodate a specific victim 

with special needs should be considered as part of an individual risk assessment this may 

include disability or other intersecting risks, such as domestic violence.  All shelters, whether 

provided by NGOs or Government, should be regularly evaluated to ensure that they are safe 

and able to respond to the complex and diverse needs of victims.  

 

Access to shelters should not be dependent on cooperation with the criminal justice process.  It 

is also important that victims are able to have full freedom of movement from the shelters.  

Appropriate measures should be taken to ensure these shelters are secure. 

 

22.  Review provision of legal assistance 

A victim-centred approach to TIP includes a commitment to the provision of remedies for 

victims.  The Trafficking Research Project advocates that legal assistance should also consider a 

trafficked persons’ ability to access civil remedies such as compensation, as well immigration 

advice. The provision of legal assistance to trafficked people is often under-valued and 

subsequently under-resourced.  It is important that Singapore engages positively with the need 

for legal assistance and the ability of trafficked persons to access appropriate remedies.  As has 

been noted by Anne Gallagher: ‘Remedies are a critical aspect of the international legal response 

to trafficking, confirming the status of trafficked persons as victims of crime and victims of 

human rights abuse.’20

 

  The provision of legal assistance should be independent and free of 

charge.  The non-criminalisation of victims in relation to immigration offences should be an 

integral part of a victim-centred approach to trafficking.   

23.  Review access to work facilitation and training for victims 

The Trafficking Research Project concur with the Government that access to work for trafficked 

persons should be reviewed.  We hope the Government will recognise the positive benefits for 

both trafficked persons and the State’s economic development, by enabling the opportunity for 

                                                           
20  Consultation of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, Especially  

Women and Children, Joy Ngozi Ezeilo on The Right to an Effective Remedy for Trafficked 
Persons, Bratislava, Slovakia, 22-23 November 2010,  ‘The right to an effective remedy for 
victims of trafficking in persons: A Survey of International Law and Policy’,  Anne T. Gallagher, 
2010, p. 2. 
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trafficked persons to work.  We also hope that this is a move away from the deportation model, 

toward the decriminalisation of victims.  Access to training and employment has the potential to 

assist in a trafficked person’s recovery; it recognises the contribution that each and every 

individual can make through work both to their self-esteem and to the national economy.  

However, accessing work should not be compulsory.  Some trafficked persons may not feel they 

are mentally or physically capable of work in aftermath of their trafficking experience and 

pressure should not be applied to this group to find employment.  

 

The provision of suitable training to victims has the potential to reduce the likelihood of re-

trafficking.  Increasing the skills of trafficked persons can serve as a poverty reduction measure 

when individuals return to their home countries.  Training should be flexible to the varied needs 

of trafficking persons, take into account their specific circumstances both in Singapore and their 

home countries, and make a valuable contribution to a trafficked person’s psychological and 

physical recovery.  The need for sensitivity on issues such as literacy is also important.  

 

PARTNERSHIP 

Effective partnership, based on mutual respect, transparency and accountability is fundamental 

to the successful development and implementation of the National Plan of Action.   

 

24.  Engage enforcement agencies of source countries for joint-investigation and 

sharing information. 

A commitment to mutual assistance, in the form of information sharing and joint investigations 

is positive.  The use of existing relationships between states regionally, via ASEAN for instance, 

should mean that the foundations for joint investigations have already been laid.  Intelligence 

gathering and the use of this intelligence should remain committed to fair trial rights; some 

states with which Singapore may collaborate may not have similarly scrupulous standards.  As 

with all aspects of the National Plan of Action, it is hoped that best practice will emerge and be 

shared among all parties as well as, drawing lessons from other international experience in this 

area.   

 

25.  Engage foreign countries in their experiences to combat TIP 

The Trafficking Research Project were encouraged to learn at the UNIFEM meeting in December 

2011 that the Inter-agency Task Force sought advice and knowledge from comparable states in 

their fight against TIP.   We also encourage expanding this partnership to include foreign and 

international NGOs in addition to governments, and bringing individuals from Singapore’s civil 

society to meet with their counterparts in comparable states.  
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26.  Formalise engagement of stakeholders including NGOs, relevant organisations 

and other elements of civil society 

The Trafficking Research Project has addressed this point in the introduction to our submission 

and would like to reiterate the importance of regular dialogue between Government and civil 

society and the need for this to be marked by respect, transparency and accountability.  The 

broadest interpretation of civil society should be considered; we suggest the inclusion of trade 

unions, religious communities academic institutions and research organisations.  The Singapore 

Government has taken a great first step in this process; it is hoped that this collaborative 

dialogue continues.  The only note of caution would be to ensure that any formal process 

maintains a degree of independence between the Government and civil society.  Strengthening 

civil society through funding, knowledge sharing and collaboration, will impact attitudes to 

trafficking within society and enhancing the State response to this issue.  

 

27.  Work with NGOs in identifying TIP cases and victims 

It is important that the partnership between Government and NGOs is framed by appropriate 

guidelines addressing issues such as disclosure, risk assessments, procedures and agency 

responsibilities.  Capacity should be built within local NGOs so that they are able to carry out 

this role without undermining their ability to provide their other key services or impacting on 

their organisational independence. 

 

28.  Partner NGOs on outreach initiatives   

The capacity of NGOS to connect with Government on outreach initiatives should be assessed to 

ensure they are provided with enough resources.  But, as noted above, such partnership should 

be marked by transparency and accountability, and a commitment to resource provision.  NGOs 

and Government should have a shared understanding of human trafficking - a united approach 

will aid in mapping the problem and assisting trafficked people. Differing definitions 

consequentially affect the decisions of exploited people to perceive their circumstances. 

Additionally, it is vital that NGOs are not forced to compete with each other for funding 

opportunities; funding should be driven by policy objectives, based on high quality research and 

evaluation. 

 

29.  Engage business on corporate social responsibility for the prevention of TIP in 

supply chains 

This proposal is encouraging and recognises the need for the development of broad 

partnerships. The Government should lead by example and make it clear that it regularly 
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assesses its suppliers for links to TIP.  This proposal should also consider addressing a range of 

businesses that often play a role in trafficking:  taxi drivers, hotels, airlines and lawyers who 

may assist in obtaining false documents to ensure that the prevention of TIP message is clear.  

While we commend the Government on appealing to corporate social responsibility policies of 

the business community, we would also like to see more information about how the 

Government will approach the behaviour of illicit businesses and business practices, 

particularly regarding unscrupulous recruitment agencies. 

 

30.  Participate actively in meetings, discussions and initiatives on TIP in UN, ASEAN 

and other international and regional fora 

The Singapore Government has the potential to make a valuable contribution to the global fight 

against trafficking.  The engagement with civil society and the development of a collaborative 

approach, via the Inter-agency Taskforce, offers important lessons to other States seeking to 

effectively address TIP.   

 


