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Report of the strategy meeting “Trafficking for Forced Criminality: Drug couriering in the 
ASEAN region,” held online on 24 April 2026, 15:00 - 17:00 (UTC+7).  
 
 
Purpose 
 
This meeting brought together ASEAN government stakeholders, anti-trafficking experts, 
survivor leaders, and civil society organisations to identify collective strategies to address the 
gendered structural inequalities that contribute to women’s vulnerability to trafficking for forced 
criminality, with a particular focus on drug couriering. 
 
Background  
 
The meeting opened with remarks from the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, 
especially in women and children, who highlighted key issues related to trafficking in persons, 
gendered vulnerabilities, and the importance of strengthening victim protection frameworks in the 
region. 
 
The Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW), then presented on recent research 
which conducted a feminist analysis of trafficking in persons for forced criminality in the 
ASEAN region, with a focus on women trafficked into scam centres and drug couriering. The 
presentation  highlighted patterns of deception and coercion in these cases, often involving 
intimate partners, and the intersecting vulnerabilities faced by women, including socio economic 
disadvantage, migration status and experiences of gender based violence. It noted that affected 
women are frequently criminalised rather than identified as victims, resulting in detention, 
imprisonment and serious human rights violations. The presentation stressed the importance of 
recognising women trafficked for drug related offences as victims and ensuring access to 
protection and support as imperative. A publication on this research will be published shortly.  
 
Hayat, a Malaysia-based organisation advocating for de-carceration, drug policy reform, and the 
abolition of the death penalty, followed with a presentation drawing on its work providing legal 
and social support to incarcerated migrants in Malaysia who were victims of trafficking for drug 
couriering. Hayat shared case studies highlighting the lived experiences of victims of trafficking 
and the challenges they face when attempting to access justice, in particular how the transnational 
nature of this issue can often make it difficult for victims to obtain consular assistance and 
support, especially where frontline staff are not familiar with trafficking in person indicators.  
 
ASEAN-ACT then presented on advancing the Non-Punishment Principle from policy into 
practice. The presentation highlighted the growing complexity of trafficking cases, including 
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those involving forced criminality such as online scams and other illicit activities carried out 
under coercion. It noted a persistent gap between policy commitments to the Non-Punishment 
Principle and its practical implementation across the region. As a result, victims continue to be 
misidentified and penalised for acts committed as a direct consequence of their exploitation. The 
presentation further emphasised that victims are often prosecuted for offences linked to their 
trafficking experience, including prostitution and immigration violations, and that children are in 
some cases treated as offenders contrary to their best interests. It also highlighted the high risk of 
prosecution for drug related and other serious criminal offences, exposing victims to severe 
penalties, including corporal punishment and, in some jurisdictions, capital punishment. Once 
within the criminal justice system as alleged offenders, victims are unlikely to be identified or 
recognised as such, further entrenching cycles of punishment.  
 
Observations of Participants  

Participants then shared a range of observations and recommendations aimed at strengthening the 
identification of persons trafficked for forced criminality and improving coordination of 
assistance and protection responses across the region, as well as enhancing the implementation of 
the ASEAN Guideline on the Non-Punishment Principle. Such as:  

●​ Women trafficked for forced criminality, particularly those facing the death penalty or 
other considerable sentences or for drug offences, represent one of the most neglected 
groups of trafficking victims and ASEAN Member States have a critical opportunity to 
lead a coordinated, rights-based response that ends the criminalisation of women 
trafficked for forced criminality.  

●​ There is a need across the ASEAN region, to establish more clear points of contact for 
trafficking in each area where persons trafficked for forced criminality may be 
encountered. For example those working at immigration checkpoints, police stations, 
prisons and detention centres (and other relevant frontline services).  

●​ Indicators for trafficking for forced criminality need to be understood by all frontline staff 
and relevant actors working in areas where a person trafficked for forced criminality may 
present. This may include regional/national training on the implementation of the ASEAN 
Guideline on the Implementation of the Non-Punishment Principle.  

●​ That there is a need to approach trafficking for forced criminality through a feminist lens 
and that in particular, understands the gendered harm women and girls face relating to 
trafficking for the purposes of drug couriering and trafficking to the scam centres. 

●​ The ASEAN response to what is happening with the scam centres has already 
demonstrated how effective cross-agency collaboration and transnational cooperation can 
be effectively used. With this in mind, a similar approach must be applied to those who 
are trafficked for the purposes of drug couriering. 

●​ That this is an ongoing discussion between law enforcement, civil society, and 
international human rights law bodies that should continue and evolve over time. 
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●​ There is a need to emphasise that implementing the ASEAN Guideline on the 

Implementation of the Non-Punishment Principle will not increase the workload of staff 
who are employed in this area, but rather strengthen our collective response. 

 
Recommended Next Steps  
 

●​ That ASEAN Member States strengthen the identification of persons trafficked for forced 
criminality through the effective implementation of the ASEAN Guideline on the 
Implementation of the Non-Punishment Principle, and that ASEAN continue to support 
the development of indicators and training materials for frontline authorities. For 
example, ASEAN’s intention is to develop two ASEAN regional tools by ensuring their 
technical robustness, practical relevance, and alignment with regional commitments 
on victim protection.  

●​ That all cases of women currently imprisoned for drug couriering across the ASEAN 
region be systematically reviewed to determine if indicators of trafficking for forced 
criminality such as forced recruitment coercion and exploitation were present at any stage 
of their journey and that those identified as victims be recognised as such and provided 
with appropriate protection, assistance and remedies, including release where applicable. 

●​ That cross agency and transnational cooperation be further strengthened, building on 
existing ASEAN responses to scam centre cases, and applied consistently to all forms of 
trafficking for forced criminality, including drug couriering. 

 
 

 


