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Abstract 

Cambodia is still facing issues and challenges in managing its labour migration. 

Major ones include irregular migration through personal networks and 

inappropriate documentation, with the potential for labour exploitation and 

other abuses including trafficking in persons. In order to try to mitigate against 

these, there have been international and also regional efforts to encourage 

migrants to go through recognised formal channels in order to secure jobs 

abroad. However, these have their limitations as presently implemented: they 

are initially expensive and involve difficult and lengthy procedures. The present 

study reviews how the Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) manages its 

labour migration through existing laws and policies with the adoption of 

international instruments as well as participation in policy dialogues and 

initiatives related to migration at regional and global levels. Thus, it addresses 

both legal and policy approaches by putting together available legal instruments 

as well as initiatives on dialogue and policy development in both national and 

international contexts.  It is concluded that the RGC is making its effort in 

managing labour migration through various forms of legal instrument and 

initiatives at both national and international levels. In the meantime, there are 

also some needs for improvement on law enforcement and ministerial 

coordination among relevant stakeholders. 

                                                            
1 uyakhara@gmail.com  
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I. Introduction 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is a specialized UN agency dealing with 

movements of people in search of work. As the leading inter-governmental organization in this 

field, it works closely with governmental, intergovernmental and non-governmental partners. 

IOM’s core mission is to work toward promoting humane and orderly migration for the benefit 

of all. It seeks to help ensure the orderly and human management of migration, to enhance 

cooperation and collaboration on migration issues, to provide support in the identification of 

practical solutions and assistance to migrants in need (especially those among vulnerable 

groups). To reach this goal, IOM provides services and advice to governments and migrants 

and works in four main areas of migration management including migration and development, 

facilitating migration, regulating migration, and forced migration (IOM, n.d.).    

Labour migration is defined as the movement of persons within a country or from one country 

to another for the purpose of employment. This is driven by two main factors in the region: 

inequalities in social and economic development, on the one hand, and demographic factors 

more generally. Additional factors which facilitate labour migration include limited levels of 

border management and flexible compliance with the laws against employment of irregular 

migrants in receiving countries, most especially in Thailand (ADB, 2013).  

Ideally, there should be collaborative coordination amongst relevant stakeholders to facilitate 

and control labour migration: for example, through the involvement of relevant government 

agencies, development partners, the private sector (including recruitment agencies) and 

migrants. The role of these in working together to coordinate labour movements should be 

subject to policies and other regulations reflecting both national and international legal 

standards and conventions. Based on these, intergovernmental Memoranda of Understanding 

(MOUs) establish formal channels to try to regulate the flow of migrant labour.  

However, in practice, few migrant workers from Cambodia seeking employment in Thailand 

or other neighbouring countries use such formal channels because of the expense and the 

difficult and lengthy procedures involved. Instead, migrants cross the border with varied 

documents that grant their entry with different degrees of legal protection. Their travel and 

stays in Thailand are helped and enabled by social networks within the receiving country 

(Verité, 2019). The result of this ‘irregular’ migration is that the individuals involved  may be 

exposed to risks of debt bondage, extortion and/or other forms of exploitation at the hands of 

the brokers that run trafficking and smuggling operations (Huguet, 2014). Such issues include 
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deception about wages, withholding of travel documents, physical abuse and other threats 

associated with the irregular status of migrant workers (Hing et al., 2011). 

Thus, the management of labour migration is ‘leaky’, and has proved to be a sensitive and 

stubborn issue touching on its international and national regulation (IOM, 2010). Problems 

include a lack of proper monitoring and evaluation on compliance of the law among sending 

and receiving countries as management and operational practices are usually created outside 

the restrictive framework of each country, making them challenging to record and monitor.  

The following reviews Cambodia's involvement in various international and regional 

frameworks to regulate the movement of migrant labour and the legal instruments and policies 

which have been developed as a result. Based on this, proposals are suggested about various 

ways in which existing policies and other instruments can be updated, and new ones introduced 

where appropriate, in order to encourage migrant workers to go through formal channels. 

II. Labour Migration-Related International Instruments 

The Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) is a signatory to a variety of international and 

regional conventions.  

Thus it has ratified all eight core International Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions,2 and 

was also a signatory in 1990 to the UN Convention on the Protection of All Migrant Workers 

and Members of Their Families, one of the most significant on labour migration (Hing et al., 

2011). In addition, Cambodia is among the 18 countries that adopted the Bangkok Declaration 

on Irregular Migration in 1999; and it is a signatory to the ASEAN Declaration on the 

Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers, adopted by the ten member states 

of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) on 13 January 2007. Although these 

conventions are not legally binding, they are helpful in holding participating countries to their 

commitments and obligations. However, many countries of destination have not signed many 

useful conventions (Hing et al., 2011). 

                                                            
2  Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29); Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize 

Convention, 1948 (No. 87); Right to Organize and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98); Equal 

Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100); Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No.105); 

Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111); Minimum Age Convention, 1973 

(No. 138); and Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182): see 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:103055   

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:103055
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The Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative Against Trafficking (COMMIT), established 

in 2004, is a high-level policy dialogue within the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS)3 where 

all governments have recognized that they cannot combat human trafficking effectively on their 

own. Combining efforts on prevention of trafficking, protection of victims and their return and 

reintegration, and prosecution of the criminals, COMMIT is a structure that helps to enable a 

cohesive and comprehensive anti-trafficking response. Cambodia is a member state of 

COMMIT which now includes five other member states: China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, 

and Vietnam. All of these agreements were made to facilitate a better management of the labour 

migration process with a specific focus on protection of migrant workers (IOM, 2020a). 

The COMMIT process began as a series of informal discussions between representatives from 

several of the GMS governments in mid-2003. Through three roundtable discussions, the 

governments overcame challenges to reach a ground-breaking agreement that was to become 

the blueprint for collaboration in order to combat trafficking within the GMS. The MOU 

represents the governments' recognition that trafficking in persons impacts human security and 

therefore the human rights of the individuals involved, through addressing issues at the 

individual, societal, national, regional and international levels (IOM, 2020a).  

Thus COMMIT has provided a forum for developing trust and confidence amongst member 

countries on the problem of human trafficking, as an effective system for the development and 

implementation of joint activities to combat human trafficking, including smuggling and forced 

labour (IOM, 2020a). 

In the effort to fight human trafficking and facilitate labour migration in the region, there has 

been a number of bilateral agreements developed between Cambodia and countries of 

destination. Those include an MoU between the RGC and the Kingdom of Thailand on Bilateral 

Cooperation for Eliminating Trafficking in Persons and Protecting Victims of Trafficking in 

October 2014; an MoU between the RGC and Thailand on Labour Cooperation (December 

2015), an MoU between the Government of Malaysia and the RGC on Recruitment and 

Employment of Workers, a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for Case Management of 

Repatriation and Reintegration of Victims of Trafficking in Person between Cambodia and 

Thailand (April 2019), s SOP between the RGC and Vietnam on Trafficking in Persons; and 

                                                            
3 The GMS consists of six countries including Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, the People’s Republic of China, 

Thailand and VietNam. 
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an Agreement between the RGC and the People's Republic of China on Strengthening 

Cooperation in Counter Trafficking in Persons.   

With regard to ASEAN, the first meeting of the Committee on the Implementation of the 

ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in 

Singapore (15-16 September 2008) adopted a work plan based on four areas of cooperation. 

Thrust Two was related to the need for strengthening protection and promotion of the rights of 

migrant workers by enhancing labour migration governance in ASEAN countries (ILO, 2020a).  

Arising out of this declaration has been the annual ASEAN Forum for Migrant Labour 

(AFML), with its first meeting in Manila, the Philippines in April 2008. These provide the 

chance for member states to share their experiences and identify various recommendations, 

incorporating inputs from United Nations agencies (including IOM, UN Women) as well as 

the Task Force on ASEAN Migrant Workers (ILO, 2020a). The most recent, twelfth AFML 

was convened from 25-26 September 2019 in Bangkok, with the theme "Future of Work and 

Migration". 

Cambodia has been actively involved in these annual AFML meetings since the beginning. 

Thus it hosted the fifth AFML meeting  in Siem Reap (9-10 October 2012), based on the theme 

"Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers: Towards Effective Recruitment 

Practices and Regulations" and participants developed twenty-one recommendations as a result 

of the meeting (ILO, 2020a). 

At the global level, the RGC is also a member of the Global Compact for Migration (GCM), 

the first United Nations global agreement on a standard approach to international migration in 

all its dimensions. The GCM is non-legally binding, being grounded on values of state 

sovereignty, responsibility-sharing, fairness, and human rights whilst acknowledging that a 

cooperative approach is required to optimize the impact of migration through addressing its 

risks and challenges for the people and communities in the countries of origin, transit and 

destination (United Nations, 2020). Part of the GCM, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 

and Regular Migration (GCSORM), is the first inter-governmentally negotiated agreement that 

targets all dimensions of international migration in a holistic and comprehensive manner. It 

presents a big chance to enhance governance on migration, to handle the challenges related to 

today's migration, and to strengthen the contribution of migrants and migration to sustainable 

development. The journey to develop the GCM started in April 2017 and was successfully 

concluded in July 2018 (IOM, 2020b). Based on the IOM’s statement, the GCM aims to:   
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 protect the security, dignity, human rights and freedoms of all migrants, no matter their 

migratory standing, and at any time; 

 support countries rescuing, receiving and hosting massive numbers of refugees and 

migrants; 

 integrate migrants – addressing their needs and capacities in addition as those of 

receiving communities – in humanitarian and development assistance frameworks and 

planning; 

 combat discrimination, racism and xenophobia against all migrants; 

 develop, through a state-led method, non-binding principles and voluntary tips on the 

treatment of migrants in vulnerable situations; and 

 strengthen governance of migration by transferring IOM into the United Nations family 

and through the establishment of a GCSORM.  

With regard to Cambodia, the RGC in coordination with IOM Cambodia organized the first 

National Consultation on the proposed GCSORM in Phnom Penh in October 2017 (IOM, 

2017). Six thematic areas were selected for discussion with the active participation of over 170 

participants from key line ministries and government institutions, civil society, the private 

sector, UN agencies and other non-governmental and international organizations: 

1) Human rights of all migrants, social inclusion, cohesion, and how to deal with all kinds 

of discrimination including racism, xenophobia and intolerance;  

2) Addressing the drivers of migration, including the adverse effects of climate change, 

natural disasters and human-made crises, through protection and support, sustainable 

development, eradication of poverty and the prevention and resolution of conflict;  

3) International cooperation and governance of migration at all its dimensions, including at 

borders, on transit, entry, return and reintegration;  

4) Contributions of migrants and diasporas to any or all dimensions of sustainable 

development, as well as through remittances and the portability of social benefits;  

5) Issues relating to the smuggling of migrants, trafficking in persons and modern kinds of 

slavery, as well as the identification, protection and other assistance to victims; and  

6) Irregular and regular migration pathways, in relation to decent work, labor mobility, the 

recognition of skills and qualifications and various relevant measures. 

 

Based on the outcomes of the thematic group discussions, labour migration and migration 

management was a key priority area of interest for Cambodia (IOM, 2017). The large 
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proportion of Cambodian irregular migrants was highlighted as a common concern and raised 

as a key issue to address in most of the thematic discussions. The participants of Thematic 

Cluster 6 concluded that irregular migration remains a prevalent trend among migrant workers, 

with interventions required to address associated vulnerabilities amongst migrant populations 

and to ensure regular, safe, and orderly migration is fully utilized as a tool for development 

(IOM, 2017). 

At the regional level, the RGC became a member in 2016 of the 12 Asian countries in the 

Colombo Process (CP), a regional consultative engagement that focuses on the protection and 

provision of services to migrant workers and the optimising of benefits from organized labour 

migration for both sending and receiving countries along with the migrants and their families. 

Nepal has been the current Chair and secretariat (2017-2019), with funding support from the 

Swiss Development Cooperation; the IOM provides technical and administrative support to the 

Government of Nepal and its Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security in 

coordinating and facilitating meetings, consultations and workshops, including through an 

extension of the CP Technical Support Unit  based in IOM Sri Lanka. This provides regular 

up-to-date information and collaborative support to the CP Chair-in-Office in Kathmandu. In 

Cambodia, IOM is coordinating with the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and other partners to identify the priorities for technical support 

related to the CP. Being a member to this Process highlights the government’s contribution and 

engagement in regional dialogues as well as coordination with member states at both cross-

border and regional levels (IOM, 2020c). 

III. Labour Migration-Related Cambodian Legislation and Policies 

In its effort to manage labour migration and other issues involving cross-border movement, the 

RGC has implemented a number of laws and policies. These can be grouped under four general 

headings: 

1. a general Policy on Labour Migration; 

2. various decisions regarding the setting up and running of private recruitment agencies; 

3. the regulation of human trafficking; and 

4. providing support through technical and vocational education and training (TVET). 

Each of these will be considered in turn. 
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1. Labour Migration Policy 

The Labour Migration Policy (2015-2018) – LMP 2015-2018 – has set out a framework on 

how to manage labour migration effectively, to empower and uphold the rights of female and 

male migrant workers, and enhance the impact of migration on Cambodia’s own development 

(ILO, 2020b). It includes an analysis of the context of labour migration in Cambodia together 

with trends in relevant sectors and destinations, gender dimensions of migration, and national, 

bilateral, regional and international regulatory frameworks. Economic development and 

employment trends in the RGC were examined, as was the demographic pressure of growing 

youth labour force, the high proportion of informal employment. Another important 

consideration was what the potential impact of regional integration through the formation of 

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015 might mean for Cambodia (ILO, 2020b). 

 A new LMP 2019-2023 is being developed by the Ministry of Labor and Vocational 

Training (MLVT) in collaboration with ILO and IOM (see Section IV).  

The overall objective of this policy is to create a comprehensive and effective framework of 

labour migration governance that protects and empowers women and men throughout the 

complete migration process, making sure that labour migration is done through informed 

decisions, and seeking to ensure a positive and profitable migration experience for all migrants, 

their families and communities, to further contribute to Cambodia's development. Recognizing 

and responding to the distinct needs of migrants with reference to their gender, sector, position, 

and individual characteristics are central to the Policy and its effective implementation (ILO, 

2020b). 

The Policy identifies three specific objectives (ILO, 2020b):  

(1) the formulation and implementation of rights-based and gender-sensitive further 

policies and legislation through social dialogue in many levels;  

(2) the protection and empowerment of male and female migrant employees, no matter 

their standing, through all stages of the migration process; and  

(3) harnessing labour migration and quality to boost social and economic development 

of Cambodia by recognizing that returning migrants are important agents of 

innovation and development.  

The 17 policy goals under the LMP 2015-2018 include a number directly addressing 

collaborative coordination among relevant stakeholders within Cambodia and at the cross-

border level (MLVT, 2014).  
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Goal 2 The RGC should contribute to multi-party and regional cooperation on labour migration 

within ASEAN, with a vision of how regional integration and the AEC will improve decent 

work opportunities for all migrant workers. 

Goal 3: In consultation with social partners and civil society organizations, the RGC should 

establish gender-sensitive, sector-specific minimum standards for MOUs with destination 

countries as a sending condition, including key articles in contracts with employers, before 

deploying workers abroad. 

Goal 4: The MLVT puts more resources on capability building of relevant institutions at 

national and provincial levels and takes a leadership role in strengthening inter-ministerial 

cooperation on labour migration, together with active participation of the Migration Working 

Group of the National Committee for Counter Trafficking (NCCT; see below). 

Goal 9: Government diplomatic services are created or increased in major destination countries 

to supply effective assistance and support to male and female migrant workers without 

discriminating their status. Assistance and support vary depending on actual needs of migrant 

workers, staring from basic (shelter, foods, repatriation facilities) to legal and social protection 

(social security benefits and grievance to labour dispute, etc.)  

Goal 12: The RGC should collaborate with local leaders, development partners, and civil 

society organizations to supply correct and up-to-date information on safe migration strategies 

and employment rights. This should be made available in major migrant-sending communities 

and in transit hubs.  

This policy document  (MLVT, 2014)  provides detailed activities for addressing each of these 

and the other goals, with particular emphasis on the importance of collaborative coordination 

among relevant actors and the sharing of responsibilities and resources as an essential driver 

for achieving the overall objective. Thus, it built upon earlier policies (see the following 

Section) by the MLVT with regard to defining the roles and responsibilities of recruitment 

agencies as a conduit for identifying safe and reliable opportunities for migrant workers abroad. 

2. The Regulation of Recruitment Agencies 

In order to formalize the trans-border employment of mainly low-level workers, the MVLT 

had issued Sub-Decree 190 on the Management of the Sending of Migrant Workers Abroad 

through Private Recruitment Agencies in 2013. According to this, recruitment agencies were 

given the responsibility of finding labour markets and employment opportunities for 
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Cambodian citizens to work abroad, whilst ensuring their subsequent safety there. The aim is 

to help in the promotion of human resource development in Cambodia and contribute to the 

implementation strategies for reducing poverty (MLVT, 2013a). 

It consists of 15 chapters and 43 articles. Of these, Article 5 states that the MLVT shall be the 

competent ministry to manage the sending of Cambodian workers abroad in cooperation with 

the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation.  

Article 31 addressed the issue of the disappearance any worker during the fulfilment of their 

job placement service contract by requiring that the recruitment agencies immediately notify 

the competent authorities, the Ministry of Interior and the MLVT. Thus the subsequent Article 

32 states that, upon receiving information on the disappearance of any migrants while fulfilling 

their working contracts, the labour recruitment agencies shall in real-time give notice to the 

embassy or representative mission of Royal Government of Cambodia to the receiving country, 

the Ministry of Interior and the MLVT.  

Building upon Sub-Decree 190, MLVT issued eight Prakas directed towards filling certain 

gaps to further enforce its implementation.  

Prakas No. 045/13 clarified the terms, with their definitions, used in Sub-Decree No.190 

(MLVT, 2013b).  

Prakas No. 046/13 on the ‘Recruitment Process and Pre-Departure Orientation Training’ 

required that private recruitment agencies should include orientation training for workers 

before migrating for work overseas. Thus the agencies should ensure not only that each worker 

is accessing legal work and is of good physical and mental health; but also has clearly 

understood their responsibilities, including  expected ways of working and the need for 

discipline and vocational skills; their legal rights and benefits; together with the language of 

the workplace and the laws, local way of living and cultural traditions of the receiving country 

(MLVT, 2013c). 

Prakas No. 047/13 states the terms and conditions for licensing a private recruitment agency 

together with other requirements under Cambodian law. Article 1 of this Prakas states that 

"each legal entity is permitted to be a Private Recruitment Agency for recruitment, training on 

orientation, sending and management of Khmer workers to work abroad after authorization of 

Prakas from the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training. Authorization of Private 

Recruitment Agency is the permission for the successful applicant registered company only. 
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The licensed Private Recruitment Agency cannot make sub-contracts, selling any part of own 

Prakas to any person or to any company” (MLVT, 2013d). 

Prakas No. 249 on the ‘Complaint Receiving Mechanism for Migrant Workers’ outlines the 

complaints process and the rights and responsibilities of the MLVT, the Provincial 

Departments of Labour and Vocational Training, the complainant and the respondent (ILO, 

2016). One key independent source has said that “the complaint process is well written in the 

Prakas. Normally, MLVT pays great attention when the issues are reported through media or 

reached out to the officers in charge, but due to [lack of] knowledge and resources among 

migrant workers, this is still challenging in terms of accessibility.”  

Prakas No. 250 on the ‘Inspection on Private Recruitment Agency’ requires that the MLVT 

conduct regular inspections of those registered, in order to assess compliance to the law. This 

states that "the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training shall conduct the inspection on the 

Private Recruitment Agency in order to ensure the effectiveness of the application of laws and 

regulations relevant to the management of sending of Cambodian workers to work abroad. The 

Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training shall conduct the ordinary inspection on the 

premises of all Private Recruitment Agencies including their Pre-Departure Orientation 

Training Centres in accordance with relevant laws and regulations" (MLVT, 2013e). 

Prakas No. 251 on ‘Penalty and Reward to Private Recruitment Agency’ defines the penalties 

and rewards for private recruitment agencies in overseeing the sending of Cambodian workers 

to work abroad. This is based on the General Department of Labor setting up a tripartite 

mechanism involving government, private sector and development partners in order to evaluate 

each private recruitment agency once every two years. This will check on processes such as 

recruitment, pre-departure orientation, sending, job placement, management of the application 

of employment contract, problem-solving, and repatriation of workers (MLVT, 2013f). 

Prakas No. 252 on ‘On-Site Services of the Recruitment Agency and Repatriation’ defines the 

obligation in providing on-site services by private recruitment agencies, with repatriation 

where necessary, in order to effectively strengthen monitoring, coordination and problem-

solving pertaining to living and working conditions of migrant workers. This is to make sure 

migrants are protected and their status is adequately monitored by the private recruitment 

agencies until they return back to their home country (MLVT, 2013g). 

Prakas No. 253 on ‘Promulgation of Minimum Standards of Job Placement Services Abroad 

Contract’ enforces the minimum standards of contracts for job placement services to be 
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implemented among all private recruitment agencies in Cambodia. Article 1 of this Prakas 

states that "the minimum standards of Job Placement Services Abroad Contract attached with 

the annex shall be promulgated in order to ensure effective implementation of the sub-decree 

190, dated 17 August 2011, on the management of sending Cambodian workers to work abroad 

through the Private Recruitment Agency” (MLVT, 2013h). 

By these means, the RGC seeks to strengthen the formal ways for migrant workers to 

voluntarily find safe and reliable employment abroad: those involved can have confidence that 

the proposed job is bona fide but, if things go wrong, there are measures which can be taken to 

try to rescue the situation. 

3. The Regulation of Human Trafficking 

However, as noted in the Introduction, many migrants opt to go through unofficial channels, 

meaning that they are exposed to exploitation by intermediaries who do not have the migrants’ 

personal interests at heart. 

The Law on Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation has the objective of 

protecting the rights and dignity of human beings, to boost the health and welfare of people, to 

preserve and enhance sensible national customs. It thus aims to implement the United Nations 

Protocol to Stop, Suppress, and Penalize Trafficking in Persons, particularly women and 

children, supplementing the UN Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime,  as well 

as recognising additional international instruments and agreements related to human trafficking 

that the RGC has ratified (UNODC, 2020).  

Thus the RGC has established the National Committee for Counter Trafficking (NCCT) is a 

national mechanism for coordination and gathering information concerning the efforts of 

ministries, establishments, national and international NGOs, non-public sector and other 

stakeholders to collaborate for combating human trafficking in clear, responsible and high 

effective manner (Ministry of Interior, 2014).  It comprises six national working groups:  

1) Working Group on Prevention;  

2) Working Group on Protection, Recovery, Reintegration, and Repatriation;  

3) Working Group on Law Enforcement;  

4) Working Group on Justice;  

5) Working Group on Migration; and  

6) Working Group on International Cooperation. 
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4. Increasing Migrant Workers’ Opportunities Through Capacity-Building 

Many migrants are low-skilled, which limits the types of employment which they can seek 

elsewhere and thus their potential wages. 

As a general strategy to increase Cambodia’s competitiveness, the RGC has developed the 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training National Policy 2017-2025 (MLVT, 2017). 

This aims to encourage life-long learning amongst relatively unskilled workers through gaining 

knowledge, technical skills, and competency to become skilled workers and technicians. The 

vision is to improve the livelihood and dignity of people and to enhance the Cambodian 

workforce, including through soft skills relating to their working attitudes and professional 

ethics, in order to increase productivity and competitiveness for lifelong employability in 

decent jobs.  

To achieve this vision, the policy has defined the following goals (MLVT, 2017):  

1) to improve TVET quality to meet national and international market demands;  

2) to increase equitable access to TVET for employment generation;  

3) to promote Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) and aggregate resources from 

stakeholders to support for sustainable development of the TVET system; and  

4) to improve the governance of the TVET system.  

Thus, the policy aims to impose a quality assurance system, with updated training 

methodologies based on educators with the relevant practical experience, together with 

developing the necessary infrastructure including relevant regulations. The aim is to implement 

a system which meets the expectations and requirements of target industrial employers (MLVT, 

2017). 

 A key point is that this will also benefit potential migrant workers, who will be better 

prepared for more lucrative jobs abroad. 

 IV. The Impact of the Ongoing COVID-19 Pandemic 

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic represents both a health and economic crisis as 

highlighted by the UN Secretary General. Because the irruption speedily spread around the 

globe, there was the need for a rapid local response. 

On 27 March 2020, the Cambodia’s Ministry of Interior (MOI) issued letter No. 1007 on the 

control of Khmer citizens returning from Thailand (MOI, 2020). The MOI established working 

groups responsible for coordinating and leading the reception of Khmer citizens. 
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- A deputy provincial governor was to be appointed as the chair with participation 

from municipal/district governors, commune/Sangkat chiefs, armed force and other 

relevant entities where necessary.  

- Each working group was required to communicate and discuss with provincial 

authorities and the armed forces and other competent bodies in Thailand to facilitate 

the return of Khmer citizens through the land borders, ensuring order and safety 

during the border crossing and prevention of Covid-19 spread in Cambodia.  

- Officials had to be appointed to be on stand-by as contact persons with officials or 

competent authorities of Thailand to clearly record the statistics and returning 

situation of Khmer citizens.  

- Thus there was the need to cooperate with competent border checkpoint authorities 

to implement quarantine measures for health monitoring and control of Khmer 

citizens returning through Cambodia-Thailand land border checkpoints, with order 

and safety and meanwhile advice people how to prevent the spread of Covid-19 

during their temporary stay in border areas and while travelling home, as well as ask 

them to self-isolate for 14 days in accordance with procedures determined by the 

Ministry of Health;  

- This included preparing accommodation, food, medicine and medical workers to 

support and provide health care to the people, particularly children, infants, pregnant 

women, and ill people, during their temporary stay in the border areas and deploy 

forces to ensure their safety and protection of their property;  

- There was also the need to collect statistics of returning Khmer citizens and provide 

such information to relevant capital and provincial administrations to follow up on 

their return to their hometowns.  

Thus, in addition, all capital and provincial administrations were required to provide support 

for Khmer citizens after their successful return.  

- Working groups responsible for the internal transfer of Khmer citizens returning from 

Thailand, by appointing a deputy provincial/capital governor as the chair with 

participation from municipal/district governors, commune/Sangkat chiefs, the armed 

forces, and relevant entities where necessary;  
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- These were required to communicate and cooperate with provincial administrations 

bordering Thailand to support and deal with the safe transportation of Khmer citizens 

from the border to their hometowns, including supporting them with food, water, 

materials, and medicine.  

- There was thus the need to ensure people’s safety, health, and property, as well as public 

order during such transport;  

- After this, commune/Sangkat and village authorities had to be instructed to visit 

returnees’ houses and educate them on the 14-day self-isolation in accordance with 

procedures determined by the Ministry of Health and sensitize their families on 

measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19;  

- With the support of municipal/district/Khan authorities, commune/Sangkat and village 

authorities are required to cooperate with the relevant competent authorities to ensure 

that returnees from Thailand properly implemented the 14-day self-isolation according 

to the determined procedures.  

- Also municipal, district, Khan, commune/Sangkat, and village authorities are required 

to cooperate with each other through posters and the use loud speakers to disseminate 

the education messages of the National Committee to Combat COVID-19 for people to 

be informed about the need for prevention of COVID-19 in their areas, especially in 

villages, communes, Sangkats, where there are many returnees from Thailand;  

In April 2020, the MOI announced a ban on all Cambodian migrant returnees coming back 

from Thailand during the time. Following the announcement, MOI encouraged the returnees 

to find job in the country in order to support livelihood during the COVID19 pandemic. There 

have been challenges while migrant returnees are staying the origin country as some of them 

could not support their livelihood for long term. Responding to this concern, the Royal 

Government of Cambodia has created two working groups, the COVID-19 Response Group 

and Food Security Working Group. H.E. Chou Bun Eng, Secretary of State of the MOI and 

Permanence Vice-Chair of National Committee for Counter Trafficking in Person highlighted 

that these two working groups would work together to prepare the policy and national plan to 

resist the challenges from COVID-19 for the long-term needs (Local Media Outlets, 2020). 

IOM Cambodia’s Situation Report 2020 revealed that despite the closure of all the official 

border checkpoints, many migrants were still returning from Thailand both day and night. 

Although border authorities have bilaterally agreed to allow citizens of both countries to cross 



Uy Akhara 

58 
 

the international border points to return home, most migrants are crossing through the 

unofficial and local points of entry. As of August 2020, a total of 112,325 migrants were 

reported to have crossed the border to return home since March 2020. All migrant returnees 

were subject to COVID-19 screening and 14-day quarantine upon their arrival at the border 

before they are allowed to travel to their communities. 

In its effort in protecting migrant workers, the RGC worked closely with the government of 

Thailand to facilitate regularization of workers stranded in Thailand during COVID-19 

pandemic. The Cambodian Embassy in Thailand on 7 August 2020 made an announcement 

that the Royal Thai Government had decided to grant extension on work and stay permit for 

Cambodia under the following four groups (Cambodian Embassy, 2020):  

Group 1: Cambodian workers who finished 4-year contract under the MoU process. 

Group 2:   Cambodian workers under MoU process whose work and stay permit is 

expired as the current employers are not continuing their employment contract 

and cannot change the employer on a specific time. 

Group 3: Cambodian workers and their dependents whose work and stay permit is 

expired (counting from 30 September 2019 to 30 June 2020) due to the 

absence of their employers in sending them for on-time online registration. 

Group 4: Cambodian workers who enter Thailand for daily and seasonal works along 

the border. This group is allowed to temporarily stay and work in Thailand 

from 1 August 2020 to 31 October 2020, subject to legal formalities facilitated 

by the employers. 

During the health crisis, there are also reports of exploitation and abuses happening on migrant 

workers. A variety of people including migrants was targeted by human traffickers. Attention 

from support services are less likely to be met by victims of trafficking while economic 

slowdown created huge number of jobless and at-risk people. About 25 million people 

worldwide were reported to be victims of trafficking. An estimated 2.5 billion people 

worldwide are working in informal sectors, leaving at risk of being unpaid and abuses (VOA, 

2020a). 

Mental health problems were found to be happening among migrant workers. A research, 

which was conducted among 1,200 Cambodian workers in Sa Keo and Surin Provinces of 

Thailand revealed 67.96 percent falls on the prevalence of moderate to high perceived stress, 

while 69.69 percent was on symptom of depression. Poor quality of life, which was related to 
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their high level of stress and the housing provided at the workplace, was found to be with 30 

percent of these workers. The finding was said to be evidence-based showing some insight into 

the conditions and mental health situation of workers stranded in Thailand (VOA, 2020b).   

V. Conclusions 

In collaboration with ILO and IOM, a new Labour Migration Policy (LMP) 2019-2023 is being 

developed by the MLVT. A series of consultations and discussion workshops have been 

organized, aiming at collecting inputs among participants from relevant government agencies, 

development partners, and private sector institutions on the new policy, which is mainly based 

on the existing LMP 2014-2018. Some new key elements include the reduction of migration 

costs; ensuring decent opportunities for women migrant workers; strengthening cooperation 

and responsibility among countries of origin and countries of destination with particular focus 

on skills development and recognition; and promoting services of Migrant Resource Centers 

in relation to safe migration information. Upon endorsement of the new LMP 2019-2023 

(expected during the first half of 2020), the MLVT will work together with IOM and ILO 

(based on interviews and discussions with key informants from the MLVT) on the 

dissemination of the policy among relevant government agencies, skills providers, NGOs, and 

private sector institutions across the nation.  

Based on these findings, it is clear that the RGC is well ahead in the development and 

adaptation of national and international legal instruments in the field of labour migration. The 

further development of clear national policies and regulations, together with a comprehensive 

structure of facilitation and coordination roles among relevant agencies, will lay a clear path 

for the effective management of labour migration in a collaborative manner. The continuing 

development of a collection of legal instruments and policy initiatives, together with that of the 

regional platform for dialogue, should serve as a knowledge hub to more fully involve relevant 

actors who have a direct and indirect involvement in labour migration. This would help 

improve the effectiveness and efficiency of regular migration through enhanced compliance 

and mutually beneficial commitment.  

Thus, in addressing the issues and the loopholes of existing practices, it is important for the 

relevant actors to strengthen compliance with national policies and regulations; as well as to 

work with cross-border and regional counterparts to further fill the gaps in practices which 

have not been properly applied with regard to established legal standards and formal 

agreements.  
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Although Cambodia is well ahead in the development and adaptation of labour migration-

related instruments, there are still some room for improvement. The same applies for those 

countries who are the targets for migrant labour. 

Finally, it is a crucial part to be done through close follow-up, monitoring, and evaluation 

throughout the complete migration process. A set of recommendations is provided in the next 

section.   

VI. Recommendations 

Based on the foregoing, the following are some recommendations regarding how to better 

achieve a win-win situation for migrant workers, their families and the countries involved.  

1) There is the need for coordination and facilitation among relevant stakeholders in 

matching potential migrants with available employment opportunities in the 

prospective host country. 

 Future studies should include in-depth investigations on existing coordination and 

facilitation mechanism among labour migration stakeholders at the regional level 

and how these could be further improved. 

2) There is a need for a clear understanding of existing agreements and legal commitments 

by all parties involved: this includes informing regular migrants of their rights and 

responsibilities, as enshrined in legally-binding contracts which are fair to all parties. 

 Future studies should include the identification of the actors involved and the roles 

which they play. 

3) After migration, compliance by the migrants and their employers and other relevant 

actors in the host country should be monitored on a regular basis to ensure that contracts 

are abided by. 

 Future studies should assess the problems encountered by migrant workers in the 

host country.  

4) Based on accumulating experience, a regular review of relevant legal instruments, 

policies, MOUs and SOPs should be instituted to further fine-tune the regulatory 

processes for the benefit of all concerned. 

5) This could include through the identification of a detailed suite of indicators regarding 

the roles and responsibilities of different actors and coordination mechanisms involved 

for monitoring and evaluation on a regular basis, in order to get a clearer picture of any 

underlying issues. 
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6) This emphasises the need for cross-border collaboration, especially the sharing of 

information among relevant stakeholders through meetings and consultations. 

 Future studies should include surveys on how host countries comply with what is 

expected of them by regular migrant workers.  

7) Existing international and regional guidelines on best practice provide an important 

source for how relevant stakeholders can further achieve this end. 

8) A major issue is the need for coordination to identify and provide assistance and support 

for those who are the victims of trafficking.  

9) Thus, there is the need to help those who have been abused to overcome their trauma 

and return to their home communities. 

10) More generally, in the light of COVID-19, there is the need to attend to the needs of 

returning migrants. 

 Assistance and support (including cash transfer for IDPoor families, relief, 

income generating activities and skills development programmes) should be 

expanded to reach a larger number of returning migrants and their families.4 

 Information on available job opportunities should be widely disseminated 

among returning migrants. 

 Education on resilience to crisis should widely be provided to returning 

migrants and their family members at the communities.5 

 Safe migration education should be promoted to prevent returning migrants 

from re-entering Thailand without informed decision, especially during this 

health crisis.  

 Socio-psychological support should be expanded, especially for those migrant 

returnees affected by COVID-19.6  
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