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Abbreviations and acronyms

ASEAN        Association of Southeast Asian Nations

CEDAW      Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women

COMMIT     Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative against Trafficking

FI         Friends International

GEC         Green Earth Centre

INGO         International non-governmental organization

IOM         International Organization for Migration

LWU         Lao Women’s Union

MoLSW       Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare

MoPS         Ministry of Public Security

MoU         Memorandum of Understanding

NGO         Non-governmental organization

NSC         National Steering Committee on Human Trafficking

PEWC         Protection and Empowerment of Women and Children

SOPs         Standard Operating Procedures

TIPP         Trafficking in Persons Protocol

UNCRC       United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

UNTOC       United Nations Convention on Transnational Organized Crime

VFI         Village Focus International

YAAT         Youth Action Against Trafficking
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Definitions

Definition of Human Trafficking: Human trafficking means the recruitment, moving, transfer, harboring, 
or receipt of any person within or across national borders by means of deception, threats, use of force, 
debt bondage or any other means [and using such person in] forced labor, prostitution, pornography, 
or anything that is against the fine traditions of the nation, or removing various body organs [of such 
person], or for other unlawful purposes.

Definition of Child: Child refers to any person less than eighteen years of age, according to the Lao 
Law and the UNCRC.

Trafficking  victim  as “official returnees”:   Any victim, who is trafficked to Thailand  or other  countries, 
is recognized and certified by the government in the destination country as a “trafficking victim”,  is 
referred to the government shelter for initial assistance and repatriated to Lao PDR through the official 
channel.

Trafficking victims as “push-back cases”: Illegal migrants identified by VFI as potential (or actual) 
trafficking victims pushed back into Lao PDR by Thai police. They are not recognized as victims and 
are not considered eligible for protection and care from the Thai and Lao government.
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Executive summary

VFI’s PEWC program in Lao PDR provides essential direct services to both victims of trafficking and 
those at risk. Since opening the 1st shelter in southern Lao PDR in 2008 the PEWC has assisted 1,029 
survivors working alongside authorities and other service providers. Now nearly 10 years later VFI’s 
victim protection work is more critical than ever. Local communities face increasing pressure on their 
land and livelihoods as a result of large infrastructure and agricultural investment driving particularly 
the youth out in search of employment and income. This search is a risky one in the populous South.

PEWC assists survivors - young women and girls, but also young men and boys - in their physical, 
psychological and social recovery, taking account their safety and protection needs, and overall well-being. 
To successfully reintegrate into society, the PEWC program also works closely with their families 
and communities, and provides life skills, educational and vocational training and opportunities for 
economic opportunity. These services are victim-centered, respectful, holistic and long-term, and are 
grounded in PEWC’s comprehensive standard operating procedures (SOPs).

A number of good practices have been identified in the provision of direct services to trafficking survivors
by PEWC. In general, these practices are firmly rooted in international standards set out in relevant 
international legal instruments or correspond to good practices recognized internationally. More 
importantly, these practices are good because they correspond and fit the local context, needs and 
gaps. The good practices have come about and have been honed over time through persistent effort, 
dedication and innovation.

Art therapy session with shelter residents
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The 8 good practices identified include, but are not limited to the following:

1. “Casting the net wide”: VFI assists not only official returnees from Thailand, but also push-back 
cases from Thailand, internal trafficking victims and vulnerable women and girls referred from 
community level by local authorities or families of trafficking survivors.

2. Being present at the border: The PEWC program is the only counter-human trafficking
 project with an on-going presence at the Lao-Thai border serving push-back cases at the main 

checkpoint, Vang Tao - Chong Mek, for push-back cases between Thailand and Lao PDR. 

3. Providing education and training: A broad range of education and training is provided for 
survivors to gain knowledge and skills to prepare them for life later. 

4. Supporting economic empowerment: PEWC also provides opportunities for income 
 generation for trafficking survivors and their families during the rehabilitation process.

5. Providing mental health services: Through cooperation with hospitals in Pakse and neigh-
boring Ubon Ratchattani, PEWC is able to provide assistance to suffering from trauma.

6. Assisting boys and men: VFI is the only organization that also provides services to male 
trafficking survivors although funding for this necessary work is difficult to obtain.

7. Involving former victims: Peer-to-peer education and learning is one of the most effective 
ways to learn. VFI involve former victims in their work with shelter residents.

8. Cooperating with authorities and other service providers: The PEWC program has a solid 
working relationship with all relevant stakeholders enabling better services.

PART I – Background

I. Human trafficking context

Lao PDR is primarily a source country for human trafficking of women and children, but also men who 
are subjected to sex trafficking and for forced labor. Trafficking often starts as a migration process for 
work abroad with the assistance of brokers charging high fees. Many victims, particularly women, are 
exploited in Thailand’s commercial sex trade, but also for domestic work and in garment factories. 
There are also cases of trafficking of Lao women and girls to other countries such as to Malaysia and 
China. Trafficking into forced marriages has reportedly become more prevalent. Lao men and boys 
are trafficked into the agricultural sector, fishing and construction industries. There are many trafficking 
victims among migrants deported or “pushed back” from Thailand. They are vulnerable to being 
trafficked again. 
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Lao PDR is increasingly a transit country for Vietnamese and Chinese women who are subjected to 
sex trafficking and forced labor in neighboring countries, particularly Thailand. Some Vietnamese 
and Chinese women are also subjected to forced prostitution in Lao PDR such as in connection with 
casinos or Special Economic Zones, reportedly to meet the demand of Asian tourists  and others. 
Although there are fewer reported instances of internal trafficking, trafficking into the sex industry and 
the agricultural sector have been reported. 

The causes of migration and human trafficking are multiple and dynamic. Large-scale  infrastructure 
and agricultural developments are putting local communities and people under a lot of pressure. With 
increasing strain on land, access to livelihoods and poverty, many families find themselves in need 
of new opportunities to sustain themselves. Domestic violence, the onset of illness in the family or 
natural disasters are other factors that may push young people to leave searching for jobs without 
the knowledge and skills to protect themselves. The lure of the cities and a modern lifestyle with its 
gadgets and potent symbols of status far beyond what village life can offer act as pull factors. Amid a 
rule of law void, coupled with networks of brokers and traffickers, young people, particularly women 
and girls, find themselves in a vulnerable position to being trafficked.

The southern part of Lao PDR has a higher percentage of people living in rural areas than the national 
average. Over the past decade large-scale commercial agriculture, mines and hydropower projects 
have increasingly impacted local family farmers and traditional livelihoods. Traditionally there are high 
rates of migration to Thailand from southern Lao PDR and trafficking statistics indicate that Champasak, 
Salavan, and other southern provinces are particularly affected by human trafficking. 

II. Victim protection in Lao PDR

Lao authorities have stepped up their efforts to put in place legislation and measures to combat human

trafficking and protect victims of trafficking. In December 2015, the Law on Anti-Trafficking in Persons 

was approved by the National Assembly, with promulgation of the law in February and the finalization

of the 2016-2020 national action plan the following year.

Training on gardening and growing vegetables at the shelter
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This complements other legislation focused particularly on preventing and combating violence against 
women and children. Lao PDR has established a National Steering Committee on Human Trafficking
(NSC), which is an inter-agency body headed by the Ministry of Public Security (MoPS).

Lao PDR is party to the main relevant international instruments on human trafficking including the UN
Convention on Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) and its Trafficking in Persons Protocol (TIPP), 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). Lao PDR also participates in regional bodies and initiatives
on trafficking such as the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative Against Trafficking (COMMIT) 
process and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Official returnees, Lao trafficking victims identified and provided support in Thailand, are repatriated 
from Thailand to Lao PDR through the Transit Centre operated by  the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare (MoLSW) in Vientiane Capital where the returnees spend around one week. Social Welfare 
officials are responsible for tracing the family of the returnees. Victim service providers such as VFI, 
Sengsavang and Friends International (FI) provide information and conduct some activities for the 
returnees at the Transit Centre. VFI and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) provide 
financial support to repatriate the returnees back to their communities. The repatriation of official 
returnees takes place within the Memorandum of Understanding Between Lao PDR and Thailand to 
Combat Human Trafficking (MoU). Lao authorities have sought to change the lead agency within this 
MoU replacing the MoLSW with MoPS. This change has yet to be officially agreed by Lao and Thai 
authorities impacting on the implementation of the MoU including victim protection related efforts. 

In practice, in Lao PDR assistance to victims of trafficking relies heavily on non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) such as VFI and Sengsavang, and the IOM. There are altogether 4 shelters that 
accommodate victims of trafficking in the country. The 2 shelters in Vientiane are operated by VFI and 
Lao Women’s Union (LWU) respectively. In southern Lao PDR there is a shelter in Savannakhet province
run by Sengsavang and 1 shelter in Pakse operated by VFI. VFI’s shelters are the only shelters that 
focus on human trafficking accommodating victims of victims and those at risk of trafficking. It is also 
only VFI that provides services to male victims of trafficking.

III. Documenting good practice

VFI has been working on human trafficking including victim protection and assistance for more than 
a decade in Lao PDR. These efforts have benefitted many survivors, their families and others, as 
well as their communities. This work should be documented in more detail, but also presented and 
communicated in an attractive and user-friendly format to potential donors to attract to support fund-
raising efforts to ensure the continuation of this important work. 

The task to document and communicate good practices falls under the “Access to Health Services and 
Creation of Sustainable Mechanisms to Improve the Quality of Life for Human Trafficking Survivors, their 
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Families, and those at Risk, in 4 provinces in southern Lao PDR” project. However, the direct services 
and good practices presented herein reflect rather on the multiple efforts and achievements by 
PEWC over the years attributable to various projects and donors.

This report on PEWC Good Practices in Direct Services to Trafficking Survivors is the result of a 
desk review, interviews and a workshop with project staff. In specific, the following methodologies
were used:

•     Desk review of program documents, reports, IEC and promotional materials, research 
     and online materials produced by the program or in cooperation with other stakeholders
•       Interviews with 8 VFI and PEWC management in Vientiane and PEWC staff in Pakse
•    1-day workshop with PEWC staff in Pakse involving mainly group discussions and
         individual interviews.

While the number and diversity of stakeholders consulted is limited, PEWC staff was able to provide
very detailed and rich information. It should be noted that the main focus was on PEWC activities
and direct services to survivors in Pakse given the recent opening of the shelter in Vientiane.
It should also be noted that the documentation of good practices is not an evaluation of the PEWC 
program or any individual projects under the PEWC program.

PART II – PEWC program and protection component

IV. PEWC program

VFI’s work on human trafficking is closely related to its broader interventions at village level and with 
local farmers. When VFI started its community-level work in 2001, the organization became acutely 
aware of the absence of youth and related risky migration practices. This marked the beginning
of VFI’s work to prevent and combat human trafficking in Lao PDR – VFI becoming one of the 
very first INGOs in Lao PDR to initiate a project on human trafficking. The project focused mainly
on human trafficking prevention including education and awareness-raising at community level,
but also regional campaigns and networks on human trafficking. 

These initial actions developed into a full-fledged program – the Protection and Empowerment of 
Women and Children (PEWC) program in Lao PDR. Several projects have been implemented with 
funding coming from a range of donors: ANESVAD, Terre des Hommes Netherlands and other smaller 
grants. The PEWC program is an integrated effort to address issues of exploitation of vulnerable 
people in Lao PDR. In specific, PEWC is focused on the prevention of human trafficking and the 
protection of trafficking survivors in southern Lao PDR. 

The PEWC program consists in 4 main components: prevention, protection, legal advocacy, economic 
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empowerment and social enterprise. These components are closely linked and mutually reinforcing. 
Thus, PEWC’s trafficking assistance efforts need to be considered in a wider context whereby 
particularly prevention and economic empowerment go hand-in-hand with victim protection. 

• Prevention: The Youth Action Against Trafficking (YAAT) component aims to reduce labor 
  and sex trafficking in women and children in Lao PDR by engaging the youth and focusing on
  outreach and awareness at all levels. Through YAAT the PEWC program raises awareness 
  on human trafficking, safe migration and related issues, creates village-level protection 
  networks called Child Protection Unit (CPUs) and helps families and communities be aware
  of and prevent trafficking at community level.

• Protection: PEWC’s protection work focuses on the provision of holistic services and creation
 of sustainable mechanisms to improve the quality of life for trafficking survivors, as well as their 
 families. VFI has established and operates two shelters, a drop-in center and transit center, 
 which provide direct services to trafficking survivors aimed at their recovery, rehabilitation, and 
 reintegration. Certain services provided for trafficking survivors are provided in cooperation
 with PEWC staff working on prevention, or economic empowerment and social enterprise.

• Legal advocacy: The legal advocacy component seeks to achieve two main outcomes: 
  1) ensuring that vulnerable communities and other stakeholders have access to all legal 

 information on trafficking and related issues and know how to use the information to protect 
 children and women from trafficking; and 2) building capacity of key government agencies  
 with particular focus on immigration officials, police, lawyers, the courts and justice department 
 to address trafficking and illegal migration in an equitable and transparent way, in cooperation     
 with non-government actors.

• Economic empowerment and social enterprise: This component focuses on improving skills 
 and increasing livelihood opportunities to trafficking survivors, as well as their families to 
     reduce the risk of trafficking and to prevent the incidence of being re-trafficked. Through this component,
   PEWC enhances self-reliance through improved livelihood skills, including job skills training    
   and training to improve agricultural production, value adding, and market linkages. The Green   
   Earth Centre (GEC) and Dream Weaver shop2 link closely with PEWC’s protection component 
   providing opportunities for livelihoods skills training and income generation for trafficking survivors 
  and their families.

2 The Green Earth Center and Dream Weaver shop are described in more detail under the section on good practices .
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V.  PEWC protection component and services

i. Facilities and referral system

In 2008 VFI opened a shelter for trafficking survivors in Pakse, Champasak province, in southern Lao 
PDR. This was a milestone in itself making it possible to offer services to survivors from the southern 
part of the country closer to their home communities. This marked the beginning of more concerted 
efforts and projects aimed at providing assistance to trafficking survivors. 

In 2014 the project titled ‘Access to health services, livelihood options, and, and immigration services 
for human trafficking survivors, their families and pushback cases in 4 provinces of southern Laos’ 
was launched with funding from ANESVAD. Following the completion and evaluation of this project, 
a second phase of the project was launched in October 2015. The current project is now coming to 
an end on 31 March 2017. 

PEWC’s experience and capacity to provide quality direct services to survivors have increased 
over the years. At the same time, it is clear that trafficking survivors are often in need of professional 
assistance requiring specific training and expertise, which are difficult to find in Lao PDR. Thus, VFI 
has approached this challenge through building both internal capacity and working closely with other 
service providers. The provision of mental health services is an illustrative example in this context. 

The PEWC program has the following main facilities for trafficking survivors:

• Shelters:  VFI operates two shelters – 1 in Pakse, Champask province, and 1 in Vientiane. 
The shelter in Pakse – coined ‘Home of Dreams’ by its residents and ex-residents 
 – opened in October 2008 and has 35 beds. It serves young women up to 25 years old and 
girl victims of trafficking or identified to be at risk of trafficking. Boys, who are sons of survivors, 
under 12 years old, are also admitted. 60-70% of the residents are children. The vast
majority is from southern Lao PDR and has been returned by Thai authorities.
Some residents, especially the push-back cases, have usuallyalready been in the drop-in 
center, returned home and spent time there before coming to the shelter. Official returnees 
come directly to the shelter without going through the drop-in center. To date, 219 trafficking 

survivors have been assisted at the shelter.

Home of Dreams provides a safe home for the trafficking survivors where holistic and compre
hensive care is provided to help them in their rehabilitation process. They receive all basic 
necessities and services aimed at enhancing overall well-being and healing such as health-
care, counseling and psychological care. A medical check-up is conducted upon arrival
of new residents complemented by regular weekly health check-ups. Many survivors
need medical care to treat physical injuries, diseases and psychological trauma. 
Various life skills and vocational training activities are conducted at the shelter or outside 
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with support from the shelter. Recreational activities such as sports and study tours are also 
arranged. The overall aim is to rehabilitate and reintegrate the survivors back into society.
In 2016 VFI opened up a 2nd shelter with a capacity of 20-25 beds in Vientiane Capital 
offering similar services aimed primarily at survivors from the northern and central provinces
of the country. The duration of stay of stay varies from a few months to 2-3 years depending
on the conditions and wish of the individual survivor.

• Drop-in center: As an initial window to the shelters, VFI operates a drop-in center, which 
functions as a temporary way station to receive the push-back cases and to conduct in-depth
interviews, victim identification and to provide basic assistance. The drop-in center also rceives 
young women, girls, young men and boys at risk referred by local authorities in communities 
or by the police directly.The interviews seek to identify the status of the survivor as a trafficking
victim or at risk, and to piece together a picture of the causes and related events. The particular
trafficking experience of each individual survivor, including whether family or friends were 
complicit, and the abuse the survivor suffered, for example if the victim has become infected 
with HIV, are some of the extremely important considerations for providing appropriate care 
and assistance. The drop-in center also serves to provide information, give assistance to those 
about to migrate, and to educate the general public.  Since migration is a common path to 
economic opportunity, VFI, through these drop-in center, promotes ‘safe migration’ and survvors
of trafficking being served by VFI often play an important role as peer-educators.

• Transit center:  At the end of March 2016, a transit center located at the Lao – Thai border 
check point (Vang Tao – Chong Mek) in southern Laos was built and is fully operational. The 
transit center was funded and built by VFI in cooperation with relevant authorities and serves 
primarily push-back individuals, with initial assistance that includes a safe, temporary place 
to stay, food and water, clothes, shoes and other basic items.  Through the work of VFI at the 
transit center potential trafficking survivors have been able to access services particularly at 

Shelter residents taking part in sports activities and study tours
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the drop-in center and shelter.

In addition to these facilities, the PEWC program provides services aimed primarily at skills development 
and economic empowerment in its Dream Weaver shop and at the Green Earth Centre. Through its 
extensive network of contacts, PEWC provides or supports services to survivors through the private 
sector and government centers for example for hairdressing, automobile mechanic repairing etc. 

The below graphic shows the referral system of the PEWC program:

There are 4 main ways in which survivors come into contact with PEWC:

1. Official returnees: The Department of Social Welfare may refer official returnees to VFI 
either in Vientiane or Pakse. The returnees normally have to return to their communities 
first before coming to a shelter. 

2. ‘Push-back’: Through PEWC’s work at the Vang Tao - Chong Mek border survivors are 
 identified amongst the push-back cases. Some are referred to the drop-in center before
 returning home, while others are supported to go home directly. Only exceptionally are 
 survivors referred directly to a shelter from the drop-in center without going back to their
 communities. 

3. Referrals by local authorities: There are cases where survivors are referre to a PEWC
  shelter by local authorities.
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4. Referrals by service providers: Some cases are referred to a PEWC shelter by other 
 service providers such as Sengsavang in Savannakhet province, FI in Vientiane or others.

ii. Direct services

VFI provides direct services to trafficking survivors in accordance international standards,which 
requires taking measures to assist survivors in their physical, psychological and social recovery, taking 
into account the survivors’s safety and protection needs, in cooperation with other stakeholders engaged 
in assistance to trafficking survivors. This includes providing appropriate and safe accommodation,
psychological and material assistance, medical care, counseling and information, vocational and 
livelihoods training, economic empowerment, and access to education for addition. The PEWC 
program has a strong focus on vocational and livelihoods training and economic empowerment 
corresponding with the country situation in which outbound risky migration and subsequent trafficking 
is often spurred by lack of economic and livelihoods opportunities. PEWC offers some legal support, but 
in most cases any legal proceedings in Thailand are already completed by the time survivors come to 
the shelter. Together the services and specific support to each resident help them take back control 
of their lives. Clearly there is no quick fix in addressing the needs of trafficking survivors. Shelters 
are costly to maintain and they entail a investment in a small population of survivors. The care provide 
cannot end once a survivor takes the first steps toward an independent life. Follow-up and continuity 
of care are an integral part of the rehabilitation, recovery and reintegration process. 

To date 1,029 trafficking survivors – women, girls, men and boys – have received various forms of 
assistance through the PEWC program. This includes: 715 push-back cases that received immediate
assistance, support to return home and/or stay at the shelter; 253 official returnees that received 
support to return to their families and/or stay at the shelter; and, 61 survivors of domestic violence 
and other vulnerable individuals that were provided with shelter services.

 A male survivor taking driving lessons
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The main direct services provided by PEWC:

1. Immediate and initial assistance: This involves providing basic assistance in the form of: a 
temporary safe place to stay, food, water, shoes and clothes. Initial interviews or screening

 of push-back cases and migrants in the process of entering Thailand are conducted to assess
  potential trafficking survivors. This is conducted at the transit center. Further assistance and 

more in-depth interviews are conducted with those referred to the drop-in center. Information 
on the services is provided in both locations. 

2. Healthcare: The shelter conducts regular health check-ups of the residents, as well as 
medical care and assistance including for those suffering from trauma . A basic course on 
health is also conducted.

3. Counseling: Individual and group counseling focused on the psychological / psychothera 
peutic needs of the residents is conducted at the shelter. Other exchanges and sharing 
between the residents are also arranged.

4. Education: Informal and formal education is provided and supported by the shelter.  Children
  are assisted to attend school if deemed possible. 

5. Life skills training: A number of courses are conducted at the shelter on a regular basis 
 such as on food, nutrition, migration etc. Other courses on team work, decision-making, 

self-protection mechanisms etc. are also conducted at the shelter. The shelter organizes 
sports activities, study tours and art therapy.

6. Vocational training: A number of opportunities for vocational training are offered at the 
shelter and in outside facilities. This includes for example cooking, sewing, weaving, food 
processing and chicken-raising. 

7. Economic empowerment and social enterprise: PEWC supports economic empower-
ment and social enterprise training of survivors and their families primarily at the Dream 
Weaver shop and at the GEC.

8. Reintegration: Survivors are supported to go back to their families and communities, and 
reintegrate back into society. PEWC provides small grants and equipment depending on 
the plans of the individual survivor. To prevent re-trafficking particular attention is paid to 
victims who, for fear of stigma or social ostracism or because they lack access to sustainable 

 income generating opportunities, cannot or do not want to return home.

9. Follow-up: PEWC provides follow-up to trafficking survivors for up to 2 years in the form 
of visits and regular contact over the phone after they have returned home or have reinte-
grated in a different way. Individual follow-up is conducted to assess needs such as relations 
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with the family, poverty, job opportunities, psycho-social support and stigma.

In addition to these direct services to survivors, there are three main indirect services, which complement
and support the direct services:

1. Assistance to trace other survivors: PEWC provides assistance to trace other potential 
 survivors of trafficking such as through other organizations or networks in Thailand. For 

example, families or authorities contact PEWC for assistance, or information is revealed 
during interviews with survivors. 

2. Case management conference: Case management conferences bring together staff from 
the shelter and Social Workers to discuss, come up with a plan and assess progress and the

 next steps for each single case. These conferences are conducted at the very beginning 
when a survivor comes to the shelter, during the rehabilitation process, and at the end 
before leaving the shelter.

3. Family and community assessment: PEWC conducts a family and community assessment 
 of each survivor prior to a potential stay at the shelter and afterwards in the following instances:

• After returning home from the PEWC drop-in center

• Official returnees that VFI takes responsibility for particularly from the southern provinces 

that have returned to their communities

• Survivors of domestic violence and others deemed vulnerable to trafficking at community level

• After returning home after staying at the PEWC shelter

 Such assessments are neccessary in order to assess the conditions of the survivors, their families
  and communities and to develop individual assistance plans. Together with the family and the 

PEWC conducts family and community assessments prior to and after a trafficking survivor’s stay at the 
shelter
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 survivor options are discussed and any decision to come to the shelter later is voluntary. In total, 
family and community assessments have been conducted for 425 female and male trafficking 
survivors.

PART III – PEWC good practices in providing direct services

VI. Standard operating procedures and comparative advantages

VFI’s provision of direct assistance to human trafficking survivors and subsequent good practices 
are guided by a set of standard operating procedures (SOPs) compiled in VFI’s ‘Direct  Assistance 
Handbook for Survivors of Human Trafficking in the Lao PDR’. The SOPs include a number of guiding
principles.

In brief, PEWC’s approach to direct services of trafficking survivors is victim-centered, respectful, holistic 
and long-term. Each survivor is assisted based on a case management plan developed and carried 
out by a multi-disciplinary team. Direct services are tailored to the individual needs, interests and 
preferences, with input also sought from the survivors’ families. PEWC follows up with each survivor 
in the reintegration process for up to two years after leaving the shelter.

In implementing these SOPS, the PEWC program is considered to have two main assets or comparative 
advantages. Firstly, VFI is a recognized and trusted organization and stakeholder in Lao PDR and in 
the human trafficking sector. The organization has a long-standing track record working across a wide 
spectrum of trafficking issues both at community and central levels, as well as on bilateral relations and 
cooperation between Lao PDR and Thailand, and regionally. Considering the sensitivities attached to 
human trafficking, VFI through its PEWC program plays a critical role in addressing human trafficking 
in Lao PDR not least in terms of its victim protection work. 

Secondly, the PEWC program counts on trained, committed and motivated national staff. In 
Pakse the staff includes: Shelter Manager, Counselor, Child Care Worker, Nurse, Social Workers 
and Social Enterprise Worker. Most staff has worked for 8 years or more with PEWC and some 
since the shelter was opened in late 2008. The shelter staff is trained on topics such as: laws 
and rights of trafficking survivors, guidelines for interventions aimed at healing and recovery of 
traumatized survivors, communication skills, first-aid and CPR training, basic counseling principles, 
multi-disciplinary approaches and team work in delivering services, and other topics.

VII. 8 good practices in providing direct services

There are a number of features and practices that stand out in PEWC’s direct services to trafficking 
survivors. Taking into account international standards and recognized good practices in victim 
assistance, 8 practices are considered ‘good practices’ and discussed in more detail.
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A major added value of the PEWC program and its protection work is that it targets both recognized 
victims and those at risk of becoming trafficked. It is widely known that only a fraction of trafficking 
survivors are identified and receive necessary assistance. In the context of Lao PDR, Lao trafficking
survivors identified in Thailand are commonly understood to make up the bulk of  survivors in Lao 
PDR. Yet, PEWC’s victim identification efforts have uncovered many survivors who otherwise 
would not have been identified or offered assistance. VFI’s strategic decision to target push-back 
cases complements the efforts of the authorities and also challenges current victim protection
work largely centered on official returnees only, but also internally trafficking victims. VFI’s work targeting 
push-back cases also includes boys and men.Thus, it is an approach, which ‘casts the net wide’ 
whereby proactive victim identification regardless of gender and age results in more survivors being 
identified and benefitting from various types of assistance.

PEWC also casts the net wide in terms of its approach to actively involve the families of 
survivors in the individual survivor’s rehabilitation, recovery and reintegration process. To the extent 
possible and provided all parties agree, survivors return to their families and communities. Families
also have a say in the choice of vocational training, as the choice may impact on the likelihood to 
obtain gainful employment or income for the survivor later. Survivors and their families have the 
opportunity to sell products through the Dream Weaver shop. A number of families of survivors live 
and work at the GEC benefitting from the livelihoods training and opportunities this large organic 
farm offers. With families actively involved in the reintegration, as well as in economic and social 
empowerment activities through PEWC, survivors have a broader support network to help them 
succeed.

Discussions with a family of a trafficking survivor and with village authorities at a Child Protection Unit 
in Salavan province

Through working with both victims and those at risk PEWC helps to bridge the gap between 
prevention and protection. Importantly, those at risk have an opportunity to reintegrate

#1. Casting the net wide
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successfully  back into society and avoid being trafficked. This is achieved primarily through life skills 
training, education and vocational training equipping them to better meet the demands of life. 

The linkages between VFI’s protection and prevention work come to fore in the organization’s
trafficking prevention work at village level. This work includes education and awareness-raising,
and institutional support systems such as the CPUs. VFI has created CPUs in 45 villages
in Salavan province and they, in particular, form an essential protection mechanism for trafficking
efforts.  CPUs engage officials, citizens and youth (including survivors of trafficking) to both prevent and 
care for young people in the community.  For those who are exploited or trafficking victims, the CPU 
educates the community on how to protect and care for them, and in the process creates a healthier 
and stronger community. In this way target communities and neighboring communities know about 
PEWC’s services, where and how to ask for assistance. 

This integrated approach significantly expands the reach and impact of the PEWC program in 
addressing trafficking in Lao PDR. 

   #2. Being present at the border

PEWC is the only human trafficking project in Lao PDR with an ongoing presence at the Lao-Thai border. 
Since the opening of the transit center at the Vang Tao – Chong Mek border checkpoint in March 
2016, a PEWC Social Worker works closely with immigration officials directly at the checkpoint on 
push-back cases. Up until last year police would bring push-back cases to the drop-in center in Pakse. 

View of the Vang Tao – Chong Mek border checkpoint between Lao PDR and Thailand 

Now immigration officials bring push-back cases over to the transit center where they are provided 
with initial assistance such as a temporary safe place, food and water, as well as clothes, shoes 
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and other basic personal necesities. The police and immigration authorities also bring individuals 
caught while attempting to cross the border illegally. 

The Social Worker interviews the push-back individuals, as well as others in the process of migrating, 
determining whether some are potential victims of trafficking or at risk. In practice, when the Social 
Worker conducts the initial interviews a number of cases are flagged and referred to receive additional
levels of assessment and interviews at the drop-in center. Thus, some are referred to the drop-in center,
while others are provided with assistance to return home. A limited number of push-back cases are
referred directly to the shelter. Prior to this everybody receives information on the services 
PEWC can provide.

The center is one of a kind in Lao PDR, and serves to help VFI and authorities to better understand
the experience of push-back individuals, and improve the service provision to them. Though not 
officially identified as trafficking victims, VFI has through initial interviews of push-back cases been 
able to identify dozens of trafficking victims both female and male - and provide support not only
to them but also those at risk at the drop-in center and shelter.

PEWC is also present at the MoLSW transit center. This center serves the official returnees from
Thailand, who spend up to a week there before returning home. A Social Worker spends time with
the returnees and introduces them to VFI’s services.

VFI recognizes the importance of giving options and opportunities for trafficking survivors to develop
their knowledge and skills to prepare them for life after leaving the shelter. To avoid trafficking or 
re-trafficking and lead healthy and productive lives, different types of educational and vocational training 
are offered. PEWC focuses on: life skills training, informal and formal education, and vocational 
training. 

#3. Providing education and training

 

 Nang Muuk

Nang Muuk escaped a situation of forced labour in Thailand. She was only 16 years old 
when she came to the shelter in Pakse. She was from Champasak province. She stayed 
aboout 7 months and developed an interest in tailoring and took vocational training to 
enhance her tailoring skills. After leaving the shelter she went back to her home village, but 
there were limited opportunities. She then left for Vientiane, but was not happy with the job 
she got there. She returned to the shelter asking for an opportunity to work teaching other 
girls in return for some money. PEWC helped her to get in contact with a family producing 
bags and handicrafts. They had a shop in Vientiane and in Pakse. She did well and so 
did the family business. They soon opened a factory with a Japanese investor. She was 
selected to be trained further in China. She completed the training and continued working 
with the factory. She was able to support her brothers to study and open a motorbike repair 
shop. She came to tell her story to residents at the shelter twice in 2016.
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Life skills’ training is provided to all residents at the shelter on a regular basis. This is to ensure that 
everybody has basic knowledge on key issues such as human trafficking, migration, HIV/AIDS etc. 
Many survivors have low self-esteem, confidence and trust in people following their experiences. At 
the shelter they attend courses on how to work as a team, how to take decisions, plan ahead, how to 
protect oneself amongst other topics. The shelter also organizes sports activities, study tours and 
art therapy. This provides opportunities to engage in more physical activities, be creative and get 
impressions from other places – all important for healing and recovery.

Children in school age are encouraged and supported to go to school if this is deemed possible 
depending very much on the condition of the individual survivor. Teachers from the Education Department
also come to the shelter and give lessons there. 

Vocational training is based on a realistic analysis of the market  demand for skills and take into 
account both the individual and their families. Training for the shelter residents is provided on topics 
such as: beauty salon, cooking, sewing and weaving. Survivors can also take courses helping them 
to gain skills in raising livestock and food processing. For instance, survivors can learn how to raise 
ducks, chickens, fish and frogs, and how to grow mushrooms. Vocational training is complemented 
by a basic training course on accounting and business skills. For example, if a survivor plans to open 
up a small shop it is important to keep a daily account and keep track of expenses and income in a 
systematic way.

Importantly, upon completion of a course, survivor performance and interest is assessed. A case 
management conference is held to determine the next steps. The aim is to equip survivors with knowledge 
and skills they can use to gain a living when they leave the shelter. As part of the family assessment 
conducted prior to a survivor coming to stay at the shelter, needs and priorities of the survivor’s family 
are identified. This helps to better determine the best fit in terms of training for individual survivors.

Weaving and cooking at the shelter
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It should be noted that there are a range of objectives and benefits with the training and 
educational opportunities. At the most basic level, learning can help survivors to feel happy and 
have something to look forward to. It can be therapy in itself and help to gain self-confidence
in mastering more situations in life and staying safe. At a more advanced level, training and education
provides perspectives and directions for life coupled with work skills.

VFI recognizes that successful reintegration not only hinges on future opportunities for income 
generation but also the need to earn some money also during the rehabilitation and recovery phase.
In fact, it is commonly known that some survivors decline coming to a shelter due to the need to support 
their families economically.  They simply cannot  afford being in a shelter as others rely on their financial
support. Thus, PEWC offers a combination of training and courses with the objective to alleviate short to 
medium-term income needs, as well   as  skills  development  and job placements for more long-term 
employment and income opportunities. At the same time, a key consideration is to offer vocational 
and livelihoods training, which is in demand and that can provide viable options for living. 

The PEWC program provides services aimed at economic empowerment in these key facilities:

•    Dream Weaver shop: Many survivors start working in the Dream Weaver shop using the  
skills they have learned at the shelter. For example, they may have learned how to sew and 
weave, or how to process food. Their products and that of others including their families are 
sold in the shop. Products include flowers, Lao silk skirts, decorated pillows, processed food 
and more. The shop also receives specific requests from restaurants or hotels in Pakse. 

Thus, the shop provides opportunities for income generation for survivors and their families, 
as well as skills development. The Dream Weaver shop is located in the building next to the 
drop-in center.

#4. Supporting economic empowerment
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•   Green Earth Centre: Since 2009 the GEC provides training to improve and develop the 
production, processing, and marketing of agricultural and forest goods to support farmers and 
local businesses in creating a variety of products in demand. For example (After training on 
food processing, products are sold to the Dream Weaver shop). The Centre is located in Lao 
Ngam district, Salavan province, and serves as a 40 hectare demonstration farm and training 
center in cooperation with the Department of  Non-Formal Education. Through the GEC families 
of survivors, as well as male survivors, are able to access livelihoods training and generate income
for themselves. At present 70 families of trafficking survivors stay at the GEC. 

The PEWC program is able to provide significant services to survivors suffering from mental health 
problems and trauma. In general, this is one of main gaps not only for trafficking survivors, but also 
for others suffering from mental health problems in Lao PDR. It is a highly specialized area requiring 

specific expertise commonly lacking in the Lao health sector. At the same time, depending on the 
case, it can be a vital part in the survivor’s rehabilitation process. Often the first step in the process 

Male survivors at work at the Green Earth Centre

#5. Providing mental health services

 

Art therapy and counseling sessions are conducted for shelter residents 



PEWC Good Practices in Direct Services to Trafficking Survivors 25

is to be able to recognize the symptoms indicating that specialized assistance is required.

While PEWC does not have an in-house mental health expert, staff and particularly the nurse is 
trained to identify mental health issues and take corresponding action. In order to provide more holistic 
services PEWC has established good cooperation with the provincial hospital in Pakse, as well as 
the Simahapho Hospital in Ubon Ratchattani. PEWC can contact these hospitals and access their 
services. Simahapho Hospital has a dedicated facility serving patients who have mental health 
problems.

VFI is the only organization that provides assistance to male survivors of trafficking.Between September 
2015 and November 2016 PEWC implemented a specific project with funding to provide services to 
male victims and those at risk. In total, 218 male trafficking survivors were assisted and among them 
PEWC was able to identify 20 male victims of trafficking demonstrating that there is a need for direct 
services also to male survivors. However, there is still some way to go to break the stereotype that 
men are not victims. 

PEWC could provide: (1) safe accommodation and initial screening at the border; (2) comprehen-
sive case processing and services at a drop-in center for men set up in Pakse; and (3) livelihood 
opportunities at the GEC and other training facilities. 

#6. Assisting boys and men

 

 
            Nang Ee 

Nang Ee was very traumatized when she came to the shelter in 2014. She was a push-back case and 19 
years old. She could not do much. One time shelter staff found her sitting in the corner of the shower 
after an hour. She needed help with all basic things. She was provided assistance at both Pakse Hospital 
and at the Simahapho Hospital in Ubon Ratchatani in Thailand where she was examined and received 
medication. After 3 months she was starting to improve a bit. She could do a bit of sewing and cleaning, and 
other house work. It seemed she enjoyed that although she could not do it well. She could remember the 
names of her mother and father, but could not remember where she was from. Later she could remember 
the name of the village. PEWC managed through local authorities to locate her village in Bolikhamxay 
province, but her parents were no longer there. They later managed to trace the family in Saysomboun 
province where they had moved 3 years ago. PEWC got hold of the phone number through village 
authorities and called the family. It was 8 pm in the evening and the father picked up the phone. He cried 
when he heard that his daughter had been found. He soon came to visit her and they met in the drop-in 
center. She did not recognize him but he cried because it was his daughter. Her condition now started to 
improve more and she could remember more. After another month she returned to her family together 
with two Social Workers. She later came back for further treatment in Thailand twice. She had improved 
markedly. She could now function almost 100% and help her family.
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Overall the services provided to male survivors were similar to the regular services provided to female
survivors:

•	 Recovery services, including physical and mental healthcare, and counseling. 
•	 Customized vocational training in the fields of agriculture, food processing, carpentry, small 

engine repair, and other livelihood skills. 
•	 Job placement and/or assistance to start a small business.

•	 Scholarships to other training centers.

The main difference for the male survivors was the focus on providing vocational and livelihoods 
training options, and economic empowerment at the GEC. A simple dorm was built at the GEC to 
serve the push-back males, who attended basic agriculture and livestock-raising training there. The 
dorm served as the shelter with corresponding services

PEWC still tries to assist male survivors although there is no specific funding for this purpose at 
present.

 

 Tan Buun

Tan Buun had been trafficked into forced labor in Thailand. He had worked at a farm in 
Thailand without salary. He was a push-back case, but identified as a victim of trafficking by 
PEWC. He was 19 years old and stayed first at the drop-in center. He was from Savannakhet
province and returned home, but after a month he came back again. He was interested in 
receiving vocational training to become a mechanic. PEWC supported him to stay in the 
dorm at a labor development center in Pakse. At the weekend he stayed at the drop-in 
center where he attended life skills training covering topics such as: human trafficking, safe 
migration, health, drug use and HIV/AIDS. He studied for 3 months followed by 2 months 
of practice. After completing the practice, he got a short-term job at a car mechanic shop in 
Pakse before returning home.
.

Motorcycle maintenance training at the government 
vocational training center Life skills training at the drop-in center
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VFI understands the powerful impact of peer-to-peer learning. While there is no identical survivor 
story or experience, the testimony of a former victim that has recovered and has been successful in 
life afterwards can provide a beacon of light to other survivors. Over the years a number of survivors 
have succeed in various ways. Their ways to recovery and way back to ‘normal’ life provide pathways 
for others. In this way, former victims become role models.  A former resident, Nang Dyan (see box) 
runs a beauty and hairdressing salon and provides opportunities for survivors to practice in her salon.  
Another way to involve former victims is to visit them to get a glimpse of their lives and daily activities, 
as part of study tours organized by the shelter.

The informal sharing of experiences among more experienced residents at the shelter and newly 
arrived survivors can also serve a similar purpose, as well as to develop friendships, bonding and 
solidarity – vital for trust-building and taking steps towards rehabilitation and recovery. 

#7.  Involving former victims

 

 
Nang Dyan

Nang Dyan was referred to by the local Lao Women’s Union in her village. She was 

considered at risk of trafficking. She came to the shelter at the age of 17. She took an 

interest in hairdressing and studied for 4 months at a private hairdresser through PEWC. 

She earned 400,000 kip (about $ 50) per month. After leaving the shelter she was offered 

a permanent job there and a salary of 1,300,000 kip (about  $ 150) per month. She helped 

her mother to build a house and got married. She opened her own beauty salon and got 

some equipment from PEWC to help her in the process. She has helped residents shelter 

to learn hairdressing at her beauty salon and has told her story to others in the shelter.

A survivor practicing at a beauty salon
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Some former victims stay regularly in contact and cooperate with the shelter. The fact that both 
trafficking victims and those at risk are together in the shelter provide ample opportunities to share 
experiences and learn especially from the victims’ trafficking experiences. This can have a preventative
effect to reduce the risk of being trafficked later.

VFI knows through its extensive work in Lao PDR that fostering solid working relationships 
with the authorities and other relevant stakeholders is essential. This is no less true in the work 
to provide direct services to trafficking survivors and to be able to provide the best possible
support to each individual survivor. On a more general level, strong coordination and cooperation 
among government, civil society and international agencies – formal or informal – are integral to 
effective counter-trafficking prevention, prosecution and protection efforts. 

It took a lot of effort to convince authorities to allow VFI to build a transit center at the Vang Tao – 
Chong Mek border checkpoint. It is even more astonishing considering that the purpose of the transit 
center is to handle push-back cases to identify victims of trafficking and those at risk – a problem 
not officially recognized in Lao PDR although VFI enjoys good cooperation with immigration officials 
and police in this work for a number of years already. Immigration police cooperate with VFI to bring 
push-back cases to the transit center. This work has also benefitted male push-back cases, who are 
not a priority for victim assistance by authorities or other service providers in the country. 

In coordination with PEWC, police authorities also interview survivors at the drop-in center mainly 
with the view to obtain any relevant information regarding the brokers and traffickers.

# 8. Cooperating with authorities and other service   
       providers

Medical check-ups and treatment are often provided in cooperation with provincial health authorities and personnel
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PEWC works closely with the authorities in assisting official returnees helping to fill gaps and needs 
the authorities cannot cover. Through this work PEWC also works with other organizations such as
IOM and Sengsavang. Together with IOM, VFI provides repatriation support to official returnees. 
Sengsavang has referred trafficking cases to VFI.

The story of Nang Viengmon (see box) demonstrates that sometimes good solutions for survivors 
can best be provided in cooperation with other stakeholders. Each stakeholder contributes
what it can helping to reduce costs and pool resources, and more importantly, carve out
a desired solution for the survivor in question. The story of Nang Ee (see box under ‘providing mental
health services’) is a story, which shows good cooperation on two main accounts. Firstly, the health
providers worked together to provide mental health across the border. Secondly, Nang Ee and 
PEWC staff could cross the border with no or limited immigration documents for Nang Ee in order 
to go to hospital for treatment. VFI also cooperates extensively with local authorities in the CPUs. 

 

 
     Nang Viengmon

Nang Viengmon was an official trafficking returnee and from Salavan province. She was only 14 years 
old when she came to the shelter in 2013. She had been referred by Sengsavang in Savannakhet 
where she had stayed for 1.5 year.  She went to school while she was there, but was considered a 
complicated case. This was the 2nd time she had been trafficked in Thailand. The 1st time she had stayed 
at the AFESIP shelter in Vientiane. While at the PEWC shelter she went to school for 2.5 years before 
leaving the shelter and returning home. She could continue schooling through support from the district 
education office, school authorities and VFI. She could stay at the school dormitory for free. PEWC 
supported her with school materials, food and clothing. She is now keen to study more to become
a teacher and may have a good chance to get a scholarship for her teacher training education.
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