Counter trafficking in Japan

It has been three years since Japan launched its first National
Action Plan of Measures to Combat Trafficking in Persons.

The International Organization for
Migration (IOM)’s involvement in
the problem of human trafficking

in Japan dates back to 1996 when

it published a report exposing the
unacceptable situation of Filipino
women trafficked to Japan. That
report and earlier warnings by NGOs
received little public attention. In
2003, however, the UN Committee
on the Elimination of Discrimination

against Women' recommended that
the Japanese government increase its
efforts to combat human trafficking
and in 2004 the US Department of
State’s annual Trafficking-in-Persons
Report? dishonourably listed Japan

in the Tier 2 Watchlist, triggering a
greater readiness on the government'’s
part to acknowledge the problem

of human trafficking in Japan.

Naoko Hashimoto

An Inter-Ministerial Task Force,
established in April 2004, adopted the
National Action Plan in December

of that year and the Plan came into
force in April 2005.> Meanwhile, the
Japanese parliament approved the
ratification of the Protocol to Prevent,
Suppress and Punish Trafficking

in Persons, Especially Women and
Children (the Palermo Protocol)
Supplementing the UN Convention
Against Transnational Organized
Crime.* A number of laws and
regulations were amended over the
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following months to prevent human
trafficking, to protect trafficked
victims’ and to criminalise the act
of human trafficking — unusually
rapid action for the Japanese
government, particularly given the
high sensitivity attached to human
rights issues of migrants in Japan.

Representing the human rights and
the best interests of each victim,
IOM has set up a broad range of
protection and assistance activities
for victims in Japan in coordination
with other concerned parties®
while in the countries of origin
IOM'’s work emphasises the need
to empower survivors in order to
facilitate recovery and rehabilitation
as well as to prevent them being
re-trafficked and to provide
alternative livelihood including

the option of regular migration.

Victim identification:
a challenge

IOM has helped 128 victims identified
in Japan to voluntarily return to and
reintegrate in their country of origin
over the last three years. No-one
knows the actual number of trafficked
people in the world” but the number
is low considering that more than
nine million non-Japanese persons
entered Japan during 2007 alone.

Conditions in Japan are conducive to
attracting traffickers: such as limited
legal opportunities for migration,
increasing demand for cheap labour
in some service sectors and Japan’s
significant economic advantage
over most of its neighbours. One
can assume that this small number
of identified victims does not
reflect the true reality but rather
reflects the difficulties associated
with outreach to potential victims
and victim identification given the
ever more sophisticated control
techniques employed by traffickers.

All the victims identified are women
and girls. This confirms the strong
gender-stereotype attached to
trafficking in Japan, even though
not all these were subject to sexual
exploitation; some were exploited
for their labour. Contrary to the
general expectation that many victims
would be rescued from the red-light
districts in Tokyo, most victims

were working in bars and pubs in
smaller cities and towns and many
victims were found in rural areas.

The majority of
victims come from
either the Philippines
or Indonesia, with a
handful of victims
from Thailand and a
few from Colombia,
China and the Republic
of Korea. This is
contrary to the general
expectation that the
majority of victims
would be Colombian,
Filipino and Thai, and
indicates how quickly
traffickers adapt to
the development of
counter-trafficking
measures and shift
their trafficking routes
and target countries.

The types of visa used
to enter Japan were
mostly ‘entertainer’s
visa’ or ‘temporary
visitor’s visa'. After the
government revised
its visa procedures,
the number of victims
entering Japan as
‘entertainers’ fell by
75%. More recently,
there has been an
increase in the number
of victims using a
‘spouse’ visa — which makes it more
difficult for the authorities to detect
possible or de facto trafficking cases
since they would need to intrude into
people’s private lives. Surprisingly,
the majority entered Japan with
authentic passports and other
immigration documents, suggesting
that tightening up of immigration
controls alone cannot eliminate the
phenomenon of human trafficking.

Victim identification involves far
more than an interview through

an interpreter. It involves gaining
the trust of someone who has been
tortured, traumatised and brain-
washed by traffickers not to trust any
authorities. It involves giving them
time to recover to a point when they
are willing to reveal their secrets

to a stranger. It involves listening
—and helping them to retrieve some
control over their life in an alien
environment. The IOM Handbook

on Direct Assistance for Victims of
Trafficking® has been translated

into Japanese for this purpose.

Educational

Strengthening counter-
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measures to further strengthen
the actions that Japan is taking
against human trafficking:

translated
into Japanese.

Train more staff working for
National Police Agency and
Immigration Bureaux in victim
identification.

Provide and train bilingual case-
workers and counsellors, and
ensure closer, flexible cooperation
between public shelters and
private shelters run by NGOs, as
the latter often have trained and
qualified bilingual case-workers.

Diversify activities for survivors

in shelters: victims, even those
contributing to prosecutions, are
forbidden by their temporary
residence status from securing
paid work. They should be entitled
to work for decent wages, attend
educational activities and receive
vocational training. This would



encourage survivors of trafficking
to cooperate with law enforcement
agencies, in turn increasing the
prosecution of perpetrators and
preventing future trafficking cases.

Ensure that prosecutions are based
on a human rights perspective and
a victim-centred approach: victims
contributing to prosecutions put
their own safety and security
—and that of their families and
friends — at risk but very few are
accompanied by case-workers

or lawyers representing their
rights, and they are therefore
hampered from making informed
and independent decisions.

Introduce measures for cases
where the victim is unable or

unwilling to return: if counter-
trafficking measures are not to

be seen as another form of anti-
migration or refugee containment,
clearer and more flexible
strategies are needed to enable
local integration or third-country
resettlement of victims who have
a “well-founded fear’ of retaliation
by perpetrators, persecution by
their society of origin, or any other
form of serious human rights
violation in the event of return.’

Naoko Hashimoto
, a former student at

the Refugee Studies Centre, is
Programme Coordinator of IOM

in Tokyo (www.iomjapan.org).

This article reflects the personal
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opinions of the author and does not
represent the official views of IOM.
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