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What is human trafficking?
Human trafficking is one of the worst 

forms of exploitation and human rights 

violations with a magnitude so great 

that it rivals the illegal drug and arms 

trade, reaching nearly $32 billion dol-

lars a year in profit.1 NAPAWF adheres 

to the definition of human trafficking 

adopted in a United Nations convention,2 

commonly referred to as the Trafficking 

Protocol of 2000.3 The UN definition has 

three core elements:

Recruitment, transfer, harboring or •	

receipt of persons,

Use of improper means, like force, •	

fraud or coercion, and

Objective of exploitation through en-•	

slavement, indentured servitude or 

forced labor.4 

The U.S. defines trafficking more nar-

rowly. Under the Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act human trafficking is: (a) 

sex trafficking in which a commercial 

act is induced by force, fraud or coer-

cion, or which the person induced to 

perform such an act has not attained 

18 years of age; or (b) the recruitment, 

harboring, transportation, provision or 

obtaining of a person for labor or ser-

vices through force, fraud and coercion 

for the purpose of subjection to involun-

tary servitude, peonage, debt bondage or 

slavery.5 Although many trafficking cas-

es involve sexual exploitation. The U.S. 

government’s focus on sex trafficking is 

misplaced. Trafficked persons are often 

forced into many types of labor including 

begging/peddling, construction work, 

packaging and food processing, mining, 

drug dealing,6 and military servitude.7  

In fact, a study conducted by the Human 

Rights Center at the University of 

California at Berkeley found that a com-

bined 47% of trafficked persons in the 

U.S. are forced into domestic servitude, 

agriculture labor, sweatshop factories, 

hotel work and servile marriages and 

46% persons are forced into sex work.8 

Who is being trafficked?
Asian and Pacific Islander women •	

represent the largest group of women 

trafficked into the United States.9 

Approximately two-thirds of traf-•	

ficking occurs inter-regionally, most 

of which happens within East Asia 

and the Pacific.10 

The high number of women migrants •	

from the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri 

Lanka into East Asia has resulted in an 

increase of unprotected entertainment 

and domestic work sectors. Without 

protection, these women become 

vulnerable to trafficking, which is in-

creasing in the East Asia region.11

Trafficking in the United States

It is estimated that 14,500 to 17,500 

people are trafficked into the U.S. each 

year. Trafficking survivors in the U.S. 

are mostly from Asia, Central and 

South America and Eastern Europe.12 

The following are a few examples of 

the many faces of human trafficking:

Lakireddy Bali Reddy, a Berkeley land-•	

lord and restaurateur, came under 

investigation when a 17 year-old girl 

died of carbon monoxide poisoning in 

his apartment. In 2001, he was con-

victed of trafficking two teenage girls 

for forced sexual exploitation and res-

taurant labor.13 He was sentenced to 

97 months in federal prison.14

In the largest-ever trafficking case, •	

United States v. Kil Soo Lee, 200 

Vietnamese and Chinese garment 

workers were brought to American 

Samoa to work as sewing machine 

operators in a Daewoosa garment 

factory. The survivors, some of whom 

were held up to two years, were forced 

to work under harsh conditions in-

cluding extreme food deprivation, 

beatings and physical restraint. Kil 

Soo Lee was sentenced to 40 years of 

prison and ordered to pay $1.8 mil-

lion in restitution to the survivors.15

A Bangladeshi woman was brought •	

to the U.S. to work as a live-in house-

keeper for a diplomat working 
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for the United Nations in Manhattan. 

She was confined to the apartment, 

deprived of food and physically 

abused. With the help of Andolan, 

a South Asian worker rights’ orga-

nization, she was able to leave her 

trafficker’s home.16 The worker sued 

her employers and a settlement was 

reached outside of court. However, 

the employer declared diplomatic  

immunity and did not face any 

charges.17

After being brought into the U.S. •	

from the Philippines for a sham 

marriage to Eldon Doty, Helen 

Clemente was kept in indentured 

servitude from 1990 to 1993. During 

this time, Eldon and his former wife 

Sally continued to live as husband 

and wife. Helen was able to escape 

her exploitative situation; how-

ever, the Dotys turned Helen over 

to the then-named Immigration 

and Naturalization Services in 

exchange for immunity for them-

selves.18 Helen is still fighting her 

deportation case.19

Why is Human Trafficking 
an Important Issue for 
the API Community?
Asian and Pacific Islander (API) women 

compose the largest segment of persons 

trafficked into the United States.20 This 

fact alone makes it crucial that a national 

organized Asian and Pacific Islander voice 

address the issue of human trafficking.

For example, race and gender play a large 

role in relationships facilitated by inter-

national marriage brokers. Men who use 

international marriage brokers often look 

for API immigrant spouses under the be-

lief that their future spouse will fit the 

submissive and sexualized stereotype 

of API women. In some cases, women 

who enter brokered marriages end up in 

abusive or exploitative situations called 

“bride trafficking.” 

Many persons trafficked into the United 

States are coerced or forced to work in var-

ious types of labor, including sweatshops. 

Garment factories across the country, pre-

dominantly in Los Angeles, San Francisco 

and New York, employ immigrant Asian 

and Latina women and other immigrant 

women of color. In Los Angeles alone, there 

are nearly 13,000 Asian women work-

ing in garment factories.21 Yet the U.S. 

Department of Labor found that two-thirds 

of garment factories in Southern California 

were in violation of federal minimum wage 

and overtime laws.22

Many API women and girls are also em-

ployed as domestic workers in private 

households, and may be vulnerable to 

psychological, physical and sexual abuse 

at the hands of their employers.  The risk 

of abuse is high for API domestic work-

ers because they are often confined to 

the household, isolated from community 

support networks and lack knowledge 

about their rights. Furthermore, domes-

tic workers are not protected under the 

National Labor Relations Act23 and the 

Occupational Safety and Health Act.24  

For more information about human trafficking 
and API women, please see Rights to Survival and 
Mobility, our anti-trafficking action agenda.
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