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I. Introduction 

I.1 Context and background 

I.1.1 Smuggling of migrants in Asia 

The smuggling of migrants is a major concern throughout Southeast Asia.  The countries of 
Southeast Asia are source, transit, or destination countries for migrants seeking protection or 
prosperity abroad.  Many countries play more than one role in the complex web of irregular 
migration that flows through and connects Southeast Asia.  Although most smuggling in the region 
takes place within Southeast Asia, migrants are also smuggled to destinations in other parts of Asia, 
the Pacific, the Middle East, Europe, and North America. 

Earlier research conducted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), scholars, 
and international and non-governmental organisations provides some insight into the magnitude 
and patterns of smuggling of migrants.  In 2018, UNODC’s Regional Office for Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific published a multi-volume report entitled Migrant Smuggling in Asia and the Pacific: 
Current Trends and Challenges: Volume II which represents the most extensive study of this 
phenomenon in the region.1  It builds on work carried out in 2015, which included a dedicated 
volume containing country profiles of Southeast Asian nations, illustrating the levels and 
characteristics of smuggling of migrants in each country.2   The Migrant Smuggling in Asia and the 
Pacific report is part of a series of ‘knowledge products’ considering acute and far-reaching issues 
confronting governments and communities in Southeast Asia. 

Much of the available literature on smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia focuses on the act of 
transporting irregular migrants across international borders.  Similarly, most investigations, 
prosecutions, media reports, and public debates are centred quite narrowly on the smugglers and 
smuggling networks who physically guide or transport migrants from one country to another, or on 
the organisers and organisations that plan and oversee smuggling ventures across multiple 
countries. 

Less attention has been devoted to other factors and actors that facilitate irregular migration and 
the smuggling of migrants.  This includes three particular issues: 

(1) the use of fraudulent travel or identity documents to enable illegal entry and smuggling of 
migrants; 

(2) the financing (and finances) of smuggling operations, the associated costs and profits, and 
the laundering of proceeds of smuggling of migrants; and 

(3) the role of corruption in the context of smuggling of migrants. 

It is the purpose of this report to examine the significance of these issues in the context of smuggling 
of migrants and to uncover and analyse the available evidence from Southeast Asia. 

 

I.1.2 Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air 

Under the aegis of the United Nations, the international community adopted the Protocol against 
the Smuggling of Migrant by Land, Sea and Air.3  The Protocol, which supplements the Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime,4 adopts an aspirational, yet pragmatic and multifaceted 

                                                   
1  In April 2015, the UNODC Regional Office for Southeast Asia and the Pacific released the report Migrant Smuggling in Asia 

(Volume I), the result of an intensive effort to collect and share data and information on migrant smuggling spanning 28 States 
and territories in the Asia region.  Migrant Smuggling in Asia and the Pacific (Volume II) builds on that work.   

2  UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia, Country Profiles: Southeast Asia (2015). 
3  Opened for signature 15 December 2000, 2241 UNTS 507 [hereinafter Smuggling of Migrants Protocol].  
4  Opened for signature 15 December 2000, 2225 UNTS 209. 
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approach to fulfilling its express purpose ‘to prevent and combat the smuggling of migrants, as well 
as to promote cooperation among States Parties to that end, while protecting the rights of 
smuggled migrants’.5  These objectives reflect the inherent complexity in establishing an 
appropriate international legal modality that takes account of the host of complex criminal justice 
and human rights considerations embroiled in this issue.   

Upon signing the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol, States Parties agree to criminalise the smuggling 
of migrants including participatory and ancillary conduct.6  This obligation extends to situations in 
which fraudulent travel or identity documents are produced, supplied, acquired, or used to 
facilitate the smuggling of migrants.7  Criminalisation of money laundering and corruption in the 
context of smuggling of migrants are mandated by Articles 6 and 8 of the Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime. 

The Smuggling of Migrants Protocol further contains specific provisions for the prevention and 
suppression of smuggling of migrants by sea.8  The Protocol also requires adoption of general 
prevention measures targeted at improving border control capabilities, information gathering, and 
law enforcement.9  States Parties must further adopt appropriate measures to preserve and protect 
the rights of smuggled migrants.10  Finally, the Protocol provides a framework for the repatriation 
of smuggled migrants.11   

 

I.1.3 The role of UNODC and this study 

As the guardian of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol and the Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime, UNODC’s mandate is to promote global adherence to these instruments and 
assist States in their efforts to effectively implement them.  A crucial prerequisite in responding to 
these challenges is fostering evidence-based knowledge on these topics to raise awareness and 
inform adequate policy development. 

Against this backdrop, UNODC commissioned this report documenting the available evidence on 
the facilitators of smuggling of migrants in the ten Member States of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

 

I.2. Purpose and scope of this study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the significance of specific facilitators that enable and foster 
the smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia.  These include: 

• the production, procurement, providing, and possession (use) of fraudulent travel or 
identity documents for the purpose of enabling the smuggling migrants; 

• the financing of smuggling of migrants and the laundering of proceeds of smuggling of 
migrants; 

• corruption in the context of smuggling of migrants, in particular active and passive bribery 
to enable the smuggling of migrants, misuse of office, collusion with migrant smugglers, 
and other corruption-related conduct that facilitates the smuggling of migrants. 

                                                   
5  Article 2 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
6  Article 6 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
7  Article 6(1)(b) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
8  Articles 7–9 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol.  
9  Articles 10–14 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
10  Articles 5, 16, 19 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
11  Article 18 Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
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This report serves to conceptualise these issues and their significance in the context of smuggling 
of migrants and to document and analyse the available evidence from Southeast Asia.  The main 
focus of this report is on the ten ASEAN Member States, including Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), Malaysia, the Union of Myanmar, the 
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Viet Nam. 

The overall goals of this report are to document the extent and manifestations of these facilitators, 
thus enhancing knowledge and understanding of these important aspects of smuggling of migrants 
in Southeast Asia.  The report seeks to shed light into subject matters that are of imminent concern 
to those working to prevent and combat the smuggling of migrants, thereby assisting national 
governments in their efforts to develop evidence-based policies, laws, and other counter-
measures. 

 

I.3 Structure 

This report is divided into six chapters (I–VI).  Following this introduction (Chapter I), Chapter II 
develops and outlines the concepts and typologies of the facilitators of smuggling of migrants 
examined in this report.  This includes relevant definitions, international frameworks, and types of 
conduct pertaining to fraudulent documents, financing, money laundering, and corruption.  The 
significance of these facilitators in the migrant smuggling context is also explored in Chapter II. 

The concepts and typologies presented in Chapter II provide the framework for the analysis in 
Chapters III to V, which document the available open-source information from Southeast Asia.  
Chapter III concerns the use of fraudulent travel or identity documents to enable the smuggling of 
migrants in Southeast Asia.  This includes, on the one hand, the production and supply of such 
documents (by smugglers and other criminal elements) and, on the other, the acquisition and use 
of such documents (by smugglers or smuggled migrants).  The financing of smuggling of migrants 
in Southeast Asia and the laundering of proceeds of smuggling of migrants are the subject of 
Chapter IV.  Next, Chapter V explores the nexus between corruption and the smuggling of migrants 
in Southeast Asia, including public sector involvement, private sector involvement, and the role of 
organised crime in this context.  Chapter VI outlines the conclusions based on the findings of the 
report. 

 

I.4 Methodology and limitations 

The research for this report was carried out between April and July 2018.  It involved the systematic 
collection and analysis of open-source material, including primary sources such as reported cases 
and official data collections and reports, as well as secondary sources prepared by international 
organisations, academic scholars and other experts, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and 
media reports from major international and Southeast Asian English language news outlets.   

Despite the scale and spread of smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia, the phenomenon remains 
poorly documented and not well researched.  Many facets of smuggling of migrants remain 
shrouded in mystery and reliable data on its scale and characteristics are almost non-existent.  This 
is especially true for the facilitators of smuggling of migrants, who remain overlooked and 
undocumented in many countries.  Thus, one of the main purposes and outcomes of this is report 
is to collate and analyse the available evidence, but also to identify information and knowledge 
gaps and encourage further investigations and research into these gaps. 
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II. Concepts and typologies 

II.1 Definitions and international frameworks 

II.1.1 Smuggling of migrants 

The smuggling of migrants involves the facilitation of another person’s illegal entry into a country 
for profit.  With the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol, the international community agreed on the 
first international, legally binding definition of smuggling of migrants.  Article 3(a) of the Protocol 
defines the term ‘smuggling of migrants’ to mean 

the procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of the illegal 
entry of a person into a State Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident.12 

The relevant conduct element, referred to as ‘procuring’, is cast widely to capture a great range of 
acts—and, perhaps, omissions—that enable another person to illegally enter another country of 
which that person is not a citizen (national) or permanent resident. 

Article 3(b) of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol further defines ‘illegal entry’ as the crossing of 
borders without complying with the necessary requirements for legal entry into the receiving State.  
‘Illegal’ thus only refers to non-citizens; the Protocol does not cover entry requirements placed on 
nationals and permanent residents of the receiving State.  

A central feature of smuggling of migrants is the purpose element of ‘obtaining, directly or 
indirectly, a financial or other material benefit’.  The Interpretative notes for the official record 
(travaux préparatoires) of the negotiations for the United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto state that the reference to ‘a financial or other material 
benefit’ was 

included in order to emphasise that the intention was to include the activities of organised criminal groups 
acting for profit, but to exclude the activities of those who provided support to migrants for humanitarian 
reasons or on the basis of close family ties.  It was not the intention of the Protocol to criminalise the 
activities of family members or support groups such as religious or non-governmental organisations.13 

Furthermore, the reference to ‘other material benefit’ is relevant to the criminalisation of migrant 
smugglers who request sexual favours or other benefits rather than financial payment for the 
provision of smuggling services.  

The definition of smuggling of migrants in Article 3(a) forms the basis of the offences set out in 
Article 6 of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 

 

II.1.2 Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air 

In international law, the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol is the first and only global treaty aiming to 
prevent and combat the smuggling of migrants, protect the rights of smuggled migrants, and 
promote cooperation between states.  The Protocol supplements the Convention against 
Transnational Organized.14   

The core feature of international law in this field—and a central element of any national criminal 
justice response—is the criminalisation of the smuggling of migrants.  Article 6 of the Smuggling of 

                                                   
12  The terms ‘smuggling of migrants’ and ‘migrant smuggling’ are used interchangeably  
13  UN General Assembly, Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on the Elaboration of a Convention against Transnational Organized 

Crime on the work of its first to eleventh sessions; Addendum: Interpretative notes for the official record (travaux préparatoires) 
of the negotiations for the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto, UN Doc 
A/55/383/Add.1 (3 Nov 2000) [hereinafter Interpretative Notes] [88]. 

14  Article 1(1) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
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Migrants Protocol sets out a comprehensive list of obligations that must be satisfied in order to 
appropriately criminalise the smuggling of migrants.  Article 6(1) identifies three categories of 
offences that must be established in domestic law, including:  

• the offence of smuggling of migrants: Article 6(1)(a);  

• offences involving fraudulent documents: Article 6(1)(b); and 

• the offence of enabling of illegal residence (or harbouring): Article 6(1)(c). 

The Convention against Transnational Organized Crime sets out further criminalisation 
requirements that are relevant in the context of smuggling of migrants, especially when criminal 
networks are involved whose activities transcend international borders.  The Convention contains 
four offences: 

• participation in an organised criminal group, Article 5; 

• laundering of the proceeds of crime, Article 6; 

• corruption, Article 8; 

• obstruction of justice, Article 23. 

The criminal offences set out in the Protocol and the Convention thus address the principal criminal 
activities of smuggling of migrants and participation in an organised criminal group, but further 
extend to associated, ‘facilitating’ conduct that is the subject of this report: 

• the use of fraudulent documents for the purpose of smuggling of migrants; 

• financing smuggling of migrants and the laundering of proceedings of smuggling of 
migrants; and 

• corruption to enable or facilitate the smuggling of migrants. 

These types of conduct, especially insofar as they occur in Southeast Asia, are the focus of this 
report. 

 

II.2 Fraudulent documents and smuggling of migrants 

II.2.1 Significance and role  

The use of fraudulent travel or identity documents frequently facilitates the smuggling of migrants, 
especially if smugglers produce, procure, or provide fraudulent travel or identity documents to 
smuggled migrants in order that they be used to apply for passports, visas, or be presented at 
border controls.  Accordingly, the role of fraudulent documents to facilitate the smuggling of 
migrants in Southeast Asia is the first ‘facilitator’ of smuggling explored in this report. 

The use of travel and identity documents can either be in the form of forged documents (where 
documents have been produced illegally or fraudulently altered), fraudulently obtained documents 
(for instance, passports issued on the basis of false birth certificates), or in the misuse of valid 
documents (for instance, where documents are used by a person who is not the owner of the 
documents).  Forged and fraudulently obtained documents can be re-used several times after being 
returned to the country of origin.  The same visa, for instance, can be used repeatedly within its 
date of validity.  There are also situations where the same passport will be used several times to 
smuggle several people.  Incidents of document swapping, whereby flight tickets, passports, and 
boarding passes will simply be swapped in airport transit zones, are also frequently reported.15 

 

                                                   
15  UNODC, Migrant Smuggling by Air (2010) 8–9. 
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II.2.2 Terminology 

Article 6(1)(b) of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol provides that ‘producing a fraudulent travel 
or identity document’16 and ‘procuring, providing or possessing such a document’17 should be 
criminalised when intentionally committed for the purpose of the smuggling of migrants.  The 
reference to ‘smuggling of migrants’ in this context means that the document offences must 
specifically relate to the procurement of illegal entry into a country where that person is not a 
national or a permanent resident.18  There is also the requirement that the smuggling of migrants, 
and thus the offences involving fraudulent documents, is committed for a ‘financial or other 
material benefit’.19 

The Interpretative Notes remark that Article 6(1)(b)  

was adopted on the understanding that subparagraph (ii) would only apply when the possession in 
question was for the purpose of smuggling migrants as set forth in subparagraph (a).  Thus, a migrant who 
possessed a fraudulent document to enable his or her own smuggling would not be included.20 

According to Article 3(c) of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol the term  

‘travel document’ includes any type of document required for entering or leaving a State under its 
domestic law and the term “identity document” includes any document commonly used to establish the 
identity of a person in a State under the laws or procedures of that State.21 

According to Article 3(c) a travel or identity document is fraudulent if it 

(i)  has been falsely made or altered in some material way by anyone other than a person or agency 
lawfully authorised to make or issue the travel or identity document on behalf of a State; or 

(ii)  has been improperly issued or obtained through misrepresentation, corruption or duress or in any 
other unlawful manner; or 

(iii)  is being used by a person other than the rightful holder. 

‘Producing a false travel or identity document’ means making or creating the fraudulent document, 
or causing it to be created.  For example, a smuggler could obtain an authentic or genuine passport, 
remove the photograph on the passport, and substitute a picture of the migrant.  Or, the smuggler 
could be running a criminal enterprise such as a fraudulent passport factory.  ‘Procuring’ means 
obtaining or causing a result by effort.  For example, the smuggler could obtain the document for 
someone else.  ‘Providing’ means giving.  For example, the smuggler could give the document to 
the migrant or to another smuggler in a smuggling network.22   

The Interpretative Notes provide that: 

The words ‘falsely made or altered’ should be interpreted as including not only the creation of false 
documents, but also the alteration of legitimate documents and the filling in of stolen blank documents.  
Furthermore, the intention [of the drafters of the Protocol] was to include both documents that had been 
forged and genuine documents that had been validly issued but were being used by a person other than 
the lawful holder.23 

                                                   
16  Article 6(1)(b)(i) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
17  Article 6(1)(b)(ii) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
18  Article 3(a) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol.  
19  Article 3(a) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol. 
20  Interpretative Notes, [93]. 
21  Article 3(c) Smuggling of Migrants Protocol; Interpretative Notes, [89], [104], [106]. 
22  UNODC, In-depth Training Manual on Investigating and Prosecuting Smuggling of Migrants (2011) Module 1, 8. 
23  Interpretative Notes, [90], [106]. 
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The Legislative Guides for the Implementation of the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto further note that: 

(c) Whether a document is ‘falsely made’ or ‘improperly issued’ will depend in some cases on how national 
law treats cases where an official acts illegally or without authorisation.  If a consular official issues a travel 
document beyond his or her powers, systems that would treat this as non-issuance would consider the 
document as having been made by someone not authorised to do so, falling under [Article 6(1)(b)] 
subparagraph (i).  Systems that considered the basic issuance to have occurred would see the same 
document as having been ‘improperly issued’ under subparagraph (ii).  What is important is that drafters 
of national legislation consider the approach taken by national law and ensure that all of the possible 
scenarios result in documents that are treated as ‘fraudulent’ and that there are no gaps; 

(d) Documents that have been altered must have been changed in some way that is material to the other 
offences established in accordance with the Protocol, such as changing the identity or photograph of the 
holder or the dates for which it was valid.  If the document is “altered”, this must have been by someone 
not authorised to do so; 

(e) ‘Fraudulent’ documents also include documents that are genuine, but improperly issued thorough 
misrepresentation, corruption or duress.  Here also the approach of drafters will depend to some degree 
on how domestic law treats cases where an official acts illegally or without authority; 

(f) Finally, ‘fraudulent’ documents include papers that are formally valid and have been validly issued, but 
are being used by someone other than the person to or for whom they were issued, whether the 
document in question has been altered (e.g. by changing a photograph) or not. 

The purpose of these complex explanations is to ensure that countries comprehensively proscribe 
and criminalise any form of travel and identity document fraud, ranging from creating new 
documents, altering existing documents, to using another person’s document, and obtaining 
documents fraudulently, corruptly, or coercively. 

Article 12 of the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol requires States Parties to ensure that their travel 
and identity documents are of a quality that they cannot easily be falsified or misused and prevent 
their unlawful creating, issuance, and use.  This includes such measures as technical elements to 
make documents more difficult to falsify, forge or alter, and administrative and security elements 
to protect the production and issuance process against corruption, theft, or other means of 
diverting documents.24  Article 13 obliges States Parties to verify within a reasonable time frame 
the legitimacy and validity of travel and identity documents as requested by other States Parties. 

 

II.2.3 Types of documents 

Passports 

Migrant smugglers may employ several different forms of document abuse pertaining to passports 
to facilitate the smuggling of migrants by air.  These include passports which have been forged, 
falsified, fraudulently obtained, stolen for use by ‘look-a-likes’, or counterfeited, as well as ‘fantasy’ 
passports (where a passport is created for a country that does not exist). 

The use of genuine passports is often aided by passport theft or, in some cases, passport bearers 
themselves (for instance, travellers or members of the migrant’s family and/or community) who 
sell their own passport and then report it lost or stolen.  Genuine passports can be used in a variety 
of ways.  Substituting a passport photo for that of the migrant is increasingly rare given that there 
is a high rate of detection.  Rather, smugglers generally replace the bio-data page, sometimes with 
the involvement of corrupt officials using official techniques.  Passports with counterfeit biodata 
pages are a very expensive form of falsified document used by migrant smugglers, often costing 

                                                   
24  UNODC, Legislative Guides for the Implementation of the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 

and the Protocols thereto (2004) [hereinafter Legislative Guides] 374. 
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several thousand dollars.  Passports from countries with visa-free entry are the most sought after 
and therefore the most expensive, particularly where they come from a country with a large 
community of people with the same ethnicity as people wanting to be smuggled.25 

The introduction of electronic passports in some countries has resulted in an increase of 
impersonation through their use by ‘look-a-likes’.  The use of look-a-likes is a common means of 
smuggling migrants.  In this method, the smuggled migrant will travel with a passport or other 
document belonging to a person who looks very similar to them.  In some very sophisticated, albeit 
rare attempts to make a would-be migrant look like the person whose documents they are 
travelling on, migrants have undergone plastic surgery or altered their fingerprints where 
fingerprint technology is used.  The ‘look-a-like’ technique may be used to obtain a genuine 
passport; for instance, whereby an imposter will apply for a renewal or replacement of a document 
with their photograph.26 

Passport or other document factories are prevalent in some parts of the world and are often 
professionally run.  Forgers usually work as contractors, not necessarily working as a fixed part of a 
smuggling group but independently for anyone paying for forged documents.  In some cases, the 
forged documents are not purchased by smugglers outright but rather a deposit is paid for their 
use and the documents are returned to be used again.  The quality of a particular forgery depends 
on its intended use by the migrant paying for smuggling services; for instance, where the intent is 
to claim asylum, the quality of the document does not need to be as high given that the passport 
may be destroyed once a plane has been successfully boarded.  However, if the document is 
intended to be used to remain in the destination country, it will need to be of high enough quality 
to evade detection by immigration officers.  Poor quality of a given document or documents as a 
barrier to smuggling can be overcome where corruption is employed.27 

Visas 

A common modus operandi for migrant smugglers is ‘visa smuggling’, understood to be the 
obtaining of regular visas (of various categories including travel, student and business visas) 
through fraudulent means.  Visa smuggling is often planned well-ahead of the actual travel and 
combines a variety of methods for different stages of the journey.  Such methods can include, for 
instance, the creation of fictitious companies to obtain executive visas to a particular destination 
country, for the purpose of working in a phantom branch of that company with the help of a lawyer 
or other actor in the destination country.  Visa applications can also be supported by other 
counterfeited documents including flight tickets, boarding passes, resident permits, and other 
documents to show that the identity of the visa applicant is the same as that in their passport.28 

Visa smuggling may also involve visa fraud in the country of origin.  In this method, a facilitator will 
provide fraudulent supporting documents to the visa issuing authority.  Such documents can 
include birth certificates and sponsorship letters, which may be used to support a fraudulent visa 
application submitted to a consular authority.  The extent to which this occurs is said to be so 
significant that some consular authorities are no longer able to give any credence to supporting 
documents in considering visa application requests.29 

Another type of visa smuggling is by proxy.  The visa can be delivered by mail or to a person other 
than the requester of the visa him/herself.  For example, a travel agency may apply for a visa on 
behalf of the applicant and complete the entire process to obtain a fraudulent visa in the migrant’s 
passport.  The consular authorities can then only rely on the information provided in the application 
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form to deliver the visa, with no interview conducted to cross-check the information at the 
embassy/consulate, hence making it difficult to detect fraudulent applications.30 

Other documents 

Abuse of approved destination status processes can result in successful irregular entry of another 
person.  With this method, travel agencies in origin countries have been approved by destination 
countries to issue visas.  After such visas have been used for legal entry, the passports are returned 
to the country of origin with exit stamps, while the person to whom the visa was issued remains in 
the destination country.  This can be more easily done where there is no exit control.31 

There have also been cases of counterfeit residency cards being issued to smuggled migrants, who 
will enter the destination country as if they are residents returning.  Often, smuggled migrants are 
coached by smugglers before their travel on aspects of the destination country and their fictitious 
lives there, so that they may evade detection upon being questioned by law enforcement and 
border officials.  In other cases, the true resident, usually of the same nationality as the migrant, 
either lends or provides his or her documents to a migrant in order for them to enter the country 
of destination as a look-a-like.32 

 

II.3 Financing and finances of smuggling of migrants 

II.3.1 Significance and role  

By definition, the smuggling of migrants is a profit-driven crime in which perpetrators engage for 
the purpose of obtaining, directly or indirectly, for themselves or for others, a financial or other 
material benefit.  Smugglers seek to make money from persons willing or forced to migrate by 
facilitating their illegal entry into a country of which the migrants are neither nationals nor 
permanent residents.  From a ‘business’ perspective, migrant smugglers supply a service to clients 
who cannot access regular migration channels, or who seek to avoid these channels, and who 
usually have no alternative but to rely on migrant smugglers.33   

The smuggling of migrants, including the transportation and accommodation of irregular migrants, 
the production and procuring of fraudulent documents, and the human resources involved in such 
activities, can create considerable expenses, which need to be recouped from the smuggled 
migrants or, if this is not possible, from their families or friends.  Many, if not most smugglers, are 
motivated by the desire to obtain a financial or material benefit from their operations which means 
that in some cases smugglers charge excessive or exorbitant fees for their services and potentially 
generate great profits.34   

Profits made by smugglers and fees paid by smuggled migrants are inherently difficult to estimate 
due to the many variables that determine costs and prices.  These include the origin, transit, and 
destination points of the smuggling journey, the background and ethnicity of the smuggled 
migrants, the number of migrants to be smuggled simultaneously, the mode of transportation to 
be employed, the ancillary services provided (accommodation, food, et cetera), competition with 
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other smugglers, and the risks and liabilities to which the smugglers may be exposed.35  There is 
some indication that fees for families or groups who travel together may be proportionally lower 
than fees charged for individuals who undertake a similar passage.36  Because payments are not 
always made in a single transaction, it is often difficult to identify an overall fee charged for journeys 
involving multiple legs.37   

 

II.3.2 Terminology and legal framework 

The Smuggling of Migrants Protocol makes express mention of the ‘financial or other material 
benefit’ that drives migrant smugglers, but contains no further reference to the finances and 
financing of smuggling of migrants.38 

Financial or other material benefit 

The main reference to the financial element of smuggling of migrants can be found in the definition 
of the term ‘smuggling of migrants’ in Article 3(a) of the Protocol, which refers to a ‘financial or 
other material benefit’ as the purpose of smuggling of migrants.  This purpose element reflects the 
profit motive of smugglers who organise or facilitate the smuggling of other persons for personal 
gain.   

The reference to ‘other material benefit’ is relevant to the criminalisation of migrant smugglers 
who request advantages and favours other than financial payment for the provision of their 
smuggling services.  The Interpretative Notes indicate that the term ‘benefit’ ‘should be understood 
broadly to include, for example, crimes in which the predominant motivation may be sexual 
gratification, such as the receipt or trade of materials by members of child pornography rings, the 
trading of children by members of paedophile rings or cost-sharing among right members’.39  The 
Model Law against the Smuggling of Migrants further notes that the term ‘benefit’ should be 
conceived as broadly and inclusively as possible to include ‘non-financial inducements, such as a 
free train or airplane ticket, or property, such as a car’.40 

The phrase ‘financial or other material benefit’ eliminates those types of migrant smuggling 
activities from the scope of the Protocol that serve no financial or other material purpose.  The 
Interpretative Notes along with other international guidelines state that the ‘financial or other 
material benefit’ requirement was 

included in order to emphasise that the intention was to include the activities of organised criminal groups 
acting for profit, but to exclude the activities of those who provided support to migrants for humanitarian 
reasons or on the basis of close family ties.  It was not the intention of the Protocol to criminalise the 
activities of family members or support groups such as religious or non-governmental organizations.41 

The Smuggling of Migrants Protocol thus conceives the smuggling of migrants as an economic 
activity, engaged in by smugglers who seek to maximise profits often without regard for the 
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vulnerabilities and desperation that drive their clientele to use the smugglers’ services.  The 
financial or other material benefit element also emphasises the nexus between smuggling of 
migrants and organised crime—and thus the relationship between the Smuggling of Migrants 
Protocol and its parent, the Convention against Transnational Organised Crime. 

Money laundering 

The nexus between smuggling of migrants and the laundering of proceeds of this crime is 
established by Articles 6 and 7 of the Convention against Transnational Organised Crime. 

Article 6 of the Convention requires States Parties to establish four offences relating to money-
laundering:42 

• Article 6(1)(a)(i) makes it an offence to convert or transfer property, knowing that such 
property is the proceeds of crime, for the purpose of concealing or disguising the illicit origin 
of the property or of helping any person who is involved in the commission of the predicate 
offence to evade the legal consequences of his or her action.   

• Article 6(1)(a)(ii) criminalises the concealment or disguise of the true nature, source, 
location, disposition, movement or ownership of or rights with respect to property, knowing 
that such property is the proceeds of crime. 

• Article 6(1)(b)(i) criminalises the ‘acquisition, possession or use of property, knowing, at the 
time of receipt, that such property is the proceeds of crime’. 

• The offence in Article 6(1)(b)(ii) involves the ‘participation in, association with or conspiracy 
to commit, attempts to commit, and aiding, abetting, facilitating and counselling the 
commission of any of the offences established in accordance with this article’. 

Article 7 of the Convention against Transnational Organized Crime sets out a number of measures—
some mandatory, some based on best efforts, and some optional—that are intended to ensure that 
States Parties have in place a comprehensive legal and administrative regime to deter and detect 
money-laundering. The overall objective is to provide a comprehensive regime that facilitates the 
identification of money-laundering and promotes information exchange between a range of 
relevant authorities.43 

 

II.3.3 Types of conduct 

Providing financial and material resources 

Financing the smuggling of migrants may involve providing the necessary financial or material 
resources to undertake smuggling ventures, to pay the transporters, recruiters, guides, and others 
involved in the smuggling network, to buy or charter vessels, acquire fraudulent documents, bribe 
officials et cetera.  Seen this way, financing refers to providing the necessary outlay for smuggling 
operations, and to the financiers who invest in the smuggling of migrants, usually with the intention 
of gaining high returns. 

More broadly, financing also includes providing material assistance to smugglers or smuggled 
migrants to enable or facilitate smuggling activities.  This may include, for instance, selling assets 
such as boats, trucks, cars, or fraudulent documents that are then used to smuggle migrants.  It 
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may further include the sale or offer of other supplies, equipment, or accommodation for the 
specific purpose of smuggling of migrants. 

Paying migrant smugglers 

Smuggled migrants require substantial financial resources to engage the services of a smuggler.  As 
a result, would-be migrants often may have to sell their property and other assets in order to raise 
the required capital to pay the smuggling fees.44  In many cases, the fees will exceed the income, 
assets, and savings of the smuggled migrants, and they will require additional support from their 
family and friends.  This may also include the support of friends and relatives located in the country 
of origin who may ‘sponsor’ the migrant.  Families often support migrants in the hope of receiving 
remittances once the migrant reaches the destination.45  Alternatively—or additionally—this may 
also require support from the overseas diaspora the smuggled migrant seeks to join.46  Would-be 
migrants may save up remittances sent by members of the overseas diaspora in order to pay 
smuggling fees.47   

UNODC has identified three main modes that are used to pay migrant smugglers for the services 
they provide.48  Firstly, payments may be made by migrants to the smugglers or to others involved 
‘stage-by-stage’ as progress is made through transit countries to the destination.  Unless the 
smuggled migrant intends to physically carry large quantities of cash to pay for each stage of the 
journey, funds are sent to the smuggled migrant when necessary from a third party in the country 
of origin or elsewhere.  Secondly, money may be made available to the smuggled migrant on credit 
by a smuggler or another third party.  This credit is usually payable upon arrival in the destination 
country.  The third method involves full payment made up front prior to departure.49   

Some smugglers do not utilise third party part-payment arrangements and instead demand full 
payment in advance.50  Smuggled migrants who pay under this type of arrangement are exposed to 
greater financial risk than those who are able to pay some part in advance and the rest on arrival 
as there is no recourse for the migrant in the event of a failed smuggling attempt.51  Despite this, a 
smuggler operating under this model has a business incentive to honour the terms of the 
agreement so as to maintain a favourable reputation among future would-be migrants.52 

In some instances, smugglers or their associates may provide loans to migrants or offer to transport 
them or otherwise facilitate their journey under the condition that fees are paid at a later stage, for 
instance once the smuggled migrants reach their destination.  This is relevant for migrants who do 
not have the resources to pay for smuggling up front or in instalments and who do not have 
relatives or friends who can pay the smugglers, or lend them money.  Loans offered by smugglers 
may look like an attractive offer but this can often turn into a debt trap.  In some instances, this 
leads to situations of debt bondage where migrants are required to pay back the smugglers for long 
periods after they were smuggled, where smugglers later demand excessive fees, or force or coerce 
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them into making payments above the fees that were originally agreed upon.  Such situations can 
easily escalate to exploitation and, in some cases, to trafficking in persons. 

Money laundering  

In order to enjoy the financial or other material benefits of migrant smuggling, perpetrators must 
hide the illicit origin of their gains.  Money laundering involves the concealment or disguise of the 
illegal origin of proceeds of crime.  This is done by placing the proceeds into the financial system, 
engaging in various transactions intended to obfuscate the origin of and path taken by the money 
(known as layering), and then integrating the money into the legitimate economy through 
apparently legitimate transactions.53 

Criminal elements take advantage of the ease of capital movement, advances in technology, and 
increases in the mobility of people and commodities, as well as the significant inconsistencies 
between legal provisions in various jurisdictions.  As a result, assets can be transferred very quickly 
from place to place and, through exploitation of the existing legal and regulatory discrepancies, 
ultimately appear as legitimate assets that are then available to criminal elements in any part of 
the world.  These assets can be used to finance criminal operations, to reward past crimes, and to 
constitute an incentive for future crimes.54 

Transferring funds  

The terms and conditions of fee payment vary between smugglers, locations, smuggling methods, 
and routes.  While shorter smuggling journeys from one country into another usually only require 
a single transaction that is paid upon departure from the place of origin, fees for longer and more 
complex smuggling ventures are sometimes paid for in stages, with transactions for each leg of the 
journey.  Along some routes and among some migrant groups it appears common practice to 
withhold payments to smugglers until it is confirmed that the smuggled migrant has successfully 
arrived in the transit or destination country.   

These diverse and often complex financial arrangements also explain the various methods that are 
used to transfer funds to the smugglers or between them.  Shorter, less expensive smuggling 
journeys tend to be paid in cash directly to the smugglers or to one of their agents.  Transfers of 
larger funds are often done through the formal banking sector, through alternative remittance 
systems, or, in some cases, through complex underground banking systems designed to disguise 
the origin and purpose of the payment.   

Alternative remittance systems 

A common method to transfer funds between migrant communities involves the use of alternative 
remittance services outside the conventional financial services industry.  This is particularly 
common between countries in which the official banking sector is not well developed, is 
inaccessible, or simply too costly for large parts of the community.55   

Put simply, a remittance service is a financial service that accepts ‘cash, cheques, other monetary 
instruments or other stores of value’ at one location in order to pay a corresponding value to a 
beneficiary located elsewhere.56  The defining characteristic of a remittance transfer is that value 
can be transferred between locations without actually moving currency or the store of value—
whether physical or electronic—as funds are paid into and out of the remittance dealer’s own 
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assets.57  Whilst a remittance may also be transferred domestically, the true utility of remittance 
services relates to the ease with which transfers may be made internationally, especially compared 
to the complex, cumbersome, and very expensive international transfer options offered by banks 
and other mainstream financial institutions.58   

The term ‘alternative remittance service’ is often used in this context to describe informal money 
or value transfer services that operate outside of regulated Western financial systems.59  Several 
types of alternative remittance systems have emerged, many with long traditions and established 
rules that are typically associated with particular ethnic or cultural groups or geographic regions.60  
These include, for example, the Hawala system, which originates in India, and Hundi, its Pakistani 
equivalent.61  The terms used to describe these systems differ greatly, with some referring to 
alternative remittance systems, ‘informal value transfer systems’, or ‘informal funds transfer 
systems’ whilst others speak of them as ‘underground,’ ‘unregulated,’ or ‘parallel’ ‘banking 
systems’.62   

While the characteristics of and differences between the various systems are beyond the scope of 
this report, the principal, distinguishing feature of alternative remittance services—and the ones 
that cause most concern for regulators and law enforcement alike—is the fact that they are based 
upon trust-bonded networks of individuals and provide a quick, cost effective, and reliable means 
of transferring value across borders without the need for any sophisticated equipment or 
information technology.63  It is for these reasons that the attention of some legislators has shifted 
towards controlling, containing, and, in some instances, criminalising the use of alternative 
remittances systems to finance the smuggling of migrants. 

Remittance services are typically used by migrant communities, migrant workers in particular, to 
make recurring payments to support friends or relatives in their country of origin.64  Whilst formal 
commercial remittance arrangements, such as Western Union or MoneyGram, may adequately 
serve this purpose, some migrants may choose to use alternative remittance services because they 
offer the only financial connection to the migrant’s place of origin.65  Alternative remittance systems 
also generally offer better exchange rates and lower transactions fees than those offered in the 
formal banking and finance sector.66  For these reasons, global remittance flows are recognised as 
playing a vital role in contributing to development and financial flows to many countries 
worldwide.67  It also has to be noted in this context that in most countries the provision of 
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alternative remittance systems is not illegal and that the overwhelming majority of transactions 
through these systems are done for legal purposes.68 

At a very basic level, an alternative remittance transaction will directly involve four parties:  

(1) the transferor (the person making the transfer),  
(2) the transferee (its recipient),  
(3) an alternative remittance dealer in the country of origin (‘dealer A’), and  
(4) an associated alternative remittance dealer in the receiving country B (‘dealer B’).  

To instigate the transaction, the transferor approaches and provides currency or other stores of 
value to be transferred from the transferee to dealer A.  Upon receiving the funds from the 
transferor, dealer A will communicate with dealer B, notifying that person of the receipt and 
instructing dealer B to release the corresponding payment to the transferee. 69 

A principal characteristic of this scheme, which also explains its low-cost nature, is that the 
individual transaction funds never, physically or otherwise, cross any border because all payments 
are made into, and out of, reserves and or accounts held by each dealer within their respective 
country.  The balance of payments between the two associated dealers is later settled, either by 
transfers in the opposite direction, using conventional bank transfers, postal money order, cash 
couriers, through return alterative remittance transactions, by invoice, or by the delivery and sale 
of commodities.70  In reality, relations between alternative remittance dealers may be far more 
complex, with dealers acting as affiliates of larger networks and intermediaries.71 

 

II.4 Corruption and the smuggling of migrants 

Migrant smuggling could not occur on the large scale that it so often does without collusion 
between corrupt officials and criminals.  Corruption seriously undermines national and 
international efforts to prevent and control the smuggling of migrants, just as it weakens the fight 
against other crime types.  Corruption can assume many different forms and the two types of crime, 
corruption and smuggling of migrants, are related in various ways.72   

Corruption may occur in countries of origin, transit, or destination.  It may be systemic, institutional, 
or individual, and occur in both the private and public sectors.  It may occur at various points of a 
smuggling venture, including recruitment, transportation, illegal entry, or harbouring (enabling 
illegal stay).  Corruption facilitates the falsification or use of fraudulent travel and identity 
documents.  It may also occur after smugglers or smuggled migrants have been apprehended to 
facilitate their illegitimate release or to extort more money from smuggled migrants or their 
relatives.  In other instances, corruption supports fraudulent adoption, marriage, or employment 
schemes and various other forms of fraud linked to smuggling of migrants.73 

There is evidence that corruption is a significant predictor of smuggling of migrants out of a country 
because, like poverty, personal insecurity, and violence, it may be a push factor for emigration and 
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thus create a market for migrant smugglers.74  Because corruption weakens existing systems and 
measures to protect borders, control immigration, protect refugees, and enforce the law, it can 
also have an especially debilitating effect on efforts to curtail smuggling of migrants.  Bribery and 
other forms of corruption are used to circumvent controls in place to prevent irregular migration 
and protect smuggling operations from law enforcement and prosecution.  The considerable profits 
generated by smuggling of migrants make corruption possible on a large scale.75 

Corruption is considered one of the main factors influencing the prices charged to migrants by 
smugglers, as well as smugglers’ changing modus operandi.  The strengthening of police controls 
and border patrols may increase the risk of interception for smugglers who may then need to invest 
more in corruption in order to successfully manage their business.  It may also bring them to change 
their routes and to try to recruit new corrupt officials.76 

 

II.4.1 Terminology and frameworks 

The international community has adopted separate but related legal frameworks to deal with 
corruption, smuggling of migrants, and organised crime.  The main instruments are the United 
Nations Convention against Corruption, the United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime and the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol.  A range of other international 
instruments on corruption address specific types of corruption or apply to specific regions.   The 
smuggling of migrants is only one type of transnational crime that involves organised crime or 
corruption and the two Conventions include measures that have a much broader scope than simply 
preventing and combating the smuggling of migrants.77 

United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 

The United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) was adopted in 
2000.  Its purpose is to facilitate international cooperation in the fight against various forms of 
transnational organised crime (Article 1), including the smuggling of migrants.  Its provisions apply 
to offences established in accordance with the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol and therefore form 
part of the framework established to combat the smuggling of migrants.78 

The Convention recognises corruption of public officials as a major impediment to the fight against 
organised crime and includes several provisions related to corruption, requiring States Parties to 
adopt measures to prevent, detect, and punish corruption of public officials.79 

United Nations Convention against Corruption 

The United Nations Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly in October 2003.  Under the Convention, States Parties are required to introduce policies 
and programmes to prevent and control corruption.  The Convention requires a number of 
measures relating to both the public and private sectors, ranging from institutional arrangements, 
such as the establishment of a specific anti-corruption body, to codes of conduct and policies 
promoting good governance, the rule of law, transparency, and accountability.80 

The Convention against Corruption stresses the importance of preventing corruption before it 
occurs.  It calls for the criminalisation of active and passive bribery of national public officials, 
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foreign public officials, and officials of public international organisations; embezzlement, 
misappropriation and other diversion of public property; trading in influence; and abuse of 
functions.  The Convention also requires the criminalisation of other activities in support of 
corruption, such as obstruction of justice and the concealment or laundering of the proceeds of 
corruption.  This criminalisation is required in order to facilitate the effective detection and 
prosecution of corruption.81 

Importantly, the Convention against Corruption provides a framework for international cooperation 
in fighting corruption, particularly with respect to tracing, freezing and seizure of assets, as well as 
asset recovery and anti-money laundering measures.  It also encourages cooperation between 
national anti-corruption agencies and other law enforcement agencies involved in the fight against 
organized crime, migrant smuggling, and corruption.82 

 

II.4.2 Actors 

Government officials 

When it involves government officials, corruption can occur at both high and low levels, from 
ministers, diplomats and consular officials, to border guards, police officers or cleaning staff at 
airports.83  At the higher level, for example, visa-issuing authorities and immigration directors may 
be offered bribes and benefits to provide a service or to ‘turn a blind eye’ to the smuggling of 
migrants.  At the lower level, immigration, security, airport and airline staff may be paid to do 
something as small as stamping a document without closely inspecting it or unlocking a door.  Left 
unchecked, low level corruption can spread throughout a system or an organisation, including those 
which are specifically tasked to control immigration and fight smuggling of migrants.84  In some 
cases, corrupt officials may themselves be part of the criminal enterprise or even leaders or 
instigators of such activities.85 

Corruption within law enforcement and border control agencies has some unique characteristics 
that make it particularly hard to control.  For example, poor external oversight, the secrecy of many 
aspects of the work, the discretionary authority they enjoy, and the level of autonomy that typically 
exists within some units are all factors that make these agencies vulnerable to corruption.  In 
addition, officers from these agencies are often in regular contact with informants and other 
criminal elements and may be under real pressure to engage in corrupt activities.86

 

A general prevalence of corruption and a lack of political will to control it unfortunately often go 
hand in hand.  Predictably, corrupt officials who profit from the smuggling of migrants and have 
found ways to exploit irregular migrants are rarely willing to support effective measures against 
smuggling of migrants or corruption.87 

Private sector involvement 

In addition to focusing attention on government officials, migrant smugglers can also find 
accomplices in the private sector.  Smugglers often seek to corrupt or intimidate individuals in key 
private sector businesses and organisations, such as common carriers, transporters, employment 
agencies and employers, security service providers, fishing industry entrepreneurs and employees, 
education personnel, or ports and airport personnel.  They may also find ways to infiltrate these 

                                                   
81  Chapter III Convention against Corruption. 
82  Chapters IV and VI Convention against Corruption. 
83  Fritz Heimann and Mark Pieth, Confronting Corruption: Past Concerns, Present Challenges, and Future Strategies (Oxford 

University Press, 2018) 32-33. 
84  UNODC, Corruption and the Smuggling of Migrants, Issue Paper (2013) 10. 
85  IOM, Migrant Smuggling Data and Research: A Global Review of the Emerging Evidence Base (2016) 9. 
86  UNODC, Corruption and the Smuggling of Migrants, Issue Paper (2013) 10–11. 
87  UNODC, Corruption and the Smuggling of Migrants, Issue Paper (2013) 11. 



19 

private sector organisations.  The utility of these private sector individuals lies in the fact that they 
may have confidential information required by the smugglers, or be capable of producing false 
documentation (proof of residency, certificate of employment, residency certificates, certificate of 
studies, etc.) in support of a visa, or immigration or refugee application.  Individuals working for 
private security service providers at airport or other checkpoints can help smugglers and migrants 
avoid controls.88 

Organised crime involvement 

Migrant smuggling does not always involve organised criminal groups.  When it does, these 
organisations typically rely heavily on corruption in order to facilitate their migrant smuggling and 
other transnational criminal activities.  Criminal organisations are ready to take advantage of 
immigration control, border protection, and security systems that are weakened by corruption.   

Smuggling of migrants is essentially a business and, like any other business, the criminals involved 
in it wish to reduce their costs, maximise their profits, and reduce their exposure to risk, including 
the risk of arrest and prosecution.  They use the large revenues commonly generated by their 
smuggling activities to corrupt officials, buy their complicity, and in the worst cases function with 
relative impunity.89  In some cases, criminal groups go to great lengths to identify vulnerable 
officials who are likely to respond to overtures or to infiltrate law enforcement or border protection 
agencies.90  Corruption is an easy means of circumventing or neutralising immigration control, 
border protection, and law enforcement measures.  It allows smugglers to offer a ‘reliable service’ 
to irregular migrants and to charge even more for their services.   

When corruption exists, whether in border protection, immigration control or law enforcement 
agencies, its impact is not necessarily limited to migrant smuggling.  On the contrary, whenever 
corruption can facilitate migrant smuggling, it can also be used to facilitate other forms of 
transnational crime.  Once public officials have been compromised, their cooperation can be used 
in various ways. They themselves may not always realise the exact nature and full extent of the 
criminal activities their collusion with criminals actually facilitates.91 

The importance of corruption, not surprisingly, is reflected in the way many migrant smuggling 
networks are organised.  Bribing and maintaining relationships with various corrupt officials is even 
treated as a distinct function in many migrant smuggling networks.92

 

 

II.4.3 Types of conduct 

There is no globally accepted definition of corruption.  The Convention against Corruption requires 
the criminalisation of various clear manifestations of corruption, including bribery in the public 
sector, bribery in the private sector, trading in influence, and abuse of functions, and allows each 
State to go beyond the minimum standards thus set forth.93 

A definition commonly used is that corruption is the abuse of entrusted power for private gain.  It 
can be systemic, affecting, for example, a whole border protection, law enforcement, or justice 
system.  It can be institutional, where various institutional practices have been perverted by 
corruption and a culture of tolerance of corruption has taken hold.  It can also be localised or 
individual, where those involved take advantage of opportunities to exploit their professional 
position for personal gain.  For a public official, it involves giving or obtaining an advantage through 
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illegitimate means or through means inconsistent with his/her duties.94  Any of these forms of 
corruption can be linked in one way or another to the smuggling of migrants and must therefore 
be addressed in order to prevent and control smuggling of migrants and other forms of 
transnational crime.95 

Bribery 

Bribery is the act of conferring a benefit in order to improperly influence an action or decision.  A 
corrupt transaction may be initiated either by a person who offers a bribe or by an official who 
requests or demands one.  A bribe can also be described as a payment extracted by a public official 
from an unwilling member of the public, before the citizen can receive the service to which he or 
she is entitled. Strictly speaking, such a transaction is a form of extortion.  Bribes can be given 
directly or indirectly (to a third party or intermediary) and they can take many forms, including cash 
and other valuables, favours (including sexual), inside information, property, and employment or 
promises of employment.  They can be given on a case-by-case basis or on an on-going basis as part 
of a continuing relationship.  In many instances, corrupt officials cooperate with migrant smugglers 
for many years.96 

Officials who accept a bribe to facilitate the illegal entry of people, vehicles, or cargo into their 
country may not know exactly what crime they are actually facilitating.  Thus, some officials may 
receive part of the bribes collected by other officials who are in collusion with migrant smugglers.  
Those who benefit from the bribes may not all be aware of the nature, scope, or details of the 
smuggling scheme.97 

A bribe can be given ‘according to the rules’ (to obtain something the official is withholding but is 
under a public duty to provide), or it can be ‘against the rules’ (a payment to encourage an official 
to ignore the rules in favour of, or at the request of, the person offering the bribe).  Once bribery 
has occurred, it can lead to other forms of corruption.  By accepting a bribe, officials are effectively 
compromised and thereafter vulnerable to blackmailing and psychological pressure.  They can 
easily be coerced into further and often more serious derelictions of their duties.98 

In discussions of corruption offences, the expressions ‘active bribery’ and ‘passive bribery’ are often 
used.  Active bribery usually refers to the act of offering or giving a bribe, while passive bribery 
refers to the requesting or receiving of a bribe.  A corrupt transaction may be initiated under either 
means: by a person who offers a bribe, or by an official who requests or demands one.  Corruption 
is frequently linked to various forms of fraud and when officials are actively seeking bribes 
(including rent seeking) corruption resembles extortion.99 

Trading in influence 

Trading in influence involves the promise, offering or giving to a public official or any other person, 
directly or indirectly, of an undue advantage to get that person to abuse his or her influence (real 
or supposed) in exchange for an undue advantage for oneself.  It may also involve the solicitation 
or acceptance of such an undue advantage by a public official or any other person.100 
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Abuse of office 

Abuse of office, functions or position involves the performance of or failure to perform an act, in 
violation of laws, by a public official, in the discharge of his or her functions, for the purpose of 
obtaining an undue advantage for himself or herself or for another person or entity for personal 
gain.101 

 

II.4.4 Types of smuggling of migrants and related corruption 

Typically, smuggling of migrants and related conduct can be facilitated by corruption in relation to: 

• Illegal border crossing by land, sea or air and illegal stay of migrants; 

• Producing, issuing and using fraudulent or fraudulently obtained documents for the purpose 
of migrant smuggling (or enabling stay). 

A typical modus operandi for migrant smuggling is the abuse of legal channels of migration such as 
asylum procedures, family reunion procedures, work and study schemes, and tourist visa schemes.  
Corruption in the public and private sectors can play a significant role in the establishment of 
fraudulent filiation or adoption, or in the arrangement of sham marriages for the purpose of 
migrant smuggling.102 

Corruption and illegal entry and stay of migrants 

There are many ways in which corruption can be used to facilitate the movement of migrants, their 
illegal entry, or their illegal stay in a country.  Some of the most frequent include: 

• Petty corruption of law enforcement, immigration control and border control officials who 
then abuse their function for personal benefits and exploit travellers, migrants, and irregular 
migrants; 

• Corruption, infiltration, and intimidation of immigration control and border protection 
officials to facilitate border crossing and illegal entry into a country; 

• Corruption of immigration officials involved in reviewing refugee applications, authorising an 
immigrant’s stay in the country, or executing deportation orders; 

• Corruption of officials to prevent smuggled migrants from returning to their country of origin; 

• Abuses of function by officials; 

• Systemic corruption in government agencies, including participation in conspiracies to 
smuggle migrants; 

• Corruption of private sector employees (e.g., air carrier and common carrier staff, travel or 
agencies, private security personnel) to circumvent the controls in place to prevent illegal 
entry into a country.103 

Not all forms of corruption necessarily involve large conspiracies.  Officials may engage in acts of 
petty or routine corruption, exploiting their position for personal advantages.  They may delay, for 
instance, the performance of their function until a favour is given or promised, using techniques to 
create artificial and unnecessary delays.  Bribes may also be accepted for disclosing confidential or 
protected information, such as tipping off smugglers about on-going investigations, new control 
measures, or actions taken by their agency to detect and prevent migrant smuggling.  Officials 
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involved in border protection, immigration control, consular services, and law enforcement are at 
greater risk of corruption, because of the functions they perform or the positions they occupy.  In 
that sense, they belong to a group that presents a ‘higher risk of misconduct’.104 

In particular, smugglers often have long-standing arrangements with corrupt senior police officials 
whom they contact and pay in advance when a ‘shipment’ of irregular migrants is being moved to 
a different location.  The senior officials then ensure that their colleagues who are responsible for 
road blocks and checkpoints are informed and know to let the migrants move without interference.  
Part of the bribe must then trickle down to the rank and file of the police.  In such cases, an entire 
police unit or police system is compromised and not just a few individual officers.105 

Private sector firms and employees responsible for producing various documents or permit 
applications, arranging travel or employment, or facilitating or controlling the movement of goods 
and people, may be bribed to facilitate a smuggling operation.  Members of the fishing industry 
may be recruited by organised crime groups to facilitate migrant smuggling by sea, while employees 
of private transportation companies may allow migrants to stow away on passenger or cargo ships, 
in ship containers or trucks, or on airliners.  Corrupt banking and finance officials can also be bribed 
to provide false documents, or to facilitate the laundering of proceeds of migrant smuggling 
operations.106

 

Corruption, smuggling of migrants, and fraudulent documents 

Some of the ways in which corruption can facilitate the use of fraudulent documents for the 
purpose of migrant smuggling include: 

• Corruption in the issuance of false travel and identity documents; 

• Corruption to facilitate the use of fraudulent documents; 

• Corruption in the issuance of genuine travel and identity documents on the basis of 
fraudulent support documents, issued by the public administration or the private sector; 

• Corruption of private sector business and organisations in support of fraudulent applications 
for passports, visas, or permanent residency (e.g., fraudulent certificates of marriage, 
paternity, filiation, employment, registration in an academic institution).107 

Fraudulent documents often play a major role in migrant smuggling schemes and corruption plays 
an important role in the production and use of fraudulent documents.  One form of document fraud 
involves the buying of passports and visas through corrupt officials in embassies.  In some countries, 
because of weaknesses in government administration, inefficiency and widespread corruption, it is 
relatively easy to get genuine documents with partially or completely false information in exchange 
for a bribe.108   

Some of the technological advances to protect the integrity of official identification and travel 
documents can be defeated by corruption.  For example, the replacement of a bio-data page in a 
passport requires the involvement of a person with access to specialised techniques.  However, it 
may be much easier for a corrupt official to issue documents by fraud rather than to alter a 
document.  Fraudulent supporting documents may be used to obtain a genuine passport or visa.  
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Corrupt officials may agree not to scrutinise these documents too carefully or may even agree to 
certify certain documents that they know have been forged or altered.109 

A frequent modus operandi for migrant smugglers is ‘visa smuggling’ whereby regular visas are 
obtained through fraudulent means.  Visa smuggling is often planned well ahead of the actual travel 
and combines a variety of methods for different stages of the journey.  This may include the 
creation of fictitious companies to obtain executive visas to a particular destination country for the 
purpose of working in a phantom branch of that company.  Visa applications can also be supported 
by other counterfeited documents including flight tickets, boarding passes, and resident permits, 
often obtained through corruption, to show that the identity of the visa applicant is the same as 
that in their passport.110

 

Abuse of ‘approved destination status’ processes can result in successful irregular entry of another 
person.  After a person gains entry into a country with a legitimate visa, the passport with the visa 
is returned to the country of origin with exit stamps, while the person to whom the visa was issued 
remains in the destination country.111 

Corruption, smuggling of migrants, and obstruction of justice 

There are many ways in which corruption can help smugglers circumvent or defeat law 
enforcement efforts to investigate and prosecute migrant smuggling.  Some of them are: 

• Corruption and intimidation of law enforcement officials to prevent the successful 
investigation of migrant smuggling incidents; 

• Corruption and intimidation of law enforcement officials to prevent the successful 
investigation of allegations of corruption; 

• Corruption and intimidation of prosecutors and members of the judiciary to prevent the 
successful prosecution and conviction of smugglers; 

• Corruption relating to the obstruction of justice (e.g., corruption and intimidation of 
witnesses); 

• Corruption to facilitate the laundering of the proceeds of migrant smuggling and other 
criminal activities; 

• Extortion practiced by corrupt law enforcement officials.112 

In many countries, there are frequent reports of police officers, prosecutors, judges or other 
officials being bribed to ensure that migrant smuggling activities are not properly investigated or 
prosecuted or, if they are prosecuted, to ensure a favourable outcome.  There are also numerous 
examples of bribery in relation to the detention and deportation of irregular migrants.113 
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III. Fraudulent travel or identity documents 

III.1 Production and supply to smugglers 

The production of high quality forgeries requires technical skills and know-how.  It is for this reason 
that smugglers (or smuggled migrants) generally resort to specialised forgers who produce and 
supply such documents.  The following sections thus differentiate between (1) the production and 
supply of such documents by forgers and (2) the acquisition of such documents by smugglers or 
smuggled migrants. 

 

III.1.1 Production of forgeries 

Most of the available open-source information concerning the production of fraudulent travel or 
identity documents in Southeast Asia relates to cases from Thailand.  Several reports describe 
Thailand as a ‘hub’ for passport forgery, with a ‘reputation for gangs that produce counterfeit 
documents’ and a ‘booming trade in stolen and falsified passports’.114  This may be at least partly 
attributable to Thailand’s high levels of tourism and the theft of foreign passports and other 
documents, providing forgers with access to documents to work with.115  The prevalence of 
corruption in Thailand has been noted as further factors contributing to the high levels of document 
forgery.116    

The large number of reports concerning the production of forged travel and identity documents in 
Thailand may be attributable to several causes.  It needs to be stressed in this context that Thailand 
has a considerably larger population than many Southeast Asian countries and has a much more 
vibrant English language media sector.  This may distort the level of reporting and falsely create the 
impression that Thailand experiences disproportionate levels of document fraud.117   

Reports about the production of forged travel and identity documents from other countries are 
more isolated.  A literature review published by UNODC in 2012 found that there is a ‘well 
developed industry in Indonesia [that] facilitates the procurement of fraudulent documents’.118  
Other news and research reports contain examples of production of forged documents for the 
purpose of smuggling of migrants in Malaysia,119 Singapore,120 and Viet Nam121, though these 
reports make no suggestions about the scale and spread of document forgery in these countries. 
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Passports 

Most reports on the production of fraudulent travel or identity documents for the purpose of 
smuggling of migrants involve passports and, as mentioned, most of these reports concern cases 
detected in Thailand.  The methods and equipment used to produce forged passports vary, and 
may either involve the use of genuine passports, which are altered or used as templates, or the 
creation of forged passports from scratch.122   

Where genuine documents are used, they may be stolen from, or sold by, their owners in the 
country of production, such as foreign visitors in Thailand.  They may also be mailed from other 
countries to Thailand for alteration.  In one case reported in 2014, for instance, 103 stolen passports 
were discovered when they were couriered from Spain to Thailand in order to forge their 
content.123 

Various types of equipment are used to fraudulently create, alter, or copy passports.  In some cases, 
technologically advanced tools have been used to create high quality forgeries (sometimes referred 
to as ‘mirror-grade’ passports),124 which are impossible to detect by the naked eye and can fool 
many experts, including law enforcement and border officials.125  Generally, the production of 
fraudulent passports in Southeast Asia may include, inter alia, the use of lasers,126 ‘pattern screen 
blocks’,127 backlight lamps,128 high-definition scanners and printers,129 and embossing machines and 
passport laminate.130  Fake visa stickers and stamps are also used during production, together with 
biodata pages and forged signatures.131  These stamps and stickers create the appearance that the 
passport has been widely used and accepted at various control points. 
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Case example: Hamid Reza Jafary (‘the Doctor’) 

Mr Jafary, an Iranian national who had lived in Thailand for 25 years, was the leader of what was 
described as one of Thailand’s ‘biggest passport counterfeiting syndicates’.132  He was known as the 
‘the Doctor’, supplying fraudulent documents to a range of clientele, including a number of migrant 
smuggling organisations. 133  Most of the smuggled migrants who used documents produced by Mr 
Jafary came from Iran, Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan and sought to travel to Europe or Australia.134  
He also sold fraudulent passports online.135  The fraudulent passports were reportedly sold for THB 
50,000–80,000 each.136 

Prior to his arrest, Thai officials had been investigating Mr Jafary’s syndicate for several years.137  
He was also wanted by the United Kingdom, France, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan.138  A 
number of previous arrests, mostly of middlemen, had been made, but while these cases were 
often linked to ‘the Doctor’, capturing Mr Jafary himself had proved difficult.  He operated in secret, 
with few people knowing his real name or what he looked like.   

Thai officials were eventually able to identify Mr Jafary after analysing phone data, from which they 
identified a number they believed belonged to Mr Jafary.  They discovered this number was used 
to order pizza to a certain address.  Law enforcement officers attended the address and discovered 
that Mr Jafary was running a second-hand computer business, which he used as a front for his 
passport forgery operation.139  The second floor of the business contained technologically advanced 
forgery equipment.140  173 forged passports were discovered when he was arrested in 2016.141 

Mr Jafary was assisted by other members of his syndicate, including five Pakistani men who helped 
him contact potential clients.142  An important associate was Mr Mahammad Rumzan, a Pakistani 
national nicknamed ‘Johnny Painter’ due to his ability to create high quality forged passports.  Mr 
Rumzan was arrested two months after Mr Jafary while delivering stolen passports to another 
document forger.  When his two apartments were searched, Thai officials discovered 40 counterfeit 
passports and 91 visa stamps, together with a range of equipment and materials used for producing 
forged documents.  Thai authorities alleged that Mr Rumzan received THB 2,000–3,000 per forged 
passport he created.143 

News reports in the years following the arrest of Mr Jafary indicate that the transnational syndicate 
he was part of was still in operation.144 
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Case example: Seyed Paknejad 

Mr Seyed Paknejad, an Iranian man described as one of the world’s most wanted passport forgers, 
was arrested by counter-terrorism police in Malaysia in 2013.  He allegedly supplied forged 

documents to migrant smuggling, drug trafficking, and terrorist groups.145  The passports were 
predominantly used to smuggle clients from Middle Eastern countries to New Zealand, Australia, 

the United States, and Europe.146  The migrants would initially travel to Thailand before using 

forged documents to secure passage to their final destination.147 

It is believed that Mr Paknejad sold the passports for MYR  3,000–4,000.148  If a visa was required, 

this price could be as high as MYR 10,000.149  Overall, it is estimated that he earned as much as 

MYR 9,000,000 from his criminal activity,150 which is reported to have spanned over five to ten 

years.151  During this time, he provided more than 3,000 counterfeit documents to buyers in 14 
countries.  He was first arrested in Thailand in 2012 when passports and drivers licences were found 

in his apartment together with sophisticated counterfeiting equipment.152  After being released on 
bail, Mr Paknejad fled Thailand on a fraudulent Turkish passport and continued to run his forgery 

syndicate from Malaysia.153  Soon after his arrest in Malaysia, Thailand formally requested his 

extradition.154  Malaysia surrendered Mr Paknejad in 2015.  Later, in 2017, a court in Thailand found 
Mr Paknejad guilty of drug possession and document falsification and sentenced him to a five-year 

term of imprisonment.155 

 

 

Computers and smartphones often aid in the creation of forgeries and are used for storage of 
document copies.156  Pictures of the intended recipient of the forged passport may be taken 
overseas and transmitted by smugglers to the forger to create the passport.  The passports are then 
sent back to the smuggler and handed to the smuggled migrant.  Regular courier services have 
reportedly been used for this purpose.157  Fraudulent passports used to facilitate the smuggling of 
migrants come from a great range of countries.  A forgery ring busted in Thailand in March 2015, 
for instance, was in possession of genuine passports from 65 different countries.158  In general, 
there appears to a preference for passports from European Union (EU) Member States that allow 
easy access into the EU and visa free entry into many other countries.  The level of production varies 
between different forgers and networks, though several investigations revealed syndicates that 
were responsible for producing hundreds or even thousands of passports.159 
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Visas and other documents 

Many reports point to a diverse range of other documents that are frequently produced to facilitate 
the smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia.  These include, inter alia, visas, residence documents, 
identification cards,160 birth certificates,161 and drivers licences.162  Information concerning the 
production of false visa, resident cards, and other documents is, however, not easily separable from 
reports relating to passports set out in the previous section.  Like passports, the production of 
fraudulent visas is common in Southeast Asia.163  Some reports show that passport and visa forgery 
often go hand in hand, with forgers tending to be involved in the production of several types of 
document.164  The information gathered for this report sheds little light on how fraudulent visas 
and documents other than passports are commonly produced in the region. 

 

Profile, roles and networks of the forgers 

Based on the available information, it appears that persons producing fraudulent travel and identity 
documents are often separate from the migrant smugglers they sell to.  Thus, smugglers commonly 
purchase or otherwise source fraudulent documents from others, rather than producing these 
documents themselves.  Many persons engaged in producing high quality forgeries have very 
advanced technical know-how and produce fraudulent documents that may be supplied to a range 
of buyers and used in a great range of crime types.165  Forgers arrested in Thailand have reportedly 
sold documents for the purposes of, inter alia, arms trafficking, trafficking in persons, and terrorism, 
in addition to smuggling of migrants.166   

The available information further suggests that some forgers work individually and locally and 
supply fraudulent documents to local clients, while others are working in teams or networks and 
are associated with transnational organised crime groups.167  As mentioned earlier, some 
investigations have uncovered syndicates responsible for producing hundreds or even thousands 
of fraudulent documents.168  The sources consulted for the purpose of this report further give the 
impression that forgers do not merely specialise in producing one type of document, such as 
passports, but often supply a range of travel and identity documents to various clients.169 

While persons involved in document forgery in Southeast Asia may come from the region, 
involvement of nationals of European countries, the United States, and countries from other Asian 
regions has also been reported.170  In some instances, persons of different nationalities have 
worked together in forgery syndicates and coordinated criminal activity across different countries, 
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reflecting the often transnational nature of their crimes.171  To assist the selling of forged 
documents internationally, some offenders have been noted to use the internet to advertise their 
services.  In one case, forged passports and other documents were placed on an illicit online store 
and ordered by customers, who then transferred money to the forger.  The documents were then 
sent to customers using regular postal services.172 

 

III.1.2 Supply of genuine documents 

Migrant smugglers may be supplied with genuine documents through several avenues.  The first 
involves supply of documents by corrupt immigration or other government officials.  There are 
some, albeit limited, reports from Indonesia and Malaysia of officials providing genuine passports 
to migrant smugglers, usually in return for bribes.173  Other types of genuine but fraudulently 
created documents may also be provided, including birth certificates, adoption records, and 
identification cards.  Migrant smugglers may also be supplied with genuine documents by 
immigration officials who are tricked by false applications and misrepresentations.  The Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade notes that passport fraud in Vietnam is difficult to detect 
as false documents are often used to obtain genuine passports.174  Fake documents, such as 
admissions to education institutions and conferences, have been used to acquire genuine visas.175  

Some migrant smugglers have been supplied with genuine documents by persons willing to sell 
their own documents, particularly tourists looking to make money.176  One report notes that tourist 
passports can be sold for potentially thousands of dollars in Thailand.177  Following the sale, the 
tourists may then falsely report them as lost or stolen.  In other cases, genuine passports have been 
stolen, sometimes by opportunistic criminals who then sell them to smugglers or document forgers.  
It has also been reported that waitresses working in bars in Thailand have stolen passports from 
clients in return for a commission.178   

 

III.2 Acquisition, procurement, and supply of fraudulent documents by 
smugglers 

Open source information about how migrant smugglers acquire and procure fraudulent travel or 
identity documents, and how they supply these documents to smuggled migrants, is limited.  Most 
reports either relate to the production of such documents (see Section III.2 above) or to their use 
and possession (Section III.3).  By comparison, there is a relative paucity of open source information 
about how smugglers interact with those forging documents and how smugglers make such 
documents available to smuggled migrants. 

One explanation for the relative dearth of information are the difficulties in clearly separating 
migrant smugglers from those producing fraudulent documents.  Most reports, including 
investigations and reported cases, do not specify whether fraudulent documents were produced 
specifically for the purpose of smuggling of migrants and whether such documents were acquired, 

                                                   
171  See, for example, King-Oua Laohong, ‘Passport Forgery Bust Nets Iranian after 2-Year Inquiry’, Bangkok Post (online), 19 March 

2015. 
172  [s.n.], ‘Passport Forger Arrested in Thailand’, SeeNews (online), 10 February 2016. 
173  UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: Current Trends and Related Challenges (2015) 64; UNODC, Migrant Smuggling in Asia: A 

Thematic Review of Literature (2012) 137. 
174  Australia, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, DFAT Country Information Report Vietnam (2017) 26. 
175  UNODC, Transnational Organized Crime in East Asia and the Pacific: A Threat Assessment (2013) 30. 
176  Mark Fenn, ‘Missing Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370: Thailand's growing passport scam’, The Independent (online), 13 March 

2014. 
177  Clive Williams, ‘Stamping out Passport Fraud’, The Canberra Times (Canberra), 4 November 2013, 4. 
178  Clive Williams, ‘Stamping out Passport Fraud’, The Canberra Times (Canberra), 4 November 2013, 4. 



31 

procured, or supplied specifically for this purpose.  In some instances, fraudulent documents are 
produced for a range of purpose or with no specific intention regarding their future use.  
Furthermore, those producing and preparing fraudulent documents may work independently, may 
be part of larger forgery networks, or may be subsumed in groups involved in smuggling of 
migrants.179  The available sources, for the most part, do not draw these distinctions, except for one 
report relating to the Philippines which states that groups involved in the smuggling of migrants 
usually acquire fraudulent documents externally from other groups specialising in document 
fraud.180  Based on the information retrieved for the purpose of this research, a few general 
observations can be made.   

 

III.2.1 Acquisition and procurement of fraudulent documents 

It appears that migrant smugglers often first acquire documents from forgers and suppliers, and 
then pass these on to their clients.181  In such cases, smugglers act as middle men for the trade in 
fraudulent documents, with no or little direct contact between smuggled migrants and the 
producers and suppliers of these documents.  In some cases, smugglers arrange for fraudulent 
documents to be sent directly to smuggled migrants by those producing the forgeries, usually by 
using postal or courier services.182   

Case example: Bin Mohd Ali 

The case of Mr Sherdali Bin Mohd Ali provides an example for the procurement of a fraudulent 
document by a migrant smuggler and the supply of this document to a smuggled migrant.  The 
migrant, an Afghan refugee referred to as H.A.J. in court proceedings, had been residing in Malaysia 
and held a valid UNHCR identification card.  Frustrated with the waiting time for resettlement as a 
refugee, H.A.J. engaged the services of a migrant smuggler, Mr Ali, to help him travel to Australia.  
H.A.J.’s brother agreed to pay for the smuggling venture by transferring USD 10,000 once H.A.J. 
reached Australia.   

Mr Ali asked H.A.J. to provide him with passport size photos and personal details, which Mr Ali then 
gave to an associate to create a counterfeit Malaysian passport.  Messrs Ali and H.A.J. then flew 
from Kuala Lumpur to Kota Kinabalu on the island of Borneo before driving to the border of Brunei 
Darussalam, from where they intended to fly to Australia.  Mr Ali kept possession of the fraudulent 
passport during their journey.   

Unknown to Messrs Ali and H.A.J., border officials in Brunei Darussalam were tipped off and 
intercepted the pair before they entered the country.  Mr Ali was later charged with and convicted 
for passport and migrant smuggling offences in Brunei Darussalam.  During his trial, he was noted 
to be part of a document forgery syndicate in Malaysia.183 

III.2.2 Supply of fraudulent documents to smuggled migrants 

Migrant smugglers may have fraudulent documents delivered to migrants, or may hand such 
documents to their clients in person.184  For example, a document forgery syndicate in Malaysia 
arranged to meet customers in designated locations, usually car parks or public bathrooms.185  To 
conceal the transfer of fraudulent documents, these may be hidden or covered up, which happened 
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in a case reported in Thailand, where forged passports were given to smuggled migrants hidden in 
the covers of diaries.186   

In some instances, smugglers may arrange the flights for smuggled migrants and accompany them 
during transit when the fraudulent documents are used.187  If smuggled migrants pass through 
multiple transit points, they may be supplied documents by different smugglers for each stage of 
the journey.188   

Case example: Keeping Mark John 

The case of Mr Keeping Mark John provides a rare, detailed example of the supply of documents 
by smugglers to a smuggled migrant.  Mr John was a 45-year-old British national who was recruited 
by a migrant smuggling syndicate to help facilitate the smuggling of their clients.  In September 
2016, Mr John was arrested by Singapore authorities for attempting to help a Sri Lankan national, 
Mr Kajanan, to exit Singapore and travel to Auckland, New Zealand. 

The Sri Lankan man had paid a migrant smuggler in Sri Lanka to help him travel from Sri Lanka to 
Auckland.  The smuggler, known as Jogarajah, first asked Mr Kajanan for a photograph and with it 
produced a forged Indian passport bearing the name of Mr John and a photo of Mr Kajanan.  The 
smuggler also gave Mr Kajanan a ticket to fly to Singapore.  Meanwhile, Jogarajah contacted Mr 
John, who was in Cambodia at the time, and told him to travel to Singapore and buy a ticket for a 
flight to Auckland.   

Upon entering Singapore, Mr Kajanan, following the instructions of Jogarajah, checked in for a flight 
to Colombo and obtained a boarding pass at Singapore’s Changi airport.  Using this boarding pass, 
he then proceeded to a washroom in Terminal 3 where Mr John had left the boarding pass for the 
Auckland flight in a sink.  Mr Kajanan left USD 400 in the sink for Mr Keeping to collect as payment.  
He then entered the gate-hold room for the Auckland-bound flight using the fraudulent passport 
with Mr John’s name and the boarding pass to pass security and airline personnel.  He was arrested 
by immigration officers at this point. 

Messrs Keeping and Kajanan were imprisoned for 12 months for their respective offences.189  
During his trial before a Singapore court, it was revealed that Mr Keeping had also been involved in 
a similar smuggling operation in Tokyo in 2016.   

III.3 Use and possession of fraudulent documents 

In Southeast Asia, fraudulent documents are frequently used to facilitate irregular migration.190  
There are many reports in which migrants using fraudulent documents are apprehended.  Most of 
these reports involve cases where travellers were found in possession of fraudulent documents at 
airports.191  These cases involve fraudulent passports, visas, and a range of other fraudulent 
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documents that were discovered in the possession of migrants who used them to exit, enter, or 
remain in a country.   

It should be noted that in many reports about the use and possession of fraudulent documents the 
involvement of migrant smugglers is unclear.  Media reports often state that persons using or 
possessing fraudulent documents have been apprehended, charged, and/or convicted for such 
conduct, but rarely contain information relating to how the documents were acquired.192  While 
most reports only reveal information about the use and possession of these documents by 
migrants, it is likely that most of the reported cases involve instances of smuggling since migrants 
are unlikely to have produced the fraudulent documents themselves. 

 

III.3.1 Use and possession of fraudulent documents to enter a country 

Fraudulent travel or identity documents are used to enable travel to or between Southeast Asian 
countries and to facilitate departures from the region for destinations outside Southeast Asia. 

Entry into and travel within Southeast Asia  

Numerous reports relate to the use of fraudulent documents, most often passports, to enter a 
Southeast Asian country.  The majority of reports concern entries and attempted entries into 
Malaysia,193 Indonesia,194 and Thailand.195  The migrants found in possession of these documents 
mostly involve nationals of countries that do not enjoy visa free entry, such as Afghans, Iraqis, and 
Sri Lankans.196  The point of entry may be their intended destination or may be a transit point en 
route to other destinations in Southeast Asia or outside the region.197   

The use and possession of fraudulent documents is, of course, not limited to nationals from outside 
the region and migrants from Southeast Asia, too, may resort to fraudulent documents to enable 
their travel within the region.  Myanmar nationals, for instance, have been apprehended using 
fraudulent passports to travel into and within Thailand.198  In another case, a Vietnamese national 
was using a fake passport to enter Singapore.199 

Departures from Southeast Asia to destinations outside the region 

The use of fraudulent document to depart from Southeast Asia to destinations outside the region 
is similarly common.  This involves both nationals of Southeast countries and other nationals who 
transit through the region, especially through one of Southeast Asia’s main international airports. 

The available information, inter alia, involves reports about specific instances where fraudulent 
documents were used to smuggle migrants from Vietnam to Hong Kong SAR and Europe,200 from 
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the Philippines to Saudi Arabia and Europe,201 from Indonesia to New Zealand,202 Thailand, and 
Australia,203 and from Malaysia to Thailand and Europe.204   

By way of example, in 2013, a Palestinian migrant was arrested at Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport 
for possessing a forged Greek passport with which he sought to travel from Thailand to Sweden, 
where he hoped to apply for asylum.  The man had obtained the forged passport from migrant 
smugglers in the United Kingdom before travelling through the United Arab Emirates to Thailand.205  
In a large-scale case reported in 2016, almost 200 Indonesian and Malaysian migrants were stopped 
from leaving Manila’s Ninoy Aquino International Airport after it was discovered they were all using 
fake Philippine passports.  Several smugglers allegedly organised and accompanied this group.206  
In March of 2018, nine Indian nationals who arrived on a flight from Thailand were apprehended at 
Brisbane Airport in Australia.  They were carrying fraudulent documents, including false media 
credentials, which they were using to pose as journalists.  One member of the group was later 
charged with offences relating to smuggling of migrants.207 
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Case examples: Fraudulent documents and MH 370 

Malaysian Airlines (MH) Flight 370 disappeared on 8 March 2014 en route to Beijing from Kuala 
Lumpur.  Initially, the discovery that two of the passengers were travelling on stolen passports 
‘raised the unsettling possibility of foul play’.208  Days later, however, Interpol dismissed suggestions 
that this proved that the passengers were involved in the plane’s disappearance; rather, the two 
men were asylum seekers.209   

The two men were Iranian nationals who were able to enter Malaysia without a visa.  Here, they 
made pre-arranged contact with a smuggling agent who gave them stolen passports and onward 
plane tickets.210  The passports reportedly cost them USD 10,000 each.211  Their plan was to use the 
passports to travel beyond Beijing to further destinations — Berlin and Copenhagen — in order to 
seek asylum.212  The two passports, one Italian and one Austrian, were stolen in Thailand.213  The 
Italian passport was stolen after an Italian tourist used it to rent a bike while holidaying in Phuket 
in 2012.214 

While no link was ever found between the two Iranian nationals and the disappearance of MH 370, 
some media outlets nevertheless used this incident to highlight the Southeast Asian ‘migration 
path’ the two men had used.  One report, for instance, stated that it is not uncommon for Iranian 
migrants to transit in Southeast Asia en route to other destinations, especially via Malaysia due to 
visa free entry.  The report, quoting a Human Rights Watch representative, further noted that it is 
‘much easier than most people would think’ to acquire stolen or altered passports in Southeast 
Asia. 215   

Several media outlets also used this case to report about Thailand’s ‘booming trade in stolen and 
falsified passports’,216 given that was where the Iranian men’s fraudulent passports originated.  In 
the wake of the incident, one report noted that ‘Thailand remains a robust venue for the sale of 
high-quality false passports (including altered stolen passports) and other supporting 
documentation’.217   
 

 

III.3.2 Use and possession of fraudulent documents to exit a country 

In some instances, fraudulent travel or identity documents are used solely for the purpose of exiting 
a country and/or to check-in for and embark on a departing flight.  Several reports involve cases 
where migrants used fraudulent documents to leave on a departing flight from Southeast Asia and 
then destroyed these documents en route to their destination.  For example, a 2013 research paper 
notes a specific instance where a Sri Lankan migrant used a false Canadian passport and a forged 
Australian visa, provided by a Malaysian migrant smuggler, to exit Sri Lanka.  The migrant destroyed 
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the documents on the plane before he arrived in Perth where he applied for asylum.218  A media 
report from the same year notes that migrants may be given ‘genuine but altered passport[s]’ and 
false tourist visas to exit Thailand and Malaysia and then travel to Australia.  The smugglers instruct 
the migrants to destroy these documents after landing but before passing through immigration 
controls in Australian airports.219   

 

III.3.3 Use and possession of fraudulent documents to remain in a country 

Fraudulent travel or identity documents may also be used to enable migrants to remain in the 
country where they already are.  Most of the available reports of this kind come from Thailand and 
Malaysia and usually involve collusion with corrupt government officials.220  For example, in 2015 a 
number of officials in a registration office in Thailand were arrested for creating falsified Thai 
identity cards to allow migrants to stay in Thailand permanently without a visa.221  Thai media 
further reported about a case in May 2018 where Thai immigration officers colluded with document 
forgers and education institutions to provide migrants with fraudulent student visas.222  Information 
gathered for a 2012 UNODC report refers to cases in which Philippine migrants purchased 
documents to allow them to stay and work in Malaysia.223   
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IV. Financing of smuggling of migrants and laundering of 
proceeds of smuggling of migrants 

IV.1 Providing financial and material resources 

IV.1.1 Investing in the smuggling of migrants 

Cases and other reports concerning the financial flows from migrant smuggling are extremely 
limited.  A 2014 news report states that smugglers may invest large sums of money, up to AUD 
40,000, to finance smuggling of migrants from Indonesia to Australia.  This money goes towards 
purchasing vessels and fuel, as well as funding bribery of local officials, before likely being recouped 
through fees charged to the smuggled migrants.224  Other research on migrant smuggling in 
Indonesia further indicates that many smuggling operations involve networks of sponsors inside 
and outside of the country.  These sponsors set up the criminal infrastructure required to run 
migrant smuggling operations, investing money to cover costs of bribery and other expenses, 
including safe houses in transit countries and document fraud.  They may coordinate this 
investment with lower level smugglers, who are responsible for coordinating ‘day-to-day 
business’.225  

The 2013 trial of a Myanmar national in the Indonesian District Court (Pengadilan Negeri) provides 
a rare case example of investment in migrant smuggling.  The accused smuggler organised and paid 
for the purchase of a vessel to smuggle migrants from Indonesia to Australia, as well as provisions 
for the journey, using money provided by a more senior organiser.  He also recruited the captain of 
the vessel, which departed Indonesia successfully carrying 53 smuggled migrants.  The accused was 
later arrested and, following court proceedings, ultimately found guilty.  He appealed his conviction 
unsuccessfully in Indonesia’s High Court (Pengadilan Tinggi).226  

 

IV.1.2 Providing material assistance 

Aside from provision of financial resources for smuggling ventures, there are several reports noting 
support of migrant smuggling through forms of material assistance.  Prosecutions of Indonesian 
migrant smugglers in Australian courts have observed that such persons may provide vessels for 
the purpose of bringing migrants from Indonesia to Australia.  They are often paid themselves to 
crew the vessels they provide and may also stock them with provisions for the journey.227  
Prosecutions in Indonesia also show cases where military and police officials have provided 
transport, usually cars and trucks, for smuggled migrants transiting through the country.228  There 
are also many reported instances of persons, including skilled forgers and immigration officials, 
providing smugglers and smuggled migrants with fraudulent documents.229 

Many Thai fisherman provided their boats to smuggling ventures in 2014, for the purpose of 
transporting Rohingya migrants out of Myanmar.  In some cases, these boats were converted in 
order to carry larger numbers of migrants, with some capable of carrying up to 1,000 people.  It is 
likely that these boats were, in most cases, operated by the owners themselves.230  
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IV.2 Paying migrant smugglers 

In general, one of three ways is used to pay migrant smugglers.  These include (1) full payment up 
front prior to departure, (2) payments made in instalments over the course of the journey, or 
(3) payment upon arrival to the destination country.231  Where irregular migration involves 
smuggling along more than one leg (or through more than two countries), where the services of 
different smugglers are used at different stages of the journey, or where different actors are used 
for different services (for example, transporters and document forgers), separate ‘stage by stage’ 
payment appears to be common.  This practice seems to be common if migrants are smuggled from 
South Asia through Southeast Asia to Australia.232  In one case, for example, a smuggled migrant 
paid a deposit of USD 1,000 (for a full fee of USD 10,000) to be smuggled by air from Pakistan to 
Malaysia using fraudulent documents.  After paying a further USD 4,000, the migrant was 
accommodated in a guest house in Kuala Lumpur, ferried across the Malacca Strait to Sumatra, 
Indonesia, and then brought by cars and buses to Bogor on Java.  The migrant then paid USD 5,000 
to be taken to Jakarta and later by boat to Australia.233   

If migrants are smuggled from one country to another within Southeast Asia for the purpose of 
finding employment abroad, it appears to be common for the smuggling fee to be financed through 
deductions from the migrant’s wages.234  Reports relating to irregular labour migration and 
smuggling of migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar to Thailand show that Thai 
employers commonly cover all or some of the costs to pay for the recruitment and transportation 
of irregular migrant workers and later deduct that money from the migrants’ pay once they have 
arrived in Thailand and commenced work.235  Some migrant smugglers maintain arrangements with 
certain employers, whereby they receive payments to source labour in other countries.236   

Usually this means the migrants must repay their debt over long periods of time, and many migrants 
lose track at what point they will be able to discharge their debt.237  Such arrangements create 
considerable debts, but also tie the migrants closely to their recruiters and employers and make it 
difficult, if not impossible, to change employers.  This poses considerable risks to migrants if they 
lose their jobs or return to their country of origin before the debts are repaid in full.  Such situations 
may also lead to increased vulnerability of migrants to exploitation in that recruiters and employers 
sometimes artificially inflate the migrants’ debts and abuse the power the debts give them over the 
migrants.238 

IV.2.1 Payments made by migrants themselves 

Migrants may pay individually for the services of migrant smugglers or may negotiate fees for 
groups.  Usually, some deals are made or discounts apply if migrants are smuggled and pay as a 
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group.239  In some cases, smugglers may offer deals to prospective smuggled migrants such as ‘buy 
nine get one free’.  Doing so enables smugglers to recruit large numbers of clients while reducing 
their need to recruit migrants individually.240 Some reports concerning smuggling from Indonesia 
to Australia show that migrants may pay for the services of smugglers by acting as facilitators.  They 
may run errands for migrant smuggling organisations in transit countries, recruit other migrants, or 
even work on smuggling vessels.241  Migrants generally do so when they are unable to afford the 
fee for their desired smuggling service.242 

 

IV.2.2 Payments by family/relatives and friends 

Smuggling services are often expensive and individual migrants may be unable to finance their 
smuggling themselves.  UNODC reports note that payments are sometimes made by the family 
members of smuggled migrants.  These payments may be financed ‘through the sale of property or 
assets by the migrant and their family’.243  While there is very little available information regarding 
this method of payment, the following case concerning migrant smuggling through Southeast Asia 
to Australia details the funding of two smuggling ventures by family members.   

Case example: R v Buka {2016] 

The Iraqi born accused was expelled and deported to Iran as a result of the policies of Saddam 
Hussein.  In 2000, he arrived in Australia by boat and became a citizen in 2007.244  In December 
2011, he arranged the smuggling of his niece and her husband from Indonesia to Australia.  Mr Buka 
advanced AUD 4,200 to Mr Hussein (smuggler) using money transfers from Australia.  He did so 
because his niece had been defrauded of her own money by a person described in court as ‘one of 
the unscrupulous people who prey on the vulnerability of those desperate enough to pay to make 
the journey to Australian waters’.  Consequently, she was unable to pay for the trip herself.245 

Mr Buka subsequently also aided his sister-in-law’s nephew to come to Australia from Iraq.  He 
acted as a conduit for funds provided to him by other relatives to be transferred from Iraq to 
Malaysia and Indonesia.  He further assisted the nephew in finding and securing accommodation 
during transit in Malaysia and Indonesia, as well as forwarding money for living expenses in the two 
countries. Mr Buka was later charged with people smuggling offences in Australia for his efforts to 
help his niece, her husband, and his sister-in-law’s nephew.246   In sentencing the defendant, the 
County Court of Victoria noted that it would have been difficult for him to ‘withstand the tugs of 
family loyalty ... in refusing to assist’.247   

IV.2.3 Loans by smugglers or other third parties (excl. family) 

The sources consulted for this report contain little information pertaining to loans given to 
smuggled migrants, either by smugglers or other third parties.  Based on prior UNODC reports, it 
appears that the fees for smuggling services may be loaned to migrants by ‘village moneylenders’ 
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and ‘recruitment agents’.248  In some cases, these debts are paid through deductions from the 
migrants’ salary.249 

Many brokers in Myanmar, also referred to as ‘carries’, offer to advance fees and repay debts later 
as a tool to recruit would-be migrants into journeys the migrants could otherwise not afford.  This 
method also creates the impression that the journeys are free as no up-front payments are 
required.  The brokers make the migrants believe that higher fees and more expensive 
arrangements will lead them into higher-paying employment in Thailand or that it will enable the 
migrants to take up employment in Bangkok or other major urban centres where salaries are 
generally higher.250 

 

IV.3 Transferring funds and laundering the proceeds of smuggling of migrants 

Information on the methods used for transferring funds to finance migrant smuggling ventures in 
Southeast Asia is very limited.  UNODC’s 2018 Global Study on Migrant Smuggling notes that 
methods of transferring funds seem to vary dependant on the nationality of migrant smugglers and 
smuggled migrants.  The Study does, however, not provide further details about what nationalities 
use which method.  Some smugglers prefer to use informal financial systems while others use 
regular financial services such as money transfers through bank accounts.251   

 

IV.3.1 Banking sector 

The most detailed accounts of money transfers and laundering of proceeds in relation to smuggling 
of migrants are the case of Rahmatullah Bostan (see box) and a case described in a 2014 publication 
by the Australian Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre (AUSTRAC).252   

The case, described in the AUSTRAC report, involves a syndicate that organised the transport of 
migrants from Indonesia to Australia.  The majority of the migrants were Iraqi and Iranian nationals 
who paid between AUD 4,500 and 10,000 per person.  Numerous amounts were transferred 
through regular bank transactions over a five-year period.  A total of 28 international funds transfer 
instructions were sent out of Australia amounting to more than AUD 42,000.  Two persons were 
later charged with migrant smuggling related offences in relation to these transactions.253 
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Case example: Bostan and Bostan 

A migrant smuggling venture was organised to transport 70 Afghan migrants from Indonesia to 
Australia.   The organiser of the venture, Mr Qambarali Bostan, was assisted by his son Rahmatullah 
Bostan.  The migrants paid between AUD 8,000 and 10,000 each for the journey.  Large amounts of 
money were paid in cash in Indonesia.  Some of these funds were then sent to Australia, while other 
funds were transferred from Australia to Indonesia to assist with the costs of the smuggling venture.  
Transfers were done through standard banking services, with the father sending numerous 
international funds transfer instructions from Indonesia to his son in Australia.  To avoid reporting 
requirements, the amounts were sent in amounts below the AUD 10,000 reporting threshold.  

The smuggled migrants were apprehended by Indonesian authorities in West Java before they were 
able to board the vessel.  One of the smuggled migrants, when interviewed by police, stated that 
she paid Qambarali AUD 6,000 in Pakistan, where she first met him, and agreed to pay a further 
AUD 3,000 at a later date.  The smuggled migrant then travelled from Karachi to Kuala Lumpur on 
a forged Pakistani passport, before travelling to Indonesia.  She alleged that a corrupt officer from 
Pakistan's Federal Investigation Agency at Karachi airport aided her departure.  

Australian authorities became suspicious following reports of irregular activity including, inter alia, 
cash deposits from multiple third parties, significant cash withdrawals at different bank branches, 
and the transfer of AUD 40,000 from the father to the son over a six-day period.  They also 
intercepted phone calls between Rahmatullah and the smuggled migrants following their 
apprehension by Indonesian authorities.  The two men were charged with migrant smuggling 
related money laundering and drug offences.254  Qambarali committed suicide before his trial,255 
while Rahmatullah pleaded guilty to receiving proceeds of crime and various drug offences.  He was 
sentenced to a nine month suspended jail term.   Charges of migrant smuggling against Rahmatullah 
were dropped once the prosecution conceded that he had no knowledge of, and no role in 
organising, the smuggling venture itself.256  It was alleged during the trial that a third smuggler, Mr 
Ali Sadat, was involved in the venture.  A large portion of the money collected from the smuggled 
migrants was given to Mr Sadat, who is said to have bought a house in Phuket, Thailand with the 
proceeds. 

 

 

IV.3.2 Other financial services sector 

The use of informal money transfer systems is documented by several reports relating to the 
smuggling of migrants from Indonesia to Australia.  One of the advantages of this system identified 
by the report is the fact that money can be held ‘in trust’ by hawala dealers, to be disbursed to 
smugglers after the successful completion of smuggling ventures.257  In one case, smuggled 
migrants deposited funds with hawala dealers in Pakistan before travelling to Indonesia and 
Australia.258  A 2013 UNODC report states that all financial flows relating to smuggling of migrants 
from Vietnam to Europe are managed through a ‘hawala-like system’.259 
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V. Corruption 

V.1 Public sector involvement 

V.1.1 Active and passive bribery of government officials relating to illegal entry of 
migrants 

The sources consulted for this report suggest that corruption, involving law enforcement, military, 
immigration, and other government officials, plays an important part in the illegal entry of 
smuggled migrants in many parts of Southeast Asia.260  Corrupt public officials in Thailand,261 
Myanmar,262 Indonesia,263 Malaysia,264 Cambodia,265 and Lao PDR have all reportedly been involved 
in smuggling ventures.266  Several reports have alleged that acceptance of bribes and complicity in 
smuggling ventures is widespread in certain countries.267  In some cases, bribery appears to take 
place in a somewhat ad hoc manner, while other cases indicate systemic involvement of officials in 
smuggling operations.  Bribes may be paid by smugglers or by the smuggled migrants themselves, 
and may constitute financial or other benefits (for example, sexual favours).268  Nonetheless, and 
despite general assertions as to the prevalence of corruption in the region, there are only a few 
specific and detailed instances described in the available literature.  As a result, the true extent of 
corruption across the region, together with its patterns and typologies, is largely unclear. 

Bribery of law enforcement officials appears common at border checkpoints between various 
Southeast Asian countries, with multiple reports of bribery on the Myanmar-Thailand and Malaysia-
Indonesia borders in particular.  Police may accept bribes in return for simply allowing smuggled 
migrants to enter a country unhindered; they may also accept payment in return for fraudulently 
stamping or providing immigration and other documents at border points.  In one case, a migrant 
smuggler obtained documents from police at a border checkpoint, which enabled him and the 
smuggled migrants he was escorting to bypass further military checkpoints.269  The smuggler stated 
that he paid bribes to a large number of officials including police and defence volunteers.270  In 
another case, a police chief and five of his subordinate officers were removed from a Thai border 
checkpoint after allegations they had accepted bribes to allow migrants to evade immigration 
procedures.271  Certain border points may be viewed as lucrative postings, due to opportunities to 
request and accept bribes.272 

A few, isolated, reports detail government immigration officials accepting bribes to facilitate the 
illegal entry of migrants, most of which concern Malaysian authorities.  In one case, migrant 
smugglers allegedly bribed officials in the Malaysian province of Sabah to ignore smuggling of 
migrants from the Philippines.273  Investigations into officials at Kuala Lumpur International Airport, 
meanwhile, have resulted in numerous arrests for alleged receipt of bribes.  In 2017, approximately 
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40 per cent of immigration department staff at Kuala Lumpur International Airport were transferred 
in an effort to combat corruption.274  Staff at the Malaysian High Commission have also reportedly 
received bribes.275     

In addition to bribery of law enforcement and immigration officials, bribery of military officials has 
also been reported.   UNODC has previously noted that substantial bribes have allegedly been paid 
to Indonesian military officials, including to a general.276  A particularly well reported instance of 
systemic bribery and corruption centres on the involvement of Thai military officials, as well police 
and other officials from Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Thailand, in the smuggling of Rohingya from 
Myanmar into Thailand. 

 

Case example 

In 2015, a number of abandoned camps and mass graves were uncovered in South Thailand and 
Malaysia.  Migrants, many of them ethnic Rohingya, had been smuggled from Myanmar and 
Bangladesh into Thailand, before being held for ransom in these camps before being granted 
onwards passage.277  Many of these migrants suffered abuse and exploitation, and many died.  The 
case is emblematic of the blurry line between smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons. 

Following investigations, it was discovered that high ranking police officials, former and current 
politicians, including a Mayor, and a Lieutenant-General of the Thai army were involved in the 
smuggling and trafficking syndicate.  The Lieutenant-General, whose portfolio included illegal 
migration in South Thailand, had received bribes of THB 14,800,000.278  There are reports that both 
Thai and Malaysian officials were complicit in the operation of the camps and transit roots, 
receiving payments to permit their continued use.279  A number of these officials were arrested and 
later convicted for their role in the smuggling and trafficking conduct.280    

 

V.1.2 Active and passive bribery of government officials relating to illegal stay of 
migrants 

While it seems likely that corruption plays a pervasive role in the illegal stay of migrants in Southeast 
Asian countries,281 only a few examples, relating to Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand, emerge from 
the materials consulted for this report.   

Corruption in Thailand appears to be widespread among law enforcement and other government 
officials.282  Bribes to prevent inspections of workplaces which hire irregular migrants and to release 
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asylum seekers from detention facilities have been noted in previous UNODC reports.283 There are 
also a number of media reports concerning bribery of officials.  For example, an investigation in 
2015 found that corrupt officials in a Thai registration office had produced fraudulent ID cards, 
which enabled migrant to stay in Thailand without visas.284  In another case from 2014, officials 
were bribed to provide documents showing that workers had returned to their countries of origin 
when they had, in fact, remained in Thailand.285  Some migrants living illegally in Thailand appear 
to rely on systematic bribery of officials, which may be paid by their employer.286  A 2016 report 
notes that employers of illegal migrants may pay thousands of Baht a month in bribes to shield their 
workers from apprehension and deportation.287  It appears that some officials seek out these 
bribes.288 

Much of the information relating to Thailand involves the smuggling and illegal stay of persons from 
Myanmar.  It has been noted that it is ‘practically impossible’ to secure the stay of illegal Myanmar 
migrants without the ‘cooperation of corrupt government officials’.289  In one 2017 case a local 
government official in Sangkla Buri, a district on the border with Myanmar, was allegedly involved 
in facilitating the illegal stay of nine Myanmar migrants.  The migrants stated that a Myanmar 
national had instructed them to pay THB 3,000 to 4,000 each to the local Thai official, who then 
helped obtain documents which he said would allow them to stay and work legally in Thailand.  
After entering Thailand, the migrants were arrested at a police checkpoint and the documents were 
discovered to be outdated.290   

Corruption appears to play a significant role in illegal stay of migrants in Malaysia.  A 2018 article 
observes that there is a ‘proliferation’ of corruption among Malaysian immigration officials.291  Up 
to 80% of Malaysian border enforcement officials are reportedly implicated in corrupt practices 
including smuggling of migrants (as well as drugs and weapons).292  For example, 10 immigration 
officials were arrested in 2017 by the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission for accepting bribes 
to facilitate the illegal stay of migrants in Sarawak,293 while in 2016 an immigration official was jailed 
for five years for accepting bribes from Indian migrants who had entered the country using fake 
documents.294  Other instances have been reported, most of them concerning bribes given to police 
officials to prevent raids on businesses employing illegal workers.295  Unsuccessful attempts at 
bribery have also been reported,296 including one case where a Rohingya construction worker 
offered a bribe to an immigration officer to avoid arrest.297 
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Smuggling through Indonesia is often dependant on corrupt officials, with high levels of corruption 
noted among its ‘police, military, and other officials’.298  A 2014 report states that corruption and 
bribery ‘play a significant role’ for migrants wishing to stay in Indonesia, and also those wishing to 
travel onwards.299  In particular, police and military officials are often involved in transporting 
smuggling migrants throughout the country.300  Members of the Indonesian military have been 
charged with offences relating to such conduct on several occasions.  In one case, four members of 
the military were apprehended escorting 41 smuggled Iranian and Syrian migrants from Java to the 
coastline of the Sukabumi regency.301 

 

V.1.3 Active and passive bribery of government officials relating to producing, issuing, 
supplying and obtaining fraudulent documents 

Cases of corruption in the context of smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia frequently relate to 
the production and supply of fraudulent travel or identity documents.  These documents are usually 
sought for the purpose of assisting migrants to illegally enter or stay in a country.   

There are ample reports from Indonesia,302 Malaysia,303 Thailand,304 Cambodia,305 Myanmar,306 and 
the Philippines involving active and passive bribery of government officials relating to producing, 
issuing, supplying and obtaining fraudulent documents.307  These reports generally involve contact 
or arrangements between smugglers and immigration or police officials who either fraudulently 
supply genuine documentation or provide fake or forged documents.308   

For example, in 2013 Malaysian officials were caught colluding with a criminal syndicate to smuggle 
migrants into the country.  They did so, in part, by providing migrants with a fake identification 
document using identities stolen from Malaysian citizens.309  In the Philippines, it was reported that 
immigration officials sold fake ‘hajj passports’ (which are necessary to attend the hajj pilgrimage) 
to Indonesian nationals.310  In other cases, officials have stamped smuggled migrants’ immigration 
documents in return for bribes.311 
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V.1.4 Corruption and obstruction of justice 

Several sources contain reports from Thailand,312 Indonesia,313 and Malaysia314 in which corruption 
concerned the obstruction of justice in cases involving smuggling of migrants. 

Reports from Thailand and Malaysia observed that police may refrain from arresting people illegally 
staying in the country in return for bribes.315  In one recent case in Thailand, systemic corruption 
among law enforcement officials resulted in large numbers of apprehended illegal immigrants 
being released rather than deported.  At one police station, for instance, the payment of bribes had 
the effect that 810 irregular migrants were not handed over to immigration authorities for 
deportation.316   

Some of the cases concerning bribery of officials and illegal stay described in Section V.1.2 above 
involve obstruction of justice insofar as proper police enforcement was forestalled.317  While some 
cases involve bribery in an ad hoc manner, in other instances police officials engage in systematic 
extortion of migrants illegally staying in a country, demanding large bribes from them or their 
employers to prevent arrest and deportation.318    

There is evidence that corruption can influence court processes, particularly prosecutions relating 
to smuggling of migrants.  A 2012 UNODC report states that in Malaysia, some smugglers may go 
unpunished due to ‘corruption and political patronage’,319 while a 2014 report on Indonesia notes 
an ‘absence of clear evidence that migrant smuggling trials have been conducted in a fair and 
transparent manner’.320  A 2013 article states that corrupt officials in the ‘military, the police and 
the public prosecutor’s office’ in Indonesia act to undermine prosecutions of migrant smugglers 
and ensure that their operations go undetected.321  Even if smugglers are convicted, corruption is 
said to be ‘endemic’ in Indonesia prisons and guards can be bribed to secure release.322    

 

V.2 Private sector involvement 

The sources consulted for this report reveal very little information regarding corrupt private sector 
involvement in the smuggling of migrants.  Whether this is due to low levels of corruption in this 
sector and a lack of collusion with smugglers, or rather a lack of investigations and reports, is 
unclear.   

It seems likely that bribery does take place in the private sector to some extent, particularly given 
the scale of migrant smuggling in Southeast Asia and the central role of airlines and 
migration/labour recruitment agencies in the movement of people in the region.  A 2012 UNODC 
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report notes one instance where employees of a Malaysian airline were involved in a migrant 
smuggling syndicate.323  Some reports further suggest that migration and labour recruitment 
agencies may also be involved in migrant smuggling.324 

 

V.3 Organised crime involvement 

Based on the available open-source information it is difficult to ascertain to what extent, if any, 
criminal organised are involved in corruption relating to smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia.  
Many if not most reports of corruption examined for the purpose of this study concern 
opportunistic bribery of officials, which do not show evidence of systematic and ongoing activities 
by criminal organisations.  Most reports relate to instances of corruption involving one or a small 
number of officials, with bribery seemingly occurring on an ad hoc basis.325  This may be a reflection 
of the fact that, generally speaking ‘[t]here is little evidence of the presence of highly organised 
criminals’ conducting smuggling operations in Southeast Asia.326  It further appears that bribes are 
more commonly paid by migrants themselves upon contact with authorities, rather than in an 
organised manner by or through smugglers or migrant smuggling networks.327   

Nonetheless, while instances of organised and systematic corruption seem to be comparatively 
uncommon (or are rarely uncovered), a few such cases have been reported.  Of particular note is 
the involvement of multiple Thai government officials in the smuggling and trafficking of Rohingya 
migrants, a case that is profiled in Section V.1.1 above.  Systematic corruption in the context of 
smuggling of migrants has also been reported from Malaysia, with the alleged involvement of police 
and immigration authorities in migrant smuggling syndicates.328  In one case, organised crime 
syndicates, working with a number of corrupt immigration officials in Kuala Lumpur International 
Airport, had conspired to smuggle large numbers of Bangladeshi nationals.329  One report on this 
case further noted that officers in the Malaysian embassy in Dhaka were systematically bribed.330  

There are also reports suggesting that systemic corruption plays an integral part in the smuggling 
of migrants in Indonesia.  In some instances, corrupt government officials effectively took up roles 
within criminal syndicates.  Their involvement not only facilitated the irregular movement of 
migrants but had the further effect of stymieing law enforcement and obstructing justice 
throughout the prosecutorial and judicial systems.331  Several criminal proceedings also involved 
military officials who were apprehended transporting smuggled migrants.332  As one 2017 report 
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observes, ‘Indonesia is considered a useful transit country […] due to high levels of corruption 
among its police, military and other officials’.333 
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VI. Conclusion 

The smuggling of migrants occurs on a large scale and in a myriad of ways across Southeast Asia.  
This report has shown that the use of fraudulent travel or identity documents, the financing and 
the laundering of proceeds of crime, and corruption frequently serve to enable and facilitate 
smuggling ventures between, into, and out of the ten ASEAN Member States.  Other reports, 
including prior research conducted by UNODC, demonstrate the level and pervasiveness of 
smuggling of migrants in the region and illustrate the great range of methods used to smuggle 
migrants overtly and covertly. 

One of the main observations emerging from the available information, including case reports, 
academic sources, official publications, and media reports, is the sheer ingenuity, flexibility, and 
inventiveness of those facilitating the smuggling of migrants by producing and providing fraudulent 
documents, financing the smuggling of migrants and laundering the proceeds of this crime, and 
bribing government officials to turn a blind eye to, or become actively involved in, smuggling 
operations.  Based on the available evidence, it appears that a seemingly endless range of means 
and methods are used to enable and support the smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia and that 
perpetrators go to great length to conceal the illegal entry of smuggled migrants, avoid close 
inspections by border control and other authorities, misrepresent the purposes of the migrants’ 
journeys, deceive government officials, and avoid detection and arrest by law enforcement 
agencies. 

Smugglers and their aids quickly adapt their methods to changing laws, border controls, and law 
enforcement measures.  This report has shown that in many instances they are one step ahead of 
those charged with investigating smuggling of migrants, arresting migrant smugglers and 
prosecuting them.  If border controls and law enforcement ‘get in the way’ of smuggling operations, 
smugglers will attempt to bribe government officials who can obstruct, frustrate, stop, and report 
the smuggling of migrants.  All too often, these attempts are successful and the cases illustrated in 
earlier parts of this report show that some officials become actively involved in facilitating 
smuggling ventures.  

The ingenuity of those facilitating the smuggling of migrants, and the myriad of means and methods 
at their disposal, add to the profits made by smugglers and to the fees that those willing or forced 
to migrate via irregular channels have to pay.  The smuggling of migrants is a crime that is defined 
by the purpose to obtain financial or other material benefits.  The more complex and sophisticated 
the methods used, the better the quality of fraudulent documents supplied, and the higher the 
bribes paid to corrupt officials, the more smugglers can charge for their services.  This, in turn, 
makes smuggling all the more profitable and preys on the desperation and vulnerability of 
smuggled migrants and their families who often fund the irregular journeys. 

A further observation is the fact that despite the high costs and profit margins associated with 
smuggling of migrants in Southeast Asia, little is known about the financing of smuggling of 
migrants.  Information about the laundering of proceeds of crime is sketchy and often does not 
relate specifically to cases involving migrant smuggling.  This may be due in part to the difficulties 
in identifying and tracing the funds used to finance smuggling ventures as well as the funds deriving 
from the smuggling of migrants.  For this reason, it would be desirable to conduct further research 
into the laws relating to money laundering and financing of crime in the ten ASEAN Member States 
and into the law enforcement and financial investigation methods used combat these phenomena. 

The challenges associated with preventing, detecting, and prosecuting the smuggling of migrants 
are not limited to financing and money laundering.  The techniques, equipment, and know how 
used by those producing and providing fraudulent documents, financing smuggling operations, 
laundering proceeds of this crime, and bribing government officials are frequently sophisticated 
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and specialised; in some cases, they exceed the expertise and capacities of those charged to combat 
this crime.   

To keep up with the methods used to facilitate the smuggling of migrants and to match ingenuity 
of smugglers, law enforcement and government agencies need to be adequately trained and 
equipped with relevant powers, tools, and know how.  The Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime along with the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea, and Air 
contain many of the legal mechanism needed to enhance law enforcement and facilitate 
international cooperation.  In addition, UNODC offers assistance to States Parties to implement 
these measures into domestic law, to train law enforcement, prosecutors, and judges, and to 
improve international cooperation and information exchange on the smuggling of migrants. 

This report does, however, also demonstrates the limitations of law enforcement and shows that 
enhanced border controls and technical equipment frequently merely lead to a displacement of 
smuggling routes or encourage smugglers to resort to more clandestine methods that are more 
dangerous and costly to smuggled migrants.  Efforts to combat the smuggling of migrants must thus 
be accompanied by measures designed to give migrants easier access to legitimate, high-quality 
travel and identity documents as well as to legal avenues of migration, thus reducing the demand 
for smuggling of migrants and the opportunities for migrant smugglers. 
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