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Abstract:  
This study discusses the Indonesian Government's Policy on the Repatriation of 
Indonesian Citizens (WNI) Victims of Human Trafficking in Cambodia for the period 
2023-2024. The author uses Phil Williams' Transnational Organized Crime (TOC) theory 
as a grand theory, supported by the concepts of human rights, international cooperation 
theory, and non- traditional security theory. The research method used in this study is 
descriptive qualitative. Data collection techniques use literature studies sourced from 
various relevant literature such as books, journals, reports, and national and 
international media. The results of the study show that there are at least three factors 
that drive the Indonesian government's policy in the process of repatriating Indonesian 
citizens who are victims of human trafficking in Cambodia and the implications of the 
policy on human rights and exit strategies. These factors are bilateral and regional 
cooperation, technical and administrative services for the protection of victims of TPPO, 
and supervision of human trafficking prevention at airports and seaports. In general, it 
can be clearly concluded that globalization, economic weakness, and corrupt practices 
are factors that contribute to the prevalence of human trafficking. In addition, the novelty 
of this research lies in its multidimensional approach, which integrates the analysis of the 
asymmetrical structure of digital syndicates with rescue strategies based on restoring 
human dignity and securitizing the issue of human trafficking in Southeast Asia. The 
study concludes that the effectiveness of Exit Strategies is highly dependent on 
diplomatic interdependence and the strengthening of reintegration mechanisms to 
prevent the recurrence of victimization. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The escalation of human trafficking cases in Cambodia is no longer just a matter of 

ordinary crime, but has transformed into a serious non-traditional security threat to the 

sovereignty of protecting citizens. According to the 2024 Global Report on Trafficking in 

Persons (GLOTIP), there was a 25% increase in the number of trafficking victims in 2022 

compared to 2020. In Southeast Asia, this dynamic is exacerbated by the emergence of a 

highly structured modus operandi of exploitation in the form of online scamming. 

Cambodia is now a crucial epicenter for this transnational crime, with a crime score of 

7.02/10 and a critical human trafficking 

 index of 8.50. The main issue in this study is the radical shift in threats to 

Indonesian citizens (WNI) from traditional physical exploitation to modern digital 

slavery involving high technology, while state instruments face challenges in detecting 

aggressive recruitment methods on social media that trigger a crisis of public trust. As a 

solution, the Indonesian government is expected to be able to orchestrate integrated 

cross-institutional policies to formulate a comprehensive exit strategy, ranging from 

administrative protection through Travel Documents in Lieu of Passports (SPLP) to 

reintegration programs to ensure human security and prevent the phenomenon of repeat 

victims (re-trafficking). 

Previous studies have explored the issue of migrant worker protection, but there is 

a gap in research (gap analysis) related to specific handling of online scamming clusters 

involving thousands of Indonesian citizens in areas with high structural vulnerability 

such as Sihanoukville and Phnom Penh. Research by Permana et al. (2025), for example, 

began to map patterns of human trafficking in the digital era, but did not thoroughly 

examine the effectiveness of exit strategies during the crucial period of 2023-2024. The 

statement of gap or originality of this article arises because previous studies tend to focus 

on reactive-curative approaches, while this study offers novelty through a 

multidimensional approach that integrates the analysis of the asymmetrical structure of 

digital syndicates with rescue strategies based on restoring human dignity and 

securitizing issues in the Southeast Asian region. The use of references from journals and 

authority reports in the last ten years, such as the Global Organized Crime Index 2025 

and the UNODC 2024 report, reinforces the justification that Indonesia's repatriation 

policy faces unique challenges in the form of state weakness in foreign jurisdictions that 

hinder the synchronization of law enforcement. 

Furthermore, the urgency of this research is based on data showing that throughout 

the period from 2023 to 2024, online scamming cases dominated the workload of citizen 

protection, with the government successfully repatriating 1,138 Indonesian citizens who 

were trapped in these syndicates. This phenomenon created massive sociopolitical 

pressure because the public saw the state's instruments as unprepared to detect 



Journal of Social Political Sciences 

JSPS 
Vol. 7, No. 1, February 2026 

 

 
ISSN: 2715-7539 (Online) 

 

  90  

recruitment methods in the digital realm. This is in line with the application of the 

Transnational Organized Crime Theory, in which syndicates exploit regulatory 

disparities between countries to build cyber exploitation infrastructure that is isolated 

from the reach of conventional law. The unique difference between this study and 

previous studies lies in the analysis of the asymmetric interdependence between 

Indonesia and Cambodia, where the success of repatriation policies is largely determined 

by the level of cooperation from local governments amid complex sovereignty challenges. 

The Indonesian government has optimized cross-sectoral synergies involving the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the National Police, and BP2MI as a manifestation of 

strengthening the long-term human security system. However, in practice, the Task Force 

for the Prevention and Handling of Human Trafficking (GT PP TPPO) still faces obstacles 

in terms of budget allocation and technology to detect adaptive syndicates. Therefore, 

this research is important to evaluate whether the repatriation policy has met human 

rights standards and is able to restore the basic rights of victims in a 

 sustainable manner. By combining Phil Williams' Transnational Crime Theory with 

International Cooperation and Non-Traditional Security Theory, this study aims to fill the 

academic gap regarding how humanitarian values are operationalized as concrete 

foreign policy instruments in the face of asymmetric threats. 

The purpose of this study is to describe the factors behind the sharp increase in 

cases of Indonesian human trafficking in Cambodia in the period 2023-2024 and to 

analyze the effectiveness of the exit strategy repatriation and reintegration policies 

implemented by the government as a manifestation of the concepts of protection and 

humanity. Through this analysis, it is hoped that applicable policy recommendations will 

be created for stakeholders in formulating protection strategies that are not only 

administrative but also address the root causes of the economic and digital vulnerability 

of victims 

METHOD 

This study uses a qualitative approach with a descriptive analytical type to examine 

the Indonesian government's policy on the repatriation of Indonesian citizens (WNI) who 

are victims of human trafficking in Cambodia for the period 2023-2024. The choice of 

qualitative method is based on the need to understand the complexity of non-traditional 

security phenomena through in-depth analysis of policy documents and the dynamics of 

transnational crime recorded in various official records. Referring to Creswell's 

framework, this study aims to interpret the phenomenon of repatriation policy based on 

the facts and meanings contained in secondary data and official records published by 

policy actors. The research stages were carried out systematically, beginning with the 

identification of issues related to the escalation of online scamming cases, data collection 
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through document searches, data reduction to sharpen the focus of the analysis, and 

finally drawing conclusions. 

The data collection technique applied in this study was entirely library research, 

relying on credible secondary sources. The researcher collected data from official 

government agency reports, scientific publications, international relations journals, and 

mass media reports on the phenomenon of human trafficking. The main secondary data 

sources were obtained from the Global Organized Crime Index (GOCI), the Indonesian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs' Annual Report on the Protection of Indonesian Citizens, 

Statistics from the Central Statistics Agency (BPS), official reports from the ASEAN 

Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children 

(ACWC), and data from the International Organization for Migration (IOM). In addition, 

scientific journal references from the last ten years and reports from trusted media 

outlets such as Antara News, Kompas, and BBC News Indonesia were used to strengthen 

the argument regarding the effectiveness of repatriation strategies and diplomatic 

obstacles that occur. 

The results of document observation were processed using interactive data analysis 

techniques according to the Miles and Huberman model. This procedure involved data 

reduction to simplify the transformation of raw data from documents, data display in the 

form of descriptive narratives and systematic tables, and data verification to draw valid 

conclusions. The performance benchmarks of the policy were measured qualitatively by 

analyzing the parameters of the success of the exit 

strategy, the effectiveness of cross-sectoral coordination in the TPPO Task Force 

scheme, and compliance with human rights standards in the repatriation process. All 

collected data is then verified using source triangulation techniques to ensure that the 

research results reflect an objective picture of the state's efforts to protect its citizens 

amid the threat of international criminal syndicates. 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The Dynamics of Transnational Crime Threats 

The dynamics of human trafficking threats in Cambodia during the 2023-2024 

period have shown a very worrying transformation towards digital-based transnational 

crime, often referred to as the online scamming industry. This phenomenon is no longer 

just sporadic ordinary crime, but rather a highly structured operation that uses 

sophisticated technology and crosses national borders asymmetrically. This paradigm 

shift requires a deep understanding of how syndicates exploit the loopholes of 

globalization to create models of modern slavery. 

Based on the processing of secondary data from national reports and security 

authorities, a significant spike in cases was found after the pandemic. The data is 
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presented in Figure 1, which shows a fluctuating trend but tends to increase 

exponentially in the last three years. 

Graph 1. Number of TPPO Cases in Indonesia from 2020 to 2024 (National Data) 

 

Source: U.S. Embassy and Consulate in Indonesia, (2021, 2022, 2023, and 2024) 

The data presented in Graph 1 shows a very significant spike in cases, especially 

entering 2022, reaching a peak of 1,061 cases in 2023. Although there was a decline in 

2021 due to global mobility restrictions, the sharp increase afterwards confirms a shift 

in the recruitment patterns of syndicates, which are now targeting tech-savvy people of 

productive age. These findings prove that economic vulnerability not only affects the 

lower classes, but also university graduates who are struggling to find job opportunities 

amid limited formal employment opportunities in the country. 

Technically, the recruitment process is carried out through digital platforms such 

as Facebook, Telegram, and Instagram with offers of high salaries in US dollars. Victims 

who are trapped are then held captive in large complexes isolated from the outside 

world. The spatial conditions of the victims' workplace in Cambodia were documented 

through observation, as shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Working conditions, buildings, and sleeping quarters in the scam building in 

Chrey Thum 

 

Source: BBC News Indonesia (2025) 
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Through the mapping in Figure 1, it can be seen that the concentration of 

Indonesian citizens being held captive is in economic zones that are difficult for the 

central authorities to control strictly. The governance conditions in these areas provide a 

safe haven for criminal organizations to hold victims captive in large complexes that are 

heavily guarded by armed guards. This makes it difficult for Indonesian diplomatic 

assistance to coordinate independent rescue efforts without the full involvement of 

local Cambodian authorities, who sometimes have overlapping regulations. 

An analysis using Phil Williams' Transnational Organized Crime Theory shows 

that this phenomenon is driven by three main interlocking factors. The first factor is 

post-pandemic economic vulnerability. Why are educated groups the main targets? This 

is linked to the concept of regulatory arbitrage, where syndicates exploit the economic 

needs of digitally literate graduates who have lost their bargaining power in the 

domestic job market. Asymmetric digital infrastructure gives syndicates the advantage 

of recruiting victims across borders with an instant departure process. 

The second factor is weak regulation in the destination country, or state weakness. 

The emergence of the concept of state weakness is evident in autonomous regions such 

as Sihanoukville and Chrey Thum. These areas have become legal gray zones with a 

TPPO index score reaching a critical level of 8.50. The link between the results of the 

mapping in Figure 1 and Williams' theory explains that syndicates deliberately choose 

locations with minimal central legal supervision to ensure the sustainability of online 

fraud operations without meaningful intervention from law enforcement. 

The third factor that is a major catalyst is the practice of corruption. Corruption 

functions as oil that lubricates the wheels of transnational crime from 

upstream to downstream. This is evidenced by the Corruption Perception Index 

(CPI) data presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Corruption Perception Index in Indonesia 2020-2024 

Tahun Skor Peringkat Global 

2020 37 102 

2021 38 96 

2022 34 110 

2023 34 115 

2024 37 99 

Source: Transparency International, (2025) 

The comparison of figures in Table 1 clarifies the correlation between low 

bureaucratic integrity and the ease of syndicate operations. With Indonesia's CPI score at 
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34 in 2023, syndicates are able to exploit gaps in supervision at international airports. 

Why does this happen? Discussion of the facts shows that corrupt practices allow 

victims to fly using visitor visas even though their original purpose is to be employed 

forcibly. Transnational crime requires systemic failure to continue the flow of human 

trafficking that threatens human security. 

Indonesian Government Policy Response 

In response to the escalation of human trafficking cases, particularly involving 

Indonesian citizens in Cambodia during the 2023-2024 period, the Indonesian 

government has initiated various legal instruments through bilateral and regional 

cooperation as a form of citizen protection. Data shows that in August 2023, a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed between the Indonesian National 

Police and the Cambodian Ministry of Interior, focusing on the prevention and 

eradication of transnational crimes, including human trafficking and cybercrime. This 

step was reinforced by the signing of a Letter of Intent (LoI) between the immigration 

authorities of both countries in 2025, which covers information exchange and human 

resource capacity building to curb illegal migration. The findings from the 

implementation of this policy can be seen in preventive measures at departure points, 

where from January to April 2025, immigration authorities successfully detained 5,000 

prospective non-procedural migrant workers and delayed the issuance of 303 passports 

suspected of being linked to online scamming syndicates. At the regional level, 

Indonesia has also optimized the instruments of the 2015 ASEAN Convention Against 

Trafficking in Persons (ACTIP) to strengthen cross-border coordination in prosecuting 

perpetrators and protecting victims. 

This policy still faces major challenges closely related to the legal nature of the 

instruments used. Theoretically, the 2023 Memorandum of Understanding and the 2025 

LoI have fundamental weaknesses because they are temporary and non-binding 

(not legally binding), whereby one party can terminate the agreement at short 

notice without clear sanctions. This explains why the effectiveness of the policy in the 

field is highly dependent on situational political will rather than an established legal 

system. The link between the results obtained and the facts on the ground shows that 

this cooperation has not yet addressed structural problems in Cambodia, such as the 

dismantling of scam compounds, the impunity of perpetrators who have close ties to 

local authorities, and corrupt practices that facilitate transnational crime. As a result, 

the handling of cases during the 2023-2024 period has been more of a quick response 

through rescue and direct pick-up mechanisms after the cases went viral on social 

media or through independent complaints that received a quick assessment from the 

Indonesian Embassy in Phnom Penh. 

Without strong law enforcement against domestic recruiters, repatriation efforts 
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will continue to be a recurring burden for the country. There is also a contradiction with 

the government's claims of success, which often consider passport delays as the final 

solution. Human trafficking figures continue to rise because these policies have not been 

able to curb the human rights crisis and the ever-evolving asymmetric threats. Current 

diplomatic efforts are still at the level of treating the symptoms, so there is a need for 

more legally binding international agreements and transparent evaluation mechanisms 

to protect Indonesian citizens from the increasingly massive threat of digital slavery. 

Policy Implications for Human Security and Human Rights 

The handling of human trafficking cases in Cambodia in the 2023-2024 period 

places victim protection as a top priority that directly intersects with international 

human rights norms. Universally, this policy refers to the Anti-Human Trafficking 

Protocol (Articles 2 and 6) and the regional ACTIP instrument, which requires states to 

guarantee the privacy, identity, and physical and psychological recovery of victims. Data 

shows that the implementation of protection policies in Indonesia has been 

comprehensively regulated through Law No. 21 of 2007, which covers the rights to 

rehabilitation, restitution, and identity confidentiality in Articles 44 and 47. The 

government has sought to operationalize this mandate through the establishment of a 

multi-level Task Force for the Prevention and Handling of TPPO (GT PP TPPO). 

However, processed data shows operational gaps; although GT PP TPPO has been 

established in 283 districts/cities, reports on the frequency of meetings, budget 

allocation, and updating of Integrated Service Center (PPT) data are still very minimal 

after 2019. 

Figure 2: Overview of the Protection Framework for Victims of Human Trafficking 

 

Source: NEXUS Institute, (2020) 

Figure 2 shows an overview of the framework for protecting victims of human 

trafficking, referring to the Anti-Human Trafficking Protocol and ACTIP, which consists 

of three stages, namely identification, referral, and assistance to victims of human 

trafficking. 

The implications of this policy have not yet reached maximum effectiveness, which 

is closely related to the link between results in the field and the basic concept of Human 

Security. Theoretically, victim protection is not merely an administrative procedure, 

but an effort to restore human dignity that has been taken away by syndicates. The 

main reason for obstacles at the regional level is the lack of budgetary support and 



Journal of Social Political Sciences 

JSPS 
Vol. 7, No. 1, February 2026 

 

 
ISSN: 2715-7539 (Online) 

 

  96  

technological mastery to detect increasingly sophisticated online recruitment 

scamming methods. The reality is that even though Indonesia has issued Presidential 

Regulation No. 19 of 2023 (RAN PP TPPO 2020-2024), its implementation in 

the field is still reactive. This connection is clearly seen in the findings of the National 

Human Rights Commission, which places TPPO as a priority issue due to the serious 

threat to the safety of Indonesian citizens, but on the other hand, regional task forces 

are often paralyzed due to limited resources. This explains why the referral and 

assistance process (Article 14 ACTIP) is often delayed, putting repatriated victims at 

risk of not receiving adequate long-term reintegration services. This is in line with the 

view of the Southeast Asian National Human Rights Institutions Forum (SEANF), which 

states that combating TPPO requires cross-border commitments that go beyond 

normative documents. There is a contradiction between the availability of 

comprehensive regulations on paper (Law No. 21/2007 and Presidential Regulation 

No. 19/2023) and the reality on the ground regarding the number of PPTs and UPPA 

whose information has not been updated since 2020. The government's current 

repatriation policy has been successful in terms of physical safety, but still has major 

weaknesses in terms of human security. If the budget crisis and technological 

backwardness at the regional level are not immediately addressed, the guarantee of 

restitution and rehabilitation for victims will only become an administrative right 

that is difficult for Indonesian victims of human trafficking to access in reality. 

Implementation of Exit Strategy in Prevention and Reintegration 

The implementation of an exit strategy in the policy of repatriating Indonesian 

citizens from Cambodia for the 2023-2024 period is a crucial technical-administrative 

instrument for breaking the chain of victims' dependence on syndicates. Data shows 

that one of the main obstacles to rescue is the confiscation or destruction of travel 

documents (passports) by syndicates, which aims to create fear of illegal immigrant 

status and arrest by local authorities. The Indonesian government has operationalized 

the Travel Document in Lieu of Passport (SPLP) as an official replacement document to 

facilitate repatriation. This process involves stages ranging from victims' self- reporting 

to the Indonesian Embassy, identification and administrative assessment, to the 

processing of exit permits through coordination with Cambodian authorities. The 

technical procedures for rescue are systematically described in Figure 3, which serves as 

an operational guide for protection abroad. 
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Figure 3. Stages of the SPLP Procedure for Victims of Human Trafficking 

 

Source: Embassy of the Republic of Indonesia in Phnom Penh, (2026) 

This strategy is the backbone of repatriation, closely related to the role of the state 

as protector of its citizens outside its jurisdiction. Theoretically, the active involvement 

of the Indonesian Embassy in issuing SPLPs and conducting diplomatic negotiations 

with Cambodian immigration authorities indicates a shift from merely providing 

consular services to aggressive legal intervention against transnational crime. The main 

reason for the effectiveness of this strategy can be seen in the successful repatriation of 

1,138 Indonesian citizens in 2023 and the resolution of 1,841 online scamming cases 

between 2020 and 2023. The facts on the ground show that this success includes mass 

repatriations, such as the case of 28 Indonesian citizens in Poipet in June 2023, as well as 

the handling of victims' remains, such as the case of Rizal Sampurna, who died of a heart 

attack at a scam company. A strong exit strategy provides victims with the security to 

escape from syndicates without fear of their legal status in the destination country. 

The effectiveness of the exit strategy implemented by the Indonesian immigration 

authorities is reflected in the administrative achievements in early 2025, namely the 

postponement of the departure of 5,000 non-procedural migrant workers and the 

suspension of the issuance of 303 passports. However, this data shows a significant 

discrepancy when compared to reports from the Indonesian Migrant Workers Union 

(SBMI). SBMI findings reveal that of the 1,343 cases reported as of August 2023, including 

279 cases of online scamming, 609 cases (nearly 50%) have not yet reached a legal 

resolution. This anomaly indicates that the success of downstream protection 

(repatriation from Cambodia) has not been followed by a strong commitment to law 

enforcement upstream (domestic Indonesia). The lack of legal proceedings against the 

intellectual actors in the country ultimately perpetuates human security vulnerabilities 

and increases the risk of re-trafficking. 

CONCLUSION 

The Indonesian government's policy on repatriating Indonesian citizens who are victims 

of human trafficking in Cambodia for the 2023-2024 period shows dualistic performance. On 

the one hand, the technical-administrative repatriation mechanism is considered quite effective 

through the optimization of the role of diplomatic representatives (Indonesian 

Embassy/Consulate) in facilitating Travel Documents in Lieu of Passports (SPLP) and 

coordinating exit permits. This success has been realized through the physical rescue of 

thousands of victims from online 
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scamming complexes in Cambodia's autonomous regions. Preventive efforts in the upstream sector 

also showed progress with the postponement of the departure of 5,000 non-procedural migrant workers 

and the suspension of 303 passports that were indicated to be high risk. 

However, on the other hand, this effectiveness is still hampered by systemic structural 

obstacles. Although Indonesia's post-pandemic macroeconomic indicators show a positive 

trend with a 4.2% increase in GDP in 2023, regional economic inequality remains the main 

driver of syndicate recruitment. This condition is exacerbated by Indonesia's low Corruption 

Perception Index (CPI) score of 34, which directly implies weak supervision at border 

crossings. 

In addition, bilateral cooperation instruments (MoU 2023 and LoI 2025) and regional 

instruments (ACTIP 2015) are still non-binding, so they are often ineffective when dealing with 

the impunity of perpetrators and the existence of scam compounds in destination countries. 

Finally, there is a discrepancy between the success of physical repatriation and the 

incompleteness of domestic law enforcement, where nearly half of all reported cases have not 

been resolved by the police authorities. Therefore, a policy transformation is needed from mere 

administrative crisis management to strengthening the rule of law and eradicating systemic 

corruption in order to mitigate the risk of re-trafficking in a sustainable manner. 
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