
 

1 
 

Statement of 
Robert O. Blake, Jr. 

Assistant Secretary of State 
Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs 

 
Before the  

 
House Foreign Affairs Committee  

Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, and Human Rights 
 

October 27, 2011 
 
 
Chairman Smith, members of the committee:  Thank you for inviting me, I 

welcome the opportunity today to speak with you regarding trafficking in South 
and Central Asia. I’m honored to do so in the company of my colleagues, 
Ambassador Louis CdeBaca and EAP PDAS Joseph Yun.  

 
I will briefly address some of the underlying issues contributing to 

trafficking I have seen in the region, discuss our efforts and outline our successes 
and challenges. 

 
Underlying Issues Contributing to Trafficking 
 
 The SCA region faces numerous challenges that give rise or contribute to 

TIP problems.  Some of the countries in the region are among the poorest in the 
world and their people are vulnerable because of weak rule of law, underdeveloped 
institutional capacity, corruption, caste discrimination, and the understandable 
propensity of the poor to migrate in search of economic opportunities elsewhere 
that make them vulnerable to exploitation.  Despite these challenges, Ambassador 
CdeBaca and I have worked together closely on TIP issues in all SCA countries 
and have made progress.  I am committed to advancing our human rights agenda 
and I have engaged personally on TIP issues in all of my bilateral meetings; 
including all of the Annual Bilateral Consultations we hold with Central Asian 
countries. These conversations are not always easy, but our partners in 
Government and in the NGO community in SCA countries know that we are here 
to partner with them.  We use the TIP Report as a tool to focus our efforts on areas 
that require improvement. I believe these efforts have contributed to an overall 
positive trend in the region towards legislation that is compliant with the minimum 
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standards and an increased awareness of forced labor as part of the TIP problem 
that must be addressed. 

 In addition to these broader trends, as requested by the committee, I would 
like to outline the progress we have seen and the challenges that remain in SCA 
countries of particular note beginning with South Asia and moving on to Central 
Asian countries.  

South Asia 
 
India 
 
The Department was able to upgrade India for the first time to Tier 2, from 

the Tier 2 WatchList, where it has stayed since 2004 when I was still the Deputy 
Chief of Mission in Delhi working on these matters. India is today one of our most 
important partners, and a large and complex democracy that is increasingly 
committed to stopping exploitation of vulnerable people. The Government of India 
and State governments have taken significant steps in their anti-TIP efforts, 
responding both to international attention to TIP issues and India’s own robust 
civil society that seeks social justice and reform.  

The Department upgraded India to Tier 2 in the 2011 TIP Report because of 
the government’s greater resolve combating its trafficking problem, particularly 
bonded labor. The Government of India increased law enforcement efforts through 
the establishment of over 80 Anti-Human Trafficking Units, ratified the UN TIP 
Protocol, achieved landmark convictions against bonded labor traffickers with 
punishments of significant prison sentences, and increased rescue and 
rehabilitation efforts of thousands of trafficking victims in many parts of India.    

India’s anti-TIP efforts have continued since the publication of the 2011 TIP 
Report.  At the federal level we have seen efforts by the Ministry of Labor, which 
called for all state labor secretaries to appoint nodal officers to tackle forced child 
labor and bonded labor. The Ministry of Home affairs has also been instrumental 
in broadly recognizing the anti-TIP contributions of one judge of the Mumbai court 
(who has taken over and cleared hundreds of sex trafficking cases and issued 
rehabilitation orders for 1,200 rescued women and girls) and has asked Judge 
Swati Chauhan to share her anti-trafficking court model widely across India.  
Bonded labor remains a persistent and difficult challenge in India’s anti-trafficking 
agenda in all jurisdictions but in August, the National Commission for the 
Protection of Child Rights announced a new cell to focus government efforts on 
the elimination of bonded labor.   

At the State level, West Bengal set up missing persons bureaus in every 
police district and within the railway police in part to curb trafficking.  In 
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Karnataka, police collaborated across state borders with the Tamil Nadu police to 
rescue bonded laborers from Karnataka.  

Although this progress is clear, our hard work continues. Our embassy and 
consulates are intensively engaged with national, regional and local counterparts to 
combat TIP  We look for additional opportunities to partner with the Government 
of India to continue progress and offer our assistance to those in need through 
G/TIP-funded programming. Our staff works closely with G/TIP and 
implementing agencies to craft programs that meet the needs of the most 
vulnerable and address the “three P” paradigm of Protection, Prevention and 
Prosecution. 

 
Bangladesh 
 
I also wanted to briefly discuss Bangladesh as the Secretary specifically 

noted in her remarks introducing the 2011 TIP Report the legislative work 
Bangladesh has engaged in to combat trafficking. Historically, Bangladesh has 
been one of our most supportive partners, and I’m happy to report the Government 
has drafted a comprehensive anti-trafficking law that, if passed, will increase legal 
protections for trafficking victims, especially male laborers who have heretofore 
not been covered under legislation. Bangladesh has also enacted the “Vigilance 
Task Force” which has had some success shutting down and provisionally 
suspending the operations of several recruiting organizations involved in 
trafficking.  

Difficult problems that contribute to trafficking remain, including scarce 
resources, corruption and economic dependence on remittances from foreign 
laborers. Bangladesh lacks funds to effectively protect its population from being 
exploited by human traffickers, but actively encourages countries to accept more 
Bangladeshi workers. Because of this dependence, the Government of Bangladesh 
is often reluctant to damage its relations with destination countries by calling for 
greater protections for its citizens.  More recently, Bangladesh chaired a meeting 
on “the Colombo Process” which is an effort by labor-sending countries to 
improve conditions for their workers through a dialogue with labor-receiving 
countries. We see this as positive sign that although the Government of Bangladesh 
is heavily reliant on remittances; it is taking steps to ensure the conditions for 
Bangladeshi workers abroad. Until the draft law is passed, the lack of statutory 
provisions that protect male laborers from exploitative recruiting practices will 
remain a significant weakness in worker protections. 
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The Maldives 
 
The Maldives also has serious TIP issues and is in danger of an automatic 

downgrade to Tier 3 in 2012. But, senior officials from President Nasheed to 
Foreign Minister Naseem have uniformly expressed to me and others their desire 
to work with us to bring TIP under Maldivian law. This is consistent with the 
leadership in international forums such as the UN Human Rights Council to 
address international human rights issues.  To that end, a new anti-trafficking law 
has been drafted and is ready to be submitted to parliament.  This will be an 
important step.  But there will be more to do to, for example, create a referral 
mechanism and shelters for trafficking victims. 

 
Nepal 
 
Nepal has been another country that has taken serious measures to address 

TIP.  During the past five years Nepal has gone from being a country that only 
recognized the trafficking of young women to brothels in India to a country that in 
2007 passed a fairly comprehensive anti-trafficking law, the Human Trafficking 
Transportation Control Act (HTTCA), which is closely in-line with the Palermo 
Protocol.  This law, for the first time, recognized that domestic trafficking and non-
sex industry exploitation could also be defined as trafficking.  The HTTCA, along 
with foreign employment law and children's rights laws, work together to address 
most forms of trafficking and have moved Nepal closer toward compliance with 
the minimum standards.  Nepal also established, in 2009, a national coordinating 
body, the National Committee to Combat Human Trafficking (NCCHT).  The 
NCCHT includes members of civil society, government, and trafficking survivors.   
 Challenges remain as Nepalis themselves acknowledge.  Rule of law is still 
weak in Nepal, due in part to corruption, limited resources, and lack of public 
awareness about citizens’ rights.  Greater protections for witnesses and victims in 
TIP cases would go a long way to helping see that justice is served in a timely 
fashion.  The law enforcement community in Nepal is still learning how to 
implement the HTTCA. 

Increased collaboration and coordination is being improved by USAID's 
Combating Trafficking in Persons (CTIP) project, which has provided a Senior 
Technical advisor to the NCCHT.  Furthermore, the USAID project has helped 
develop national minimum standards for rehabilitation centers and the 
investigation and adjudication of trafficking cases, for which the lead government 
ministry is taking ownership. 

This year G/TIP selected NCCHT member Charimaya Tamang, herself a 
trafficking survivor, as one of ten world-wide TIP Report Heroes for her work on 
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the NCCHT and on protecting trafficking survivors through her organization 
Shakti Samuha.  Secretary Clinton met Mrs. Tamang during the 2011 TIP Report 
rollout, a moment celebrated by the government, media, and public in Nepal. 

 
 

Central Asia 
 

Kyrgyzstan 
 
Over the past ten years, the government of Kyrgyzstan has made significant 

strides in the fight against trafficking in persons, from a point of almost no 
cooperation with NGOs, to the present, when there is an environment of open 
cooperation with NGOs, as well as a legal framework that provides for 
investigating and prosecuting trafficking in persons.  The government provides the 
real estate for three shelters for trafficked persons.  It also provides a well known 
three-digit hotline to report trafficking.  More recently, the Kyrgyz government 
amended the current national law against trafficking in persons to increase the 
maximum punishment to five years imprisonment. 

   
Tajikistan 
 
Tajikistan is another historically challenging state that has made 

commendable progress against trafficking. In 2011, Tajikistan was upgraded to 
Tier 2 for addressing the use of forced labor in its annual cotton harvest. This was 
an important step forward.  Specific efforts included accrediting and assisting 
NGOs to monitor the cotton harvest and meeting with local government and school 
officials along with the International Organization for Migration and Tajik NGO 
representatives to reiterate the government’s prohibition against forced child labor. 
The new level of commitment was evidenced by the government’s success in 
prosecuting and convicting the first trafficking offenders under the new anti-
trafficking provision and instituting quarterly meetings to coordinate anti-
trafficking activities with government partners. These gatherings highlighted the 
greater focus that this issue is receiving from senior levels of the government.     

While Tajikistan has made significant progress; there is still room for 
improvement. Out of a population of nearly seven million, an estimated one 
million labor migrants voluntarily migrate, most frequently to Russia and 
Kazakhstan, where some are subjected to forced labor conditions.  The 2011 TIP 
Report recommends the Government of Tajikistan develop a formal victim 
identification and referral mechanism as well as victim sensitivity training for 
border guard and law enforcement authorities to directly address the vulnerabilities 
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of migrant laborers.  As with the majority of Central Asian states, there remain 
instances of forced or child labor in the annual cotton harvest, but the Government 
of Tajikistan has begun to effectively enforce the prohibition against forced labor 
by monitoring schools and inspecting cotton fields during the harvest.    

 
Turkmenistan 
 
Turkmenistan is SCA’s only country on Tier 3, but has made some recent 

efforts that I would like to share with the subcommittee. I have new reporting from 
our Embassy in Ashgabat that three people were prosecuted for trafficking offenses 
under Article 1291 in August, which is a significant development. The government 
registered a shelter for victims of trafficking in September and approved a United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) project to draft legislation 
protecting victims’ rights, train law enforcement in the identification of TIP cases, 
and develop a partnership plan for the government and NGOs. UNODC’s 
Executive Director will visit in November, at which time he will press for an action 
plan.   

 
Uzbekistan 
 
Uzbekistan is a mixed picture.  The government has made good progress in 

combating sex trafficking, but has been slow to address the use of forced labor, 
particularly in the annual cotton harvest. In March of 2011, the Government of 
Uzbekistan created an Interagency Working Group tasked with ensuring 
compliance with all 13 ILO conventions to which Uzbekistan is a party. Our 
Embassy in Tashkent will be monitoring the Government of Uzbekistan’s actions 
to uphold these commitments and I will continue to engage the Government to 
make progress on this important priority.   

 
In summary, the South and Central Asian region as a whole is moving closer 

to being compliant with internationally-recognized anti-TIP standards, but there is 
much more work to do. This will continue to be a personal priority for me and a 
priority for my bureau.  Thank you again for the opportunity to address this 
subcommittee.  I look forward to your questions.    
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