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Research was conducted in four locations where child sex tourism is known to exist: 

• Phnom Penh 
• Siem Reap 
• Sihanoukville 
• Poipet
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iv. Glossary/Definitions 
 
Child 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) defines a child as: 
 
“…every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the 
child, majority is attained earlier.” 
 
The commonly accepted definition of a child can be interpreted to mean any child under the 
age of consent (legally accepted as fifteen years of age in Cambodia).  For the purposes of 
this research, however, the UNCRC definition of a child will be used.   
 
Child Sexual Abuse 
 
Occurs when a child or young person is used by an older or bigger child, adolescent or adult 
for his or her own sexual stimulation or gratification. These can be contact or non-contact 
acts, including harassment, and exposure to pornography1.  
 
Child Sex Offenders 
 
Two distinct types or groups of child sex offenders can be defined2: 
 

Situational / Opportunistic 
 
Situational child sex offenders do not usually have a preference for sex with children. 
However, their situation (location, the time, the availability of children) allows them to 
ignore the moral and legal issues which are inhibitors to sexually exploiting children. 
These offenders may feel anonymous and as such believe that they can get away 
with behaviours that they might not attempt at home. Some delude themselves about 
the child’s age. They may treat their crimes as a “once in a lifetime” act while on 
holiday, or it may develop into a long term pattern of abuse. 

 
Situational child sex offenders may also be referred to as “opportunistic” child sex 
offenders.  

 
Preferential  

 
Preferential child sex offenders have a definite sexual preference for children. These 
offenders plan their offences and spend time looking for ways in which to gain access 
to children without getting caught. A preferential child sex offender will purposefully 
plan their travel to a location where they can sexually abuse children. They are 
smaller in numbers than situational child sex offenders, but may abuse large numbers 
of children. 

 
Preferential child sex offenders usually have a victim age and gender preference3. 

 
Preferential child sex offenders may also be referred to as paedophiles. 

 
Child Sex Tourism 
 
Child sex tourism involves the sexual abuse and exploitation of children by those who do not 
normally live in the location where the abuse takes place. It includes children that are abused 
and exploited through their involvement in (a) prostitution, (b) paedophilia-related child abuse, 
and (c) pornography. 
  
It often runs parallel to the local sex industry, and may be supported and patronised by 
locals.4  

                                                
1 Child Wise, Choose With Care, 2006 
2 Child Wise Tourism Participant Handbook, 2006 
3 Lanning 
4 The Incidence of Sexual Exploitation of Children in Tourism: World Tourism Organisation, 2001 
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Child Sex Tourist 
 
The term ‘child sex tourist’ refers to domestic and international tourists and business 
travellers, as well as expatriates who may be temporary residents in the location where the 
abuse takes place.  They travel to and stay in places outside their usual environment for the 
purpose of having sex with any person under the age of eighteen, as specified in the UNCRC.  
 
Child sex tourists may be preferential or situational offenders.  
 
The term ‘travelling sex offender’ is increasingly being used in place of child sex tourist to 
refer to expatriate child sex offenders.    
 
This can include Cambodian nationals who travel, providing that the main purpose of their 
visit is tourism, but excludes those who travel for business. 
 
Where child sex tourists of Chinese origin are mentioned, this may refer to Chinese from the 
Mainland, Taiwan and Hong Kong. 
 
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC) 
 
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children can be defined as: 
 
“…children, both male and female, engaging in sexual activities for money, profit, or any other 
consideration due to coercion or influence by any adult, syndicate or group.  The profit could 
go to either the child or to any third party involved in the transaction.”5 
 
Grooming 
 
Grooming refers to the strategies that child sex offenders use to build a trusting relationship 
with the child and his/her carers, and the process of isolating the child in order to abuse. 
Grooming occurs before the sexual offence in order to access the child, and after the offence, 
in order to a) maintain access to the child, b) maintain the child’s silence, and c) maintain the 
adult caregiver’s continued trust6.   
 
Men who have Sex with Men (MSM) 
 
MSM refers to any man who has sex with a man, whether he identifies as gay, bisexual, or 
heterosexual. MSM represent a wide variety of people, lifestyles, and associated risks for HIV 
and other infectious diseases7.  
 
MSM is a commonly used acronym for male sex workers in Cambodia. 
 
Modus Operandi 
 
Modus Operandi is defined as a method of operating or functioning. It can describe 
characteristic patterns and styles of behaviour. In relation to child sex offenders, modus 
operandi refers to the techniques that child sex offenders use to gain access to children and 
communities, create opportunities to be alone with the child in order to offend, and strategies 
they adopt to prevent being detected.  
 
Paedophilia 
 
Paedophilia is typically defined as a recurrent sexual interest in pre-pubescent children, 
reflected in persistent thoughts, fantasies, urges, sexual arousal, and behaviour8. The term 
paedophile is often used incorrectly when describing child sex offenders. Not all child sex 
offenders are paedophiles.  
 

                                                
5 UNICEF 
6 Child Wise, Choose With Care p. 34 
7 http://www.medterms.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=25989  
8 American Psychiatric Association, 2000 
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Trafficking 
 
According to the United Nations: 
 
”Trafficking in persons' shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 
minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, 
forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of 
organs9.” 
 
Virginity Seekers  
 
Virginity seekers prefer virgins for sex as they believe children are less likely to be a risk in 
terms of HIV/AIDS; consider children extremely desirable according to some traditional 
cultural beliefs and some believe that having sex with a virgin is healthy and can even cure 
HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases 10.  
 
Western 
 
For the purposes of this report, “Western’ refers to those child sex tourists of Caucasian 
appearance whose nationality was undetermined.  

                                                
9 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children. United Nations 
10 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F. op. cit p. 5 
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1. Executive Summary 
 
The sexual exploitation of children in Cambodia has been a matter of significant concern for 
the past decade.  As the anti-child sexual exploitation activities in Thailand and the 
Philippines began to take effect, child sex exploiters started to move their activities to other 
locations – key amongst these was Cambodia.  As this war torn country continued the 
painstaking process of nation rebuilding, child sex offenders – and those who profit from 
these crimes – exploited the nation’s fragile infrastructure, inadequate legislation and law 
enforcement, and the people’s frequently precarious economic situation.  A child sex tourism 
industry emerged that continues to this day. 
 
Child Wise, the Australian arm of the international ECPAT movement, has been active in 
Cambodia for over eight years, mostly through the innovative Child Wise Tourism program.  
Child Wise is a partner to the AusAID-funded Australia-Cambodia NGO Cooperation 
Agreement (ACCA) Program, and this research project is part of that program. 
 
At the centre of all efforts to prevent child sexual exploitation is the imperative to understand 
fully the supply and demand factors that drive the industry.  This research is another effort 
towards that end.  The purpose of this research is to gain a better understanding of the 
demand factors specifically.  This includes gaining an insight into who the child sex tourists to 
Cambodia are and their modus operandi. 
 
A series of interviews and focus groups were conducted in Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and 
Siem Reap. An NGO working with street children was also interviewed in Poipet.  Interviews 
and focus group activities were conducted with children and adults who engaged in 
commercial sexual activities and informal interviews were conducted with other stakeholders 
such as brothel owners, pimps, mama-sans, and Asian businessmen.  Government and non 
government organisations were also involved in the project. 
 
In the findings it emerged that the nationality of the child victim is an influencing factor to their 
introduction into commercial sexual activities.  For example, eight of the ten Vietnamese girls 
interviewed were sold to brothels by their mother to help pay off family debts or to meet the 
family’s economic needs. 
 
Contrary to a widely held view that most child sex tourists are Western males, it emerged in 
the research that Asian travellers make up a substantial group of child sex tourists to 
Cambodia.  Of these visitors, it was common for Chinese males, in particular, to seek out 
virgin girl children for sexual activity. 
 
It appears that Cambodia attracts three general categories of child sex tourist: the paedophile, 
the virginity-seeker, and the situational offender.  Their modus operandi fall into one of two 
distinct categories: those who approach children directly, such as street children, and those 
who use networks to access children, such as brothels.  It was found that boy victims are 
more likely to be identified through the direct approach and girl victims are more likely to be 
identified via brothels. 
 
In the process of research analysis, and through consultation with the Cambodian 
Government, local government and non government organisations, a series of 
recommendations were developed.  Amongst these are: 
 

o The continuation of child sex tourism awareness campaigns, including translations 
into Khmer language and into the language of Asian visitors, such as, Chinese, 
Korean and Japanese. 

 
o The continued strengthening of partnerships between the Cambodian Ministry of 

Tourism (MOT) and private companies with an interest in tourism concerns. 
 

o Further research is needed into child sexual exploitation topics, such as virginity-
seeking. 
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2. Introduction 
 
This research was conducted by Child Wise to gain a better understanding of who the child 
sex tourists in Cambodia are, and what their modus operandi are. This includes gaining a 
deeper understanding of how child sex tourists operate in relation to accessing children, 
building trust with children, their families and communities, and how they avoid detection. The 
research will also seek to discover whether there are links between the modus operandi of 
offenders and their country of residence. The findings will be used to strengthen programs 
and education campaigns targeting child sex tourism, in order to access the appropriate 
audience in the most relevant and effective ways.  
 
This research was conducted as part of the Australia-Cambodia Cooperation Agreement 
(ACCA). The ACCA is an AusAID funded program and the Child Protection component of that 
program is a partnership between Child Wise, World Vision and Save the Children to prevent 
the sexual abuse and exploitation of children in Cambodia.  This research complements the 
work of ACCA by providing an insight into the modus operandi of child sex tourists in 
Cambodia and will assist in strengthening prevention programs.  
 
Case studies have been included in this research to provide examples of young people’s 
experiences in regard to child sex tourism. All names have been changed. 
 
Child Wise  

Child Wise is an Australian charity dedicated to protecting children from sexual abuse and 
exploitation. Child Wise works in Australia, Asia and the Pacific on a wide range of child 
protection programs that seek to build the capacity of individuals, communities and 
governments to better protect children. Child Wise is the Australian representative of ECPAT 
(End Child Prostitution, Pornography and Trafficking) International; a global network of 
organisations based in over 70 countries dedicated to the prevention of sexual abuse and 
exploitation of children. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underpins the work of 
Child Wise. 
  
Child Wise in Cambodia 

Child Wise first began working in Cambodia in 1998 through the AusAID funded Child Wise 
Tourism program. Child Wise developed Child Wise Tourism to help build child-safe tourism 
destinations. Child Wise Tourism is a training and network development program promoting 
ethical and sustainable tourism practices. Child Wise Tourism supports government and the 
tourism industry to develop policies and programs to protect children from all kinds of abuse.  

In addition to the Child Wise Tourism training, Child Wise, in partnership with all ASEAN 
governments, has recently launched a regional education campaign against child sex tourism 
called “Don’t Turn Away - Turn Them In”. This campaign aims to create awareness amongst 
travellers and local communities to encourage people to report their concerns about child 
abuse and exploitation to local authorities.  This campaign in Cambodia is implemented in 
partnership with the MOT.  
  
Child Wise also delivers a range of child protection programs in Cambodia, such as trauma 
recovery training, and provides support to organisations to reduce the risk of child abuse.  
 
Over the past eight years, Child Wise has worked extensively in the ASEAN region on Child 
Sex Tourism prevention programs. During the course of this work, Child Wise has found that 
a significant number of child sex tourists are Cambodian nationals or citizens of other ASEAN 
and East Asian countries. Whilst there are campaigns and programs that target child sex 
tourism in Cambodia, the vast majority of these campaigns target Western sex tourists. This 
has been demonstrated by the many English language campaigns targeting Western tourists 
evident on billboards, as well as English language magazines, buses and airport literature. As 
a result, there has been little attention paid to the presence of local, ASEAN and East Asian 
child sex tourists.  
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3. Research Aims and Objectives 
 
The purpose of this research is to support and enhance local and international campaigns 
and programs that address child sex tourism in Cambodia by providing more detailed 
information on the nationalities and modus operandi of child sex tourists. This information will 
assist future campaigns to target specific audiences with culturally relevant messages using 
the most effective and appropriate means. 
 
The research was carried out over a forty-five day period in September and October 2006. 
Surveys and interviews were conducted by an international social researcher with local 
assistants. 
 
The research was conducted in three locations where child sex tourism is known to exist to a 
considerable extent: Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and Sihanoukville. An NGO interview was also 
undertaken in Poipet.  While the research was limited to four locations only, it should be noted 
that child sex tourists have been found to access children in locations throughout the country. 
 
Objective  
 
To gain a better understanding of whom the child sex tourists are in Cambodia and what their 
modus operandi are. 
 
Aims 
 

− To develop an understanding of the current profile of child sex tourists with reference 
to specific nationalities, virginity seeking activities and cultural beliefs/practices in 
relation to virginity seeking 

 
− To identify child sex tourist sending countries  
 
− To identify the modus operandi of child sex tourists 

 
− To identify attitudes and behaviours of child sex tourists 

 
− To identify the venues frequented by child sex tourists 

 
Research Assumptions and Questions 
 
The research is based on the following assumptions:  
 

- Cambodia is a child sex tourism destination; 
 

- There are significant numbers of Asian (national and regional) and Western tourists 
who engage in child sex tourism in Cambodia; 

 
- While there have been high profile incidences involving Western tourists, only a few 

cases concerning Asian child sex tourists have been reported in the media. There is 
evidence however that an increasing number of child sex tourists are locals (from 
other cities) or overseas travellers from Korea, Thailand, Japan and China. 

 
Limitations 
 
Due to the highly sensitive nature of the issue and the clandestine nature of children in 
prostitution, undertaking research on child sex tourism and child prostitution is always 
challenging.  
 
Gaining access to sex tourists is problematic, as their activities lead them to be secretive in 
their behaviours and movements. Sex tourists are reluctant to speak with researchers about 
their activities for fear of retribution or police involvement. This reluctance makes it difficult for 
researchers to gain an accurate understanding of the way child sex tourists perceive and 
justify their activities.  
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Through the course of this research, sex tourists were approached but most declined to be 
interviewed. This was anticipated by the research team; all information gathered on the 
modus operandi and behaviours of child sex tourists was collected indirectly from brothel 
owners, pimps, mama-sans and sex workers. 
 
It was beyond the scope of this project to investigate all the locations where child prostitution 
is known to exist in Cambodia.  Therefore, the locations with a well-known reputation for 
being child sex tourism and prostitution destinations were chosen for this research.  
 
As the majority of respondents were adults when interviewed, but were first abused as 
children, there are possible limitations to the currency of the research as time has lapsed. 
This may have resulted in variables in the nationality and modus operandi of offenders. 
 
A further limitation could be that a significant period of time has lapsed since the first 
commercial sexual abuse until the time of this research. This may have affected the 
participants perceptions of the characteristics of child sex tourists. 
 
The time frame allowed for this research was limited to only 45 days. This tight timeframe did 
not allow for a larger sample and a more in-depth analysis of the situation. 
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4. Context 
 
General 
 
Located in South East Asia with a population of 13.5 million people11, Cambodia is at a critical 
point in its national development. In the last decade, Cambodia has achieved national 
reconciliation, peace and relative stability following many years of devastating conflict. 
Cambodia has also made significant progress in integrating with the world economy, 
particularly in the garment and tourism industries. Still, many challenges remain. 
 
Weak government institutions, corruption, an ineffectual judicial system and a restrictive 
political climate continue to hold back development in Cambodia. The economic gains of 
clothing and tourism industries are limited to mainly urban areas such as Phnom Penh and 
Siem Reap. While incomes have risen in these urban areas, the majority of rural Cambodians 
remain desperately poor. With a per capita GDP of around US$315 per annum and a Human 
Development Index rank of 13012, Cambodia remains one of the poorest countries in the 
world, with social indicators that are amongst the worst in the region. 
 
Approximately 38.3% of the population are under the age of 15 and a slight majority of adults 
are women (51.3%)13. Due to significant loss of male lives during the decades of war from 
1970 to 1999, just over a quarter of households (25.7%) are headed by women. Women 
provide a disproportionate share of agricultural and household labour and have low status 
and limited access to education and health services. 
 
Prostitution 
 
Prostitution has long been in existence in Cambodian society. A Chinese envoy travelling 
through Cambodia recorded the presence of prostitutes as far back as the 12th century14. 
Prostitution was prohibited in Cambodia between 1975 and 1979 under the Khmer Rouge, 
and resurfaced in the 1980s.  
 
Following the 1991 arrival of the United Nations Transitional Authority on Cambodia 
(UNTAC), prostitution in the cities and around the country rapidly grew. The UNTAC forces 
comprised 22,000 soldiers, police and administrative personnel who were to act as 
peacekeepers and assist in the repatriation of over 400,000 refugees who fled Pol Pot’s 
Khmer Rouge regime, which had killed up to three million Cambodians.  
 
According to UNICEF, before the arrival of UNTAC personnel the number of prostitutes in 
Phnom Penh was estimated to be around 6,000. In just two years these numbers swelled to 
over 20,000 females. Many of these girls and young women were trafficked or sold into the 
sex industry to meet the demands of the UNTAC forces. Following UNTAC’s departure in 
1993, many were resold to brothels in Thailand and Vietnam15.   
 
A report by the Cambodian Women’s Development Association observed that the median 
entry age of prostitutes dropped from 18 in 1992 to 12-15 in 199316. The presence of UNTAC 
forces can be seen as having greatly contributed to the demand for children, which continued 
to grow following their departure. 
 
Following the war, there was increasing demand from local Cambodians for younger 
prostitutes. This demand was lucrative for brothel owners who increasingly sourced girls from 
rural areas through trickery and/or deceit.  
 
Soon, children involved in prostitution became part of urban life in Cambodia. By March 1995, 
children aged 12-17 comprised around 31% of prostituted persons around the country17.  
Today, the average age of children in prostitution in Cambodia is between 12 and 16 years 

                                                
11 UNDP Human Development Index, 2003 population figures 
12 (UNDP Human Development Index 2005, www.undp.org) 
13 World Bank Gender Data – Cambodia 2000 
14 UNICEF, 2003 
15 Ibid, UNICEF, 2003 
16 Ibid, UNICEF, 2003 
17 Ibid, UNICEF, 2003 
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old. These children are mostly from lower socio-economic families, rural areas and have little 
to no education.  
 
Child Sex Tourism 
 
Since 1997 tourism in Cambodia has been steadily increasing alongside other ASEAN 
destinations.   
 

Table 1: Royal Government of Cambodian Ministry of Tourism statistics 

 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Arrivals 286,524 367,743 466,365 604,919 786,524 701,014 1,055,202 1,421,615 
 
Cambodia’s reputation as a child sex tourism destination has been growing over the last 
decade. This growth has coincided with the general increase of child sex tourism across the 
ASEAN region and the spread of child sex tourism from traditional destinations such as 
Thailand and the Philippines into destinations like Cambodia and Vietnam. The existence of 
child sex tourism in Cambodia was evident as early as 199718.  
 
Cambodia’s growth as a sex tourism destination may be attributed to its perceived reputation 
as a developing country with weak law enforcement, (government) corruption, and the low 
cost of travel to and within Cambodia. One of the main attractions for child sex tourists 
coming to Cambodia is the availability and low cost of children for sex. Often there is no need 
to groom children as they are easily available in brothels or on the streets. One of the main 
reasons for the rapid growth in child sex tourism is that in recent years child sex offenders 
have come under greater scrutiny in their own countries. They travel to developing countries 
in an effort to escape government crackdowns, tougher legislation, and a heightened 
awareness of child abuse in their home country.  
 
There is no specific profile of child sex tourists in Cambodia. Paedophiles, situational child 
sex offenders and virginity seekers are amongst those child sex tourists who travel to 
Cambodia to offend. Contrary to popular belief and media portrayal of child sex tourists as 
Western males, the research has found the presence of significant numbers of Asian (national 
and regional) tourists who engage in child sex tourism in Cambodia alongside Western sex 
tourists. 
 
Cambodian Government’s response to child sex tourism  
 
The Royal Government of Cambodia ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNCRC) on 15 October 1992. The Convention protects the rights of all children 
(people under 18 years of age) in all countries. 

 
The UNCRC19 has the following protocols to protect children from sexual abuse and 
exploitation: 
 
 Article 11   
  

1. States Parties shall take measures to combat the illicit transfer and non-return of 
children abroad.   

  
2. To this end, States Parties shall promote the conclusion of bilateral or multilateral 
agreements or accession to existing agreements.   

  
 Article 34  
  

States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation and 
sexual abuse. For these purposes, States Parties shall in particular take all appropriate 
national, bilateral and multilateral measures to prevent:   

  
                                                
18 Child Wise Tourism, 2006 
19 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF, 1989 www.unicef.org 
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 (a) The inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activity;   
  

(b) The exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices;   
  
 (c) The exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials.   
  
 Article 35  
  

States Parties shall take all appropriate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to 
prevent the abduction of, the sale of or traffic in children for any purpose or in any form.   

  
 Article 36  
  

States Parties shall protect the child against all other forms of exploitation prejudicial to 
any aspects of the child's welfare.   

 
Despite the existence of international instruments, such as the UNCRC, which set the 
standard for the protection of children’s rights, individual governments have the ultimate 
responsibility and jurisdiction over cases involving child sex offences or child sex tourists in 
their country. 
 
Cambodian legislation, like many other countries, has a discrepancy between the age of a 
child as defined in the UNCRC and the age of a child defined in local legislation in relation to 
sexual consent.  The accepted age of consent to sexual relationships in Cambodia is 15 
years although this is not specifically defined in any legislation.  
 
A Cambodian State Party Report to UNICEF in 1998 states:  
 

“Until the present, no legal provision giving a general definition of the child and of the 
age of majority has been adopted in Cambodia. However, several legal texts mention 
18 years as the key age. Article 34 of the Constitution stipulates simply that citizens of 
either sex who are at least eighteen years old have the right to vote and those who 
are at least 25 years old may stand for election.” 

 
Other reports and documents containing reference to child protection in Cambodia include: 
 
- Five Year Plan to Combat Sexual Exploitation of Children (2000-2004), Cambodian National 
Children’s Council 1999 (Updated version available for 2005-2010). 
 
- Statement by H.E. Mr Hor Namhong, Senior Minister of Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation of the Kingdom of Cambodia at The Twenty-Seventh Special Session on 
Children (New York, May 2002) 
 
- Memorandum of Understanding between Ministry of Tourism and NGOs 
 
- Government of the Kingdom of Cambodia ratified the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime on 12th December 2005 and the Supplemental Protocol to 
Prevent, Supress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children on 16th 
January, 2006 
 
- Memorandum of Understanding between the Government of the Kingdom of Cambodia and 
the Government of the Kingdom of Thailand on Bilateral Cooperation for Eliminating 
Trafficking in Children and Women and Assisting Victims if Trafficking that was signed in 
Siem Reap on 31st May, 2003 
 
Legislation  
 
There are a number of laws in place to prosecute child sex offenders in Cambodia (see 
Appendix 2).  Although laws are in place, there is no one specific Penal Code in Cambodia 
which combines all criminal laws. This creates confusion about which law can be applied in 
cases of child sexual abuse. However, an internationally accepted principle states that the 
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latest law will prevail i.e. when two different laws criminalise the same offence, judicial officers 
should apply the relevant article of the latest law20.  
 
Under Cambodian Criminal Law, a child sex offence is perpetrated: 
 

- When a person commits sexual acts with a child: the most obvious sexual act is 
penetration, however, acts such as caressing, touching, or kissing are included. 

- When a person participates in the child abuse without directly committing sexual acts, 
for example, trafficking children for the purpose of sexual exploitation, or pimping 
children. 

 
An alleged child sex offender in Cambodia can be charged with: 
 

- trafficking 
- rape or attempted rape 
- indecent assault 
- pimping or prostitution 
- debauchery 

 
“Some of these charges target sexual acts (debauchery, rape/attempted rape, indecent 
assault), whilst others target the fact that persons earn money from the sex trade 
(debauchery, trafficking, pimping/prostitution).21”  
 
Cambodia’s Department of Anti-Human Trafficking and Juvenile Protection, which is operated 
by the Ministry of Interior, assumes responsibility for investigating child sex tourism offences. 
The Department has established posts in each of the country’s 24 municipalities and 
provinces. 
 
Since 2000 the Cambodian Government has significantly increased their efforts in 
prosecuting child sex tourists. In 2005, nine foreign nationals were arrested on child sex 
tourism offences.  The nationalities of those arrested included: Japanese, Australian, 
German, Swiss, American, Belgian and South Korean.  
 
Other Government Programs22 
 
While the Ministry of Tourism (MOT) is the main actor in reference to prevention of child sex 
tourism in Cambodia, The Ministry of Interior runs the Anti-Human Trafficking Unit. The 
Ministry of Interior developed ‘Plan of Action No. 023’ in 2005 which outlined four concrete 
measures to combat human trafficking and the exploitation of women and children. They are: 
 

a. Prevention and dissemination 
b. Law enforcement and suppression 
c. Human resource training 
d. Cooperation with neighbouring countries 

 
Prevention and dissemination activities have been conducted in schools in Phnom Penh 
Municipality, Siem Reap Province, and Banteay Meanchey Province. These activities are 
gradually being conducted throughout the country. 
 
The Anti-Trafficking and Juvenile Protection Department (the Department) has strongly 
focussed on the suppression of child sex tourism offences.  Their work has involved 
establishing a list of convicted and suspected offenders and undertaking widespread 
surveillance activities involving arrests, particularly in areas known to be ’hot spots’ for child 
sex tourism activities. 
 
The Department has maintained and improved 24-hour hotline numbers in four key locations; 
Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville, Siem Reap and Banteay Meanchey. 
 

                                                
20   Paillard, H. Study on Cambodia’s Criminal Justice System with Focus on Prosecuting Foreign Child Sex 
Offenders, APLE, 2006 
21 Paillard, H. Op. cit p. 6 
22 Information in this section sourced from ASEAN Child-Sex Tourism Review 2006, Child Wise 
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In addition, the Department has enhanced cooperation with municipal and provincial 
authorities in order to gather intelligence and provide training to law enforcement officials.   
 
The Ministry of Tourism (MOT) has been active and at the forefront of addressing child sex 
tourism in Cambodia. The MOT has provided training and education to the tourism industry 
through workshops, both independently and in collaboration with Child Wise and other NGO 
partners. 
 
The MOT has been involved in a range of public awareness activities throughout Cambodia. 
They have collaborated with local NGOs in producing and distributing the ‘Safe Tourism in 
Cambodia’ booklet and have actively supported the Child Wise ASEAN Regional Education 
Campaign, distributing posters, stickers, tent cards and other materials throughout Cambodia 
promoting Cambodia as a child-safe destination.  
 
The MOT has been instrumental in supporting the development of the proposed Tourism 
Management Law.  Currently in draft form, this legislation contains a range of acts designed 
to protect children from sexual exploitation in tourism. As an example, it will prohibit hotels 
and guesthouses from allowing children to stay without their parents or legal guardians 
present.  Should this law be passed, it will give the Ministry of Tourism the power to withdraw 
tourism licences, close businesses and send offending owners to court for breaches of this 
law.  
 
The Cambodian Tourism Police Unit has also received child sex tourism prevention training 
on numerous occasions. 
 
The Ministry of Women’s Affairs has also been active in some areas, although this is 
borderline as the Ministry mandate is the care of women, not children. 
 
The Ministry of Social Affairs was the Cambodian Government’s representative at the 
Yokohama mid-term review on the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child. 
 
NGO response to Child Sex Tourism 
 
Local and international NGOs have been very active in responding to child sex tourism in 
Cambodia. There are numerous campaigns and programs aimed at targeting different facets 
of the child sex tourism industry in Cambodia. In addition to media and billboard campaigns, 
some NGOs run recovery centres for the rehabilitation of children rescued from brothels, 
while others actively investigate suspects. Some examples of these are: 
 
Child Sex Tourism Education 
 

- Child Wise – prevention campaigns and education programs for those working in the 
tourism sector (police, travel agencies, hotel staff etc), training programs for NGOs 
working with child victims of abuse, research and advocacy. 

 
- World Vision Cambodia – research, surveys and prevention campaigns. 

 
- AIDeTouS - surveys and national prevention campaigns at airports and border check 
points. 

 
- Friends International – prevention and education programs among moto-taxi drivers.  

 
- ECPAT Cambodia – research, surveys and campaigns. 

 
- International Labour Organisation/IPEC/ECPAT Cambodia – prevention and education 
campaign using tuk-tuk advertising 

 
- COSECAM – research, advocacy and policy. 

 
Recovery Centres/Support for Victims 
 

- Friends International – drop-in shelters for victims in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 
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- World Vision Cambodia – Recovery centre for victims. 
 

- M’lop Tapang – drop-in shelter and recovery centre for victims in Sihanoukville. 
 

- Cambodian Centre for the Protection of Children’s Rights (CCPCR) - recovery centre for 
victims in Phnom Penh. 

 
- Hagar - recovery centre for victims in Phnom Penh. 

 
-  AFESIP - recovery centre for victims in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 

 
- Cambodian Women’s Crisis Centre (CWCC) - recovery centre for victims in Phnom Penh 
and Siem Reap. 

 
- COSECAM – recovery centres for victims of abuse. 
 
- LICADHO - human rights, investigations, research, surveys. 

 
- Khemara - working with MSM in Svay Pak. 

 
Monitoring 
 

- Action Pour les Enfants (APLE) – investigations into suspected child sex tourism cases, 
research, monitoring. 

 
 

- ADHOC - monitors and investigates human rights violations and assists victims with legal 
advice. 

 
- Chab Dai Coalition – National free helpline for children who may be victims of abuse.  

 
 
Current situation on CST in Cambodia 
 
Child sex tourism in Cambodia exists in a complex environment. There are many different 
manifestations of the phenomenon, ranging from that which is organised to opportunistic 
sexual exploitation. Child sex tourism in Cambodia usually fits into one of two categories:  
 

a)  establishment-based exploitation (sex houses, brothels, etc), and street-based 
(streets, beaches, markets and other public areas), and  

 
b) opportunistic exploitation (usually facilitated by the sex offender or an 

intermediary)23.  
 
There are many establishments offering sex-based services.  These include brothels, 
massage parlours and karaoke bars. Many of these are visible and easily accessible to 
tourists.  
 
Organised child sex tourists may arrive in Cambodia in groups and take ‘sex tours’, which are 
organised prior to leaving their home country. Independent child sex tourists may use 
networks of other child sex offenders and the Internet to access information about the 
destinations and locations of children available for sex in Cambodia.    
 
Government and NGO crackdowns on child sex tourism in Cambodia have led to the closing 
of brothels catering to child sex tourists, most notably Svay Pak in 2004. Svay Pak is an area 
near to Phnom Penh and was notorious for its availability of children in specialised brothels. 
Following the closure of Svay Pak, about two hundred prostituted girls and fifty masseuses 

                                                
23 Keane, K. Street-Based Child Sexual Exploitation in Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville: A Profile of Victims, APLE, 
2006 p. 4 
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moved to various locations including Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, Kampot and the Thai border. 
Some returned to Vietnam.24 
 
Street-based child sexual exploitation is common in areas frequented by tourists such as 
rivers, beaches, markets, cultural areas and major tourist attractions. Street-living children 
and their families often live and work around these areas and are highly visible to tourists.  
Many depend upon the income they derive from tourists by begging, selling fruit, gum, 
postcards and other trinkets for example.  

                                                
24 Thomas, F. Impact of Closing Svay Pak – Study of police and international NGO assisted interventions in Svay 
Pak, Kingdom of Cambodia, AIDeTouS, January, 2005 p. 28 
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5. Literature Review 
 
While a number of studies25 have examined the nature and extent of child sex tourism in 
Cambodia, there has been no definitive study conducted on the nationalities and ethnicities of 
child sex tourists and their modus operandi.  
 
As child sexual exploitation is an issue that is more often than not underground, it is 
impossible to gain accurate figures of the exact numbers of children involved in prostitution. 
Some sources suggest that up to 33,000 children may be involved in prostitution in 
Cambodia26. Similarly it is also impossible to know how many child sex tourists travel to, or 
have taken up residence in Cambodia. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the numbers are 
increasing in line with the growth of tourism to the country and the dislocation of sex offenders 
from their countries of residence. 
 
Profile of Child Sex Tourists 
 
A single profile of a child sex tourist has not been formulated from the results of previous 
research. Yet some general characteristics relating to the age, residential status, occupation 
and ethnicity of child sex tourists have been identified: 
 
Age: An analysis of media reports from 2003-2006 of child sex tourists arrested in Cambodia 
(Appendix 3) illustrated that child sex offenders spanned a range of ages; from 28 years old, 
to 68 years old.  
 
Gender: The offenders were 100% male, and they included both short-term tourists and short 
and long-term residents. Given that the report profiles only those offenders who have been 
arrested, it is probable that higher numbers of child sex offenders – including females – are 
operating undetected. 
 
Employment and Residence: Child sex offenders are likely to gain access to the local 
community via residential and employment means. They tend to be short or long-term 
residents with privately-rented homes27, and a large number of child sex offenders were/are 
employed in the education sector, mainly as English teachers28.  
 
Ethnicity: Three main categories of sex tourists have been identified in Cambodia29. Research 
suggests that the ethnicity of these tourists is varied: a significant number are non-Cambodian 
tourists, of which the majority are of Chinese origin: 
 
1. Domestic and international sex tourists engaging in commercial sexual activity with adults 
 

• In Phnom Penh, 12.5% of interviewed workers claimed sex tourists were found to be 
mainly Chinese foreigners. 

• In Siem Reap, 56% of interviewed sex workers had at least one client per week that 
was a tourist. 

 
2. Western and Asian paedophiles 
 

• In Phnom Penh, 64% of clients in a four-month period were found to be foreign. 
Approximately 20% of these were having sex with children. 

 
 
3. Asian Virginity-Seekers 
 

• In Phnom Penh, 25% of interviewed girl prostitutes entered prostitution by selling their 
virginity to a virginity-seeker. 60% of these virginity-seekers were of Chinese ethnicity, 
and 25% were Cambodian. 

                                                
25 Keane, Thomas and Pasnik, Grillot et al 
26 UNICEF, www.unicef.org 
27 Thomas, F. AIDeTouS, 2005 op.cit 
28 Keane, K. Street-Based Child Sexual Exploitation in Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville: A Profile of Victims, APLE, 
2006 p. 4 
29 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, K. Surveys on the behaviours and attitudes of tourists and foreign clients with sex-abused 
children and young women, Kingdom of Cambodia 2001-2002, AIDeTouS, passim 
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• In Siem Reap, 22% of interviewed girls sold their virginity to foreigners (of which 50% 
were Chinese), and 30% to Cambodians.  

 
It is important to note that the research conducted here by Thomas and Pasnik tended to 
focus on the major cities of Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, which does not imply that these are 
the only locations where such activity takes place. Further research is needed to accurately 
determine the total numbers and location of sex tourists throughout Cambodia. Moreover, the 
interviews were conducted between five and six years ago, and hence do not accurately 
reflect the current situation. 
 
Virginity Seeking 
 
Virginity-seekers are child sex offenders who pursue virgin children. Their motivation is linked 
to factors including: health-related traditional cultural beliefs (including the perceived curative 
nature of sex with virgins against HIV/AIDS)30, limiting the risk of STD infections31, or having a 
particular interest in having sex with children.  
 
Research suggests that Korean, Japanese and Chinese cultural beliefs stress the notion of 
‘purity’ as a restorative and protective force, which is used as a rationale by child sex 
offenders to seek sex with young virgin girls32.  
Virginity-seekers mainly access children in massage parlours or karaoke bars, which provide 
both adult prostitutes and virgin girls to local, regional and international clients.  Some of 
these businesses are strictly reserved to clients of particular ethnicity. 
 
Nationality of Child Sex Tourists 
 
Child sex tourists in Cambodia cover a broad nationality profile. One of the first studies 
undertaken to examine the nationalities of tourists concluded that the majority of offenders 
were French (27.5%) and Chinese (26%), followed by Japanese (18.9%), American (11.2%), 
Cambodian (7.7%) and Thai (5.1%)33. 
 
Yet recent research indicates that the nationalities of child sex tourists increasingly includes a 
large proportion of domestic and inter-Asian men34. A significant number of child sex tourists 
travel to Cambodia from Korea, Japan and China (including Mainland, Taiwan and Hong 
Kong). According to the interviewees of one study35, they are responsible for a much more 
significant number of the offences committed and operate largely in an environment of 
impunity. 
 
Further research36 confirms this foreigner demand for child prostitution, in Siem Reap and 
Phnom Penh, more than 20% of prostituted girls interviewed had their first sexual intercourse 
as a commercial transaction with a tourist (the majority being Asian nationals, and the 
remainder male Westerners).  
 
 

                                                
30 Grillot, Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F, et al 
31 Thomas, F. 2005, op. cit p. 21 
32 Grillot, C. op. cit p. 7 
33 Niron, N. R., Y. Viriya, et al. Children's work, Adults' play: Child sex tourism, the problem in Cambodia, World 
Vision Cambodia 2001 
34 Von Gyer, J. Situation Analysis of Pedophilia in Sihanoukville – Study of perceived demand for child sex in 
Sihanoukville, COSECAM, June 2005 p. 4 
35 Von Gyer, J. op.cit p 4 
36 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
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Locations of Child Sexual Abuse and Exploitation 
 
Research37 indicates that there are three main locations in which child prostitution exists in 
Cambodia: Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and Siem Reap.  
 
In Phnom Penh, the locations offenders first approach victims of street-based prostitution 
include38: 
 

• Riverside 
• In front of Royal Palace 
• New Garden 
• Central Market 
• Rice and food stalls near markets 
• Near Wat Phnom 

 
And in Sihanoukville, offenders were found to be most likely to access victims in the following 
places: 
 

• Local petrol stations 
• Beaches 

 
 
This does not imply that child prostitution is restricted to these locations, merely that the 
majority of child prostitution is conducted there. Locations are frequently subject to change, 
given that child sex offenders have access to children all over Cambodia. Child sex tourists 
have been found to visit countryside and remote areas with greater frequency, and other 
locations for child prostitution are emerging: Koh Kong, Kampot, Kep, Banteay Meanchey and 
Battambang Provinces have been identified as areas that should be monitored39. 
 
Several studies make the connection between the nationality of an offender and the local 
location of abuse. Asian and Cambodian nationals tend to favour establishment-based sexual 
abuse40, Khmer and Chinese nationals favoured establishments near Central Market in 
Phnom Penh and, specifically, Chinese virginity-seekers were likely to conduct abuse in a 
hotel or guesthouse. 
 
Western offenders, however, tend to favour street-based prostitution41, although another 
earlier study42, found that Westerners tended to frequent massage parlours, bars, and were 
customers at Svay Pak, the infamous (now closed) underage brothel area in Phnom Penh. 
 
The gender of sexually abused Cambodian children has also been connected with the 
location of abuse: girls were found to be abused mostly in brothels, whereas the abuse of 
boys and street children took place in a range of indoor locations43. 
  
Generally, the majority of child sexual abuse has been found to take place in hotels44 rather 
than public places, and a significant proportion of victims are abused in the privately rented 
homes of foreigners45.   
 
Profile of Victims 
 
More research data has been found to exist on the profile of Cambodia’s prostituted children, 
in contrast to the limited research available on the demographics of child sex tourists. 
 
Street children in Cambodia are highly likely to be at risk of sexual abuse: one report46 found 
that 88% of child interviewees were involved in sexual relations with tourists. The majority of 

                                                
37 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F. AIDeTouS, 2005 
38 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
39 Renault, R. Survey on street-based Child Sexual Exploitation in Cambodia: Overview of 7 Provinces, APLE, 2006 
40 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
41 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
42 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F. AIDeTouS, 2005 
43 Grillot, C. op. cit p. 24 
44 Grillot, C. op. cit p. 24 
45 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
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children (80%) found to be involved in street-based exploitation were male47, and shared 
common backgrounds and experiences including: 
 

• Stressors in the family environment, eg. alcoholism, domestic violence, debts and 
migration from rural to city areas 

• No education or low-level education among victims and parents 
• Street-working or street-living lifestyle 
• Death of one parent or separation/divorce 
• Large families with multiple siblings 

 
Significantly, research has found that street children who have been subject to sexual abuse 
are likely to have peers or siblings who have also been sexually exploited. Children are often 
introduced to an offender through a friend or peer48. 
 
Income Received by Victims 
 
Research indicates that girls tend to earn more than boys for street-based prostitution: the 
majority of girls received US$1549 per encounter, while the majority of boys received US$1050. 
The price for girls varies drastically depending on whether they are virginal: a virgin girl is 
reported to be between US$400 and US$800 (and up to US$1000 for one week), but this falls 
to between US$15 and US$30 per visit after she has been ‘working’ for one or two weeks.  
 
Moreover, the price for an ‘independent’ female child prostitute, as opposed to one working in 
a brothel, is reported to be as low as $US1.20 per visit51. The prices for girls reported by Niron 
should be taken as a current indication only, as the data was collected six years ago. Further 
current research is needed to bring such figures up-to-date. 
 
Entry into Prostitution 
 
A survey of teenage Cambodian sex workers indicated the average age of first sexual contact 
to be 12.9 years for girls, and 12.3 years for boys52 . A more recent survey53 found that the 
average age of child victims at the time of their first sexual encounter was 11.1 years for girls, 
and 12.6 years for boys. 
 
Research has indicated that children may be sold, trafficked, tricked or may willingly sell their 
virginity in order to help their family financially. Some are brought from rural areas, then kept 
in brothels and raised there until old enough to become prostitutes54. In some cases, girls sell 
their virginity with the agreement of the family, then return to their living place55, but more 
recent research points to a tendency for children sold for virginity to remain working in 
prostitution for many reasons including debt and shame56. 
 
Modus Operandi of Child Sex Tourists 
 
Research on the behaviour of child sex offenders in Cambodia is limited, but two main types 
of offender have been identified: 
 
1. Situational/Opportunistic Offenders: 
 
These perpetrators are sometimes regular customers of prostitutes that have been tempted 
by child sex, but could not cross those boundaries initially. They have observed the street 
children in their locations and realised that they are easy targets, and they may have local 
contacts who are able to secure sexual services for them57.  

                                                                                                                                       
46 Niron, N. R., Y. Viriya, et al. op. cit 
47 Keane, K. op. cit p. 2 
48 Keane, K. ibid p. 18 
49 All figures in this research are in $USD 
50 Keane, K. ibid p. 19 
51 Niron, N. R., Y. Viriya, et al. op. cit 
52 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F. op. cit p. 11 
53 Keane, K. op. cit p. 16 
54 Grillot, C. op. cit p. 16 
55 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, F. op. cit p. 10 
56 Thomas, F. 2005 op. cit p. 21 
57 Grillot, C. op. cit p. 18 
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2. Preferential Offenders: 
 
These offenders often engage in sophisticated grooming techniques in order to gain access to 
a child that they have the intention of abusing over an extended period of time. Such 
behaviours can extend to the victim’s family and community to prevent suspicion and enable 
repeated access, and can include financial support of the victim’s family, or the establishment 
of an intimate relationship with a single mother58.  
 
Unpublished research by Thomas confirms the findings of Keane, and concludes three types 
of modus operandi among child sex offenders. 
 
1. Short Term: These child sex offenders try to obtain a child’s agreement to have sex quickly 
by inviting them over to watch television, offering food, or asking specifically for sex by 
showing money. Children may also directly sell themselves or act as a pimp for other children. 
Research shows that boys are often directly approached by an offender, whereas girls are 
approached through a ‘middleman’ or family member. Abused boys are often street 
living/working and after being abused several times may solicit directly. Offenders using these 
methods are likely to be short-term tourists, as their length of stay doesn’t allow them to 
groom children’s families.  
 
The short-term opportunistic behaviour of the child sex offender who did not travel to 
Cambodia with the intent to engage in sex with children may also be triggered by children 
approaching and offering themselves for sex (Putman-Cramer). Child sex tourists are able to 
completely change their behaviour in a foreign environment, in order to satisfy their desires 
and fantasies. 
 
2. Long Term: These child sex offenders are usually short or long-term residents who groom 
children over a long period of time. They may be retired or working in education, development 
or their own business. They have obvious power and influence in Cambodia, and may choose 
to groom the entire family of the victim. The offender may offer financial support and/or 
employment to the family in order to create a situation of debt. Consequently, families may 
refuse to press charges and may protect and support the offender. Such offenders may also 
assist in arranging visits for others interested in having sex with children, or may circulate 
images of child abuse on the internet. 
 
3. Grooming: This includes child sex offenders contacting children during an initial trip, then 
returning a few months later to offend. The offender may communicate with the child via the 
internet or other means in order to establish a relationship prior to the abuse. These offenders 
may also groom the entire family to facilitate access to their children. 
   
Modus Operandi and Pornography 
 
Pornography is a major element of child sexual abuse in Cambodia: research indicates that 
27% of children interviewed had watched pornographic films with an offender. Moreover, 50% 
of the children stated that an offender had made child abuse images (pornographic photos or 
films) of them59. Moreover, it has been suggested that internet websites exist which advertise 
cheap and easy ways to have sex with children in Cambodia60. 
 
Time of Abuse 
 
It has been noted that more child sex tourists offend during the months of October, November 
and December, which correlates with the high tourism season in Cambodia and South-East 
Asia in general. The prevalent time for ‘prospecting’ for children is the end of the afternoon 
and early evening61. 
 

                                                
58 Keane, K. op. cit p. 10 
59 Keane, K. op. cit p. 18 
60 Reuters, 14th September 2000 (UNICEF, 2003) 
61 Grillot, C. ibid. p. 26 
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Methods to Gain Access to Street-Based Children 
 
Perpetrators of street-based exploitation in Cambodia will commonly use different methods to 
gain access to children compared to those who gain access to children in brothels and other 
establishments. Some offenders approach children directly, and others may hire an 
intermediary to procure a child for them. A UNICEF paper found that more than 70% of 
children surveyed near Angkor Wat and nearby villages at Siam Reap province said that 
tourists had approached them for sex 
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6. Methodology  
 
This research was conducted in an attempt to answer the following questions:  
 

1. Who are the child sex tourists in Cambodia, and  
 
2. What is their modus operandi?  

 
This report is an analysis of field observations, in-depth interviews, focus groups, and an 
examination of previous research in the field of child sex tourism and child prostitution in 
Cambodia. 
 
As Cambodia has ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 
this research is underpinned by the UNCRC which defines children as: 
 
“…every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the 
child, majority is attained earlier.” 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 
Due to the nature of the research topic and the potential risks involved in undertaking 
research on child sex tourism in Cambodia, the methodology was designed to prevent, 
address and minimise these risks. The research team was experienced in field research on 
child sex tourism. Risk management was undertaken in consultation with Law Enforcement 
Against Sexual Exploitation of Children (LEASEC) and the Australian Federal Police (AFP). 
 
The methodology utilised in this research followed internationally recognised standards of 
ethics and was reviewed by the Research Ethics Review Panel. The Panel seeks to guide the 
ethical implementation of this and other similar projects. Panel members comprised both local 
and international specialists on research involving children and research in Cambodia. The 
research protocol was discussed with the panel, and specific problems, potential problems 
and the ways these might be best resolved were addressed.  
 
The UNCRC states that one of the most important principles is children’s right to participate in 
activities that affect them. This participation may be highly beneficial to research of this 
nature, but should not be detrimental to the wellbeing of children. 
 
The levels of stress observed among abused children can depend on a number of factors, 
including the type of offence (e.g. child sexual abuse, rape, sale of virginity).  
 

- Due to ethical considerations, the research team worked in partnership with local 
NGOs to gain access to interviewees. The interviewing of rescued ‘sexually abused 
children’ was left to the NGOs discretion. This approach ensured that the physical 
and emotional wellbeing of all participants was considered and protected. AFESIP 
and CCPCR agreed to provide their psychologist for the purpose of leading the 
interviews, while other organisations such as HAGAR, M’lop Tapang and CWCC 
allowed the research team to interview staff members on their knowledge of the 
characteristics of child sex offenders. 

 
- Interviews were also conducted inside areas where prostitution occurs. All interviews 

with underage children and adults involved in prostitution were conducted voluntarily. 
Questions included how they entered prostitution initially and client behaviour (see 
Appendix 2). 

 
Researchers and field workers received training in how to handle ethical issues and to 
manage the sensitivity of the subject. This was considered essential as individuals trafficked 
for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation may not want to discuss their history and 
their background (see Appendix 2). 
 
All respondents were informed of the basic principles and expected outcomes of the research.  
 
The personal safety of researchers and fieldworkers was at no time in jeopardy during the 
course of this research. Security in all situations was thoroughly researched and assessed 
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before the interviews were conducted. The research Team Leader and one assistant 
conducted the interviews. An additional member of the research team was informed of the 
location and time of all interviews for safety reasons. 
 
To avoid the possibility of this report becoming a resource for people who wish to sexually 
abuse children in Cambodia, specific names of establishments and locations are not 
mentioned. 
 
Target Population and Sample 
 
A total of 119 persons engaged in or previously engaged in prostitution, were interviewed, 
with the majority being ethnic Khmer 
 

- 104 females 
- 15 males 
- 18 children aged 13 –17 years 
- Female mean age of 20.48 years 
- Male mean age of 19 years 
- 87 females were of Khmer ethnicity 
- 98 interviewees were of Khmer ethnicity  

 
Although the majority of respondents were adults, all first entered prostitution as children. 
 
Additionally, informal interviews were conducted with brothel owners, pimps, mama-sans and 
Asian businessmen. 
 
The research project involved relevant individuals, NGOs and Government bodies and 
consultation with partners of the Child Wise Tourism project.  
 
Data Collection 
 
The research data was collected by the research team, in partnership with local NGOs. Data 
collection was undertaken utilising qualitative interviewing techniques, including focus groups 
and in-depth interviews. The interviews were recorded by tape recordings, surveys and note 
taking (see Appendix 2). Quantitative data was analysed using SPSS software62. 
 
Access to sex workers was gained with the cooperation of NGOs and through the extensive 
experience and networks of the research team. For example, visits to areas of prostitution 
allowed the research team to identify sex workers already known to them and thus organise 
interviews or request an introduction to brothel owners and/or peers. Research in 
Sihanoukville revealed the presence of sex workers originally from Svay Pak (Phnom Penh).  
 
The following research tools were utilised: 
 

• Surveys were undertaken amongst 15 males (MSM: Men who have Sex with Men) 
and 104 women involved in prostitution in Kompong Som and Phnom Penh regarding 
their first involvement in prostitution.  

• Focus groups were undertaken with MSM, organised by NGO rescue centre staff of 
AFESIP and HAGAR. 

• In-depth interviews were undertaken with pimps and brothel owners in all locations.  
 
Partnerships were implemented with local NGOs (CCPCR, AFESIP, KWCD) in order to 
access individuals involved in prostitution in target areas and inside recovery and 
rehabilitation centres.  
 
Access to respondents of Chinese ethnicity was limited and gained through a Chinese 
business contact network. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
62 Statistical Analysis Computer Software 
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In-depth interviews 
 
In-depth interviews were conducted with a wide range of NGOs, Government ministries and 
key contacts in the sex industry. Contact with interviewees was initiated through the research 
team’s network or by organising informal group discussions among groups of prostituted boys 
and girls. Individual interviews with subjects in recovery centres were conducted by KWCD 
(49), AFESIP (20), CCPCR (8) with the supervision of the research team. 
 
Target Groups 
 

- Project officers and staff of ongoing projects on child sex tourism in Cambodia. Initial 
interviews with key informants provided a benchmark on what research had already 
been gathered by NGOs working with children, adults and in the tourism sector 
regarding child sex tourists. Child Wise’s experience on this issue was particularly 
useful. 

 
- Officials, project officers from NGOs working with children with an understanding of 

the child sex tourism situation in Cambodia. 
 

- Asian men (Chinese doctor, Singaporean male). 
 

- Individuals involved in the sex industry in Cambodia (bar owners, brothel owners, sex 
workers, massage girls). 

 
Interviews with NGOs and Government officials were usually held at the office of the 
interviewee. Some interviews were held inside the recovery centres of AFESIP and CCPCR. 
 
Participants 
 
The following NGOs, individuals and Government bodies were interviewed by the research 
team: 
 

- Individuals involved in prostitution: 
• Children/adults at the AFESIP Centre (Phnom Penh) 
• Brothel areas in Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville with the assistance of 

the KWCD team 
• Brothel areas in Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and Siem Reap by the 

research team (on the street or in tourist areas, talking with the girls and 
pimps) 

• Abused children involved in CCPCR programs 
 

- Government Bodies 
• Ministry of Tourism 
• Anti-Human Trafficking Department 
• Anti-Human Trafficking Department 
• Australian Federal Police  
• United States Customs 
• Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
 

- Non Government Organisations 
• LICADHO 
• AFESIP 
• APLE  
• KWCD 
• HCC 
• CWCC  
• M’lop Tapang 
• AIDeTouS 
• UNICEF  
• HAGAR 
• CCPCR 
• ILO 
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• Goutte d’eau 
• World Vision Cambodia 
• Chab Dai Coalition 
• COSECAM 
• UNIAP 

 
 
Focus groups 
 
Focus groups enabled researchers to gather more in-depth data, as well as to clarify and 
better understand data already gathered. Group discussions also helped to build trust and 
confidence among the participants. The participants were provided with food and beverages 
during the focus group activity. 
  
Focus groups were conducted in a creative and flexible manner, following established 
guidelines that gained full consent from participants and respected their right to privacy. 
Open-ended questions were used wherever possible in order to ensure a wide range of detail. 
 
Several focus groups of females and males involved in prostitution were undertaken in each 
location with the assistance of NGO staff working on human trafficking and child prostitution 
issues. These focus groups were held on the premises of NGOs. Focus groups were led by 
the research Team Leader and assistants and conducted in both the Khmer and Vietnamese 
languages. Discussion in these focus groups revolved around the participant’s entrance into 
prostitution and the attitudes and behaviours (modus operandi) of sex tourists and virginity 
seekers. 
 
Questions asked included: 
 

- History of introduction into prostitution (nationality or ethnicity of first client, treatment 
by and behaviour of first client, consequences, length of stay with first client, use of 
condom etc). 

 
- Perceived characteristics of sex tourists, such as nationality or ethnicity, age, social 

status, professional status and so on. 
 

- Proportion of foreign sex tourists in comparison with local customers. 
 
Focus groups were organised with the assistance of a number of NGOs and amongst a group 
of street working MSM. 
 

- HAGAR (At HAGAR Recovery Centre). 
 
- KHEMARA (Svay Pak: 12 MSM). 

 
- Wat Phnom (Phnom Penh, several focus groups were conducted with MSM). 

 
- COSECAM (Researchers participated in group discussions in order to gain access to 

victims of child sexual abuse). 
 
Research Team 
 
The core research team consisted of a team of three individuals (one international team 
leader and two local research assistants). The research team conducted qualitative and 
quantitative research activities in all three locations over a period of two months during 
September and October 2006. Both research assistants had experience in data gathering for 
research projects, knowledge of prostitution and familiarity with the target population. Both 
spoke Khmer and Vietnamese languages. Seven additional staff were hired at different points 
throughout the research to assist with interviews and focus groups. 
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Choice of locations/sites 
 
Data collection was undertaken in three locations in Cambodia: Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and 
Sihanoukville. An NGO interview was also undertaken in Poipet. These locations were 
selected for the following reasons: 

 
- Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and Sihanoukville are all well known sex tourism 

destinations and are indicative of the existence of child sex tourism. 
 

- Different locations enabled a cross-section of interviewees. 
 
The locations also differed in the types of tourism they attract:  
 

- Phnom Penh (mostly business) 
- Siem Reap (culture) 
- Sihanoukville (seaside) 
- Poipet (border crossing, trade with Thailand, casinos) 
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7. Research Findings 
 
A total of 119 persons involved in or had previously been involved in prostitution were 
interviewed.  Most interviewees were adults at the time of interview, but all interviewees had 
been introduced to prostitution as minors. 
 
The age of interviewees varied, the youngest was 13 years and the eldest was 30 years (see 
Table 1). The total median age of respondents was 19.79 years, with a female median age of 
20 years and a male median age of 19 years. The mean age of interviewees is above the 
accepted legal age of consent in Cambodia.  
 

Table 1: Age of Interviewees 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifteen males and 104 females were interviewed. All males were MSM (see Table 2). 
 

Table 2: Sex 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A total of 98 respondents were of Khmer ethnicity. Ten females were Vietnamese and four 
males were Cham (Khmer Islam). Other ethnicities were Khmer Kampuchea Krom, Khmer 
Thai, Khmer Vietnamese and Khmer Lao (see Table 3). 
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Case Study 1 
 
Anh is a 21-year-old Vietnamese female. She was 14 when her mother sold her to a brothel 
for $500, following her father’s death. Her first client was an American man, approximately 40 
years old. He was a long-term resident in Cambodia and was a regular at the brothel. This 
man was very kind to Anh, and came for regular sex. 
 
After her first client, Anh worked in a Svay Pak brothel for two years, before moving to another 
brothel in Phnom Penh where she stayed for one year. She then went to work in a brothel in 
Sihanoukville where she worked for a year, until she became pregnant to a client. The owner 
of the brothel wanted Anh to have an abortion, but it was too late. Anh went on to have her 
baby, and has stopped working as a prostitute. 
 
Anh’s clients included French, American, Japanese, Chinese, Taiwanese, Vietnamese, 
African and Khmer nationals.  
 

Table 3: Ethnicity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Entry into Prostitution 
 
The median age for introduction into prostitution was 15.8 years for females and 16.27 years 
for males. The youngest was a ten-year-old female. One interviewee was sold into prostitution 
at the age of 11 and was sold for oral sex until she was 14 when she was then sold for her 
virginity. 
 
The method of introduction to prostitution varies according to gender. For females, 11.5% 
went to a brothel voluntarily to sell their virginity. 15.4% sold their virginity outside of a brothel. 
21.2% were sold to brothels by friends or relatives. 4.8% were tricked (offered marriage) by a 
child sex offender. 16% were directly approached and asked/coerced by their first client. 
21.2% were sold to a brothel by persons unknown to them. 5.8% were trafficked, 1.9% were 
sold into karaoke bars and a further 1.9% were raped. 
 

 
 
The research shows that the nationality of interviewees’ plays an important role in the entry, 
introduction and continuation of involvement in prostitution. Eight out of ten Vietnamese girls 
were sold to brothels by their mother to help pay off family debts or meet financial needs. One 
interviewee, whose mother was in debt, was sold for $500 at the suggestion of the debtor. 
Twelve of 94 Cambodian girls were sold into a brothel by a family member. 
 
Trafficked girls, or those who did not voluntarily enter into prostitution, were kept in private 
houses until a potential buyer (virginity seeker) could be found.  
 
It was evident that female children selling goods on the beach in Sihanoukville were aware of 
the possibility of earning money for their family by selling their virginity. 
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With the exception of the trafficking cases, these findings highlight the cultural phenomenon 
of familial duty by children to their parents. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some parents 
are aware of and may encourage their children to engage in prostitution. 
 
Regardless of the reason for entry into prostitution, the majority of females and males 
continued to work as prostitutes after their first client.  
 
It was found that the prostitution process is significantly different for males and females. As 
mentioned earlier, females are more likely to have been introduced to prostitution through a 
family member or middleman. Males, however, are more likely to have been approached and 
sometimes groomed by the offender. Males are also more likely to be living or working on the 
street, and, following the initial abuse, are more likely to solicit for clients directly.   
 
The experience of males differs significantly to females: 26.7% voluntarily sold their virginity 
outside of a brothel, usually meeting the offender on the street and either offering themselves, 
or being groomed by the offender. 73.3% were directly approached by their first client.  
 
Interviews with NGO63 workers revealed that out of fifty female children working as beach 
sellers at Occheteaul beach in Kompong Som, 100% are likely to be abused by child sex 
tourists. Some of the girls had already sold their virginity, receiving between $1000 and 
$1500.  
 
Price of virginity 
 
There is a significant difference in the prices paid by virginity seekers for male and female 
virgins. The average cost for female virginity is $500, while males receive an average of $30. 
The market for male virginity is virtually non-existent in Cambodia, with the maximum amount 
paid being $100.  
 

 
The price paid for a virgin girl depends on a number of factors; interviewees mentioned that 
beauty, skin colour and age were all significant. The price can also depend on the 
nationality/ethnic group of the client and the girl, the location/prestige of the brothel, karaoke 
bar or massage parlour. 
 
The price of virginity fluctuates according to location. In depth interviews conducted inside 
brothels, karaoke bars and massage parlours in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and Sihanoukville 
highlight the difference in price: 
 

- Phnom Penh: ranging from $300 to $800  
- Sihanoukville: up to $1000 as a result of limited numbers of girls available 
- Siem Reap: $1500 due to growing demand and an ever-increasing influx of tourists. 

 
In cases where the girl was working in a brothel, the brothel owner received a percentage of 
the price ($200 on average). The remainder either went to the girl, or the person who had sold 
her. Males usually reported receiving 100% of the price paid as they were generally acting 
alone. 
                                                
63 Peer educators from KWCD 

Case Study 2 
 
Rachney is a 23 year old Khmer female. She first engaged in commercial sex when she was 
17 years old. She met her first client while working in a karaoke house. He was a Khmer man 
who owned a small business. He asked her if she would be his girlfriend, then followed her 
home from work and tried to convince her to sell her virginity to him. He gave her $150 and 
she agreed.  
 
After having sex with this man, Rachney went to Phum Tmei to work as a prostitute. Most of 
her clients are Thai, Khmer and French. She makes around 100,000 riel per month after 
expenses which include food, clothing, and payment to the police. She did not begin to use 
condoms with her clients until she was 19 years old 
 



33 

For subsequent clients, the price received is dependent on the nationality/ethnicity of the 
client. Khmer clients pay significantly less ($2.50 - $3 for one time, $7.50 per night) than 
foreigners who pay $5 - $10 for one time and up to $30 for the whole night. Prices can be 
significantly higher in peak periods. Girls working in brothels strictly servicing locals earn 
significantly less than girls working with foreigners. Another factor influencing the price was 
the length of time the children had been prostituted (i.e. the longer a girl is prostituted, the 
lower the price). 
 
Resale of virginity 
 
The ‘resale’ of virginity (by stitching the hymen) was recorded by 23 respondents; this practice 
is employed by brothel owners as a means to gain more income from the girls. This can be 
done up to four times and the price decreases each time the girl’s virginity is resold. 
 
Profile of child sex tourists  
 
In the course of undertaking this research, the research team observed three main types of 
child sex offenders in Cambodia; the paedophile, the virginity-seeker and the borderline sex 
tourist. 
 
The results of the surveys found that a significant number of child sex tourists were seeking 
virgins, particularly females. The focus groups and interviews reveal two main profiles of 
virginity-seekers: 
 
1) Those who directly approached the victim at their place of employment (massage parlour, 
restaurant etc). These offenders often proposed money or the promise of marriage. 
 
2) Those who used existing networks to source virgins, or used the network to directly 
propose sex with virgin girls. 
 
The research found evidence of an organised market in Cambodia, assisting men in their 
virginity-seeking activities. In Siem Reap, it was discovered that recruitment networks for 
virgin girls are based in Kratie and Kompong Cham provinces. Access to virgin girls is 
facilitated through various established networks and can be difficult to access for an individual 
with no connections.  
 
A Chinese national interviewed by researchers in Phnom Penh, stated that virginity seeking is 
a way to differentiate oneself from others. By being wealthy enough to afford to pay a 
substantial amount for a virgin, a person can show off their economic power. He also stated 
that having sexual intercourse with a virgin brings more “excitement” than sex with a non-
virgin. No shame is brought about by talking about virginity-seeking activities with others who 
are also virginity-seekers. He also stated that although many men are not necessarily seeking 
virgins, they are offered virgins by pimps and brothel owners.  
 
An interview with a Singaporean national revealed that many wealthy Asian businessmen 
come to Cambodia for the purposes of gambling, drugs and virginity seeking. Trips to different 
provinces are organised to visit virgin girls who are kept in private houses waiting for potential 
buyers.  
 
There was a common belief amongst all interviewees that the pursuit of virgin girls is linked to 
myths of luck, prosperity and/or immortality among virginity-seekers. Prevention campaigns 
have so far not been able to address this demand. 
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Sending countries of child sex tourists, 
 
The first clients of interviewees came from a wide range of nationalities. The majority of these 
were Khmer (51), followed by Western (12) and Chinese (11) (see Table 4).  
 
The broad number of nationalities and ethnicities emphasises the diversity of those 
individuals engaging in sex with children in Cambodia. There is no evidence to date, apart 
from several cases provided by the interviewees, of Westerners engaging in virginity-seeking 
activities to fulfil traditional or cultural beliefs.  
 

Table 4: Nationality of all clients 
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As Table Five illustrates, Khmer men represent the largest proportion (49) of clients among 
female respondents, followed by individuals of Chinese origin (11). It is important to note that 
Western men represent a significantly smaller amount (18) than Inter-Asian sex tourists (31). 
 

Table 5: Nationality of clients (information from female respondents) 
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Researchers conducting focus groups with MSM found that ‘Western’ (see definitions), and 
particularly French nationals were the main group of men who had sex with virgin boys (see 
Table Six). It is important to note that virgin boys are not as in demand as virgin girls and it is 
impossible to clarify whether or not these men were actively seeking virgin boys. Other 
nationalities of clients noted by the interviewees included American and Swiss. 
 
 



35 

Table 6: Nationality of clients (information from male respondents) 
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In-depth investigation and interviews in Siem Reap showed a greater prevalence of Asians 
amongst virginity-seekers. The researchers found that there were sexual services exclusively 
available for Korean and Japanese tourists. Large establishments catering to the mass influx 
of Asian tourists in Siem Reap are clearly visible, and while not all of these establishments 
offer services of a sexual nature, most make it clear that sex is affordable and accessible. 
Interviews with NGOs revealed that groups of tourists were arriving in Siem Reap solely for 
the purposes of virginity-seeking. 
 
A Chinese mama-san interviewed for this research reported that the majority of her clients 
were wealthy Chinese and Taiwanese men drawn to Cambodia because the prices are 
cheaper. She further reported that Singaporean, Malaysian, Macau and Cambodian nationals 
are among her clients. 
  

 
Residential Status 
 
The residential status of child sex tourists offending against females show that 22.1% were 
Cambodians from another city, 18.3% were short-term residents and 14.4% were long-term 
residents. 12.5% were in Cambodia on business and a further 11.5% were short-term tourists. 
A large majority (19.2%) of respondents did not know of the offender’s residential status (see 
Table Seven). 
 
 

Case Study 3 
 
Chaya is 20 years old and comes from Kompong Cham Province. When she was 13, her 
brother asked her if she wanted to be a prostitute and she agreed as she wanted to earn money 
and be able to buy nice things. Her brother sold her for $1000 and gave her $500. 
 
For the first few days after she was sold, she was locked in a room. Her first client was a 
Cambodian American, who was around 70 years old. He came to take her to a hotel in Kandal 
Province. He forced her to have sex with him twice a day and gave her around $20 per day. 
 
Chaya was living in a recovery centre, but has recently returned to prostitution. 
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Table 7: Residential Status of Offenders (information from female respondents) 
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The results for males differ with 26.7% of offenders holidaying and a further 26.7% being 
long-term residents. Cambodians from other cities made up 13.3% of offenders and 33% of 
respondents did not know of the offender’s residential status (see Table Eight).  
 

Table 8: Residential Status of Offenders (information from male respondents) 
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Locations of abuse 
 
Eighty-one of the 119 respondents had entered a guesthouse or hotel in the company of the 
offender while under the age of 18 years. This information indicates a level of involvement by 
the hotel/guesthouse sector in the procuring of girls for their guests, and the tolerance of child 
sexual abuse in their establishments. There was no evident distinction between the star 
ratings of hotels and guesthouse with all categories involved to some extent. 
 
As Table Nine indicates, 67.3% of females experienced their first sexual encounter with an 
offender in a hotel or guesthouse; this indicates the likelihood of the offender being a tourist or 
a businessman.  
 
68.1% of all respondents (67.3% for females and 73.3% for males) stated a guesthouse or 
hotel as the location of the first sexual encounter, which also indicates the likelihood of the 
offender being a tourist.  
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Table 9: Location of Abuse (Females) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Males’ first sexual encounter with an offender occurred in a hotel or guesthouse 73.3% of the 
time, with the remaining 26.7% occurring in a privately owned or rented house (see Table 
Ten).  
 
 

Table 10: Location of Abuse (Males) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Modus operandi of child sex tourists 
 
The traditional modus operandi of child sex offenders typically involves a process of targeting 
and grooming children for the purposes of sexual activity. However, in the Cambodian context 
there is little need for a long-term or sophisticated grooming process due to the availability of 
children on the street and in brothels. Children are easily accessible for sex for any local or 
tourist. This information confirms that which has been gathered in previous research reports. 
Whilst it is clear that there are many instances in Cambodia where child sex offenders will 
groom children and their families, the majority of interviewees in this research did not 
encounter these strategies. 
 
Two kinds of modus operandi of child sex tourists can be derived from the findings of this 
research:  
 
1) Those who directly approached the victim at their place of employment (massage parlour, 
beach, restaurant etc), or on the street. These offenders often proposed money or the 
promise of marriage when involved in virginity-seeking activities. 
 
2) Those who used existing networks (brothels, hotels, moto-taxis, pimps) to source victims, 
or used the networks to gain access to children and or virgin girls. 
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An analysis of data collected in this research, as illustrated in Table Nine, shows that the 
majority of respondents (52) met their first client in a brothel. A further 28 respondents were 
directly approached by offenders in bars, restaurants, or on the street, while 22 respondents 
approached the client themselves. 
 
As Table Nine also shows, the majority of locals engage in establishment based sexual 
abuse, followed by sex tourists from other ASEAN and East Asian countries. Westerners 
make up a small amount of those who engage in establishment based sexual exploitation, 
and are more likely to approach their victim on the street, in bars or in their place of 
employment.  
 
Eleven of 15 boys interviewed reporting being approached on the street or in a bar by their 
first client. The remaining four boys approached their first client directly on the street or in a 
bar. Eight of the female respondents were raped by one or more locals as their first sexual 
experience, which then led them into prostitution. 
 

Table 11: Nationality/Meeting Place 
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The modus operandi of virginity-seekers, who directly approach girls to sell their virginity, 
frequently involves the promise of marriage and/or a significant amount of money. After a few 
days, following the abuse, the offender is likely to disappear. Cambodia’s prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS is also a contributing factor in the pursuit of virgin girls, due to fear of contamination 
amongst older sex workers. In some cases, girls were asked to submit to a medical 
examination by the brothel owners and/or clients to determine their health status. 
 
Interviews with NGOs highlight the fact that offenders have adjusted their behaviours and 
modus operandi in line with the strengthening of networks between agencies, and the 
improvement of investigative methods. The average length of stay for child sex tourists has 
risen, and the preference is now for private houses, rather than hotels and guesthouses. As a 
result, NGOs and police now have a longer period of time in which to investigate suspected 
child sex offenders. 

Case Study 4 
 
Phoung is 19 years old. When she was 15, she was working on the beach as a lobster seller 
and met a French man. He asked her about her job and how much money she made. He asked 
her to meet her that night and show him around town, she met with him for the next four days, 
then he told her he was in love with her and wanted to marry her. He said that if she agreed to 
have sex with him, he would give her $300 and then marry her. 
 
She agreed to stay with him for 7 days, but only at night. During the day she continued to sell 
lobsters on the beach. After 7 days, she waited for him to come and marry her, but she never 
saw him again and she does not know how to contact him. 
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A Chinese mama-san interviewed for this research stated that demand differs between client 
nationalities. She stated that Chinese men prefer Cambodian or Vietnamese girls due to their 
cheaper price, whilst Cambodian, Malaysian, Singaporean and Taiwanese clients prefer 
Chinese girls for their lighter skin. Westerners prefer girls who speak a little English.  
 

 
Attitudes and behaviours of child sex tourists, 
 
Table 12 shows that one third of females were locked in a room with the offender during their 
first commercial sexual encounter and only 9.6% had sexual intercourse using a condom.  
 

Table 12: Behaviours of Offenders with Female Victims 

Case Study 6 
 
Camh is from Vietnam and is 18 years old. When she was 11, her mother sold her to a brothel in 
Svay Pak for $1000 to pay off gambling debts. The brothel owner would not sell Camh’s virginity 
until she was 14, but she was available for oral sex with clients, for which she received $30-40. 
These men never used condoms. 
 
When she turned 14, the brothel owner sold her virginity to an Australian man, who was also her 
first client for oral sex when she was 11. He used to take her for walks, out to eat and 
sometimes back to sleep at his hotel. He watched pornographic videos with Camh and gave her 
alcohol. After her virginity was sold, Camh’s mother came from Vietnam to take the money. 
 
Camh is still working as a prostitute in Phnom Penh. 
 

Case Study 5 
 
Vanna is a 20-year-old Khmer male. When he was 18, Vanna was approached by a French 
man on the street, who bought him food and clothing. This man was a long-term resident in 
Cambodia and could speak fluent Khmer. 
Vanna has continued to work as a prostitute since then, and states that all of his clients look 
for boys along the streets and use money to attract them. 
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As Table 13 illustrates, only one of the male respondents was locked in a room with the 
offender and 40% had intercourse using a condom. 
 

Table 13: Behaviours of Offenders with Male Victims 
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There is a major difference between males and females in the length of time they were 
required to stay with their first client. Males mainly spend only one night with the client, while 
females were forced to spend an average of five days. One female stayed with the client for 
one month. 34.6% of respondents were locked in a room with the offender during their stay.  
 
Four out of a total of 119 offenders used a video camera to record their abuse with victims’, 
who were aged 13 and 14 years old. 
 

 
 

Case Study 7  
 
Soley is a 22-year-old Khmer male who first entered into prostitution when he was 13 years 
old. He was approached on the street by an older Swiss man and offered $55 to have sex.  
 
After this experience, Soley chose to continue working as a prostitute so he could support 
himself and not have to rely on his family. He enjoys having money to buy clothes and food 
and now feels that prostitution is normal for him. 
 
He has had clients from Japan, Sweden, America and China. Some of his client’s have 
used cameras to film him during sex. 
 
Soley approaches around 70% of his clients and the rest mainly approach him on the street 
or in bars. Sometimes, Soley uses a pimp to help him find clients. The pimp receives 
between 35-50% of the money he earns. 
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9. Conclusion 
 
In this research, Child Wise sought to gain more understanding about child sex tourism in the 
Cambodia context, as well as how child sex tourists operate in accessing children, building 
trust in the communities in which they operate and avoiding detection. The research was to 
complement Child Wise’s anecdotal data gathered through the organisation’s experience in 
working in Cambodia. In order to address child sex tourism, it is necessary to understand the 
links between the modus operandi of offenders, their ethnicity and country of origin.  
 
Cambodia’s reputation as a child sex tourism destination continues and the numbers of 
children believed to be victimised is considerable.  With relatively low travel costs to and 
within Cambodia, the country can expect to receive more and more visitors from the region 
and beyond over the coming years.  It is imperative that action continues by the Royal 
Government of Cambodia in partnership with other governments and NGOs to curtail 
Cambodia’s attraction as a destination where child sex crimes occur with impunity.   
 
We know that child sex tourism in Cambodia manifests in organised prostitution rings as well 
as the opportunistic exploitation of the tourist. We know also that the main geographical 
locations for child sex tourism in Cambodia are Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and Siem Reap, 
but that child sex tourism is by no means restricted to these cities. Unfortunately, other 
locations like Kampot, Kep, and Banteay Meanchey are emerging as sites for child sex 
exploitation.  
 
No specific profile of a ‘child sex tourist’ emerged in this research.  In an earlier study, 
Thomas and Pasnik64 found that offenders usually belong to one of three main categories:  
 

- Domestic and international child sex tourists having commercial intercourse with 
adults (male and female) 

- Asian virginity-seekers 
- Western and Asian paedophiles 

 
In contrast to a common misconception that the majority of child sex tourists are from 
Western nations, our research – and others - has found that local and Inter-Asian child sex 
offenders are the main offenders in Cambodia. 
 
The sophisticated grooming processes that occur in some child sexual exploitation settings 
were not reported as a common experience by the respondents in this study. This is not 
surprising given that many of the respondents were residing in brothel or brothel-like 
establishments at the time of the first activity.  
 
Two kinds of modus operandi emerged from the research; those who approached their victim 
directly (on the street, in the workplace), and those who used existing networks (brothels, 
karaoke bars etc). The research also highlighted a link between modus operandi and 
nationality of the offender which confirms previous research. This link shows the correlation 
between nationality and preferred location of abuse; Asian offenders prefer establishment 
based abuse, while Western offenders prefer street-based exploitation, and are more likely to 
abuse in a hotel/guesthouse, or privately rented home. 
 
Little information was able to be gathered about the attitudes and behaviours of child sex 
tourists in Cambodia due to the limitations of interviewing child sex tourists.  
 
It is Child Wise’s intent that this research will assist in strengthening prevention programs and 
campaigns and target relevant audiences in a manner that is effective and culturally 
appropriate. It is only through continually identifying the ever-evolving pathways through 
which child sex offenders target children and through which children are drawn into 
commercial sexual activities that concerned organisations can prevent such activities and 
provide protection and support to vulnerable communities. 
 
 

                                                
64 Thomas, F. and Pasnik, K. Surveys on the behaviours and attitudes of tourists and foreign clients with sex-abused 
children and young women, Kingdom of Cambodia 2001-2002, AIDeTouS 
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10. Recommendations 
 
The Cambodian Government and NGOs should be congratulated on their efforts to address 
child sex tourism and child prostitution. While child sex tourism and child exploitation 
continues to be a problem in the region these actions and particularly education campaigns 
are leading to widespread awareness and to an increase in the detection of child sex tourists. 
Child Wise believes that child sex tourism education programs should be strengthened, 
expanded and diversified throughout Cambodia. Consideration should be given to the 
nationalities, cultural beliefs/practices and modus operandi of child sex tourists as well as a 
more specific targeting of child sex tourism locations and in the general community. 
 
Through our extensive experience of working with child sex tourists and child sex offenders 
as well as the AFP, Child Wise is able to draw the following conclusions and 
recommendations. Based on the findings of this research the development and expansion of 
any future child sex tourism education campaigns should consider and incorporate the 
following:  
 
Child sex tourism education campaigns: 
 

• Campaign materials should be translated into Khmer and other Asian languages to 
be understood by local and inter-Asian child sex tourists.  

 
• Campaign materials should be disseminated to locations/hotels that cater for specific 

nationalities and language groups. The dissemination of campaign materials should 
include the Asian tour companies and airlines that can target specific language 
groups.  

 
• Campaigns should be extended to the broader community and target small 

guesthouses, bars and street locations. These campaigns should be expanded 
throughout Cambodia to address the spread and displacement of child sex tourism 
and the infiltration of offenders into communities.  

 
• Specific campaigns targeting the practice of virginity seeking should be promoted with 

messages that address and counter the underlying cultural misconceptions about the 
value and perceived health benefits of having sex with virgins.  

 
• Partnerships should be strengthened between the Cambodian tourism authorities 

(MOT and private companies) and with similar authorities in sending countries 
(particularly East Asian countries), to provide a united message condemning child sex 
offending in Cambodia. These partnerships could extend to working with child 
protection NGOs in sending countries that can target travellers at their point of 
departure. 

 
• Child sex tourism education campaigns should be evaluated to assess whether 

campaigns are having an impact on changing attitudes and the behaviours of 
offenders and the community.  

 
• As there is a multitude of child sex tourism education campaigns operating in 

Cambodia, NGOs should be encouraged to cooperate and coordinate their 
campaigns and strategies to avoid duplication and to create a stronger and more 
united voice. 

 
Community education 
 

• Communities should be educated about child sex offenders and their modus operandi 
to address and prevent the grooming of children and their families to entice a child 
into sexual activity and prostitution. 

 
• Children should receive education about their right to be free from sexual exploitation. 

As part of this education children should be provided with support services and 
telephone numbers for them to call if they are in danger of being abused and 
exploited. 
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Further research into child sex tourists 
 
Greater efforts should be made to access child sex tourists in future research. In order to gain 
more insight into the modus operandi of child sex tourists, research should ask child sex 
tourists directly; why they travel to countries like Cambodia, how they access children and 
how they avoid detection. Access to child sex tourists could be gained through prisons and 
sex offender treatment programs in sending and destination countries.  
 

• Child sex offenders should be asked for their suggestions on what would prevent 
them from offending and what messages/actions in child sex tourism destinations 
would be effective in deterring them and preventing child sex tourism. 

 
• Research should also test the assumption that situational child sex offenders and 

virginity seekers would be influenced by prevention campaigns and what 
information/actions would prevent them from doing so. 

 
• Specific research into virginity seekers and the cultural and mythical beliefs behind 

the act of virginity seeking should be undertaken. Independent strategies and 
campaigns specifically targeting virginity seekers’ countries of origin should be 
implemented. These campaigns and programs should aim to directly combat the 
image of Cambodia as a destination for virginity seekers.  
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Appendix 1 
 
Relevant Cambodian Legislation 
 
UNTAC Code: 
 
Article 33: Rape (statute of limitations: 10 years) 
 

- Anyone who rapes or attempts to rape another person of either sex is guilty of rape 
and shall be liable to imprisonment for a term of five to ten years. 

- Rape is any sexual act involving penetration against a non-consenting person. If rape 
is accompanied by fraud, violence or threats, or if it committed by anyone in a position 
of authority over the victim, the punishment shall be a term of imprisonment of ten to 
fifteen years. 

 
Article 42: Indecent Assault (statute of limitations: 3 years) 
 

- Anyone who sexually offends another, un-consenting, person of either sex by 
touching, caressing, or any other sexual act not involving penetration, is guilty of the 
misdemeanour of indecent assault and shall be liable to a term of imprisonment of 
one to three years. 

- If the indecent assault is accompanied by fraud, violence or threat, or if it is committed 
by a person with authority over the victim, or if the victim is under 16 years of age, the 
duration of these sentences shall be doubled. 

- Any person who procures, entices or leads away, for the purposes of prostitution, or 
exploits the prostitution of a minor, even with the consent of that minor, shall be liable 
to a term of imprisonment for two to six years. 

 
Law on the Suppression of the Kidnapping, Trafficking and Exploitation of Human Beings 
(1996): 
 
Article 3: 
 

- Any person who lures a human being, male or female, minor or adult of whichever 
nationality by ways of enticement or by any other means, promising to offer any 
money or jewellery, with or without the person’s consent, by ways of forcing, 
threatening or using of hypnotic drugs, in order to kidnap him/her for trafficking or 
prostitution: 

� Shall be subjected to imprisonment from ten to fifteen years; 
� Shall be punishable to imprisonment from fifteen to twenty years, if such 

victim is a minor person of less than 15 years old 
 
Article 8: 
 

- Any person who commits debauchery acts onto a minor person of below 15 years old, 
even though there is his/her consent or upon the purchase of such minor person from 
someone else or from a head/owner of a brothel shall be subjected to punishment to 
imprisonment from ten to twenty years, For repeated offences, the above punishment 
shall be applied twice. The court may apply sub-punishment on restricting that 
person’s civil rights and impose a ban on his/her stay, in addition to the above main 
punishment. 

 
Article 4: 
  
Any person shall be considered a pimp (male or female) or head of prostitutes: 

- Who supports or protects one or more other persons, by whatever means, with 
knowledge in advance of the act of prostitution of such person(s) or seeks customers 
for such person(s) for the purpose of prostitution, or; 

- Who regularly shares the benefits obtained from acts of prostitution in any form, or; 
- Who brings men or women by whatever means fro training and convincing them to 

become male or female prostitutes, or; 
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- Who acts as an intermediary in any form to create relationships between male and 
female prostitutes and the head/owner of a brothel, or with a person who provides 
benefits for the prostitution of other persons, or; 

- Who confines men or women in his/her house, or any place, in order to force them to 
commit prostitution to earn money for him/her 

 
Article 5: 
 
Any male or female pimp (or head of prostitutes) shall be punished with five (5) to ten (10) 
years imprisonment. In the case of repeated offences, the above punishment terms shall be 
doubled. 
 
A pimp shall be subject to ten to twenty years imprisonment if he or she: 
 

- commits an offence on a minor, below 15 years of age, or; 
- commits an offence by using coercion and violence, or by threat or a weapon, or; 
- who, as a husband, wife, boy/girlfriend, father or mother or guardian, forces a man or 

woman to commit acts of prostitution, or; 
- who forces a victim to commit acts of prostitution outside of the country, to forces a 

victim who is a foreigner to commit acts of prostitution on the territory of the Kingdom 
of Cambodia 

 
The court may, in addition to the above principal punishment term, apply a sub-punishment by 
restricting the civil rights of the guilty and by the non-authorisation of residence. 
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Appendix 2 
 
Survey given to respondents 
 
Questionnaire on the involvement in underage prostitution 
 
NB: this questionnaire is only and specifically on the characteristics of the first client of girls or 
women who has entered prostitution as underage. 
 
A few basic principles must be remembered: 

o Respondents must never feel pressured to participate in the research 
o Respondents becoming emotionally agitated during interview should not 

feel obliged to complete the whole interview 
o Respondents must feel free to end the interview whenever they want 
o Assure respondents that all their answers will be kept confidential, and 

will not be put on their permanent file or associated with their names. 
 

1. Age: ____________ 
 
2. Ethnic group: _______________ 

 
3. Age of entrance into prostitution: _________________ 

 
4. Basic information on family background (province of origin, level of poorness (family 

income per month, broken family, orphan…) 
  

___________________________________________ 
 
5. Nationality or ethnic group of the first client: ____________ 

 
6. How have you been introduced to the first client 

 
Have been sold to a Brothel  

Came by myself to sell my virginity to a brothel  

Came by myself to find someone to buy my virginity 

Have been approached by my first client 

“Get laid” by a child offender 

Other: ___________________________ 

 
7. Price of selling virginity: 

 
Total price:__________US$  Amount received:_________US$ 
 
 

8. Length of stay with the first client: ___________ 
 
 
9. Was he : 

             On holidays       On business trip   

 Short term resident Long term resident 

 Cambodian from another city  

 Don’t know 
 

10. Did he explain you why virginity was important for him? 
 

 No     Yes, please specify: ___________________ 
 

11. Did he choose you or you were offered to him through a third party? 
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No     Yes, please specify: ___________________ 

  

12. Were you locked in a room? 
 

No  Yes 
 

13. Did he use a camera or a video 
 

No  Yes, please specify: _______________ 
 

14. Have you been abused in the company of other children?   
 

No   Yes, how many: ______________     
 

15. Did you use condom?   
 

No    Yes, please specify if it was regularly: ___________ 
 

16. Location of the first encounter (please specify city and location’s name if possible) 
 

Private house/apartment  Massage parlour 

Own house    Brothel 

Hotel or guest house   Car 

Street     Other:___________________ 

 
 

If you have sold your virginity several times, can you explain the price decrease, the process 
and the clients’ behaviours? 
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Appendix 3 
Media Reports on Foreign Child Sex Offenders in Cambodia 
 
 

Name Age Nationality Length of 
stay 

Number of 
abused children  Actions Criminal 

history 
Terry 
Darrell 
Smith 

54 
(2006) 

American Long-term 
Resident 
(Bar 
Owner) 

Accused of 
having sex with 
two girls aged 13 
and 14 at his bar  
(Tramp’s Palace) 
and filming the 
abuse 

Vietnamese girlfriend (26)- 
she purchased the girls in 
Phnom Penh and provided 
them to Smith. Both were 
released on bail in 
suspicious circumstances. 
Smith was rearrested and 
deported to the US, where 
he awaits trial on 
outstanding charges in 
Oregon. The girlfriend was 
not recaptured. 

Faced 13 
outstanding 
child sex 
abuse 
charges in 
US 
 
Served 15 
months in 
prison 

Michael 
John 
Koklich 

 American  Alleged penchant 
for pre-pubescent 
girls - 3 girl 
victims rescued 

Taken to the USA under 
the Protect Act (2003) and 
currently awaiting trial 
there.  

 

Donald 
Rene 
Ramirez 

50 American Short-term 
(Privately 
rented 
house) 

Alleged role in the 
sexual abuse of a 
girl believed to be 
12 to 14 years old 

Victim was rescued and 
confessed she had sex 
occasionally with Ramirez, 
and got paid $200 to $400 
a month. The victim’s 
mother was also arrested 
for trafficking her. Ramirez 
committed suicide in police 
custody on 31 Oct 2006. 
The mother is currently in 
prison awaiting trial. 

Ramirez 
was an 
active police 
officer in 
San 
Francisco 

Boris 
Myron Ma 

46 
(2003) 

American 
(South 
Korean 
origin) 

Tourist Charged along 
with four 
Cambodians 
accused of 
procuring two 
girls, aged 13 and 
14 

Used Vietnamese and 
Cambodian traffickers to 
provide him with access to 
the girls. The traffickers 
delivered the girls to his 
hotel room. 

 

Philippe 
Dessart 

47 
(2006) 

Belgian Long-term 
Resident  

Found with a 13-
year old boy in his 
bed 

Over the course of a two to 
three year relationship with 
the victim’s family, Dessart 
reportedly built them a 
house in Banteay 
Mancheay province and 
gave them thousands of 
dollars in cash. 
 
The family of the 13-year-
old dismissed the lawyer 
provided to them by NGO 

A former 
teacher, 
Dessarte 
was 
convicted by 
a Belgian 
court in 
1994 of 
raping, 
torturing and 
sexually 
assaulting 
three boys. 
He spent 
three years 
in prison. 

Thomas 
Engelhardt 

42 
(2006) 

German Resident Alleged role in a 
child pornography 
ring 

Was identified in child 
pornography videos made 
by Opitz (see below) and 
subsequently arrested. 

 

Karl Heinz 
Henning 

61 
(2006) 

German Resident 
(working 

Alleged role in a 
child pornography 

The Vietnamese suspects 
brought the victims to Opitz 
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Opitz as a 
teacher) 

ring. Massive 
amounts of child 
pornography 
(1650) found on 
his computer, 
which included 
high-tech video 
and computer 
equipment, 
leather whips, sex 
and bondage 
paraphernalia and 
children’s cuddly 
toys, as well as 
sadomasochistic 
literature. Four 
Vietnamese girls 
identified and 
rescued. Other 
victims shown on 
videotapes not yet 
identified or 
located. 
 
 
 
 
 

and he paid money to the 
three Cambodians.  
 
Three other people 
arrested for trafficking: the 
mother of one of the 
victims, and two 
Vietnamese people 
unrelated to any of the 
victims. 
 
 
 

Hurni Hans 
Ulrich 

68 
(2006) 

Swiss Tourist 
(visiting 
Cambodia 
for the 3rd 
time) 

Found with a 
naked 13-year-old 
girl in his hotel 
room. 

Ulrich has told police that 
he had been having sex 
with the girl for two years, 
and that he paid her $5-$10 
each time. The victim 
stated that Ulrich had been 
having sex with her since 
she was 11 years old. 
 
The victim’s old mother, 
told police that she treated 
Ulrich as a relative and that 
he regularly gave her 
money. She claimed not to 
know what Ulrich was 
doing with her young 
daughter.  
 
The girl is in the care of an 
NGO in Phnom Penh. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
  

Michael 
Joseph 
Pepe 

53 
(2006) 

American  Tourist Charged with 
debauchery for 
allegedly having 
sex with an 
unspecified 
number of girls 
aged 8 to 13 
years 

  

Alexander 36 German  Resident Allegedly was Watrin gained access to  
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Moritz 
Watrin 

(2006) having  sex with 
four boys aged 9 
to 15 

the children on the street 
and took them to his home, 
where he abused them.  
Convicted of debauchery 
on 17 October 2006 - 10 
years in prison and $5000 
compensation 

Bart 
Lauwaert 

39 
(2002) 

Australian Resident Abused and 
raped six 
Cambodian girls 

Lauwaert hired the girls as 
maids, then raped and 
sexually abused them.  

 

 26 
(2005) 

Australian Resident 
(working 
as an 
English 
teacher) 

Allegedly sexually 
abused seven 
young boys and 
took pornographic 
photos of his 
victims. 

Had come to Cambodia 
twice and had been in the 
country for three months 
before being arrested 

 

Issei Hara 28 
(2003) 

Japanese Tourist Allegedly paid 
$100 to 
have sex with a 
15-year old girl in 
a Phnom Penh 
brothel, 
photographed the 
abuse and posted 
it on his Website 

Hara was arrested in Japan  
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                                            Appendix 4 
   

 
Child Wise would like to thank the following organisations for their assistance: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CCPR 
Centre for the Protection of  

Children’s Rights 

Khmer Women‘s Cooperation for Development (KWCD) 
 

Mission: To serve citizens of Cambodia especially women and 
children to have a healthy and secure life and self-responsibility. 

Vision: To develop communities, provide health education, social 
security, nutrition and skill vocational training 

For more information contact: kwcd@camintel.com    

Action Pour Les Infants (APLE) is a non-governmental organization 
(NGO) registered in France with no religious or political affiliations. 
 
The ‘PROTECT’ Project has been in operation in Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
since that time and in Sihanoukville since November 2005.  

The project operates to provide physical, moral and legal protection to 

Cambodian child victims of sexual abuse perpetrated outside sex-

establishments 

 

For further information or to donate to APLE, please contact: 

protect@globalhumanitaria.com. 
 

AFESIP exists to combat trafficking in women and children for sex slavery; 

to care for and rehabilitate those rescued from sex slavery; to provide 

occupational skills and to reintegrate those rescued into the community in a 

sustainable and innovative manner. AFESIP also seeks to combat the 

causes and effects of trafficking and sex slavery through outreach work in 

AIDS prevention; through advocacy and campaigning; through 

representation and participation in women’s issues at national, regional and 

international forums.  

For more information contact:  

AFESIP Cambodia Tel: (855) 023 884 123 

Special thanks to Mr. Chhoeurth. 
 

Our Mission: To promote, protect and rescue children (under the age of 18) 
of all nationalities in Cambodia in distressing circumstances such as 
physical and sexual abuse, trafficking and those at-risk of being forced or 
sold into the sex industry for exploitative purposes. 
 
Our Vision: For all children to retain their basic human rights and escape all 
forms of abuse, especially sexual abuse, trafficking and commercial sexual 
exploitation. 
 
 


