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Introduction

In Japan, we have been exposed. even through the mainstream media, to the (still)
contentious issue of the Japanese military recruitment and use of tens of thousands of sex
slaves (euphemistically referred to as “comfort women™) during World War Two. However, sex
slavery in present day Japan, although widely acknowledged in the human rights community as
an irrefutable fact, gains very little media attention and is therefore out of the realm- of public
consciousness. In this paper, I will focus on sex trafficking (also referred to as trafficking of
women and children for “forced prostitution”) since this category accounts for 75% to 80% of
cross-border human trafficking worldwide and is the most extreme form of trafficking in
persons.

Although the first part of this paper relies primarily on secondary research in order to
provide working definitions of terms as well as background information on the issue of human
trafficking, the latter part is based on primary research | undertook during a three week
fieldwork research trip I took to Thailand in August 2012.

Human Trafficking in Japan

In a survey taken in Japan in May 2012 by the anti-human trafficking NGO Polaris Project
Japan (http://www.polarisproject.jp/), it was found that only 4.8% of respondents were aware
that foreign women and children are being trafficked into Japan and only 2.1% were aware that
Japanese women and children are being trafficked domestically within Japan. Judging from its
survey results, Polaris Project Japan concluded that human trafficking is widely seen (if seen at
all) by Japanese as a problem occurring in foreign countries to foreign citizens with little or no
relation to Japan.

Human trafficking is referred to as “modern day slavery” and criminal trafficking networks
worldwide take advantage of their victims by means of deception, coercion. or force, and
transport them to another location to work under highly exploitative conditions as “forced
prostitutes” or manual laborers in debt bondage. Polaris Project Japan in its report outlines the
brutal manner in which many trafficked women and children who are forced to work as
prostitutes are treated upon their arrival in Japan: “Once the women and children are brought
into Japan, a process of ‘seasoning’ or breaking them down occurs, usually consisting of gang
rapes, beatings, forced drug administration, and informing the victims of debts they now owe
the traffickers and how they must pay them.”
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overcome the bonds of modern slavery, receive protection and justice, and successfully
reclaim their rightful independence.”
- President Barack Obama
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