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Distinguished delegates from the ASEAN Member
States, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen:

It is my honor and privilege to stand before you today at the
beginning of the 4th Experts Working Group meeting to elaborate on the
ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons or ACTIP and the Regional
Plan of Action Against Trafficking. As the assembled representatives of
the member states of the ASEAN, you have before you the opportunity to
build a juridical framework that will enhance our capability to combat
modern-day slavery in Southeast Asia. Your presence today testifies to
the ASEAN's determination to make the most of that opportunity, for the
sake of our peoples and of humanity as a whole. The product of your
efforts these three (3) days will underscore the ASEAN's reaffirmation of
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the supremacy of human life and dignity in our regional engagement and
discourse.

The problem of trafficking in persons is not a new phenomenon in
history; but today we are called to combat modern-day slavery amid the
challenges born of our material success. For faster, less expensive, and
more accessible transportation has also made it easier for organized
crime to move trafficking victims beyond detection or reach by law; and
new technologies for communication have even made it possible to abuse
human beings and pay for their exploitation without physical contact
and insulated from accountability.

Yet, despite these technological advances that help perpetrate
trafficking and despite the efforts individual nations and this
cooperation have achieved, the faces of the victims and the anguish of
their stories remain the same. Global and regional trafficking continues
to be entrenched in the criminal lexicon of nations and a purveyor of
sweet and lucrative business for syndicates.

Within the ASEAN region, the challenges faced by police forces are
heightened by the presence of porous jurisdictional lines both in
continental and in peninsular Southeast Asia, as well as our geographical
location along the lanes of commerce between the Indian Ocean and the
Pacific littoral.

How, then, can we suppress trafficking in persons while upholding
the free movement of commerce-the same free movement that has
helped make possible our region's prodigious economic growth? How
can we suppress transnational human trafficking without re-establishing
barriers to international trade and regional integration? How can they
effectively combat transnational organized crime while upholding the
sovereignty and domestic jurisdiction of states?

I submit that the experience of States in combating slavery and
slave trade, and their recent work in combating trafficking in persons as
defined under the Palermo Protocol, points to a twofold solution to these
concerns.

First, it is necessary to build a consistent legal and regional
framework that would harmonize our juridical treatment of trafficking
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offenses while respecting the diversity of our legal and cultural
traditions. The Palermo Protocol has established this framework in the
global sphere, by setting up minimum norms that reflect the universal
value of human dignity; but these norms must be actualized and applied,
without diminishing their force, in the specific circumstances of
Southeast Asia. This is what we seek to achieve through the execution of
an ASEAN Convention that will specifically address the problem of
trafficking in persons.

Second, it is necessary to forge a common plan of action that
would harmonize our efforts to prevent human trafficking, punish its
perpetrators, and protect their victims, especially within the concrete
conditions of the ASEAN region. Under contemporary conditions, where
non-State actors can commit crimes and marshal substantial resources
across borders, nations must coordinate their campaign against
transnational organized crime: lest the sYndicate suppressed in one State
find a safe haven in its neighbor, from which it can continue to commit
predatory acts across the region. This is what we desire to accomplish
through the comprehensive regional plan of action that you will consider
at this meeting.

We can take heart in the fact that the ASEAN possesses strong
institutional foundations on which to build a legal framework and a
regional plan; and their cornerstone is the 2004 Declaration Against
Trafficking in Persons, by which our leaders manifested their
determination to intensify cooperation against this transnational crime
and its perpetrators. More fundamentally, the ASEAN has made and
maintained a system of consensus and partnership while fully respecting
cultural, religious, and legal traditions whose diversity is unmatched by
any other region in the world. We have made ASEAN brotherhood and
solidarity an institutional reality, and on this base we can make an
effective juridical framework against human trafficking.

Ladies and gentlemen, trafficking in persons is a pernicious evil
that dehumanizes both the victim and the perpetrator by exploiting the
body and corrupting the soul. It is rightly condemned by universal norms
of natural and international law. Now our nations have entrusted to your
wisdom, as the assembled experts of our region, the task of determining
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how the objective dignity of human beings can be best protected in
Southeast Asia.

The ASEAN must be a community of caring hands that not only
plug gaps in our different systems but reaches out across borders to
provide a haven for victims who are requiring of justice and respite from
the insidious effects of trafficking. As eminent persons and experts in
your fields, you do not only have the responsibility to define the breadth
and width of legal norms that will shape the ACTIP and the Regional
Plan of Action, but on each of your shoulders will stand the hope and
faith of nations battered by the brutality that is trafficking.

Debates will color and enhance the discussion in the coming days.
This is most welcome for us to fully-flesh out the requirements attached
to being builders and designers of systems, mechanisms and
institutional infrastructures. There will be imperfections and we accept
this for such is the story of the evolution of our region's norms, rights
and systems of rights promotion and protection.

I firmly believe that the passage and adoption of the ASEAN
Convention on Trafficking in Persons and the Regional Plan of Action
would fuel the implementation of a broad-base strategy focused on
maximizing our harmonious relationship and cooperation. Friends, we
have already demonstrated that we can establish a regional system amid
a plurality of traditions. Now let us fulfill the justice of those traditions
by upholding universal values the ASEANWay.

Thank you, and good day to you all. Mabuhay!
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