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Summary:  A recently released OAS Rapid Assessment study indicates that approximately 1,700 women from the Latin American and Caribbean region are victims of human trafficking each year in Japan.  Most are exploited in Japan’s commercial sex trade.  The study’s findings are based on an analysis of Japanese immigration and criminal data, and show that most victims come from Colombia, Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico and Peru.   The study was commissioned by the OAS Anti-Trafficking in Persons Coordinator housed in the Inter-American Commission of Women and was carried out by a research team based in Japan.  

Japan is a significant destination country for trafficking in persons for commercial sexual and labor exploitation.  The majority of victims of this exploitation in Japan are from countries in Asia. However, a significant minority of the human trafficking victims are from countries in the Western Hemisphere, principally the Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region.  Latin Americans are the second largest ethnic group in Japan, next to Asians.

The crime of trafficking in persons involves the harboring, transporting or controlling of vulnerable persons, often women and children, for forced labor or commercial sexual exploitation. Human trafficking is defined as a crime in the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the UN Convention Against Transnational Crime. 

Japanese officials recognize that there are some victims in Japan of human trafficking from the Western Hemisphere, particularly from Colombia.  However, there has long been controversy over the scale and magnitude of this problem.  The nature of the human trafficking crime, which is clandestine and dynamic, makes meaningful estimates of victims very difficult.  

This latest OAS/CIM study for the first time provides a scholarly estimation of those numbers of victims, based on data and analysis, and points to the likely source countries in the Western Hemisphere beyond Colombia.  This study will provide a solid basis for the ongoing policy discussion of governments and NGOs on how to deal with this human rights and transnational crime.   The OAS/CIM will use this information to help guide governments in formulating better anti-trafficking policies.

This rapid assessment is based on a close examination of immigration and criminal data available from the Japanese government because most, but not all, LAC nationals entering Japan are recorded in the official statistics.  This report provides a framework for estimating victims by interpreting the statistical data and understanding prevalent factors related to trafficking in Japan and countries in the Western Hemisphere.  In addition to information that points to Colombians, Bolivians, Brazilians, Mexicans and Peruvians as victims, other likely source countries of victims include Argentina, Chile, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Paraguay.

The research and analysis indicate that the vast majority of LAC victims of trafficking can be identified among the following groups of foreigners in Japan: 
(1)
women detained under the Immigration Control Act (accounting for approximately 650 LAC trafficking victims per year); 
(2)
illegally overstaying women (approximately 200 trafficking victims per year); 
(3)
women visa holders in the “Spouse or Child of Japanese National” category (approximately 440 trafficking victims per year); 
(4)
women visa holders of the “Entertainer” visa (approximately 400 trafficking  victims per year); and 
(5)
“underground” women (approximately 15 trafficking victims per year).   


Anti-trafficking policy in Japan is currently undergoing an extensive review.  Japan announced in December 2004 a new national plan to combat this crime.  Under the present situation, however, in which there is an absence of laws that directly address human trafficking, Japanese authorities have very limited options in recognizing most trafficking cases either because victims simply do not report to the police or, if they do, they are treated as illegal aliens and deported.


Human trafficking cases from the LAC region rarely made headline news in Japan until the so-called “Sony” case in 2002.  An underworld criminal, nicknamed “Sony,” was responsible for trafficking around 400 Colombian women into Japan.  The cases of several other Colombian victims made headlines in 2004, as did recently the case of so-called “Chilean Geisha” who was charged in Chile for complicity in trafficking Chileans to Japan for the sex trade.  Public awareness of this issue is now changing in Japan.


The Colombian embassy in Tokyo has been very active on this issue and thereby demonstrated how important it is for foreign embassies and consulates in Japan to be assertive in defending the rights of their nationals who may be trafficking victims.

The OAS/CIM four-person Japan-based research team will continue with the second phase of this study that will examine the situation of LAC victims in Japan in greater detail.  That study will follow this rapid assessment and be released in autumn of 2005.
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