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International Anti-Trafficking Agendas and Local Consequences in a Philippines sex 
tourism community 

This paper examines what is at stake in emergent trafficking discourse and anti-trafficking 
interventions in the context of a sex tourism industry in Puerto Galera, the Philippines. There has 
been a sharp political divide in feminist politics regarding those who depict ‘prostitution’ as 
‘forced’ and those who portray ‘sex work’ as a ‘choice’; both positions are premised on the 
im/possibilities of consent. These politics can be seen in anti-trafficking measures, which have 
been dominated by the issue of sex trafficking. The first global, legally binding instrument on 
trafficking, the Palermo Protocol (2000) penalizes the non-consensual movement of people for 
the purpose of ‘exploitation’. The protocol defines any recruitment of a minor (a person under 
eighteen) for the purposes of exploitation as a case of trafficking regardless of consent. In 2003 
the Philippines became the first country in Southeast Asia to introduce its own trafficking 
legislation, the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act. The feminst NGO, the Coalition Against Trafficking 
in Women (CATW) sponsored the UN and the Philippines legislation depicting prostitution as 
exploitation - and thus always possibly sex trafficking. In producing the UN Protocol CATW was 
contested by sex worker right activists. In the Philippines, however, CATWs prominence has 
meant that prostitution as exploitation and trafficking as sex trafficking underpins its legislation. 
Accordingly, in 2008 the 11th conviction for trafficking in the Philippines was made in relation to 
the Puerto Galera sex industry. This paper explores the interaction between a coalition of local 
NGOs, national bodies (including a colation of primarily U.S.-funded, anti-prostitution, anti-
trafficking groups) and international agencies including the UN which led to this prosecution. I 
argue that Philippines sex tourism is increasingly being addressed as trafficking in order to 
access international anti-trafficking resources and to comply with UN protocols and thus avoid 
US sanctions. 

 


