
July 18, 2014 

 

Mr. Wiboon Sa-nguanphong 
Acting Minister of the Interior and Permanent Secretary 

Royal Thai Government  

Bangkok, Thailand 

 

RE: Detention of Migrant Children in Thailand 

 

Dear Acting Minister Wiboon Sa-nguanphong, 

 

Human Rights Watch is an independent, international human rights 

organization that conducts research into the human rights situations in more 

than 90 countries globally. 

 

We are currently preparing a report on the situation of children detained due 

to their immigration status in Thailand. We write you to present a summary 

of the report’s findings and to offer your government the opportunity to 

provide an official written response. 

 

We would be pleased to include your government’s response to our report as 

an annex or on our website. In order to include your response at the time our 

report is released, we request it be provided no later than August 15, 2014. 

 

Human Rights Watch on January 18, 2014 sent letters requesting data and 

other information concerning immigration and detention in Thailand to the 

Office of the Prime Minister, the Immigration Division, the Minister of 

Social Development and Human Security, and the Thai ambassadors to the 

United States and to the United Nations in Geneva and in New York. 

Although we received a letter from the office of the ambassador to the UN 

in Geneva, acknowledging receipt of our letter, the office did not provide 

any answers to the questions we raised. No other Thai government officials 

responded to our letters.  

 

Thank you in advance for your assistance in this matter and we look forward 

to your response. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Bede Sheppard 

Deputy Director  

Children’s Rights Division 

Human Rights Watch 

sheppab@hrw.org 
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cc:  Sihasak Phuangketkeow 

Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs and Permanent Secretary 

Via facsimile: +66 (0) 2643 5272; +66 (0) 2643 5320; +66 (0) 2643 5320; +66 (0) 643 5314 

Via email: permsec@mfa.go.th; minister@mfa.go.th 

Via FedEx: 443 Sri Ayudhya Rd., Phaya Thai, Ratchathewi, Bangkok 10400, Thailand 

 

cc: Norachit Sinhaseni 

Ambassador and Permanent Representative, Permanent Mission of Thailand to the United 

Nations 

Via facsimile: +1 212-754-2235 

Via email: Norachit.Sinhaseni@gmail.com 

Via FedEx: 351 East 52
nd

 Street, New York, NY 10022 

 

cc: Jirusaya Birananda 

Minister Counsellor (Political), Permanent Mission of Thailand to the United Nations 

Via facsimile: +1 212-688-3029 

Via email: Jirusaya.Birananda@gmail.com 

Via FedEx: 351 East 52
nd

 Street, New York, NY 10022 
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Main Findings 

 

The report is based on 105 interviews conducted by Human Rights Watch researchers between 

June and October 2013, of children and adults detained, arrested, or otherwise affected by 

interactions with police and immigration officials in Thailand. Human Rights Watch researchers 

visited several immigration detention facilities in Thailand. We also met with eight government 

officials concerned with migration working for the police, immigration department, and the 

Ministry of Social Development and Human Security; representatives of international 

organizations and nongovernmental organizations; migrant community leaders; journalists; 

human rights lawyers; and activists. 

 

Our research indicates that Thailand arbitrarily and indefinitely detains thousands of children due 

to their own immigration status or that of their parents. The majority of these children come from 

Thailand’s neighboring countries (Burma, Cambodia, and Laos) and are summarily deported 

relatively quickly; however, approximately 100 children—primarily from countries that do not 

border Thailand—are in long-term detention at any given time, and may be held for months or 

years. 

 

Migrants arrested in Thailand are often detained indefinitely; they lack reliable mechanisms to 

appeal their deprivation of liberty; and information about the duration of their detention is often 

not provided to members of their family. Thailand requires many of those detained to pay their 

own costs of repatriation and they are left to languish indefinitely in what are effectively debtors’ 

prisons until those payments can be made. 

 

Our research found that children experience needless suffering and harm in immigration 

detention in Thailand. Children are routinely held with unrelated adults in violation of 

international law, where they are exposed to violence between those detained and from 

immigration detention guards. Immigration detention negatively impacts children’s mental health 

by exacerbating previous traumas and contributing to lasting depression and anxiety. Without 

adequate education or stimulation, children’s social and intellectual development is stymied. 

None of the children Human Rights Watch interviewed in Thailand received a formal education 

in detention. 

 

The evidence we collected indicates that detention also imperils children’s physical health. 

Children held in Thailand’s immigration detention facilities rarely receive the nutritious foods 

they need or have the opportunity for physical exercise they need. Parents described having to 

pay exorbitant prices for supplemental food smuggled from outside sources to try to provide for 

their children’s nutritional needs. Children are crammed into filthy, overcrowded immigration 

detention cells, with limited or no access to space for recreation. Our research suggests that 

severe overcrowding is a chronic problem in many of Thailand’s immigration detention centers. 

Multiple children that we interviewed described cells so crowded they had to sleep in a sitting up 

position. Children experience squalid conditions in detention facilities, and interviewees 

described cells with insufficient toilets and leaking sewage. 

 

Human Rights Watch recognizes that Thailand faces numerous migration challenges posed by its 

geographical location and relative wealth, and is entitled to control its borders. But it should do 



so in a way that upholds basic human rights, including the right to freedom from arbitrary 

detention, the right to family unity, and international minimum standards for conditions of 

detention.  

 

Main Recommendations 

 

We respectfully urge the Thai government to: 

 Enact legislation and policies to expeditiously end immigration detention of children 

consistent with the recommendations of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of 

the Child. 

 Adopt alternatives to detention, including supervised release and open centers, that fulfill 

the best interests of the child and allow children to remain with their family members or 

guardians in non-custodial, community-based settings while their immigration status is 

being resolved. 

 Until children are no longer detained, ensure that their detention is neither arbitrary nor 

indefinite, and that they and their families are able to challenge their detention in a timely 

manner.  

 Drastically improve conditions in Immigration Detention Centers and any other facilities 

that hold migrant children in line with international standards, including by providing 

access to adequate education and health care, and maintaining family unity. 

 Sign and ratify the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.  

 Ensure that guardianship for unaccompanied and separated children is vested in the 

Ministry of Social Development and Human Security. 

 Release from IDC detention all refugees recognized by the United Nations High 

Commission for Refugees. 

 Immediately discontinue policies requiring migrants to meet the cost of their detention or 

deportation; never detain irregular migrants indefinitely for the purpose of compelling 

them or their families to pay for their own deportation. 

 




















