
lockekdauch April 16, 2026

The Scam-Call-Center Economy of the Golden Triangle:

Extraction, Human Trafficking, and the Architecture of a

Transnational Criminal System

siistrategic.com/the-scam-call-center-economy-of-the-golden-triangle-extraction-human-trafficking-and-the-

architecture-of-a-transnational-criminal-system/

David Humble

Sovereign Integrity Institute (SII)

April 2026

1/6

https://siistrategic.com/the-scam-call-center-economy-of-the-golden-triangle-extraction-human-trafficking-and-the-architecture-of-a-transnational-criminal-system/
https://www.siistrategic.com/


Abstract

The Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (GTSEZ) in Laos has emerged as a major

node in a transnational cyber-fraud and human trafficking ecosystem. Drawing on reports

from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the United Nations Human

Rights Office (OHCHR), governmental data, and investigative journalism, this paper

examines the structural features of the scam-call-center economy. It analyses four

dimensions: (1) the scale of operations across the Mekong region; (2) the “pig-butchering”

fraud model; (3) trafficking and forced-labor mechanisms; and (4) enabling conditions within

regulatory and monetary systems. The paper argues that these elements together constitute

an extractive system in which financial gain is derived from coercion, deception, and

regulatory arbitrage rather than productive economic activity. While evidence suggests state

tolerance or limited enforcement capacity, the extent of state complicity remains difficult to

establish conclusively and warrants further investigation. The study contributes to emerging

literature on cyber-enabled trafficking and illicit economies in Southeast Asia.
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1. Introduction

At the intersection of Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand, the Golden Triangle Special Economic

Zone (GTSEZ) has developed into a hub of cross-border economic activity. Initially

established in 2007 under a long-term concession to the Kings Romans Group, the zone

was designed to attract tourism and investment. However, a growing body of evidence from

the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and other observers indicates that parts of the

zone are now associated with large-scale cyber fraud, money laundering, and human

trafficking.

This paper examines the hypothesis that the scam-call-center industry is not merely a

collection of isolated criminal enterprises but a structurally embedded system enabled by

governance gaps, jurisdictional fragmentation, and economic incentives. Rather than framing

the phenomenon in purely moral or rhetorical terms, the analysis focuses on observable

mechanisms and documented patterns.

2. Scale of the Scam Economy

Recent estimates from the United Nations Human Rights Office suggest that hundreds of

thousands of individuals across Southeast Asia may be involved—many under coercive

conditions—in cyber-fraud operations. Revenue estimates vary widely, with some analyses

placing annual proceeds in the tens of billions of US dollars.
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National enforcement data from Lao authorities indicate repeated crackdowns on call-center

operations, involving thousands of workers and numerous confiscated devices. However,

qualitative reporting suggests that enforcement actions often result in displacement rather

than dismantling, with operations relocating across borders.

This pattern is consistent with transnational organized crime systems operating in regions

characterized by uneven regulatory capacity.

3. The “Pig-Butchering” Fraud Model

The dominant fraud model associated with these operations is commonly referred to as “pig-

butchering” (shā zhū pán). This method involves prolonged social engineering followed by

financial exploitation.

3.1 Structure of the Model

Relationship cultivation: Extended communication to build trust

Financial escalation: Introduction of fraudulent investment platforms

Extraction event: Sudden loss of victim funds

This model is labor-intensive, requiring sustained interaction, which helps explain the

reliance on large workforces.

3.2 Operational Implications

The scalability of this model depends on:

scripted interaction systems

digital identity fabrication

centralized management structures

Evidence from investigative reporting suggests increasing use of automation and AI-assisted

communication, though systematic academic study remains limited.

4. Trafficking and Forced Labor Dynamics

Multiple reports from the United Nations Human Rights Office document patterns consistent

with human trafficking and forced criminality:

recruitment via deceptive job advertisements

confiscation of identity documents

debt bondage mechanisms

coercion through threats or violence
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Testimonies indicate long working hours, restricted movement, and punitive enforcement of

performance quotas.

It is important to note that data reliability varies, as access to sites is limited and much

evidence relies on survivor accounts and secondary reporting. Nonetheless, convergence

across sources strengthens confidence in the overall pattern.

5. Governance, Regulation, and State Capacity

The GTSEZ operates under a special regulatory framework that provides significant

autonomy relative to standard national jurisdictions. This creates conditions that may be

exploited by illicit actors.

The founder of the Kings Romans Group has been sanctioned by the U.S. Department of the

Treasury, and similar measures have been taken by other governments. Reports from the

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime describe the zone as a node within broader illicit

financial and trafficking networks.

However, attributing intent or direct complicity to the Lao state requires caution. Three

competing interpretations exist:

1. Active facilitation

2. Selective enforcement / tolerance

3. Capacity constraints in regulating complex transnational networks

Current evidence supports the presence of regulatory gaps and inconsistent

enforcement, but does not definitively resolve among these interpretations.

6. Monetary and Structural Constraints

The Lao kip is a managed and partially non-convertible currency. While this primarily reflects

macroeconomic policy, it may have secondary effects within constrained environments.

For individuals in closed or coercive systems:

limited access to foreign currency can restrict mobility

inability to transfer funds internationally may reduce exit options

However, the role of currency policy in trafficking systems is indirect and should not be

overstated. It is one contributing factor among many, including physical confinement and

document control.

7. Transnational Dynamics

The scam-call-center economy is inherently transnational:
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victims of fraud are globally distributed

trafficked workers originate from multiple regions

financial flows move across jurisdictions

Responses have included sanctions, cross-border raids, and infrastructure restrictions.

Despite these efforts, displacement effects persist, suggesting the need for coordinated

international strategies.

8. Discussion: Extraction Without Production

The system described exhibits characteristics of an extractive illicit economy:

revenue derived from deception rather than production

reliance on coerced labor

capital outflows rather than reinvestment

This aligns with broader frameworks in the study of illicit economies and state capture,

though further empirical work is needed to quantify impacts at the national level.

9. Conclusion

The scam-call-center ecosystem associated with the Golden Triangle represents a

convergence of cybercrime, human trafficking, and regulatory arbitrage. Evidence suggests

a structured system rather than isolated incidents, enabled by jurisdictional complexity and

uneven enforcement.

Future research should focus on:

reliable measurement of scale

financial flow tracing

comparative analysis across SEZs

evaluation of intervention strategies

Understanding these systems requires moving beyond anecdotal accounts toward

systematic, multi-source empirical analysis.

10. References

Bank of Lao PDR. (2025). Currency Policy and Non‑Convertibility of the Lao Kip.

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre. (2025). Laos: Two Africans allegedly recruited

to work in cyber‑scam compounds in SEZ.

FATF (Financial Action Task Force). (2025). High-risk and other monitored jurisdictions –

February 2025.

5/6



HM Treasury. (2023). UK sanctions against Zhao Wei.

Indian Embassy in Laos. (2025). Rescue of 67 Indian youth from cyber‑scam centres.

Japan Times. (2025). ‘Las Vegas in Laos’: the riverside city awash with crime.

Shan Herald Agency for News. (2026). Border Raids and Moving Targets: How Scam

Networks Thrive in the Golden Triangle.

UN OHCHR (United Nations Human Rights Office). (2026). A Wicked Problem: Trafficking

into Cyber‑Scam Operations.

UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime). (2025). Inflection Point: Global

Implications of Scam Centres, Underground Banking, and Illicit Online Marketplaces in

Southeast Asia.

U.S. Department of the Treasury. (2018). Sanctions against Zhao Wei and Kings Romans

Group.

Vientiane Times. (2025). Police arrest 1,460 suspects over call centre scams last year.

WIRED. (2026). Inside the Pig‑Butchering Scam Factories of the Golden Triangle.

Institutional Note

This paper is published by the Sovereign Integrity Institute (SII) as part of its ongoing

research into systemic extraction, financial integrity, and the structural dynamics of captured

states.

Citation: Humble, D. (2026). The Scam‑Call‑Center Economy of the Golden Triangle:

Extraction, Human Trafficking, and the Architecture of a Global Parasite. SII Working Paper

Series. on target journal.)

Comments

6/6


