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Preface

International migration has become a structural element of societies and
economies in Asia and the Pacific. In 2005, the region was home to over 30 per
cent of the world’s estimated 191 million international migrants. Remittances
sent in 2007 to countries in the ESCAP region exceeded $121 billion, improving 
the quality of life of millions of poor households and sustaining national
economies, financing balance of payments and increasing foreign exchange
receipts. However, although the benefits of international migration are apparent, 
its costs remain an area of great concern.  Furthermore, as much of the migration
debate centres around economic dimensions, the social dimensions of the
phenomena have received marginal attention. 

Therefore, the focus of the present article is to explore the social
implications of international migration and to provide an overview of the debate
surrounding this issue. The paper focuses particularly on trends and issues that
have raised concerns, namely: (a) the increasing scale of female migration and
its consequences in terms of the protection of women migrants and the impacts
on the families left behind; (b) the migration of highly skilled and professional
migrants, with a focus on the migration of health workers; (c) links between
migration and health; and (d) the protection of migrants’ rights. 

These trends represent significant challenges and require the attention of
policymakers. It is hoped that the article will help bring much-needed attention
to this emerging facet of the global phenomenon of international migration.

The ESCAP secretariat acknowledges the contribution of Ms. Maruja M.B. 
Asis, Director of Research and Publications, Scalabrini Migration Center, the
Philippines, in preparing this important research article, and the input of Ms.
Keiko Osaki and Mr. Jerrold Huguet, for their valuable comments and
suggestions. The financial contribution of the United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA) as part of the ESCAP-UNFPA project on Population, Development
and Poverty: Emerging Challenges (2004-2007) is also gratefully
acknowledged.

The publication has been issued by the Social Development Division of
ESCAP and is published as part of the Asia-Pacific Population and Social
Studies Series, which merges the Asian Population Studies Series and the Social
Policy Paper Series
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Introduction

Close to 40 years of uninterrupted international migration has transformed this hitherto
extraordinary experience into a fact of life in the Asian landscape. People have taken to crossing borders
for various purposes, including to work, to study, to marry, to flee from conflict or to experience a
different environment. Thus, the idea of working or living overseas is now part of many an Asian’s
imagined future. In some countries where international migration has been very pervasive, a culture of
migration has sunk deep roots into their societies. One example is the Philippines, a principal source
country of workers for the global labour market, where the idea of working abroad someday has figured
into the plans and aspirations of young people, thereby setting the stage for further migration in the
future (Scalabrini Migration Center and others, 2004; Asis, 2006a, 2006b). China, which was closed to
the outside world until the 1978 reforms, did not take long to warm up to international migration in the
post-1978 period. The interest in going abroad among the Chinese has been likened by the media to
catching a “fever” (Teo, 2003). A combination of individual aspirations and an array of structural
factors, which the Global Commission on International Migration (2005) has summarized into the “3
Ds”, namely, demographics, development and democracy, translate into actual migrations. According to 
the most recent estimate, as of 2005, some 53.3 million migrants, or 28 per cent of the world’s 191
million international migrant population, are in Asia, making the region second only to Europe (34 per
cent) in hosting international migrants (table 1) (United Nations, 2006). 

Table 1.  Stock of international migrants by region, 2005

Rregion
Total

population
2005

Migrant stock
2005

Number of
refugees

(thousands)
Number

(thousands)
Percent of total

population 2004

Africa 905 936 17 069 1.9 3 023

Asia 3 905 415 53 291 1.4 7 704

Europe 728 389 64 116 8.8 2 068

Latin America 561 346 6 631 1.2 36

North America 330 608 44 493 13.5 562

Oceania 33 056 5 034 15.2 76

World 6 464 750 190 634 3.0 13 469

Source: United Nations (2006). International Migration 2006 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.06.XIII.6).

A large part of international migration in and from Asia involves the movement of workers. The
Asian Regional Programme on Governance of Labour Migration1 noted a three-fold increase in the
number of Asians migrating for employment every year, from about 1 million in the 1980s to some 3
million in recent years. Most of this movement occurs within the region. In East and South-East Asia, the 
hubs are Brunei Darussalam; Hong Kong, China; Japan; Malaysia; Republic of Korea; Singapore;
Taiwan Province of China  and Thailand, drawing migrants from the developing countries of South and
South-East Asia. In some subregions, such as South-East Asia, a great deal of cross-border migration is
essentially regional migration (Wong and Anwar, 2003) because it occurs between countries (or parts of
countries) that have a long history of people exchange and shared borders, for example, between
Indonesia and Malaysia, or between Myanmar and Thailand. West Asia, which initially consisted of the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, and afterwards included Israel, Jordan and Lebanon, forms
another cluster of destination countries that attracts migrants from South and South-East Asia.

These intraregional flows confirm the vital role of migration in regional integration processes,
particularly in synchronizing the different resources and needs of countries in the region. Labour-rich

1

1
The International Labour Organization Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific is implementing the programme in

partnership with the United Nations Development Fund for Women, with support from the European Commission (Europe
Aid).



but capital-poor countries provide human resources to labour-poor but capital-rich countries (table 2).
Ideally, this interdependence should imply mutual benefits for both the labour-sending and
labour-receiving sides, but in an unequal world the inequalities between countries of origin and
countries of destination result in different balance sheets for the countries concerned and for migrants
and their families.

Table 2. Demographic and economic indicators, 
selected origin and destination countries in Asia

Region and country
or area

Mid-2007
population
(thousands)

Annual
growth ratea

(percentage)

Total
fertility rate
(per woman)

Percentage of
population

aged

National
poverty
 rate b

Human
developm-
ent index c

0-14 60+

East Asia

China 1 328 630 0.6 1.7 21 12 4.6 0.768

Japan 128 191 0.1 1.3 14 28 .. 0.949

Hong Kong, China 7 051 0.8 1.0   14d   16d .. 0.927

Mongolia 2 629 1.0 1.9 27 6 35.6 0.691

Republic of Korea 4 456 0.5 1.2 18 14 .. 0.912

South-East Asia

Brunei Darussalam 390 2.1 2.3 29 5 .. 0.871

Cambodia 14 364 2.0 3.4e 36 5 35.9 0.583

Indonesia 231 627 1.2 2.2 28 9 27.1 0.711

Lao People’s Democratic
Republic

5 859 1.7 3.3 38 5 38.6 0.553

Malaysia 27 124 1.8 2.6 30 7 15.5 0.805

Myanmar 48 798 0.9 2.1 26 8 .. 0.581

Philippines 88 462 2.0 3.2f 35 6 36.8 0.763

Thailand 62,829 0.5 1.6 22 11 13.1 0.784

Singapore 4 543 1.3 1.3f 18 14 .. 0.916

Viet Nam 85 590 1.4 2.1   29g   9g 28.9g 0.709

South Asia

Bangladesh 158 665 1.7 2.9 34 6 49.8 0.530

India 1 169 016 1.5 2.8 32 8 28.6 0.611

Nepal 28 196 2.0 3.3 38 6 42.0 0.527

Pakistan 163 902 1.8 3.6 36 6 32.6 0.539

Sri Lanka 20 105 1.1 1.9 23 11 25.0 0.755

Source: ESCAP (2007). 2007 ESCAP Population Data Sheet (Bangkok).

Notes: 
a
  Exponential growth rate. The rate takes into account international migration and thus may not equal the rate of 

natural increase.
b
  The national poverty rate is the percentage of the population living below the national poverty line. Data are

from A Future Within Reach: Reshaping Institutions in a Region of Disparities to Meet the Millennium Development Goals

in Asia and the Pacific (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.05.II.F.27). 
c
  Data are from United Nations Development Programme (2006) Human Development Report 2006: Beyond

Scarcity: Power, Poverty and the Global Water Crisis (New York, UNDP).
d   

Refers to 2006.
e   

Refers to 2005-2006.
f
   Refers to 2005.

g   
Refers to 2003. 

Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not separately reported. 
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Mapping out the balance sheet is complex because international migration is more than just the
transfer of labour and skills. This quintessentially economic process has social dimensions that can have
far-reaching implications for countries of origin, countries of destination and migrants. The debates on
the pros and cons of migration are indicative of the solutions and problems, and the hopes and anxieties it 
generates. It has been noted, for example, that there are different drivers for male migration versus
female migration, and when men migrate it seems the impact on the families left behind is not as
unsettling as when women migrate. Countries of origin worry over the safety of their nationals abroad,
while receiving countries are concerned about protecting the interests of their nationals in relation to
foreigners. In countries where the foreign population exceeds the local population, anxieties about
national identity and security have been voiced. These are examples of issues that are beyond the scope
of economic analysis. Compared with the economic analysis of migration, the scrutiny of the social
dimensions of migration seems fuzzy and inchoate, partly because of the wide range of issues that fall
under the umbrella of social implications, and partly because unless they are specifically defined and
delimited, social implications may not be readily apparent and measurable. It is important that these
dimensions are mainstreamed in public discussions and policy deliberations on international migration
in order to better understand the full range of drivers and consequences affecting the States, institutions
and actors involved in international migration. 

This article aims to examine the social implications of international migration for: (a) the
increasing scale of female migration and its consequences; (b) the migration of highly skilled and
professional migrants, with a focus on the migration of health workers; (c) the links between migration
and health; and (d) the protection of migrants’ rights. An overview of international migration trends and
policies is first presented to describe the context of migration systems in the region. The rest of the article 
is organized according to the four thematic issues described above. The concluding section summarizes
the main points and presents further points for reflection. Most of the discussion focuses on East, South
and South-East Asia, for which data are more accessible, and references to other subregions will be made 
where data are available. 

I. International Migration Trends and Policies

International migration plays a key role in linking Asia to the rest of the world. Asia has been an
important contributor of “new immigrants” to Australia, Canada, New Zealand and  the United States of
America since the 1970s (1965 in the case of the United States), when these countries dismantled
immigration policies that previously favoured people of European background. Family reunification,
labour market needs and humanitarian considerations have allowed large numbers of Asians to qualify
for admission. Family reunification continues to be the main criterion for admission as permanent
immigrants to settlement countries and to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) countries in general (OECD, 2007). For a certain period of time, from the end of
the Viet Nam War in 1975 to 1989, the resettlement of Indochinese refugees contributed to the surge of
the Asian population in settlement countries.2  There af ter, re set tle ment ceased to be a vi a ble op tion for
ref u gees; the more re stric tive screen ing adopted by re ceiv ing coun tries re sulted in lower ref u gee
ad mis sion. In re cent years, all four re set tle ment coun tries have been em pha siz ing skills-based cri te ria in
their ad mis sion pol i cies.  This is ev i dent in the in creas ing share of im mi grants ad mit ted on ac count of
their hu man cap i tal, the in tro duc tion of tem po rary work vi sas for needed skills, and pol i cies to fa cil i tate

3

2
Other refugee movements and forced migrations surfaced in various parts of Asia following the Indochinese refugee

crisis, but the solutions were either repatriation or local integrations.  Owing to0.00000 fragile conditions in the
home countries and in the absence of durable solutions some groups of refugees have been stranded for years in the
countries where they sought refuge. Refugee migration from Afghanistan was shaped by incessant political
upheavals from the late 1970s: the Soviet occupation of the country (1979 to 1989), the rise of the Taliban and the
ensuing ethnic conflict increased the level of displacement and refugee migration. Some 2.3 million Afghans
remain in the Islamic Republic of Iran and in Pakistan. Since 2001, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees has worked with Afghanistan, Pakistan and, the Islamic Republic of Iran  to coordinate 
a voluntary repatriation programme, but limited prospects and unstable peace conditions in Afghanistan have
discouraged the return of refugees.



the ad just ment of the status of foreign stu dents to res i dents. Cur rently, China, In dia and the Phil ip pines
rank among the top 10 sources of im mi grants to the set tle ment coun tries. The emer gence of China and
In dia as ma jor source coun tries of im mi grants is re lated to the mi gra tion of the highly skilled. 

Compared with other immigrant groups and the native population, Asian immigrants score high in
terms of socio-economic attainment (education, occupation and income). However, due to the different
migration histories and contexts of different groups, there are remarkable variations in the adaptation of
many Asian communities in their host societies. Asian immigrants have managed to keep their ties with
their home countries, a relationship that has been aided by developments in communications technology
and the ease of travel. In addition to the transnational connections forged by personal and family
relationships, the State in several origin countries has been making overtures to connect with their
nationals abroad and to embrace them as part of the nation despite their absence from the homeland.
Such interest in maintaining ties with “expatriates” is a departure from past conceptions of those who left 
as deserters or traitors. This change has been remarkable in Viet Nam and the Republic of Korea. 

Table 3. Estimates of foreign workers and/or foreign population in destination countries,
latest year

Region/country
or area

Number/year Source
2005 stock of

foreign
populationa

South-East Asiab

Brunei Darussalam .. .. 124 000

Singapore 756 000 (2006) Yap  and Wu, 2007 1 843 000

Thailand 1 989 964 (2004) Huguet and Punpuing, 2005 1 050 000

East Asia

Hong Kong, China 545 120 (2007) Sim, 2007 2 999 000

Japanc 777 000 (2005) 2005 census, as cited in
Migration News, July 2007

2 048 000

Macao, China 73 460 (31 May 2007) Asian Migration News,
 31 July 2007

257 000

Republic of Korea 394 511 (2006) Park, 2007 551 000

Taiwan Province of China 347 172 (2007) Migration News, July 2007 ..

Notes: a The source of the 2005 stock of foreign population is International Migration 2006 (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.06.XIII.6). The stock of foreign population includes foreign workers and other
international migrants.

b The International Labour Organization also provides data on the number of migrants from Association
for Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries who are present in ASEAN receiving countries. Estimates of
ASEAN migrants as of 2006 are as follows: 111 000 in Brunei Darussalam; 2.6 million in Malaysia; 1 226 000 in
Singapore; and 1.9 million in Thailand (see ILO, 2007).

 c As of 2005, Japan had some 2 million foreign residents (Migration News, April 2007).

Another aspect of the mobility of Asians is their growing participation in international student
migration. According to a study by OECD, there has been a 40 per cent rise in international student
migration since 2000. The top three source countries of foreign students in OECD institutions are China
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(340,000), India (125,000) and the Republic of Korea (95,000). Japan is another major source country,
with about 60,000 students attending OECD institutions (Bernama, 2007). Student migration may lead
to other migration paths, including the transformation of temporary migration into permanent migration 
(if foreign students have the possibility of acquiring permanent residence), or secondary migration, that
is, migrating to another destination. The phenomenon of secondary migration is, in fact, an emerging
pattern that has been observed among international migrants, especially among the highly skilled.
Interestingly, the three prominent source countries mentioned earlier, China, India and the Philippines,
are also the major origin countries of secondary migrants (Takenaka, 2007).

Alongside the currents of international migration from Asia to other regions is the dynamic of
intraregional migration, that is, the movement of workers within the region, which is contributing
significantly to regional integration processes. To date, the policy frameworks in most countries
continue to view labour migration as temporary, even as past and future trends indicate the structural role 
of labour migration in the region’s economy. The presence of migrant workers in receiving countries
(table 3) and the importance of overseas employment for origin countries (tables 4 and 5) attest to the
supporting role of labour migration in individual economies.

Table 4. Deployment of migrant workers, latest year

Region/country
or area

Number/year Source

South-East Asia

Indonesia 640 000 (estimate, 2006)a Migration News, July 2007 

Philippines 1 077 623 (2007) Philippine Overseas Employment
Administration (Philippines, 2007)

Thailand 160 846 (2006) Asian Research Center for Migration,
2006

Viet Nam 78 000 (2006) Asian Migration News, 15 February
2007

South Asia

Bangladesh 252 702 (2005) South Asia Migration Resource
Network a

India 500 000  (current annual outflow) Castles, 2008

Nepal 183 682 (2004-2005) South Asia Migration Resource
Network b 

Pakistan 183 191 (2006) Bureau of Emigration and Overseas
Employment (Pakistan) 

Sri Lanka 203 841 (2006, provisional) Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (Sri Lanka, 2006)

East Asia

China 675 000 (2007)b Xinhua, 2007

Notes: a About half are unauthorized.
b According to the report, the count refers to the current period, which at the time of writing was 2007.
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Table 5. Stock of migrant workers overseas and/or total overseas population, latest year

Region/country Number/year Remarks Source

South East Asia

Malaysia 1 500 000 (no date) ILO, 2007, no date

Myanmar 1 600 000 (no date) ILO, 2007

Philippines 8 726 520 (2007)

3 692 527 (2007)

4 133 970 (no date)

900 000 (no date)

Estimate of total overseas
Filipino population

Estimate of total Filipino
permanent migrants

Estimate of total Filipino
temporary migrants (migrant 
workers)

Stock estimate of total
Filipino irregular migrants

Commission on Filipinos
Overseas, no date

Commission of Filipinos
Overseas

Commission on Filipinos
Overseas, no date

Commission on Filipinos
Overseas, no date

Viet Nam 2 300 000 (no date)

About 3 200 000 (no
date)

Total migrant population ILO, 2007

Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
(Viet Nam, 2007a)

South Asia

India Over 10 000 000
  (no date)

20 000 000 - 25 000 000
(no date)

Non-resident Indians
(emigrants with Indian
citizenship

Indians overseas, including
Non-resident Indians and
Persons of Indian Origin

Castles, 2008

Castles, 2008; Khadria, 2008

Nepal 696 965 (2002)

700 000 (no date)

Plus some 1 500 000 in
India

Plus some 950,000 in India

South Asia Migration
Network, c

Seddon, 2005

Pakistan Over 8 000 000 (no date)

10 000 000 (no date)

Pakistani overseas

Pakistanis overseas

Malik, 2007 

Amjad, 2007

Sri Lanka 1 500 000 Migration News, July 2007

East Asia

China 4 000 000 (no date)

35 000 000

Overseas workers

Chinese overseas

China Daily, 20 January
2007,
(www.china.org.cn./english/)
MATERIAL/196774.htm,
accessed on 23 August 2007 

Asian Migration News, 15
February 2007

A. The Asia-Gulf Connection

Large-scale, organized labour migration dates back to the 1970s, set off by the demand for workers
in the Gulf countries. Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, the Republic of Korea and Thailand
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responded to the call for workers and sent their nationals, a predominantly male contingent, to realize the 
massive infrastructure projects in the Gulf. While acknowledging the severe labour shortage from the
very beginning, GCC countries were clear that labour migration, specifically that of less skilled migrant
workers, should be kept temporary. This was accomplished by limiting the work and stay of migrants
(usually for two years per contract), linking their work and stay to employment in a specific sector or to a
specific employer (thus, workers could not easily transfer to another sector or employer), and not
allowing family reunification. These mechanisms ensured that migrant workers did not settle in the
receiving countries, but they did not minimize or eliminate the need for migrant workers. 

When the  infrastructure projects in the oil-rich countries were completed, in the 1980s, the demand 
for construction workers decreased while other labour needs emerged. Avenues for female migration
were opened with the demand for managers, health workers and professionals, sales workers, clerical
staff, cleaners and janitorial workers, and domestic workers. In particular, the demand for foreign
domestic workers initiated substantial female migration from Indonesia, the Philippines and Sri Lanka;
to this day, this sector remains the major source of employment for women migrants. Aside from the
oil-rich countries, Israel, Jordan and Lebanon later recruited domestic workers, construction workers,
caregivers and farm workers from Asia. The Middle East continues to be the major region of destination
for Asian migrant workers.  The largest stock of migrant workers from Bangladesh, India, Indonesia,
Pakistan, the Philippines and Sri Lanka is concentrated in the Middle East. South Asian countries in
particular have relied on the Middle East labour market since the 1970s, and it was only recently that
they have sought labour markets in East and South-East Asia as alternative destinations for their
nationals. After almost four decades, none of the receiving countries in the Middle East has significantly
reduced its reliance on migrant workers. Even though GCC countries have adopted a policy to
nationalize their workforces, mostly through increasing the quota of nationals relative to foreigners in
the private sector, it will take some time and considerable investments in human resource development,
among others, before nationals can replace migrant workers as human resources to support their
economies. 

B. East and South-East Asia

Since the 1980s, several East and South-East Asian economies (Hong Kong, China; Japan;
Malaysia; Republic of Korea; Singapore; Taiwan Province of China and Thailand) have developed into
“islands of prosperity”. As these economies took off and situation of near full employment developed,
labour shortages afflicted the manufacturing, construction, and agriculture/plantation/fishing sectors,
which required that the countries and areas  import migrant workers (in many cases, reluctantly). The
labour shortage in these economic sectors was paralleled by the shortage of care workers in families and
households as local women increasingly entered the labour force. The care worker deficit was solved by
turning to foreign domestic workers, thereby increasing female migration. Unlike in other sectors, the
demand for foreign domestic workers has been somewhat insulated from economic vicissitudes, as
indicated by the relatively unchanged numbers of foreign domestic workers who remain employed even
in times of economic recession.3 In Sin ga pore and Hong Kong, China, for eign do mes tic work ers are the
larg est group among the for eign pop u la tion; in Tai wan Prov ince of China, the de mand for carers at times 
out strips the de mand for work ers in the other sec tors. Ja pan and the Re pub lic of Ko rea are the ex cep tions 
among the newly in dus tri al iz ing coun tries in Asia be cause it seems their in dus tri al iza tion pro cess did not 
ne ces si tate the re cruit ment of for eign do mes tic work ers that would al low lo cal women to join the la bour
force.4 Both coun tries, how ever, have for eign en ter tain ers, most of whom are women. Ja pan was a
highly feminized des ti na tion be cause of en ter tainer mi gra tion. In 2004, in re sponse to crit i cisms of
en ter tainer mi gra tion as traf fick ing, Ja pan adopted stricter pol i cies to limit the en try to bona fide
en ter tain ers. Fe male mi gra tion from the Phil ip pines, a ma jor source coun try of en ter tain ers to Ja pan, was 
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3
 Dur ing the 1997 eco nomic cri sis, for ex am ple, for eign work ers in the con struc tion, man u fac tur ing and, to some 

ex tent, ag ri cul tural sec tors were the im mi grants most af fected by lay offs and most of ten re pa tri ated. 
4

 Among the re ceiv ing coun tries in Asia, Ja pan is the only one that does not ad mit less-skilled work ers; as such,
it does not re cruit for eign do mes tic work ers. There are for eign do mes tic work ers in Ja pan, but they work mostly for 
the ex pa tri ate com mu nity. 



dras ti cally re duced by this pol icy change. En ter tainer mi gra tion to the Re pub lic of Ko rea is smaller;
there, entertainers (mostly from the Philippines) work in ar eas near United States mil i tary bases. The
Rus sian Fed er a tion is an other ma jor source coun try of en ter tain ers, who work mostly in clubs pa tron ized 
by lo cals (Yea, 2006b). 

The migration policies developed by GCC countries served as a template for receiving countries in
Asia. All receiving countries aim to attract and retain highly skilled and professional migrants, and they
are prepared to offer them more entitlements, such as residence and family reunification. When it comes 
to less skilled migrants, receiving countries display varying degrees of openness and welcome. At one
end is Japan, which does not admit less skilled workers.5 At the other end are Sin ga pore; Hong Kong,
China; and Tai wan Prov ince of China, which are gen er ally open about their need to im port mi grant
work ers; they have pro ceeded to es tab lish a sys tem for reg u lat ing la bour mi gra tion. Un au tho rized
mi gra tion in these ar eas is gen er ally con tained. 

Malaysia, the Republic of Korea and Thailand fall somewhere in between.6 In all three coun tries,
large num bers of mi grant work ers had been pres ent for some time be fore la bour mi gra tion pol i cies were
for mu lated. In all three coun tries, un au tho rized mi gra tion is ei ther sub stan tial or greater than le gal
mi gra tion. 

Malaysia has a legal framework for governing migrant workers, but the unauthorized channel is a
very significant conduit for unauthorized migrants, mostly coming from neighbouring Indonesia.7 In
or der to re duce its de pend ence on In do ne sian mi grants, Ma lay sia started ne go ti at ing with other
coun tries (Cen tral Asian re pub lics, Ban gla desh and Pa ki stan), as po ten tial sources of needed work ers. 

Thailand also experienced spontaneous migration from Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic
Republic and Myanmar in the 1990s, which coincided with its rising economy until this was interrupted
by the economic crisis of 1997. Thailand responded to the presence of migrant workers by carrying out a 
series of registration programmes beginning in 1992. The registration exercises were an attempt to
regulate the unauthorized migrants who were already in Thailand by providing them with work permits
and thereby delaying their removal (Martin and others, 2004). Thailand forged a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) with Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (2002) and Myanmar 
(2003) with a view to normalizing the migration process. Part of the MOU provides for workers’ records 
to be sent to the home Government for verification; and once they are verified, the home Government 
issues a travel document. The MOU envisions a labour migration system in which migrant workers will
work in Thailand for two years, and then return home for at least three years before re-entry. Return to
the home country is encouraged via a forced savings fund provides 15 per cent interest to migrants, paid
in the home country. 

Compared with previous registration programmes, the 2004 registration offered new benefits to
registered workers. In addition to being provided with a work permit (for stays of  3, 6 or 12 months) and 
coverage under the Thai national health-care system, registered migrants are protected by Thai law (but
do not have the right to form or belong to unions) and can change employers. The July 2004 round
registered some 1.2 million migrants and members of their families (the latter were supposed to be sent

home while workers remained in Thailand). In 2006, fewer migrants -460,014- came forward to
register (Migration News, April 2007). As regards the labour migration process envisioned by the
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MOU, as of May 2007, about 4,000 migrants from Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic had come to Thailand under such an arrangement (Migration News, July 2007). 

The Republic of Korea took an important step in 2003 with the enactment of the Employment Permit
System, which established a system to recruit migrant workers from selected countries and to protect their
rights. Previously, it had had in place a trainee programme, similar to that of Japan, which generated
unauthorized migration and the widespread abuse of migrant workers. The Employment Permit System was
implemented in 2004 and the trainee system was eventually phased out by 1 January 2007. 

The recent developments in Thailand and the Republic of Korea indicate the growing
acknowledgment by receiving countries of the role of less-skilled migrant workers in sustaining
economic growth. Since 2004, Japan remains the only developed economy in the region that is off
-limits to less-skilled migrant workers. 

Even as receiving countries continue to import migrant workers, labour migration policies are still
framed as temporary, but without much success. The quota and levy system in Singapore has not curbed
the demand for migrant workers; that country, in fact, has the highest share of foreign workers in its

workforce -29 per cent- in all of Asia (Yeoh, 2007). Its dependence on foreign domestic workers is also
noteworthy: as of 2002, about 14.3 per cent of households in Singapore depended on a foreign domestic

worker -a rate which is said to be among the highest in the world (Oishi, 2005,31).

To manage labour migration, Taiwan Province of China limits the number of countries from where
it sources migrant workers and imposes a single-entry visa with a ceiling on the number of years
migrants can work. The ceiling was increased from two years to three, then to six, and on 14 June 2007,
the Legislative Yuan approved the extension of the maximum length of employment to nine years. 

Some receiving economies are encouraging locals to take on migrants’ jobs. Hong Kong, China
tried to promote domestic work among local women to reduce its dependence on foreign domestic
workers (especially in the wake of the 1997 economic crisis), but the idea did not prosper. Malaysia has
been urging its nationals to consider “migrants’ jobs” and to encourage its nationals abroad,  particularly
the highly skilled, to return in order to lessen the dependence on migrant workers. Despite the call to
national reliance, migrant workers comprise 2 million of the 11 million person workforce in Malaysia. 

Similarly, labour migration has become structurally embedded in the economic strategies of
countries of origin. With the exception of the Republic of Korea, all the countries that sent workers to the 
Middle East in the 1970s are still doing so. Of the 1970s cohort, the Philippines has risen to become the
top supplier of workers for the global labour market. In 2006, more than 1 million Filipino workers were
deployed to 197 countries (table 4). Compared to other Asian migrants, overseas Filipino workers can be 
found in a wide range of occupations; in general, they have more human capital and they command
better working and living conditions. 

The “success” of the Philippines has been matched by the development of an extensive institutional 
and legal framework to oversee the migration process, from pre-departure to on-site assistance for return
and reintegration (Asis, 2006a). While there are glaring gaps between policies and their implementation, 
the Philippines has developed a system that is relatively more orderly and more comprehensive than the
structures and processes in other sending countries. The country’s package of policies and programmes
on labour migration combines marketing, the facilitation of deployment, the regulation of the migration
industry, and migrant worker protection and empowerment. As regards the protection of migrants, the
Philippines is the first country of origin to enact a law aimed at enhancing the protection of migrant
workers at all stages of migration,8 and in ad di tion, it is party to in ter na tional con ven tions on mi grant
worker pro tec tion. 

Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Pakistan and Sri Lanka,  and send workers to a smaller number of
countries, mainly in the Middle East. Thailand was becoming a destination country in the 1990s, but the
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economic crisis of 1997 prompted a return to overseas employment. Thai migrants are deployed mostly
in East and South-East Asia (Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea as well as in Taiwan
Province of China  and Singapore), but a sizable number are also in Israel. Nepal and Viet Nam are
relatively new countries of origin. 

Sending countries started out with a view of labour migration as a temporary measure in response to 
unemployment and balance of payment problems. The magnitude of remittances from labour export
(table 6) has been a lifesaver to their economies and provides a rationale to continue or increase labour
migration. Of the five largest recipients of remittances, three (China, India and the Philippines) are in
Asia. Once a temporary, stopgap measure, international migration is now treated by Governments of
sending countries as part of their development strategies. In addition, migration is increasingly seen as
an inevitable by-product of globalization. Origin countries have taken to setting targets to send more
migrant workers abroad, especially highly skilled migrants. In an unprecedented move, the Philippines
set an annual target of sending 1 million workers abroad, which it realized in 2006 and 2007.9 

Table 6. Workers’ remittances, compensation of employees, and migrant transfers, credit:
selected countries of origin, 2007

Region/country

Workers’ remittances,
compensation of employees, and 

migrant transfers, credits

(millions of United States dollars)

Remittances as a share
of GDP, 2006
(Percentage)

East Asia

China 25 703 0.9

South-East Asia

Cambodia 353 4.1

Lao People’s Democratic Republic 1 0.0

Indonesia 6 143 1.6

Myanmar 125 ..

Philippines 17 217 13.0

Thailand 1 635 0.6

Viet Nam 5 500 7.9

South Asia

Bangladesh 6 560 8.8

India 27 000 2.8

Pakistan 5 998 4.0

Nepal 1 734 16.3

Sri Lanka 2 700 8.7

Source:  World Bank (2008).  World bank staff estimates based on the International Monetary Fund Balance of
Payments Statistics Yearbook 2008.

Labour migrants also originate from Cambodia,  the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and
Myanmar, but most go through unauthorized channels, usually heading to Thailand. As previously
mentioned, the MOU these countries recently signed with Thailand is envisaged as a step towards more
orderly documented migration. Although the numbers involved are small, the process has started with
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Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Such a scheme poses a major challenge in the
case of Myanmar, the country of origin of about 80 per cent of migrant workers in Thailand, because of
the complex interplay of economic and political factors of emigration from Myanmar. 

While the systems for legal labour migration in the region seem firmly in place, they leave
much latitude for unauthorized migration, including trafficking in human beings. In recent years,
the repatriation of unauthorized migrant workers in Malaysia and the Republic of Korea and the
expanded registration system in Thailand have lowered the share of unauthorized migrant workers
from about one third of the total migrant worker population in previous years to some 16 per cent in
about 2005 (Asis, 2005a). As to whether the decline is temporary or lasting remains to be seen.

In exploring policy options to manage foreign workers in Thailand, Martin and others (2004,
3) alluded to the limits of control measures in regulating migration: “Migrant labour cannot be
turned on and off like a tap. Rather, migration is more like a river which, over time, expands from
one channel into a delta. In Thailand, a single Government policy representing a single ‘dam’ to
control the river is unlikely to control migrants.” Findings from a four-country study on
unauthorized migration in South-East Asia also imply the need to have a comprehensive approach
that does not address only unauthorized migration. Rather, findings indicate that the macro- and
micro level determinants of legal and unauthorized migration are similar. The major difference lies
in the access of migrants to legal or unauthorized facilitators: those able to access legal mediators or 
facilitators go through legal channels of migration, while those who can access only unauthorized
mediators or facilitators end up in unauthorized migration (Battistella and Asis, 2003). 

Migration policies that do not meet labour market needs or those that restrict the admission of
migrants create a market for brokers, who offer their services, for a fee, to needy employers and
aspiring migrants. The migration industry (brokers, placement agencies, employment agencies and
related institutions) came into the picture in the 1970s. Due to massive labour requirements,
agencies emerged to handle recruitment, placement and the matching of workers and employers.
The migration industry has since become a key player in labour migration. Although it is subject to
the regulations of Governments in the origin and destination countries, unlicensed agencies have
sprung up, victimizing migrants. Even licensed agencies engage in irregular practices, such as
charging excessive fees and engaging in false advertising and contract substitution. With limited
discussion between sending and receiving countries on the working and living conditions of
migrant workers, these issues have also been left to the discretion of placement agencies and
employment agencies; ultimately, migrants are left to bear the costs of migration.

C. North and Central Asia

The subregion of North and Central Asia (also referred to as the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) in the post-Soviet period)10 ini tially dis played a dif fer ent mi gra tion dy namic from that of
East and South-East Asia, but in a short of pe riod of time, the mi gra tion is sues of the sub re gion
in creas ingly re sem bled those of the other sub re gions. The dis so lu tion of the for mer Un ion of So viet
So cial ist Re pub lics in 1991 shaped the na ture of mi gra tion flows over the short term. The break-up
con trib uted to the rise in the num ber of in ter na tional mi grants not only be cause many peo ple moved but
also be cause the bor ders moved. The na ture of mi gra tion flows in the re gion has changed from pri mar ily 
forced mi gra tion in the early 1990s to the more vol un tary eco nomic mi gra tions that began in the
mid-1990s (Tishkov, Zayinchkovskaya and Vitkovskaya, 2005; ESCAP, 2007a). Ivakhnyuk (2006)
com mented that mi gra tion served as a ba rom e ter of the transformational pro cesses in the sub re gion. 

Most of the flows are also intraregional, fa cil i tated by fam ily and cul tural ties and links ce mented
by a com mon lan guage, com mon ed u ca tional sys tem and trans por ta tion in fra struc ture (Ivakhnyuk,
2006). Most flows are di rected to the Rus sian Fed er a tion, and re cently, to wards Kazakhstan.
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Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan are ma jor source coun tries of mi grant work ers, in clud ing
un au tho rized mi grants and traf ficked per sons.11 The Rus sian Fed er a tion re ceives about
300,000-500,000 mi grant work ers from Kyrgyzstan and some 90 per cent of the 400,000-450,000
mi grants who left Tajikistan (In ter na tional Cen tre for Mi gra tion Pol icy De vel op ment, 2005, as cited in
ESCAP, 2007a:10).12 The Mid dle East, Eu rope, East Asia and South-East Asia are other al ter na tive
des ti na tions. Uzbekistan has signed la bour agree ments with Ja pan, Ma lay sia and the Re pub lic of Ko rea
(In ter na tional Cen tre for Mi gra tion Pol icy De vel op ment, 2005, as cited in ESCAP, 2007a:10). Most of
the mi grant work ers are en gaged in less skilled oc cu pa tions, and there is also sub stan tial sea sonal
mi gra tion. 

CIS is also a transit point of migration flows from Asia and the Middle East, given its strategic
location between developed and developing countries. Many Asians who transit through CIS come from 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Transit migration turns into
unauthorized migration when migrants become stranded and overstay. Unauthorized migration in the
subregion is significant; estimates of unauthorized migrants range from 5 million to 15 million, of whom 
3 million to 5 million are in the Russian Federation; another 500,000 to 1,000,000 are in Kazakhstan
(Ivakhnyuk, 2006,4). China is a source country of unauthorized migrants in the Russian Federation,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (Tishkov, Zayinchkovskaya and Vitkovskaya, 2005,38). Human
trafficking is a serious concern. Men are trafficked for seasonal work in construction and agriculture
while women and children are trafficked for sexual exploitation outside the subregion. 

The formation of CIS in 1991 helped lay the groundwork for regional discussions and cooperation. 
CIS has adopted a visa-free regime, which has facilitated international migration among member countries.
Regional discussions on migration have been under way since the early 2000s and measures have been taken 
to facilitate the orderly movement of labour through a common labour market. It is important for CIS to
engage with other regions because many CIS countries, in addition to being labour exporters or labour
importers, are also transit countries, refugee senders or receivers, and are sites of unauthorized migration and
human trafficking. 

II. Female Migrants: Brave New Migrants  

When many women began participating in international labour migration in the 1980s, it was
considered to be something novel.13 Indeed, migration used to be an activity pursued by men and often
considered a rite of passage. Even in the late twentieth century, in some parts of Asia, female migration
was acceptable only in relation to marriage migration, when a bride leaves her family home to become
part of her husband’s family, or when a women migrates as part of the family. Today, economic
considerations are changing traditional notions about migration, redefining it as an endeavor that can be
taken up by women and men alike. 

The participation of women in international migration was preceded by the migration of young,
unmarried women in rural-to-urban flows in the region. Domestic work in urban areas has traditionally
been the sector in which women migrants have worked. The establishment of export processing zones in
East and South-East Asia in the 1970s and 1980s drew on a heavily female workforce, which included
many women migrants (see Fawcett, Smith and Khoo, 1984). Similarly, in South Asia, the export
processing zones in Sri Lanka were instrumental in increasing the migration options of rural women.
One of the most unmistakable changes in the subregion was the surge in female migration in Bangladesh
in the 1990s, spurred by the demand for women workers in Dhaka’s thriving garment factories.
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Throughout Asia, the migration of women to take up work elsewhere, often unaccompanied by male
relatives, elicited varied comments, ranging from the anxious to the celebratory. 

When female migration extended to the international sphere, concerns about the safety of women
migrants and the well-being of the families left behind, especially the care of children, intensified. On the
other hand, the very act of migration, the opportunity to earn an income (in some cases, becoming the
primary earner in the family), and the experience of transcending family (or national) boundaries can have
the potential to engender life-changing conditions.14 A mi grant woman’s ac count of how she dealt with her
par ents’ ob jec tions to her choice to mi grate un der scores the in ter play of ten sions and pros pects of change:

“One day my parents said that many had commented on going away, saying that I
had sold myself to prostitution. Here, there is a custom if a single woman goes away
by herself, there is something peculiar about it. It is not good. Although it is now
getting more common for a woman to travel by herself, going overseas is still a
rarity. People will inevitably talk about it.”

Netti, former migrant (in Williams, 2007,147)

What observers referred to as the feminization of labour migration, which started in the 1980s, is
now a well-established pattern in some countries in the region. At least one third of international labour
migrants in Asia are women (Asis, 2005a). As noted earlier, the changing labour needs in the Gulf
countries and the acceleration of the industrialization process in East and South-East Asia drove the
demand for female migrants, specifically the demand for domestic workers. 

Indonesia, the Philippines and Sri Lanka are the primary source countries of legal female migrant in 
Asia, most of whom are engaged in domestic work. For several years now, women have comprised the
majority of migrants deployed annually from these countries. Female predominance started in Sri Lanka
in 1988, when more than half (54.91 per cent) of legally deployed migrant workers were women; it
peaked in 1997 at 75 per cent and then declined to about 60 per cent. As of 2005, women migrants were
still the majority but their share went down to 59.32 per cent.15 In the Phil ip pines, fe male mi grants be gan
out num ber ing male mi grants af ter 1992. As of 2006, 60 per cent of newly hired land-based work ers from 
there were women.16  Hugo (2005, 58) writes that in In do ne sia, the “dom i nance of women in the of fi cial
out flow has been a con sis tent fea ture of the move ment in the last two de cades.” 

Oishi’s (2005) in te gra tive ap proach to fe male mi gra tion ex am ined ma jor de ter mi nants of in flows
and out flows of in ter na tional fe male mi gra tion at the mi cro-, meso-, and macrolevels. The role of the
State, as re flected in em i gra tion pol i cies, is one of three so cial fac tors (the two oth ers are so cial
le git i macy and women’s au ton omy) that de ter mine the gen eral level of fe male mi gra tion in de vel op ing
coun tries (Oishi, 2005; 171). In the above three coun tries, the State fa cil i tates and sup ports the mi gra tion 
of women. In general, States tend to ex ert more con trol over women’s mo bil ity than over men’s (Oishi,
2005). Other send ing coun tries in the re gion strongly dis cour age or ban fe male mi gra tion to pro tect
women from po ten tial abuse and ex ploi ta tion.17 

In dia’s cau tious ap proach to the mi gra tion of do mes tic work ers re cently be came even more
cau tious due to ris ing cases of ex ploi ta tion. In June 2007, the Min is try of Over seas In dian Af fairs
pro posed a ban on the de ploy ment of do mes tic work ers be low 30 years of age to coun tries with which it
does not have a bi lat eral agree ment (Asian Mi gra tion News, 15 June 2007). Pa ki stan does not have a ban
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as such, but the con di tions it im poses (among oth ers, a woman must be at least 35 years of age to work
abroad as a do mes tic worker) ef fec tively keeps mi gra tion out of women’s reach. Af ter al ter nat ing
be tween ban ning and al low ing fe male mi gra tion, Ban gla desh lifted its ban on fe male mi gra tion in 2002.

There are also unauthorized flows of domestic workers, but they are rendered invisible because
they are outside official channels, the work is performed in private households, or they involve child
workers. Many of the domestic workers in Thailand are women and girls who migrated clandestinely
from Myanmar. Their invisible status in Thailand makes them hard-to-reach group in terms of service
delivery, including health services (Toyota, 2005). 

The predominance of women migrants in domestic work and the entertainment-service industry
derives from stereotypical notions of women’s jobs. Female migration is therefore associated with the
transfer of care workers,18 dis tinct from male mi gra tion, which in volves la bour trans fers in pro duc tive,
pub lic and gen er ally pro tected sec tors. For Gov ern ments, fam i lies and po ten tial mi grants, do mes tic
work is one of few em ploy ment op por tu ni ties avail able to women in the global la bour mar ket; how ever,
oc cu pa tional haz ards are rife be cause such work is not cov ered by na tional la bour laws.19 In ad di tion,
their so cial iden ti fi ers as non-na tion als, as women and as com ing from a de vel op ing coun try all
con trib ute to ren der ing women mi grants vul ner a ble. Not with stand ing the risks and me dia re ports about
the abuses en coun tered by mi grants, thou sands of women em bark on this eco nomic jour ney, armed with
hopes to se cure a better life for their fam i lies. 

Due to their numbers and concerns about their lack of protection, domestic workers have been the
focus of research and advocacy. Some research attention has also been devoted to women migrants in the 
entertainment sector, and in trafficking studies most research has been on women who had been
trafficked into the sex industry.20 There is a la cuna in knowl edge about women mi grants in other sec tors
(man u fac tur ing, sales, agriculture and fisheries) and the mi gra tion of highly skilled women (with the
ex cep tion of health work ers, es pe cially nurses).

A. Female Migration and Families Left Behind

More than male migration, female migration has unleashed questions and concerns about the
well-being of the families left behind. Under temporary migration, migrants have no choice but to leave
their families behind. This imposed transnationalization of the family has raised many concerns and
anxieties about the stability of the family unit. The original intention to engage in temporary migration is 
turning into de facto permanent migration as migrants extend their contracts and delay their eventual
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return to their home countries and families. The long absence of fathers, mothers or both parents has
been a staple discussion in countries that have a long history of migration.21

The issue of families left behind has great resonance in the Philippines where, for the sake of the
family, women and men search the world to find better jobs and incomes. Several studies on the families
left behind have probed the impact of parental absence on the well-being of the children left behind
(SMC, ECMI/AOS-Manila and OWWA, 2004; Battistella and Conaco, 1998). Children did report
encountering difficulties when growing up without one or both parents; the longing to be with one’s real
parents and to be a “complete” family was commonly articulated by the children left behind. However,
children understood and acknowledged that migration was something that their parents had to do in
order to provide them with a better future.  A 2003 nationwide study of children 10-12 years of age found 
that, in general, only 3.5 per cent of children respondents claimed that their parents’ migration was
against their will, 60 per cent said that they accepted their parents’ migration, and about 37 per cent
reported that they had some difficulty but were all right with it (SMC, ECMI/AOS-Manila and OWWA,
2004,19-20). Similar sentiments were expressed by youth13-24 years of age (Asis, 2006b). 

On the whole, the emotional costs are assuaged by the material benefits made possible by migrants’ 
remittances. Families with migrant members tend to have better housing and higher ownership of
consumer durables than families without migrants. The 2003 study also found that children of migrants
were doing well in school compared with children of non-migrants, which may be related to the former
being more likely to attend private schools than the latter. It appears that remittances are invested in
children’s education, which in the Philippines means putting children in private schools (Asis, 2006b). 

Findings on the impact of paternal versus maternal absence on children’s well-being in the
Philippines suggest that families undergo more adjustments when mothers migrate than when fathers
migrate. Childcare arrangements in particular tend to be reshuffled when mothers leave because fathers
do not readily assume caregiving responsibilities. In contrast, when fathers migrate, the caregiving
arrangements are left unaffected and, in addition, mothers embrace the tasks and functions of fathers. In
the Philippines, the 2003 study indicated that, while the children of migrants have adjusted to the
absence of their parents, the migration of mothers seems to be felt more by young children. Compared
with other children, the children of migrant mothers tend to score lower on academic indicators, they
were slightly more likely to fall ill to common ailments (cold, fever and so forth), they were slightly
more likely to report lower scores on general well-being, and they scored higher in loneliness and
anxiety (SMC, ECMI/AOS-Manila and OWWA, 2004,45-55). An earlier study echoed similar patterns
among the children of migrant mothers (Battistella and Conaco, 1998).

In Sri Lanka, a 2005 study noted some negative consequences of mothers’ migration for the
children left behind.22 In mother-ab sent fam i lies, 75 per cent of des ig nated care givers were other fe male 
rel a tives (mostly grand moth ers); in 25 per cent of the mother-ab sent fam i lies, fa thers were the
care givers. Ac cord ing to carers’ re ports, chil dren of mi grants ex hib ited cer tain emo tional and
be hav ioural prob lems. Of  the chil dren un der 6 years of age, 22 per cent had a loss of ap pe tite, and
tem per tan trums were noted in chil dren 6-14 years of age (22.4 per cent) and 15-17 years of age (18.7
per cent).  As in the Phil ip pine study, the role of the ex tended fam ily was im por tant in pro vid ing care to
the chil dren of mi grants. How ever, the ir re place able role of the mother in the lives of chil dren was
un der scored: “ . . . the love, at ten tion and prox im ity of the mother were not re placed by even the best

15

21
 A four-coun try study to ex am ine the im pact of pa ren tal mi gra tion on the health and well-be ing of the chil dren

left be hind will be con ducted in In do ne sia, the Phil ip pines, Thai land and Viet Nam. Known as the Child Health and 
Mi grant Par ents in South-East Asia Pro ject, it is run by the Na tional Uni ver sity of Sin ga pore to gether with the
Uni ver sity of St. An drews (Scot land, United King dom of Great Brit ain and North ern Ire land). The co op er at ing
in sti tu tions in the par tic i pat ing coun tries are Gadjah Mada Uni ver sity (In do ne sia), the Scalabrini Mi gra tion Cen ter
(Phil ip pines), Mahidol Uni ver sity (Thai land) and the Viet nam ese Acad emy of So cial Sci ences (Viet Nam). 
22

 The study in volved data col lected from 1,200 house holds with mi grant moth ers; ad di tional data were col lected
from 200 house holds in which the moth ers were ei ther work ing lo cally or not work ing. Data were col lected in
Co lombo and Kurunegala dis tricts.



care givers in the es ti ma tion of the chil dren, with 77 per cent of them in di cat ing that they felt lonely in
the ab sence of the mother” (Save the Chil dren in Sri Lanka, 2006,6). 

Findings from research undertaken in various countries in the region tend to be less alarmist about the
situation of families and children left behind compared to public perceptions (for example, Nguyen, Yeoh
and Toyota, 2006; Wille and Passl, 2001; Siddiqui, 2001; INSTRAW and IMO, 2000). The extended family
fills the void left by departing migrants and provides continuity to family-based care for the children. Access
to faster and less expensive communication has significantly bridged the distance between family
members.23 The im pact of the sep a ra tion on mar riages, how ever, is less con clu sive. The 2003 Phil ip pine
study found that two-par ent fam i lies are more likely to cope with the chal lenges brought about by mi gra tion.
Rather than the cause of mar i tal dis so lu tion, mi gra tion may pro vide women with an es cape from a trou bled
mar riage (or a dif fi cult, sti fling fam ily re la tion ship). Or mi gra tion may pro vide women with re sources and
cour age to end a mar riage if it is no lon ger work ing (see for ex am ple Asis, 2001).

If it were possible, men would prefer that to migrate while their wives stayed behind to look after
the family, children felt the same way (SMC, ECMI/AOS-Manila and OWWA, 2004). But since the
demand for male workers is less, families and households reconsider their reluctance to send women
abroad. A four-country study on female migration in South-East Asia (China (Yunnan Province),
Indonesia, Philippines and Thailand) and in South Asia (Bangladesh and Sri Lanka) documented the
initiative and primary role of women in deciding to migrate (Siddiqui, 2001; INSTRAW and IOM,
2000). Women may not only initiate the idea of migration, but in some instances, they even override
their husbands’ or parents’ objection to working abroad. 

Leaving behind husbands and children and earning an income are departures from traditional notions
of women’s roles. Empirical evidence on the extent and long-term prospects of gender role changes is not
conclusive. Male migration has been found to initially burden women with added responsibilities, but in the
long run, this has also led to self-discovery and an appreciation of strengths and capacities that surfaced in
their husbands’ absence. In Kerala, India, the wives of husbands working in Gulf countries have been noted
to be afflicted with certain illnesses. On the other hand, wives left behind who have adjusted to the absence of 
their husbands learned to negotiate with various institutions, such as schools and government offices, which
had normally been done by their husbands. As to whether these changes are lasting has not yet been probed
or answered adequately by existing studies (Rajan, 2004). 

Thus far, the gender role reversals intimated by female migration have not been as
revolutionary as speculated. Across a variety of settings, most fathers do not assume caregiving
functions; instead, this responsibility is passed on to other female relatives (see country studies in
Wille and Passl, 2001). In Sri Lanka, according to the 2005 study, about 25 per cent of fathers were
the designated caregivers in the migrant households, and in general, they seemed to be comfortable
with their new roles. Compared with husbands of non-migrants, more husbands from migrant
households performed household and caregiving tasks, except “religious duties”. However, fathers
in migrant households felt greater stress than fathers in non-migrant households; moreover, more of 
the former also reported drinking alcohol and using drugs, behaviours that jeopardize the care and
safety of children. 

As to the extent and sustainability of gender role changes, the study has this cautionary note: “Most
fathers in the main sample stated that they would undertake domestic roles for no more than five years,
suggesting that they see the new role change as temporary” (Save the Children in Sri Lanka, 2006, 7). This
observation echoes similar findings in the Philippines, where husbands who took on caregiving functions
expected to trade places with their wives upon the latter’s return to the Philippines (Asis, Huang and Yeoh,
2005). At best, the changes in gender roles seem to be temporary because the situation calls for it. In
transnational households in the Philippines, despite women’s migration and their economic contributions, it
appears that the ideology of women’s domesticity has remained unchanged (Parrenas, 2006,168). 
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 The video com po nent of mo bile phones and the Internet has added a vi sual di men sion in the com mu ni ca tion

pat terns of trans na tional fam i lies. Spe cial events can now be shared across dis tances in real time, com plete with
im ages. 



Assessments of the impact of migration should have space for the voices of migrants and their
family members. In general, despite the difficulties and dangers that have come their way, migrant
women valued their migration experience.  For example, Janet, a former entertainer in Japan, says
“Overall, I would say that going abroad has been a very good experience for me. I learned many things
and it enabled me to realize my dreams. I had happy moments, and if there were bad experiences, I take
them as part of life.” (in Asis, 2001:59)

B. International Marriages

Other than the search for work, international marriage is also contributing to the increasing
participation of women in migration. Japan, the Republic of Korea and Taiwan Province of China have
experienced a dramatic increase in the number of international marriages involving mostly foreign
women (mainly from the less developing countries in Asia) and local men. Interestingly, the
phenomenon has been quite marked in societies that perceive themselves as homogeneous, while it has
been rather minimal (or not a major social issue) in multi-ethnic societies such as Malaysia and
Singapore. 

The trend became evident in Japan in the 1970s and 1980s, while it emerged in the Republic of
Korea and Taiwan Province of China in the 1990s. The rise in international marriages seems to have
coincided with growing international labour migration in these countries. As of 2002, international
marriages in Japan accounted for 4.7 per cent of all marriages (Satake, 2004, 446). Between 1990 and
2004, the share of international marriages to all marriages contracted in the Republic of Korea increased 
from 1.2 per cent to 11.4 per cent (Seol and others, 2005, 3, as cited in Choi, 2006, 2). In Taiwan
Province of China, the population of foreign spouses now exceeds the migrant worker population; as of
May 2007, there were 347,172 foreign workers, while foreign spouses numbered 388,000 (Migration
News, July 2007). 

The predominance of foreign women and the small number of foreign men marrying locals seem to 
indicate a shortage of brides in these countries. This is in part true, particularly in agricultural areas,
which have seen the out-migration of women to the cities to explore non-farming occupational options.
Attendant to this process are changes in local women’s views and expectations about marriage, which
may not be compatible with the views held by the men left behind. Local men are turning to foreign
brides in the hopes of finding women who embody “traditional” values. 

However, finding a bride is not just a personal problem of unmarriageable men; it is also linked to
wider social and demographic issues. Some rural communities, faced with impending depopulation due
to low fertility and the ageing of the population, have explored international marriage as a solution. In
Japan, for example, the local government of some affected communities has participated in the search
for brides overseas (Satake, 2004). In the early 1990s in some provincial authorities from the Republic
of Korea visited villages in China to find Korean-Chinese women to be matched with Korean men
(Choi, 2006,2). China, the Philippines, Viet Nam, Thailand and Indonesia are among the countries of
origin of the foreign brides.24 

Women in in ter na tional mar riages have been sus pected of ill-con ceived motives. However, studies 

have found var i ous reasons -including, but not solely, mar ry ing for love- as to why women en ter into
such mar riages. Among Fil i pino women, for ex am ple, rea sons for mar ry ing a Ko rean man were linked
to ex pec ta tions of so cial mo bil ity, that is, to have the op por tu nity to live in a de vel oped coun try and to
sup port their fam i lies, and be cause of love (Seol and oth ers, 2005, as cited in Choi, 2006). 

This traditional path of female migration has acquired non-traditional characteristics. For-profit
marriage brokers have entered into the picture, commoditizing the introduction and matching of
potential partners. In the Republic of Korea, various websites advertise services offering introductions to 
potential brides from different countries. To complete a transaction, these agencies provide false
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 The ru ral ar eas of China are also ex pe ri enc ing a sim i lar sit u a tion. In the case of China, the short age of women

of mar riage able age is one of the re per cus sions of the one-child pol icy and the strong son pref er ence. One
“so lu tion” to this prob lem is the traf fick ing of women and girls from Viet Nam for forced mar riage. 



information to suit the expectations of both parties: to the men, they sell the foreign brides’ traditional
virtues,25 and to the women, they ped dle pros pects of a better life in Ko rean so ci ety.26 In ad di tion,
mar riage has been cor rupted for other du bi ous pur poses. Given the pol icy of non-set tle ment in Asia,
mar riage to a na tional is about the only le git i mate way for less-skilled mi grant work ers to have the right
to re side in re ceiv ing coun tries in Asia. In the face of re stric tive pol i cies, as pir ing mi grants may use the
mar riage route to gain ad mis sion and res i dence in an other coun try. Em ploy ers may also use mar riage as
a re cruit ment strat egy.27 Con cerns about fraud u lent mar riages are one of the rea sons some coun tries (for
ex am ple, Malaysia and Singapore) dis cour age mar riages be tween mi grant work ers and lo cals. 

Also of concern is the sinister and exploitative prospects raised by the trafficking of women for
marriage purposes. Brokers are not limited to the “typical” unscrupulous smugglers and traffickers. In the
Republic of Korea, for example, a church group has been implicated in arranging marriages for a fee
between foreign women, usually from less developing countries in Asia, and Korean men, usually those
from rural areas of the country. The fact that the foreign bride has been “bought” sets her on an unequal
footing at the very start of the marriage. The husband and/or his family feel that they “own” the woman, or
having spent so much, they feel they have to recoup their expenses. The foreign bride thus enters the
marriage not as a partner but as a purchased commodity. Cultural differences and the couples’ different
expectations about the marriage further contribute to the challenges faced by women (and men) in
international marriages. Stereotypes and discrimination against international marriage migrants (for
example, the perceptions that they are marrying for money) further marginalize their position. The situation
faced by foreign brides has raised concerns about their safety, their access to support and assistance, and their 
rights, especially when their marriage is problematic or if it is dissolved.

The reality of international marriages in Japan, the Republic of Korea and Taiwan Province of
China challenges the supposedly homogeneous character of these societies. Unlike migrant workers
who have a temporary status, foreign spouses stay and have children who are not considered 100 per cent 
“pure” Japanese, Korean or Taiwanese.  The integration of foreign spouses and children in international
marriages raises difficult issues from the most personal levels to the macro-level. Non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) have emerged to provide assistance to families in international marriages,
especially to foreign women: language courses, cultural orientation seminars, counselling services,
shelters and legal assistance, among others. The advocacy work of NGOs and civil society has
contributed to the galvanizing of support for foreign spouses in distress and to expose the trafficking
elements in international marriages. The sinister and exploitative aspects of international marriages,
however, cannot be generalized to all international marriages. Not all foreign spouses are victims and not 
all locals who marry foreigners are abusers. Some international marriages do not involve brokers or
agencies and more successful international marriages do not receive as much attention as the
problematic ones.

Although international marriage is a fairly recent phenomenon in the Republic of Korea, the policy
responses there have been quite rapid. A high-level multi-agency meeting, in which then-President Roh
and other ministers participated, was convened on 26 April 2006 to discuss the integration of
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  In the Re pub lic of Ko rea, marriage agen cies dis trib ute ban ners and leaf lets that ad ver tise Viet nam ese brides as

“Viet nam La dies for Mar riage”, “Viet nam La dies, Sat is fac tion Guar an teed”, “Viet nam La dies for Re mar riage,
Farm ers, and Dis abled Peo ple”, and “Viet nam Girls Don’t Run Away” (The Ko rea Times, 22 May 2006, as cited in
Choi, 2006).
26

 A Fil i pino woman whom the au thor in ter viewed in a shel ter re lated that her “agent” as sured her that she should
not worry about what would be come of her in the Re pub lic of Ko rea be cause Ko rean laws were pro tec tive of
women. She said this gave her as sur ance that she would be safe in the Re pub lic of Ko rea (In ter view, April 2006).
27

 In Ja pan, the in tro duc tion of more strin gent ad mis sion pol i cies for en ter tain ers has sub stan tially re duced the
en try of for eign en ter tain ers into the coun try. The Phil ip pines has been se ri ously af fected by this change of pol icy,
as in di cated by de clin ing de ploy ment lev els to Ja pan since the re forms were in tro duced in 2004. The de ploy ment
level of 74,480 in 2004 dropped to 42,633 in 2005 and to 10,615 in 2006 (see
www.poea.gov.ph/stats/2006Stats.pdf, ac cessed on 31 July 2007). The ob served in crease in the num ber of
mar riages be tween Fil i pino women and Jap a nese men may be a means to avoid the re stric tions sur round ing the
re cruit ment of en ter tain ers.



international marriage migrants. The meeting produced the Policy Plan to Support Social Integration of
International Marriage Female Migrants, Their Families and Children. The recommendations aim to
respond to the economic, social and legal vulnerabilities of women in international marriages. The
Plan’s recommendations include: the regulation of marriage agencies; the establishment of more support 
services to foreign women victimized by domestic violence (more hotlines, more multilingual services);
the protection of the residency status of foreign spouses; the revision of the minimum livelihood
protection law and the application of the employment opportunities programme to foreign spouses; the
support of multicultural programmes; and the tasking of the Ministry of Education and Human
Resources Development to review and revise textbooks that imply racial discrimination (Kim, 2006;
Choi, 2006). 

The phenomenon of international marriages has touched off profound reflections in receiving
societies. To date, existing approaches to the integration of foreign spouses and the second generation
are assimilationist, but some perceptible changes are under way. In Japan, the Republic of Korea and
Taiwan Province of China, there is now some discussion about their societies becoming more
multicultural and the need to be more open to other cultures and other ways of life. Sensitivity about the
implications of language has been considered. In Taiwan Province of China, in response to comments
that the term “foreign spouses” may convey the distancing of “foreign” spouses from Taiwanese
society, the Ministry of Interior held a consultation meeting in April 2006 to find an appropriate term to
be used in official and legal documents. After some discussion with other government officials,
academics, experts and representatives from foreign spouses associations and advocacy groups, the
Ministry decided that the term “foreign spouses” would continue to be used since it was not
discriminatory (China News Agency, 2006). This openness will hopefully broaden into more two-way
integration approaches, which involve efforts by foreign spouses and their children to integrate into the
receiving societies, matched by the latter’s initiatives to understand and welcome foreigners into their
midst. The children of international marriages are a special concern. Proactive and forward-looking
policies to enhance their opportunities in receiving societies will mean the difference between being
either productive citizens or the underclass in the future. In cases of marital dissolution, children of
international marriages may be affected by questions dealing with citizenship and financial support. 

III. Highly Skilled and Professional Migrants: Needed and Wanted

As noted earlier, international labour migration in Asia consists mostly of less-skilled workers on the
move. From the 1990s, countries of destination in Asia and beyond began importing highly skilled and
professional migrants. The two most in-demand are information and communications technology (ICT)
professionals (generally male) and health professionals (mostly female). The demand for the former is part
of the growing importance of the ICT sector in developed economies, while the demand for the latter is
linked to the rising health-care needs in view of the ageing population of developed countries. Health
workers are also ageing, and the supply of available and potential health workers is not sufficient to meet the
needs. Over the short term, developed countries find it more efficient to import already-trained personnel
from other countries. The consequences for countries of origin are another story.  

In the 1960s and 1970s, the migration of scientists, engineers, physicians and other highly skilled
professionals from developing countries to the West evoked concerns over brain drain. In a more
transnational context, the migration of highly skilled and professional migrants is no longer seen
exclusively as brain drain. The migration of ICT specialists has been cited as an example of “brain gain”
for origin countries, as exemplified by the experience of India. The growth of the ICT sector in India is
attributed to the investment and transfer of knowledge by return migrants and overseas Indians. In the
Indian example, the departure of ICT specialists proved to be necessary and ultimately beneficial to
energizing the ICT industry in India. The impact of the migration of other professionals, particularly
those in the social services sector, may be closer to brain drain than brain gain. The migration of teachers 
and health workers may drain origin countries of professionals that can affect human resources
development and health care, respectively. If the supply is more than sufficient, the departure of highly
skilled migrants may not lead to brain drain, although it may result in the loss of more experienced
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professionals. Thus, the recruitment of highly skilled and professional migrants cannot be seen solely in
terms of the needs of receiving countries.

As noted above, all receiving countries in Asia aspire to increase their share of the highly
skilled in order to maintain their competitiveness. In the past, Asia was a source of highly skilled
migrants for the more developed regions, but now developed Asian countries are in need of such
migrants. Singapore has been systematic and proactive in attracting foreign talent. Aside from
incentives, it is also investing in infrastructure and institutions to build the city-State as an
attractive place to work and live for highly skilled migrants. Government officials have had a
dialogue with citizens to respond to concerns and explain why Singapore needs highly skilled
foreign migrants. Even as they aim to attract more skilled migrants, receiving countries also lose
their skilled nationals to other countries. Malaysia shares this predicament. The country reportedly
lost more than 4,000 Malaysians with special skills or training to Australia, a trend that concerned
policymakers, prompting discussions on the need to adopt a holistic approach to address the brain
drain (Asian Migration News, 15 July 2007).  

Settlement countries are equally intent on increasing their portfolio of highly skilled human
resources. Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States are moving towards prioritizing
the admission of independent migrants who meet labour market requirements. Until recently,
family reunification was the major mode of admission to these countries. Australia and the United
States have each introduced a measure to allow the temporary migration of needed workers (the 457
visa and the H-1B visa, respectively), which can be adjusted according to the needs of the labour
market. Under the H-1B visa programme, about 900,000 highly skilled migrants from China, India,
the Russian Federation and several OECD countries have entered the United States since the 1990s
(Cervantes and Guellec, 2002). In general, although developed countries also stand to lose highly
skilled nationals to other countries, this is usually only temporary and short term. In the case of
developing countries, the loss of highly skilled nationals is more likely to be permanent or
long-term.

 Student migration will be another source of highly skilled migrants in the future.28 For re ceiv ing
coun tries, stu dent mi grants are ideal be cause they have gained some fa mil iar ity with the host society;
also be ing trained in the coun try ad dresses rec og ni tion or ac cred i ta tion is sues. The United States, the
des ti na tion of about one third of all for eign stu dents in OECD coun tries, has tapped a sub stan tial num ber 
of for mer stu dents for its H-1B visa programme (Cer van tes and Guellec, 2002). Aus tra lia is mov ing in
this di rec tion by of fer ing for eign stu dents the pos si bil ity to work af ter com plet ing their de grees and
pos si ble per ma nent res i dence there af ter. The re cent growth of the In do ne sian pop u la tion in Aus tra lia is
due to the large num bers of stu dents, av er ag ing 20,000 an nu ally, tak ing up uni ver sity stud ies there
(Hugo, 2007). 

The stu dent-to-res i dent ra tio im plies the fur ther loss of hu man re sources for the or i gin coun tries.
Since many stu dent mi grants are ei ther self- or fam ily-funded, it is in creas ingly be com ing a chal lenge
for coun tries of or i gin to in voke duty, ob li ga tion or love of coun try to en tice them to re turn. China,
which sent out thou sands of stu dents at the start of their eco nomic re forms, changed course in its ef forts
to at tract its trained na tion als based over seas. In stead of re quir ing or ex pect ing them to re turn for good,
the State and lo cal gov ern ments are work ing on keep ing their ties with over seas tal ent, and en cour ag ing
pe ri odic re turns to China for knowl edge trans fer or ex change. In ter est ingly, there has been spon ta ne ous
(as op posed to State-spon sored) re turn mi gra tion of Chi nese who trained abroad be cause of
de vel op ment pros pects in China. Sim i lar to the ex pe ri ence of Tai wan Prov ince of China and the
Re pub lic of Ko rea, this dem on strates that signs of de vel op ment en cour age re turn mi gra tion, rather than 
re turn mi grants ini ti ating development.
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 Coun tries such as Ja pan, Ma lay sia, the Re pub lic of Ko rea  and Sin ga pore aim to at tract more for eign stu dents.

Sin ga pore, as of 2005, had about 65,000 for eign stu dents (Yeoh, 2007). Along side this de vel op ment is the
emerg ing trend of stu dent mi gra tion within the re gion. Sin ga pore at tracts stu dents from China, and as Huang,
Rahman  and Yeoh (2005) noted, it is not just the stu dents who mi grate but also their par ents. Usu ally it is the
moth ers who ac com pany their chil dren, hence the term, “study moth ers”.
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The Migration of Health Workers

The migration of health workers is gaining increasing prominence in international discussions. It
has been on the agenda of the World Health Assembly since 2004. At the Fifty-seventh World Health
Assembly in 2004, resolution WHA57.19 (International migration of health personnel: a challenge for
health systems in developing countries) urged member States:

(a) to develop strategies to mitigate the adverse effects of migration of health personnel and
minimize its negative impact on health systems;

(b) to frame and implement policies and strategies that could enhance effective retention of health
personnel including, but not limited to, strengthening of human resources for health planning and
management, and review of salaries and implementation of incentive schemes;

(c) to use government-to-government agreements to set up health-personnel exchange programmes 
as a mechanism for managing their migration;

(d) to establish mechanisms to mitigate the adverse impact on developing countries of the loss of
health personnel through migration, including means for the receiving countries to support the
strengthening of health systems, in particular human resources development, in the countries of origin.29

The issue was taken up in greater detail in The World Health Report 2006 with its focus on health
workers.30 The re port noted the un equal dis tri bu tion of health work ers: coun tries that have the least need
the most num ber of health work ers. The mi gra tion of health work ers was iden ti fied as one of the fac tors
re sult ing in the short age of health work ers in de vel op ing coun tries, with sub-Sa ha ran Af rica
ex pe ri enc ing the most se vere short age (World Health Or ga ni za tion, 2006). While health worker
mi gra tion re sponds to the health-care needs of the more de vel oped coun tries, it cre ates a care cri sis in the
de vel op ing coun tries. As a fol low-through to two res o lu tions of the 2004 and 2005 World Health
As sem bly (WHA57.19 and WHA58.17), the Health Worker Mi gra tion Pol icy Ini tia tive was formed in
2007 for the pur pose of “find ing prac ti cal so lu tions to the wors en ing prob lem of health worker mi gra tion 
from de vel op ing to de vel oped coun tries” (World Health Or ga ni za tion, 2007).  The Ini tia tive com prises
two key groups: the Mi gra tion Tech ni cal Work ing Group, which is co or di nated by the World Health
Or ga ni za tion and in cludes the In ter na tional Or ga ni za tion for Mi gra tion, the In ter na tional La bour
Or ga ni za tion (ILO), pro fes sional as so ci a tions, ex perts and ac a dem ics; and the Health Worker Global
Pol icy Ad vi sory Coun cil. A ma jor agenda is to sup port the World Health Or ga ni za tion in draft ing a
frame work for an in ter na tional code of prac tice on health worker mi gra tion, which will aim at pro mot ing 
eth i cal re cruit ment, pro tect ing the rights of mi grant health work ers, and ad dress ing the im pact of
mi gra tion on de vel op ing coun tries. The code of prac tice is un prec e dented, “the first of its kind on a
global scale for mi gra tion” (World Health Or ga ni za tion, 2007).

The OECD report International Migration Outlook 2007 devotes an editorial to the international
mobility of health professionals. It begins with the observation that, despite the attention paid to the
international migration of health professionals, data are not sufficient, which limits the development of
effective policy responses. Based on the analysis, health professional migrants are not over-represented
among the highly skilled migrants in OECD countries: as of 2000, 11 per cent of employed nurses and 18 
per cent of employed doctors in OECD countries were foreign born; similar figures were observed for
professionals as a whole. There is, however, wide variation in the percentage of foreign-born doctors
across OECD countries, with the United States emerging as the net receiving country of both doctors and 
nurses (Martin, 2007, 18). 
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Fifty-sev enth World Health As sem bly, Geneva, 17-22 May 2004 Res o lu tions and De ci sions, An nexes

(WHA57/2004/REC/1) avail able at www.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA57/A57_R19-en.pdf.
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 The World Health Or ga ni za tion de fines health work ers as “all paid work ers em ployed in or ga ni za tions or
in sti tu tions whose pri mary in tent is to im prove health as well as those whose per sonal ac tiv i ties are pri mar ily
in tended to im prove health but who work for other types of or ga ni za tions” (WHO, 2006, 2) This def i ni tion cov ers
two cat e go ries: health ser vice pro vid ers, and health man age ment and sup port work ers. The dis cus sion on the
short age of health work ers re fers to health ser vice pro vid ers (doc tors, nurses, mid wives and so forth) (WHO,
2006).



The current discussions on health worker migration are a reprise of concerns raised in the 1960s
and 1970s. At the time, many Filipino nurses, Indian doctors and other health professionals immigrated
to countries of settlement. Because their departure was for permanent settlement, it was seen as draining
countries of origin of needed human resources. Presently, it is not only Western countries that recruit
nurses from abroad; the demand for nurses has spread to other countries, such as the Gulf countries and
Singapore. Some 40,000-50,000 Indian nurses are in the Gulf (Manchanda, 2007, 1). The public-health
sector of Singapore includes large numbers of health workers from the Philippines, China, India and
Malaysia (Ayre and others, 2007). 

According to the OECD report, countries such as China, India and the Philippines, which have
a domestic supply of health professionals, may not experience a shortage. Based on the experience
of the Philippines, there is no shortage of health workers per se because the country produces many
nurses each year.31 How ever, while there is an am ple sup ply of nurses, there is a short age of nurses
with spe cial ized skills. The de par ture of nurses and doc tors has tended to lead to clo sures of pub lic
clin ics or severes short age of health per son nel in pub lic hos pi tals. Ac cord ing to data from the
Phil ip pine Over seas Em ploy ment Ad min is tra tion, be tween 1992 and 2003, 87,852 nurses were
de ployed abroad. The num ber is an undercount, as it re fers only to nurses who were is sued work
per mits by the agency. Nurses who did not pass through the Ad min is tra tion, as well as those who
left as per ma nent mi grants, are not cap tured by these data. In de bates about the im pact of
health-worker mi gra tion on health sys tems, it  may be help ful to ana lyse coun try sit u a tions
ac cord ing to the sce nar ios pro posed by Pittman, Aiken and Buchan (2007). 32  In their schema, they
clas si fied the Phil ip pines among the low-to-mid dle in come coun tries that have both a rel a tively
weak health sys tem, and a la bour ex port programme. The coun try’s la bour ex port programme
fa cil i tates, among oth ers, the mi gra tion of health per son nel; given this con text, the Gov ern ment of
the Phil ip pines can not ef fec tively lobby more de vel oped coun tries to stop hir ing lo cal nurses or
ar gue for eth i cal hir ing.33  

While the situation in the Philippines is not the direst, the migration of nurses over the decades has
resulted in notable problems and distortions in human resource development aspects. Nursing education
has been synonymous with opportunities abroad.  The renewed demand for nurses and forecasts of huge
nurse shortages in developed countries have further increased the popularity of nursing programmes.
Even those who have completed a tertiary education are taking up nursing to increase their chances of
finding work overseas. However, the proliferation of nursing programmes has raised questions about the 
quality of education in this field. Enrollment in medical schools has decreased and, moreover, there is
now the phenomenon of nurse medics, that is, doctors who are enrolled in nursing programmes to
become nurses. 
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 Ac cord ing to Lorenzo and oth ers (2007), the num ber of nurses in the Phil ip pines to tals 332,206, of whom

193,223 are em ployed. There is an over sup ply of 139,083. Of those who are em ployed, 15.25 per cent are
em ployed lo cally while 84.75 per cent are em ployed abroad. 
32

 The five sce nar ios clas sify coun tries ac cord ing to the state of the health sys tem and the ad e quacy of the health
worker sup ply: (a) sub-Sa ha ran Af rica has the dir est sce nario, char ac ter ized by a poorly de vel oped sys tem, and is
in most need of health work ers; the Gov ern ments call on wealthy Gov ern ments to curb re cruit ment; (b) the Eng lish
Ca rib bean has rel a tively better health sys tems; Gov ern ments in these coun tries are seek ing to im prove re ten tion
rates; (c) low-to-mid dle in come coun tries with a rel a tively weak health sys tem and a la bour ex port programme
at tract re cruit ers; (d) Can ada and the United King dom of Great Brit ain and North ern Ire land and are de vel oped
coun tries that lose some nurses to other coun tries; in the case of the United King dom, it has re cently in tro duced
some in ter ven tions to pro mote self-suf fi ciency; and (e) the United States, which at tracts the great est num ber of
nurses and is at tracts the great est num ber of nursesthe only coun try that loses few nurses and  (Pittman, Aiken and
Buchan, 2007).
33

 In 2001, the United King dom of Great Brit ain and North ern Ire land in tro duced a code of prac tice for the
in ter na tional re cruit ment of Na tional Health Ser vice em ploy ers (this was later up dated in 2004 into the Code of
Prac tice for the In ter na tional Re cruit ment of Healthcare Pro fes sion als), which re quires the Na tional Health Ser vice 
to re cruit only in coun tries where there is a gov ern ment-to-gov ern ment agree ment ac cept ing ac tive re cruit ment.
The United King dom has such agree ments with the Phil ip pines, In dia and China (Buchan, 2006:114).



According to Health Secretary Francisco Duque, the Philippines has lost 5,000 to 6,000 nurse
medics since 2001; if need be, he said, the Government would stop doctors from leaving the
country.34 The Health Al li ance for De moc racy, an NGO, coun tered that the ban does not ad dress the 
root cause of doc tors leav ing the coun try, that is, the lack of sup port in the health-care de liv ery
sys tem.35 In the past, there was an at tempt to es tab lish new mea sures, such as re quir ing ru ral ser vice
or re quir ing a min i mum num ber of years of em ploy ment in the coun try, but they have not made a
sig nif i cant im pact on in creas ing the re ten tion rate of health work ers. In 2004, the Phil ip pine
Med i cal As so ci a tion drafted a cov e nant whereby mem bers prom ise to work in the Phil ip pines for a
min i mum num ber of years. As some quar ters have in di cated, “out of the box” so lu tions are needed
to im prove the re ten tion of health per son nel (Lorenzo and oth ers, 2007). Re gard ing sup ply-side
fac tors, the fol low ing pro pos als have been put for ward: (a) the im prove ment of work ing con di tions; 
(b) the for mu la tion and im ple men ta tion of a health hu man re source de vel op ment programme; and
(c) greater en gage ment with coun tries of des ti na tion for co op er a tion on de vel op ment programmes
in gen eral, and health hu man re source de vel op ment in par tic u lar (Asis, 2007). Other
la bour-send ing coun tries in the re gion are also aim ing to send health work ers in the fu ture. Un like
the Phil ip pines, other coun tries may have a smaller pool of health work ers, thus, health worker
mi gra tion may have more del e te ri ous ef fects on their health sys tems.

In view of the vigorous recruitment policies of receiving countries, demand-side factors must
be taken into account as well; receiving countries also have a responsibility to ensure that, in
meeting their needs, their recruitment should not lead to adverse consequences in the countries of
origin.36 Wage dif fer en tials be tween de vel oped and de vel op ing coun tries will be sub stan tial for
many years to come, and in this re gard, the play ing field is in fa vour of the de vel oped coun tries. If
re ceiv ing coun tries re gard health worker mi gra tion as mainly a re cruit ment is sue, dis cus sions will
have lit tle room for eth i cal is sues, co op er a tion and the pro tec tion of mi grants’ rights. Both
coun tries of or i gin and coun tries of des ti na tion need to be vig i lant of re cruit ment agency
op er a tions. Rather than leav ing it to the work ings of the mi gra tion in dus try, health worker
mi gra tion may be better man aged by Gov ern ment-to-Gov ern ment ar range ments.37 Fi nally, the
dis cus sion on health worker mi gra tion and much of the ex tant re search on it are largely about nurse
mi gra tion; more over, the fo cus has cen tered on nurse mi gra tion to West ern coun tries. Re search on
health worker mi gra tion needs to ex am ine the mi gra tion of other health per son nel, and more
im por tantly, health worker mi gra tion within the re gion is nec es sary and timely.

23

34
 Nikko Dizon (2007), “DoH: Govt can stop doc tors from leav ing; it is the law,” in quirer.net, 3 Au gust, ac cessed 

on 4 Au gust 2007 from http://ser vices.in quirer.net/print/print.php?ar ti cle_id=80319. 
35

 Nikko Dizon (2007), “Ban ning RP doc tors’ mi gra tion won’t solve health care cri sis,” In quirer.net, 5 Au gust,
ac cessed on 6 Au gust 2007 from http://ser vices.in quirer.net/print/print.php?ar ti cle_id=80735.
36

 Ac cord ing to the OECD re port, “Thus far, few OECD coun tries have spe cific mi gra tion programmes tar get ing
health pro fes sion als, and bi lat eral agree ments do not play an im por tant role. De spite this, there has been an up ward
shift in im mi gra tion trends ob served over the past five years, in par al lel with that ob served for the highly skilled in
gen eral” (Mar tin, 2007, 19).
37

 One ex am ple is the 2002 agree ment be tween the Phil ip pines and the United King dom of Great Brit ain and
North ern Ire land for the lat ter to re cruit through the Gov ern ment Place ment Branch of the Phil ip pine Over seas
Em ploy ment Ad min is tra tion so that ap pli cants will be spared the hefty place ment fees charged by pri vate
re cruit ment agen cies. An other ex am ple is the Ja pan-Phil ip pines Eco nomic Part ner ship Agree ment (JPEPA),
which was signed on 9 Sep tem ber 2006. Among oth ers, the agree ment in cludes pro vi sions to pro mote the smooth
move ment of peo ple, cap i tal and in for ma tion. As re gards the move ment of nat u ral per sons, un der the agree ment,
Ja pan will al low up to 1,000 Fil i pino nurses and care givers to work in Ja pan as long as they pass Ja pan’s
ex am i na tion re quire ments. The agree ment is await ing rat i fi ca tion by the Phil ip pine sen ate, where it faces rough
sail ing be cause of con cerns that the agree ment does not pro tect Phil ip pine in ter ests. For de tails on the screen ing
and ad mis sion of Fil i pino nurses and care givers in Ja pan, see Suzuki (2007); for con cerns over the im pli ca tions of
JPEPA for the Phil ip pines, see Ibon Foun da tion (2007); for ar gu ments in fa vour of rat i fy ing JPEPA, see Yap,
Medalla and Aldaba (2006). 



IV.  The Health of Migrant Workers

The perception of migrants as a source of diseases is one of the fears associated with migration.
The spread of HIV/AIDS, 38  and, more re cently, the out break of se vere acute re spi ra tory syn drome in
East and South-East Asia in 2003 have stoked ap pre hen sions about mi grants as vec tors of dis eases who
may pose a grave pub lic-health is sue. Re lated to this, it is also widely per ceived that mi grants im pose a
heavy bur den on health fa cil i ties. In the coun tries of or i gin, the like li hood of mi grants re turn ing home
with dis eases has also sown anx i eties among the pub lic and au thor i ties. When these per cep tions and
con cerns are sub jected to fur ther scru tiny, in gen eral, they are not sup ported by em pir i cal ev i dence.
Even if re search has been un der taken, meth od olog i cal and an a lyt i cal lim i ta tions do not al low for the
es tab lish ment of a cause-and-ef fect re la tion ship. Huguet and Punpuing’s (2005, 60) as sess ment of the
re search on HIV/AIDS and mo bil ity in South-East Asia may be ex tended to other re search on health and 
mo bil ity: “Most of the re search…fo cuses on the vul ner a bil ity of mi grants to HIV in fec tion but there are
few in stances in which ac tual HIV prev a lence has been de ter mined for mi grant and non-mi grant
pop u la tions. Rather the link age be tween mi gra tion and HIV/AIDS is es tab lished by ob serv ing that
geo graph ical ar eas with high mo bil ity also have higher HIV prev a lence.”

Research on migration and health cautions that the context of migration and the conditions of migrants
need to be considered when analysing any association between migration and health (see for example, Asian
and Pacific Migration Journal, 2004; Jatrana, Toyota and Yeoh, 2005; CARAM Asia, 2007a). In legal
migration, health surveillance is embedded in the process. Prior to migration, aspiring migrant workers must
pass a health examination, otherwise they are not permitted to leave.39 This is usu ally fol lowed by fur ther
health screen ing in the coun tries of des ti na tion, and mi grants who fail the screen ing are re pa tri ated. The
health sur veil lance of for eign do mes tic work ers in Sin ga pore is en forced through the se cu rity bond of
S$5,000 that em ploy ers pay to the Gov ern ment. The bond en sures that for eign do mes tic work ers “should
re main tran sient, non-dis eased and non-pro cre at ing bod ies.” Em ploy ers for feit the bond should their for eign
do mes tic worker run away, marry a Singaporean, not un dergo the bi an nual med i cal check-up, or test pos i tive 
for HIV or other sex u ally trans mit ted dis ease (Iyer, Devasahayam and Yeoh, 2004,16).  In the case of
ir reg u lar mi grants, the ab sence of these health reg u la tory mea sures con trib utes to the greater health scare.
More over, un like le gal mi grants, ir reg u lar mi grants may en coun ter many health and safety risks in their
travel to the re ceiv ing coun tries, their work ing and liv ing con di tions are more pre car i ous, and they do not
have easy ac cess to health ser vices. The con di tions are more dif fi cult for traf ficked per sons, whose ac cess to
sup port is dou bly prob lem atic be cause of the con trol ex er cised over them by their traf fick ers or em ploy ers.
When un au tho rized mi grants are de tained and re pa tri ated forc ibly, health risks arise from over crowd ing in
the de ten tion cen tres. Dur ing the 2002 round of re pa tri a tion from Ma lay sia, the rush and over crowd ing of
re turn ing In do ne sian mi grants on the is land of Nunukan reached cri sis pro por tions.40 In stead of fo cus ing
solely on mi grants’ risky de ci sions and be hav iours that lead to dis eases, it is im por tant to con sider the
con di tions that bear on mi grants’ choices and con straints. 
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 The is sue of HIV/AIDS and mo bil ity is a ma jor area of re search, ad vo cacy and pol icy of the United Na tions

De vel op ment Programme (for de tails, see http://www.undp.org./hiv/pa_asia.htm). CARAM Asia is a re gional
net work of non-gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions and com mu nity-based or ga ni za tions “in volved in ac tion re search,
ad vo cacy and ca pac ity-build ing with the aim of cre at ing an en abling en vi ron ment to em power mi grants and their
com mu ni ties to re duce HIV vul ner a bil ity and to pro mote and pro tect the health rights of Asian mi grant work ers
glob ally” (see http://www.caramasia.gn.apc.org). 
39

 One of the rea sons why over seas Fil i pino work ers are over rep re sented among those found pos i tive for
HIV/AIDS is be cause such work ers are more likely to test for HIV/AIDS than the lo cal pop u la tion. The Phil ip pines
has a law pro vid ing for vol un tary test ing for HIV/AIDS. How ever, some coun tries of des ti na tion re quire mi grant
work ers to un dergo the test, and typ i cally, as pir ing mi grant work ers com ply with the re quire ment (Asis, 2005b).
40

 The is land of Nunukan off East Kalimantan is an exit and en try point to Ma lay sia. The is land found it self
swamped with In do ne sian work ers who had rushed to re turn home be fore a new im mi gra tion law came into ef fect
at the end of Au gust 2002. Re turn ing mi grants placed them selves where they could find some space. The ar rival of
large num bers of mi grants wors ened the wa ter short age of the is land. The lack of wa ter re sulted in many health
prob lems and sev eral deaths (Asis, 2005b,116-117). Health is sues also arose in the re pa tri a tion of Fil i pi nos from
Sabah, but the sit u a tion was less se ri ous.

http://www.undp.org./hiv/pa_asia.htm
http://www.caramasia.gn.apc.org


Many structural factors render migrants vulnerable to health risks (see for example, CARAM Asia,
2007a; Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, 2004; Jatrana, Toyota and Yeoh, 2005).41 Con di tions such
as work ing hours, rest days, health cov er age and safety mea sures in the work place can af fect the health
and well-be ing of mi grants. While le gal mi grants may be in a better po si tion than un au tho rized or
traf ficked per sons, le gal sta tus does not fully guar an tee de cent work ing con di tions that pro mote health.
The sit u a tion of for eign do mes tic work ers is a case in point. Le gal for eign do mes tic work ers have long
work ing hours, they may not be given days off by their em ploy ers,42 and they may not be al lowed to seek 
med i cal leave. The fact that do mes tic work is not con sid ered to be work has re per cus sions on for eign
do mes tic work ers’ ac cess to health care. Fur ther more, ac cess to health care can also be con strained by a
lan guage bar rier be tween mi grants and health pro vid ers. Con trary to pop u lar per cep tions, un au tho rized
mi grants avoid pub lic-health fa cil i ties for fear of get ting caught, thus they do not strain pub lic-health
ser vices; such is the case for Fil i pi nos in Sabah, Ma lay sia  (see for ex am ple, Asis, 2005b). In Thai land,
many mi grants who are not reg is tered face ob sta cles in ac cess ing health care and, in this sense, they do
not put a sig nif i cant bur den on pub lic-health fa cil i ties in many bor der re gions. Reg is tered mi grants, on
the other hand, gen er ally do not put much strain on gov ern ment health fa cil i ties be cause they un dergo
med i cal check-ups and pay a med i cal in sur ance fee (see for ex am ple, Huguet and Punpuing, 2005).43

Migrants’ health is rendered vulnerable because migrants are not fully protected by either the
sending or the receiving Government. Governments in countries of origin and destination tend to
prioritize the health concerns of their nationals over those of migrants. The health of migrants is
therefore an issue that calls for cooperation between sending and receiving countries. Pre-departure 
orientation seminars that departing migrant workers are required to attend usually include a module
on health. This can be supplemented by follow-up educational programmes in the receiving
countries to help migrants take care of their health. As indicated in various studies, decent working
and living conditions define the health conditions of migrants. An information campaign directed at 
employers and employment agencies to promote decent work and the protection of migrants’ rights
is in order. Given the temporary nature of migration in the region, the health of returning migrants
cannot be ignored. Legal migrant workers may be covered by health insurance while they are on
contract, but this coverage is stopped once their work contract is completed. Some health problems
manifest later, at which time returned migrants are no longer covered by health insurance.44 The
health of fam i lies left be hind must also be taken into ac count. While the link be tween HIV/AIDS
and mo bil ity has re ceived a great deal of re search and pol icy at ten tion, more ef forts are needed to
re spond ef fec tively to this health threat. Many in ter ven tions are ed u ca tional cam paigns tar geted at
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 The sit u a tion of mi grant work ers in China’s cit ies is sim i lar to the sit u a tion of un au tho rized mi grants. Dur ing

the re cent se vere acute re spi ra tory syn drome scare, Xiang (2003) of fered an in sti tu tional anal y sis of the
re la tion ship be tween mi grants and the State.
42

 It is not un com mon to find women mi grants who do not re ceive their sal a ries for months; they may even sign an 
agree ment to forego days off un til they have com pleted pay ing their place ment fees to their em ploy ment agen cies.
In July 2007, six re gional net works (the Co or di na tion of Ac tion Re search on AIDS and Mo bil ity; the Asia Pa cific
Fo rum on Women, Law and De vel op ment; the Global Al li ance Against Traf fic in Women; the Asia Pa cific
Mis sion for Mi grants; the Asian Mi grant Cen tre; and the Me kong Mi gra tion Net work) formed the United for
For eign Do mes tic Work ers’ Rights co ali tion. Their first cam paign was for a day off for for eign do mes tic work ers
(FDWs). Part of the cam paign reads, “A day off also means a free day each week for FDWs to ac cess pub lic-health
ser vices and to pur sue ac tiv i ties that will en hance and meet their psy cho-so cial needs” (CARAM Asia, 2007b).
43

 Fil i pi nos in an un au tho rized sit u a tion in Sabah, Ma lay sia, re spond to their health needs by seek ing pri vate
health-care pro vid ers, self-med i cat ing, or seek ing tra di tional heal ers (Asis, 2005b). In Thai land, some
non-gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions pro vide health ser vices to un au tho rized mi grants (Amaripabal, Beesey and
Germershausen, 2003). In Hamamatsu City, Ja pan, an area host ing many Nikkeijn, com mu nity mem bers or ga nized
two vol un tary as so ci a tions to pro vide health ser vices to mi grants (Yamanaka, 2005).
44

 This was a point of con ten tion be tween non-gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions and the Over seas Work ers Wel fare
Ad min is tra tion in the Phil ip pines, when the lat ter re de fined the terms of mem ber ship in 2003 (Board res o lu tion
038, 19 Sep tem ber 2003), lim it ing it to those who have a con tract. Prior to the pas sage of the om ni bus pol i cies of
the Over seas Work ers Wel fare Ad min is tra tion, the $25-mem ber ship fee paid by em ploy ers (but ac tu ally passed on
to work ers) pro vided for life time mem ber ship. 



en hanc ing mi grants’ aware ness and in flu enc ing their be hav iours (sea far ers, for one, are among the
“usual sus pects”). Also needed are as sess ments of the re spon sive ness and ad e quacy of pol i cies.
Is sues that call for gov ern ment re sponses in clude the right to health care for mi grants liv ing with
HIV/AIDS in the re ceiv ing coun try, vol un tary re pa tri a tion, ac cess to health care and treat ment in
the home coun try, and the health needs of fam ily mem bers left be hind.  Fi nally, un au tho rized
mi grants and traf ficked per sons also have the right to health care. In as much as they are con strained
in seek ing health care freely, there is a need to de sign strat e gies to reach this pop u la tion of mi grants. 
In coun tries such as Thai land and Ma lay sia, the un au tho rized mi grant pop u la tion also in cludes
chil dren, who have spe cific health needs.  

V.  Protecting the Rights of Migrants

Activities leading to the 2006 High-level Dialogue on International Migration and Development,
the meeting itself and follow-up meetings advanced that international migration can be a “win-win-win”
situation, benefitting countries of origin, countries of destination and migrants. Migrants, especially
those who are less skilled, must be protected if they are to reap the benefits of migration. This was
reiterated by the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon,at the Global Forum on
Migration and Development, held in Brussels from 9 to 11 July 2007. In his address, the
Secretary-General stressed the contributions of less skilled migrants to the success of global economies,
but noted that they continued to be vulnerable to exploitation and discrimination (Asian Migration
News, 15 July 2007).

There is no lack of international instruments to promote the protection of the rights of migrants. The 
1990 International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of
Their Families (hereafter, the Migrant Workers Convention), which came into force on 1 July 2003, is
specifically aimed at protecting migrant workers (including migrants in an unauthorized situation). As
of 5 June 2007, the Convention had been ratified by 37 States and had gathered 15 signatures.45 None of
the rat i fy ing States are re ceiv ing coun tries; the si lence of the re ceiv ing States on the is sue of pro tect ing
the rights of mi grants is re veal ing. Since the 1920s, ILO has been ac tive in pro mot ing a fair deal for
mi grant work ers. The Mi gra tion for Em ploy ment Con ven tion (Re vised) (No. 97) of 1949 and the
Mi grant Work ers (Sup ple men tary Pro vi sions) Con ven tion (No. 143) of 1975 are two ILO con ven tions
con cern ing mi grant work ers.46 As of 11 September 2008, ILO Con ven tion No. 97 had been rat i fied by
47 countries and areas, while ILO Con ven tion No. 143 had been rat i fied by 23 countries and areas.47 In
gen eral, the low rat i fi ca tion re cord of these in ter na tional in stru ments weak ens their ef fec tive ness in
pro tect ing the rights of mi grants. The re sis tance is even greater when pro tect ing the rights of
un au tho rized mi grants is en cour aged. Both the Mi grant Work ers Con ven tion and ILO Con ven tion No.
143 have pro vi sions per tain ing to the rights of un au tho rized mi grants, and both con ven tions also have a
low num ber of ratifications.  The sit u a tion in Asia is par tic u larly chal leng ing be cause of the ab sence of a
hu man rights in stru ment in the re gion. While prog ress in se cur ing the com mit ment of States has been
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 The seven Asian coun tries that have rat i fied the con ven tion are: Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Phil ip pines, Sri

Lanka, Syria, Tajikistan and Timor-Leste. Ban gla desh and In do ne sia have signed the con ven tion (see
www.december18.net/web/gen eral/page.php?pageID=79&menuID=36#eleven, ac cessed on 4 Au gust 2007).
46

 ILO Con ven tion No. 97 con tains pro vi sions for mem bers to as sist mi grants in em ploy ment, in clud ing the
pro vi sion of in for ma tion re lated to mi gra tion. It also re quires each rat i fy ing State to treat mi grants who are law fully 
within its ter ri tory as it would its na tion als, in terms of a num ber of la bour rights. ILO Con ven tion No. 143 has two
parts: Part I deals with mi gra tion in abu sive con di tions and Part II per tains to the equal ity of op por tu nity and
treat ment. Rat i fy ing States may have the op tion to ac cept the whole in stru ment or one or the other of its two parts.
Among oth ers, the Con ven tion pro vides that States must re spect the ba sic hu man rights of all mi grant work ers and
must curb un au tho rized mi gra tion for em ploy ment. 
47

 Asian coun tries or ar eas  that have rat i fied ILO Con ven tion No. 97 in clude: Hong Kong, China (China no ti fied
on 1 July 1997 the con tin ued ap pli ca tion of this con ven tion in Hong Kong fol low ing the hand over.); Ma lay sia
Sabah; and Tajikistan. The Phil ip pines and Tajikistan have rat i fied ILO Con ven tion No. 143. (see
www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/ratifce.pl?C097and www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/ratifce.pl?C143, ac cessed on 11
Sep tem ber 2008). 



ex tremely slow, the gaps have been filled by non-State ac tors: civil so ci ety, mi grants’ as so ci a tions and
in ter na tional or ga ni za tions. In ad di tion to ad vo cacy cam paigns, these non-State ac tors also pro vide
mi grant work ers and their fam i lies with a va ri ety of sup port ser vices. To date, the pro tec tion of the rights
of mi grants is more an al ter na tive rather than a main stream prin ci ple. A more com pre hen sive ap proach
and com mit ment to the pro tec tion of the rights of mi grants is long over due.

A. Protecting the Rights of Migrants in Asia

After more than three decades of international migration in the region, the issue of protecting
migrants’ rights remains on the fringes of migration discussions in Asia, identified mostly as an agenda
pursued by civil society. As mentioned previously, to keep migration temporary, the prevailing
migration regime depends on withholding, not promoting, the rights of migrants.
Government-to-Government discussions have been confined mostly to regulating the movement of
workers. In fact, not all Government-to-Government discussions promote the protection of migrant
workers. The 2006 MOU between Indonesia and Malaysia included protective steps such as the
introduction of a standard contract and protection against salary deductions to repay the fees shouldered
by employers. However, the provisions that allowed employers to keep workers’ passports and
prohibited workers from marrying and the non-commitment to issues of minimum wage and a weekly
day off were criticized by many NGOs and rights groups.  A report by Human Rights Watch noted that
Indonesian domestic workers in Malaysia worked 16-18 hours per day, seven days a week (Human
Rights Watch, 2007). The provision that allows employers to keep workers’ passports during the
employment period was cited in the Trafficking in Persons Report for 2007 as “facilitating the
involuntary servitude of domestic workers” (United States Department of State, 2007). 

While there are attempts to regulate the practices of recruitment and employment agencies, the
widespread violations committed against migrants (exorbitant placement fees and salary deductions,
among others) reveal deep cracks in the regulatory system. In the Gulf countries, more and more labour
complaints have been lodged by migrant workers, and many strikes have been staged to call attention to
delayed or non-payment of wages, illegal salary deductions, and deplorable working and living
conditions. This reinforces the need to pursue more bilateral and multilateral discussions in the region
and to promote greater awareness about the role of migrants. Otherwise, the migration industry,
smugglers, traffickers and employers have a free hand in defining the terms of migrants’ conditions. 

Getting public support for the rights of migrants is an uphill battle, especially in the receiving
countries. In the countries of origin, however, there is public clamour for Governments to do more to
protect their nationals abroad. In the receiving countries, migrants are viewed as sources of criminality,
diseases, and undesirable values and practices, in other words as pollutants, perceptions that eclipse the
contributions of migrants to receiving societies. In many countries and areas throughout the region the
commemoration of International Migrants Day every 18 December and cultural fairs are some examples
that demonstrate the increased awareness of migrants’ issues. The media can be a means of public
education to understand the situation of migrant workers. In Taiwan Province of China, the Council of
Labour Affairs produced a television advertisement urging the Taiwanese public to show more empathy
towards migrant workers (Asian Migration News, 15 July 2007). The advertisement shows a Vietnamese 
village where migrant workers come from juxtaposed with scenes showing their working conditions in
Taiwan Province of China. 

The contributions of foreign domestic workers to receiving societies are among the most invisible,
mainly because their work is not recognized as work and is undervalued. In some countries of
destination, domestic work is viewed as something suitable for migrants but not for locals. In Saudi
Arabia, the proposal of the Ministry of Labour to train needy Saudi women as “home managers” was met 
with resistance.  Many Saudis reportedly consider the idea of Saudi domestic workers as socially
unacceptable (Asian Migration News, 15 July 2007). Similarly, in Malaysia, the Government is urging
its own nationals to consider domestic work in order to meet the need for more than 100,000 domestic
workers in upcoming years (Kaur, 2007). In his term of Human Resources Deputy Minister Abdul
Rahman Bakar, pushed the private sector to establish domestic workers training centres for this purpose.
Malaysia is home to the largest number of foreign domestic workers in Asia, estimated to be between
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330,000 and 400,000, with Indonesians numbering about 300,000 (Kaur, 2007; Asian Migration News,
31 August 2007). Malaysia is the second major destination of Indonesian domestic workers after Saudi
Arabia. There are signs, however, that Indonesians have discovered other alternative destinations, such
as Hong Kong, China; Singapore; and Taiwan Province of China, where perceptions of better work
conditions have surpassed considerations of Malaysia’s proximity and cultural affinity with Indonesia.
Some observers have remarked that the general population, particularly employers, must change the way 
they regard domestic workers: “… it’s imperative that the Human Resources Ministry first work at
changing the local mindset in treating with respect domestic workers, be they foreigners or locals. The
master-maid mentality must end. Once this paradigm shift is achieved, only then can the ministry think
of engaging the private sector in a collaboration to create Malaysia’s own pool of domestic workers”
(Kaur, 2007).

On the part of sending countries, one of the bold decisions towards protecting nationals engaged in
domestic work was undertaken by the Philippines in 2006, when it drew up a package of reforms to
upgrade the conditions of domestic workers. The reforms include increasing the minimum salary from
$200 to $400, removing the placement fee, and requiring domestic workers to undergo language and
cultural training.48 Re cruit ment agen cies, NGOs, women mi grants, em ploy ers and em ploy ment
agen cies balked at the re forms. Re cruit ment agen cies warned that the Phil ip pines would lose the
do mes tic worker mar ket to other coun tries, some NGOs ar gued that the re forms were un re al is tic and that 
the train ing re quire ment was a ruse to ex tract money from ap pli cants, while women mi grants were
con cerned over the loss of em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. The re forms were im ple mented in March 2007,
and the most tell ing feed back has been the re sponse of the mar ket. In GCC coun tries, the re forms,
par tic u larly the wage in crease, triggered a move by em ploy ment agen cies to es tab lish the “Manama
Res o lu tion”, a uni fied stand to ban the re cruit ment of Fil i pino do mes tic work ers in GCC coun tries.
In deed, there was a drop in the num ber of Fil i pino work ers de ployed in the first half of 2007 com pared
with the fig ure for the same pe riod in 2006, and this short fall has been at trib uted to the slow down in the
de ploy ment of do mes tic work ers. On the other hand, the Phil ip pine Over seas Em ploy ment
Ad min is tra tion re ported that the de cline in the de ploy ment of do mes tic work ers has been com pen sated
by the in crease in the de ploy ment of skilled mi grants. For the first half of 2007, some 73 per cent of all
de ploy ment was com prised of skilled mi grants, and de spite the drop in the de ploy ment of house hold
work ers (which has ac counted for the larg est share of an nual de ploy ment for years), then-Philippine
La bour Sec re tary Arturo Brion had expressed op ti mism that the tar get of 1 mil lion would be reached in
2007 (Asian Mi gra tion News, 15 Sep tem ber 2007).

In India, there has been debate over the proposal to ban the deployment of women migrants under
30 years of age for employment as domestic workers in GCC countries. Approximately 200,000 Indian
women are employed as domestic workers in GCC countries. According to the Migrant Workers
Protection Society, an NGO, the ban will lead only to further dangers for women who will be migrating
through unauthorized channels. Concerns over the loss of employment opportunities for women are
valid since domestic work is one of the few occupational options for women migrants. The need to
provide overseas employment options, however, should be weighed against the protection of the rights
of migrants. 

Also under the public radar is the work performed by migrant children and the routine violations of 
their rights. Recent research conducted by ILO in Thailand reveals the widespread exploitation of
young migrant workers (under 25 years of age), including migrant children, in domestic work,
agriculture, the fishing industry and factories.49  Across sec tors, many young mi grant work ers
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 The re forms also in cluded in creas ing the min i mum age to 25 years, but this was later re duced to 23 years.  

49
 The 2005 study in volved col lect ing pri mary data from mi grant chil dren (be low 15 years of age and 15-17 years

of age) and young mi grants (18-25 years of age). The study looked into the man u fac tur ing sec tor in Bang kok and
neigh bour ing prov inces, the ag ri cul ture sec tor in Nakhon Pathon, and the fish ing in dus try in Samut Sakhon. A to tal 
of 376 mi grants were sur veyed in the three sec tors, while the data on do mes tic work ers came from a pre vi ous study
in which 320 mi grant do mes tic work ers in Chiang Mai and Tak prov inces were in ter viewed. The sur vey of
em ploy ers of mi grant do mes tic work ers was car ried out in Bang kok and sev eral neigh bour ing prov inces.  



ex pe ri enced the un der pay ment of wages, forced over time, long work ing hours, and a lack of rest days,
and these oc curred de spite the fact that the ma jor ity were reg is tered work ers. The re search re vealed that
“a small but sig nif i cant num ber of young mi grant work ers are work ing un der con di tions that are
tan ta mount to forced la bour,”  (ILO, 2006, xxi) that is, as in di cated by the use of force, vi o lence and
en slave ment. Com pared with young mi grant work ers in ag ri cul ture and man u fac tur ing, those in
do mes tic work and the fish ing in dus try (fish ing boats and fish pro cess ing) were more likely to re port the 
fol low ing: be ing forced to work (as re ported by 20 per cent of those work ing on fish ing boats and 9 per
cent of those work ing in fish pro cess ing); be ing pre vented from leav ing their job (be cause em ploy ers
hold their work doc u ments, or due to a lack of doc u ments or fear of be ing re ported by em ploy ers); a lack 
of free dom of move ment (60 per cent of do mes tic work ers said their em ploy ers for bade them to re ceive
vis i tors or leave the house to meet with oth ers); the re ten tion of iden ti fi ca tion doc u ments by em ploy ers
(with out ac cess to their iden ti fi ca tion doc u ments, work ers tended to be bound to their em ployer and the
worksite); vi o lence (7 to 9 per cent of work ers in fish ing, man u fac tur ing and do mes tic work had
ex pe ri enced phys i cal abuse; more than half of work ers in the fish ing and do mes tic work sec tors re ported 
be ing ver bally abused by their em ploy ers); pay ment vi o la tions  (47.9 per cent of work ers in the fish ing
in dus try re ported de layed pay ments; 40 per cent re ported sal ary de duc tions for mis takes com mit ted);
ex ces sive work ing hours (82 per cent of do mes tic work ers, 45 per cent of fish ing in dus try work ers and
19 per cent of man u fac tur ing work ers worked more than 12 hours per day); no days off (79 per cent of
do mes tic work ers and 67 per cent of ag ri cul tural work ers); and no writ ten con tracts (more than 90 per
cent of work ers in all four sec tors did not have a writ ten con tract of em ploy ment) (ILO, 2006, xxi-xxiii).

B. Some Positive Developments

As diverse and as complex as the situation in the region is, there have been significant
developments towards protecting the rights of migrants in Asia. Regional processes began in the
1990s and have been marked by informal discussions and non-binding recommendations. Regional
consultations gathered speed from the late 1990s, when countries in the region discovered the
enormity of unauthorized migration. The 1999 Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration, of
1999, was a major step in regional cooperation. This was followed by cooperative arrangements,
especially anti-trafficking efforts. The adoption in 2000 of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and
Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, ignited worldwide concern about
trafficking. Asia has been a site of numerous anti-trafficking initiatives in the areas of research,
advocacy and intervention programmes (see for example, Piper, 2005; Lee, 2005; Asis, 2008).
However, the coverage of these activities has been highly uneven. Some countries or regions have
received more attention than others; the Greater Mekong Subregion in particular was the focus of
many anti-trafficking programmes and inter-agency efforts. Many programmes and interventions
were directed at countries of origin, while comparably fewer initiatives addressed the demand side.
Nonetheless, region-wide discussions about trafficking brought together countries of origin, transit 
and destination and paved the way for the formulation of plans of action. Typically, these plans
pertain to capacity-building and information sharing among participating countries. Notably
missing from these plans of action are timelines and follow-through activities. More recently, there
have been attempts to consider trafficking vis-à-vis other types of migration and to go beyond the
movement or migration aspect of the phenomenon. Both are welcome developments. However, the
exclusive focus on trafficking has led to the formulation of anti-trafficking-only policies, when a
more comprehensive approach to migration would be more productive in the long run (Asis, 2008).
More opportunities for legal migration can weaken the role of unauthorized brokers, smugglers and
traffickers as facilitators of migration. Moreover, the focus aimed at the conditions of trafficked
persons has been an effective strategy in uncovering common elements that cut across legal
migration, unauthorized migration and trafficking in persons. Forced labour conditions or debt
bondage, for example, affect not only trafficked persons but also unauthorized and legal migrants.
Improving working conditions, raising wages or strengthening labour inspections will not only
impact on migrants but also send strong signals in support of the protection of migrant workers’
rights. 

29



In contrast to the readiness to curb trafficking, discussions on the conditions of migrant
workers has been slower and more contentious. The ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers, signed by the Heads of State of the member countries
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) at the leaders’ summit held in Cebu,
Philippines on 13 January 2007, is the closest to a regional instrument that has been produced in the
region. But because it is only a declaration, it is non-binding. At the 40th ASEAN Ministerial
Meeting, held in Manila from 29 July to 2 August 2007, there was an attempt to establish an ASEAN 
committee to follow through on the recommendations in the Declaration. However, Malaysia
deferred signing the document that would have pushed the Declaration a step closer to a more
“legally binding” agreement (Contreras, 2007). Despite the setback, the Manila meeting produced
two important documents aimed at bolstering the protection and promotion of the rights and welfare 
of migrant workers: the statement on the establishment of the ASEAN committee on the
implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the  Rights of
Migrant Workers, and the Guidelines for  the Provision of Emergency Assistance by ASEAN
Members in Third Countries to Nationals of ASEAN Member Countries in Crisis Situations
(Contreras, 2007b). With the change of the ASEAN chairmanship from the Philippines to
Singapore in August 2007, and from Singapore to Thailand in July 2008, migration issues were
overtaken by other priorities. Nonetheless, the commitment of ASEAN to advance towards a caring
and sharing community by 2015 provides an opportunity to bring migration issues into regional
discussions.

More promising developments in advocacy for the rights of migrants have transpired among
non-State actors. Migration-oriented NGOs have a long history of service provision, information
dissemination, and advocacy for the rights of migrants in Asia. Trade unions, the traditional
protector of workers’ rights, have not been as supportive of migrant workers until quite recently.
Trade unions in Hong Kong, China; the Republic of Korea; Malaysia; Thailand; and countries of
origin, such as the Philippines and Indonesia, have lately shown signs of extending support to
migrant workers. Part of this development involves Governments partnering with NGOs, which
have had considerable experience with migrant workers’ issues in the region (Asian and Pacific
Migration Journal, 2006). In Hong Kong, China, two active unions of domestic workers (the
Filipino Domestic Helpers General Union and the Indonesian Migrant Workers Union) point to the
possibility of organizing what is generally believed to be an “unorganizable” category of workers.
The variety of organizations and associations formed by migrants suggests other entry points for
empowering migrants and solidarity building. 

 Overall, there is still much ground to cover concerning the protection of the rights of migrants. On
the one hand, there is growing cooperation among non-State actors and institutions to sustain efforts to
promote the protection of the rights of migrants and to inject a rights-based perspective into the approach 
to migration. On the other hand, the risks involved in migration are increasing, while the safety nets of
migrants are increasingly becoming fragile. 

VI. Conclusion

International migration is no longer a temporary phenomenon in the region; it has become a
permanent feature in the production of goods and services, a rather inconvenient fact that has been
persistently ignored in policy frameworks that continue to view labour migration as a temporary
phenomenon. The need for migrant workers was initially felt in the more formal economic sectors,
which called for male migration, but later extended to the need to respond to the shortage of care workers 
in families and households, which triggered female migration. Initially, receiving countries drew on less
-skilled migrant workers from the less-developed economies, but from the 1990s, the need for highly
skilled and professional migrants became apparent, and competition to recruit the best and the brightest
among the receiving countries ensued. 

The impact of international migration has extended to non-economic realms. The policy of no
family reunification for less-skilled migrant workers has been instrumental in the emergence of
transnational families. The participation of men and women in the search for work across borders has
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altered the geography of family life, requiring adjustments on the part of migrants and families left
behind. Possibilities and limits of gender role changes have been noted, but as to whether these changes
are transitory or permanent have yet to be determined.

Until now, female migration has been characterized by the concentration of women migrants in
domestic work and the entertainment sector, both unprotected sectors. Domestic work is one of the few
options in the global labour market that is open to women migrants, and the demand for domestic
workers is increasing. On the other hand, because it is not considered work, the occupational hazards are
immense. Whether they are legal, unauthorized or trafficked, women migrants in domestic work
encounter abuse and exploitation. In times of conflict, such as the July 2006 conflict in Lebanon, the
status of foreign domestic workers renders them several times more vulnerable than the local population
(a similar situation arose during the Gulf War in 1991). Despite various interventions to promote the
protection of foreign domestic workers, ample protection remains elusive. 

A common response of origin-country Governments is to impose more restrictions or bans on
female mobility, measures that have been shown to be ineffective in deterring migration or protecting
women. Recent attempts by India to restrict women’s migration and Sri Lanka’s move to ban the
emigration of women migrants with children under 5 years of age were met with criticism. Rather than a
ban, Save the Children in Sri Lanka proposed that the Government of Sri Lanka consider other
alternatives, such as promoting local employment opportunities to provide women with options at home
and to provide migrant families with young children with greater support (Seneviratne, 2007). The
Philippines’ policy reforms in the deployment of household workers (abolishing placement fees,
providing skills and cultural training, and setting a minimum monthly salary of $400) address several
problematic issues. The intent of the reforms is laudable and the changes are welcome, but there are also
concerns that these could backfire. In the absence of real options in the Philippines, these requirements
could drive women to unauthorized migration or trafficking agents. Also, implementing the reforms is
an extremely daunting challenge. The problem of excessive placement fees, for example, has not been
effectively addressed by the Government, which raises serious doubts about whether this policy can
truly be enforced. On the other hand, it appears that the policy reforms or some aspects of them may be
adopted by other sending countries. Perhaps taking a cue from the Philippines, several countries, such as
India, have also increased the minimum monthly salary for their nationals to be recruited as domestic
workers abroad. Domestic work has to be recognized as work, and workers in this sector must be given
the same protection extended to other workers. Basic conditions of domestic work must be addressed,
such as decent minimum pay, the number of working hours and legislated days of rest.

Female migration increased further because of the participation of women in international
marriages. The rise in international marriages in the region, specifically in Japan, the Republic of Korea
and Taiwan Province of China was an unexpected “megatrend”. The participation of brokers and
agencies in international marriages has clouded the phenomenon with concerns over fraudulent
marriages and the trafficking of women. For receiving societies in particular, the presence of foreign
spouses and children of internationally married couples is raising questions about settlement, integration 
and the future of multiculturalism in these societies.

The migration of the highly skilled has been underway since the 1990s. In general, this is a
relatively new phenomenon in the region, but there are indications that it will increase in significance in
the near future: origin countries envision sending more highly skilled migrants in the future, while
destination countries are banking on the recruitment of highly skilled migrants. Much of the current
discussion refers to the migration of the highly skilled from Asia to other regions. More data and
research are needed to know more about such migration within the region. The migration of health
workers has received considerable attention, and it has focused mostly on Asia as a source of health
workers for other regions (especially the Philippines). In fact, health workers have been migrating to the
Gulf countries since the 1980s, and Singapore is emerging as a major destination of health workers from
within the region. 

A different set of rules applies to highly skilled versus less-skilled migrants. Rights are
extended to highly skilled migrants, including family reunification, while rights are withheld from
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less-skilled migrants. The right to residence is granted to highly skilled migrants as a means to
retain them, while limited residence is given to less-skilled migrants in order to keep them transient.  
This two-tiered system of migrants’ rights seems to suggest that rights are a matter of privilege,
which can send the wrong signals regarding the treatment of less-skilled migrants.  A migrant’s
rights perspective needs to be integrated and mainstreamed into migration policies and bilateral and 
multilateral discussions. Furthermore, a migration policy that is focused solely on protecting and
advancing “national interests” could be oblivious to human rights and to cooperative frameworks.
Labour migration, whether of the less skilled or of the highly skilled, cannot be approached solely
as a labour or skills recruitment issue. Destination countries must be circumspect about the
consequences of their recruitment policies on countries of origin, particularly on how they may
affect the welfare and the development prospects of the sending countries. On the other hand,
countries of origin need to be equally circumspect about the consequences of their deployment
policies, particularly concerning how they may affect the welfare of migrants and the development
implications of such policies. In other words, migration policies must be integrated into a broader
development policy with a view to addressing the root causes; in the end, development is the best
migration policy and the best guarantee for people to broaden their life options.
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