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Foreword

In 2013, the Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants (APMM) 
published the Global Migration Report (GMR) 2012 that 
comprised of articles on the trends and patterns of migration, 
and the general issues of migrants in various global regions. 
As originally conceptualized, the GMR will not merely collate 
and present available data on migration but also serve in the 
promotion an advocacy for the concerns of migrants.

This year, the GMR is designed to help in the advocacy of 
grassroots migrants against the commodification of migration 
and the perpetuation of modern-day slavery resulting from 
the framework of migration for development.

The Post-2015 Development Agenda of the United Nations 
shall be formulated and finalized together with the sustainable 
development goals called for by the Rio+20. While the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) end, States are 
setting a new set of goals, targets and indicators that they 
ostensibly want to achieve by 2030.

In this regard, the GMR 2015 will challenge the migration 
for development framework through presenting country 
experiences from different global regions - countries that send 
and receive migrants - on migration and development. 

Ramon Bultron
Managing Director
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Updates and Highlights 
in Global Migration

In 2013, there were more than 247 million international 
migrants. This accounted for 3.4 per cent of the world 
population (KNOMAD, 2016).

About 50 per cent of international migrants reside in ten 
highly urbanized, high-income countries namely Australia, 
Canada and the United States, several countries in Europe 
(France, Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom), the 
Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates (UN DESA, 2013). 

The top six immigration countries, relative to population, 
are outside the high-income OECD countries: Qatar (91 
per cent), United Arab Emirates (88 per cent), Kuwait (72 
per cent), Jordan (56 per cent) and Bahrain (54 per cent) 
(KNOMAD, 2016).

During the period 2000-2010, the global migrant stock grew 
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twice as fast than during the previous decade. (OECD, 2013)
During the 1990s, the global migrant stock grew at an average 
of about 2 million migrants per year. From 2000-2010, the 
growth in the migrant stock accelerated to about 4.6 million 
migrants annually (OECD, 2013).

However, since 2010, the increase in the migrant stock has 
slowed down. From 2010, in the aftermath of the global 
economic crisis, the annual increase in the global migrant 
stock fell to about 3.6 million (OECD, 2013).

Since 2000, the migrant stock in the South has increased 
more rapidly than in the North. Between 2000 and 2010, the 
average annual growth rate for the migrant stock in the South 
was 2.5 per cent per annum. In the North, the annual growth 
rate was around 2.3 per cent. Since 2010, the annual growth 
rate has fallen to 1.8 per cent in the developing regions and 
1.5 per cent in the developed regions (OECD, 2013).

The volume of South-South migration stands at 38 per cent 
of the total migrant stock. Migration between the “North” and 
the “South” follows the United Nations classification. 

South-South migration is larger than South-North migration, 
which is about 34 per cent (KNOMAD, 2016).

concentration, employment, sex

Among migrant workers, 83.7 million are men and 66.6 
million are women, corresponding to 55.7 per cent and 44.3 
per cent of the total respectively (ILO, 2015).

Migrant workers constitute a higher proportion of all workers. 
This reflects a higher labour force participation rate of 
migrants (72.7 per cent), compared to that of non-migrants 
(63.9 per cent). This difference is associated with the fact that 
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more migrant women than non-migrant women work (67.0 
per cent versus 50.8 per cent) while there is practically no 
difference between migrant and non-migrant men in respect 
of their labour force participation rate (78.0 per cent versus 
77.2 per cent) (ILO, 2015).

Almost half (48.5 per cent) of migrant workers are concentrated 
in two broad subregions – Northern America and Northern, 
Southern and Western Europe. These subregions together 
make up 53 per cent of all female migrant workers and 45 per 
cent of all male migrant workers (ILO, 2015).

In the Arab States, by contrast, the gender difference is 
reversed. While the region accounts for 12 per cent of all 
migrant workers, this corresponds to 18 per cent of all male 
migrant workers and only 4 per cent of all female migrant 
workers (ILO, 2015).

These subregions are followed by Eastern Europe (9.2 per 
cent) and South Eastern Asia and the Pacific (7.8 per cent). If 
each subregion is analysed individually, the Arab States have 
the highest proportion of migrant workers as a share of all 
workers, at 35.6 per cent (ILO, 2015).

The corresponding proportions are 20.2 per cent in Northern 
America and 16.4 per cent in Northern, Southern and 
Western Europe, followed by Central and Western Asia (10 
per cent) and Eastern Europe (9 per cent). By contrast, in a 
number of subregions, the proportion of migrant workers is 
below 2 per cent. The lowest share, at 0.6 per cent, is in Eastern 
Asia (which includes China), followed by Northern Africa, 
Southern Asia (which includes India), and Latin America and 
the Caribbean, all within the range of 1.0-1.5 per cent (ILO, 
2015).

Most migrant workers in the world in 2013 were engaged in 
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services: 106.8 million out of a total of 150.3 million migrant 
workers, amounting to 71.1 per cent. Industry, including 
manufacturing and construction, accounted for 26.7 million 
(17.8 per cent) and agriculture for 16.7 million (11.1 per cent) 
(OECD, 2013).

Among the 71 per cent of migrant workers who are in the 
service sector, about eight per cent worked as domestic 
workers (OECD, 2013)

It is interesting to note male−female differences in the 
distribution of migrant workers by sector. For both sexes, 
agriculture accounts for almost exactly the same proportion 
(around 11 per cent). Men are more often engaged in industry 
than women (20 per cent versus 15 per cent), and less in 
the service sector (69 per cent versus 74 per cent). However, 
this difference in relation to the service sector is more than 
accounted for by markedly more engagement of women in 
domestic work. There are in fact, in relative terms, a higher 
proportion of male migrant workers engaged in services other 
than domestic work compared to female migrant workers 
(65.4 per cent of men versus 61.0 per cent of women) (OECD, 
2013).

age

In 2013, the global number of young migrants has reached 
34.8 million. Between 1990 and 2013, the developing 
regions witnessed their migrant population under the age 
of 20 increase by 10 per cent compared to 3 per cent in the 
developed regions. The developing regions host 62 per cent of 
the global migrant stock under age 20 (OECD, 2013).

Between 1990 and 2013, the number of older migrants has 
increased from 26 to 37 million worldwide. During this 
period, the number migrants aged 60 and above increased by 
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66 per cent in the developed regions compared to only 8 per 
cent in the developing regions. As a result, about 70 per cent 
of all older international migrants resided in the global North 
as of 2013 (OECD, 2013).

student mobility

The number of tertiary educated immigrants in the OECD 
increased by 70 per cent in the past decade to reach 27 
million in 2010/11. About 30 per cent of all migrants in the 
OECD area were highly educated and one-fifth of them were 
originating from India, China or the Philippines (OECD, 
2013).

remittances

In 2015, worldwide remittance flows were estimated to have 
exceeded $601 billion. Of that amount, developing countries 
were estimated to have received about $441 billion, nearly 
three times the amount of official development assistance. The 
true size of remittances, including unrecorded flows through 
formal and informal channels, is believed to have been 
significantly larger. 

In the same year, the top recipient countries of recorded 
remittances were India, China, the Philippines, Mexico, and 
France. 

As a share of GDP, however, smaller countries such as 
Tajikistan (42 per cent), the Kyrgyz Republic (30 per cent), 
Nepal (29 per cent), Tonga (28 per cent) and Moldova (26 per 
cent) were the largest recipients.

High-income countries are the main source of remittances. 
The United States is by far the largest, with an estimated 
$56.3 billion in recorded outflows in 2014. Saudi Arabia ranks 
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as the second largest, followed by the Russia, Switzerland, 
Germany, United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait. The six Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries accounted for $98 billion in 
outward remittance flows in 2014. 

Remittance flows at the regional level vary. Highlights for 
2015 include: 

 A sharp decline in remittances from Russia to the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, as a result of the 
economic slowdown in Russia and the depreciation of the 
ruble; 

 A rebound in Latin America benefiting Mexico and Central 
America as the result of the US economic recovery; 

 Growth continued in South Asia despite low oil prices in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries; 

 Stagnant growth in the Middle East and North Africa 
and in Sub-Saharan Africa regions. The Arab Republic of 
Egypt has become the top remittance receiver in the MENA 
(Middle East and North Africa) region, with remittances of 
more than three times the revenue from the Suez Canal. 

refugees, asylum seekers

Excluding refugees from the West Bank and Gaza, the 
number of refugees in 2014 was 14.4 million, or six per cent 
of international migrants in 2013. 

By the end of 2012, there were 4.9 million Palestinian refugees 
registered by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA).

A large majority of all refugees worldwide came from five 
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countries: the State of Palestine, Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq 
and the Syrian Arab Republic (UNHCR, n.d.). The Syrian 
Arab Republic was the top source country of refugees in 2014.

About 86 per cent of refugees are hosted by developing 
countries. Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran, Ethiopia, Jordan, 
Kenya, Chad and Uganda are the largest host countries. In 
Lebanon, refugees made up 35 per cent of the population 
(KNOMAD, 2016).

At least nearly one million (937,000) more people were 
asylum seekers. Refugee women and girls accounted for 48 
per cent of the refugee population in 2012, a proportion that 
has remained constant over the past decade. Children below 
18 years constituted 26 per cent of the refugee population in 
2012 (UNHCR, 2013). 

undocumented, victims of trafficking

Estimates on the number of undocumented migrants vary. In 
2010, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
has estimated that 10 to 15 per cent of the world’s international 
migrants were undocumented. 

Meanwhile, the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) has estimated that around one third of all 
migration flows in countries in less developed regions were 
undocumented (UNDP, 2009). 

The number of undocumented migrants in the United States 
of America was estimated at 11.7 million in March 2012 (Pew 
Research Center, 2013). 

For the 27 countries of the European Union in 2008, the 
CLANDESTINO Project estimated 1.9 million to 3.8 
million undocumented migrants (CLANDESTINO, 2009). 
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In Australia, the Government estimated that in 2012 
about 61,000 persons were in irregular situation (Australia, 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection, 2013). 

In the capital city of the Republic of Korea, home to almost 10 
million people, the number of foreign undocumented workers 
is estimated at about 280,000.

The Federal Migration Service of the Russian Federation 
estimated the number of undocumented migrants at three 
million in 2013 (RIA Novosti, 2013). 

The OECD had estimated a total of five to six million 
undocumented migrants in Russia in 2012 (OECD, 2012). 

According to available official data, the Mexico–United 
States corridor is the largest migration corridor in the world, 
accounting for 13 million migrants in 2013. Russia–Ukraine 
is the second largest corridor, followed by Bangladesh-India, 
and Ukraine–Russia. For the former Soviet Union corridors, 
many natives became migrants without moving when new 
international boundaries were drawn (KNOMAD, 2016).

The exact number of victims of human trafficking is not 
known. However, the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) estimated that 20.9 million people were victims of 
forced labour globally in 2012. This estimate includes victims 
of trafficking in persons (ILO, 2012). 

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) 2012 Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 
between 2007 and 2010, people from at least 136 different 
nationalities were trafficked and detected in 118 countries. 

During this time, women accounted for 55–60 per cent of all 
trafficking victims detected globally, while 27 per cent of all 
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victims were children. Almost half of trafficking flows were 
intraregional, i.e. victims were trafficked within the region 
of origin. Approximately one quarter were trafficked inter-
regionally (UNODC, 2012). 

conclusion

International migration continues to be on the rise. Despite 
the recognition that migration is by necessity - propelled by 
economic, political and social structures - and not by choice  of 
those displaced, decisive actions to disable conditions forcing 
people to migrate have not been taken.

Future projections point to a steady rise of international 
migrants. Remittance will also still pick up despite some 
slowdowns due to weaker economies of a number of remittance 
origin countries and the slump in oil prices in the Middle 
East. Remittance is projected to further increase in 2016 to 
US$610 billion and to US$636 billion in 2017.

Countries in the world are still on the track of perpetuating 
migration. International migration is even sanitized in 
intergovernmental meetings and its relation to development - 
as a measure of underdevelopment - is downplayed.

Global economic and political developments are also set to 
escalate forced migration.

The more aggressive push for neoliberal economics, clearly 
shown in economic pacts as the Trans Pacific Partnership, will 
further worsen the economic backslide of countries of origin 
of migrants that will trigger further the exodus of its people. 
Meanwhile in the more developed countries, neoliberal 
economics dictate the continued flexibilization of labour. This 
is where migrants will come in as they constitute an army of 
cheap, skilled and flexible workers that businesses, especially 
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the monopolists, need.

Conflicts that result to displacement of people as refugees are 
also set to continue. Internal conflicts and wars for resources 
remain unabated and can even intensify as the protracted 
economic crisis impacts the world.

Updates and Highlights in Global Migration
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Migration for Development

introduction

Movement of people from one place to another is as natural as 
the sun rising in the morning and setting at night. Thousands 
of years ago, humans moved from Africa to Asia, Australia 
and Europe freely for various reasons including changing 
climate and inadequate food supply. 

It was only during the rise of national borders that migration 
has been treated as unnatural – a seeming aberration from 
everyday life – and something that needed management and 
rules. The rules to manage, govern and control the movements 
of people across national borders have unfortunately been 
inked without any consultation or collaboration with the very 
people they intend to govern. It was only recently that the 
voices of migrants were slowly being heard after pressure from 
the migrants themselves.

After the failure of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and the creation of the post-MDG narrative via the 
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Sustainable Development Goals 2030 (SDG 2030), migration 
issues are now being included in the global discourse. Due to 
the growing assertion of grassroots migrants’ organizations, 
the voice of the migrants is now piercing through the thick 
veil of corporate and state jargon.

It should be noted that in the past, finding the root cause of 
migration was part of the narrative by states and international 
bodies. In recent times though, the stream of discourse on what 
really causes migration has been drowned out, particularly in 
international platforms like the United Nations in exchange 
for the “Migration for Development” (MfD) paradigm. 

a brief walkthrough

In 1951, delegates came together in Brussels to form the 
International Migration Conference (IMC). Europe was still 
recovering from the devastation of World War II and the issue 
of migration became a major topic for policymakers to discuss 
and develop road maps for the future. The IMC eventually 
became the Provisional Intergovernmental Committee for 
Movement of Migrants from Europe, which at a later date, 
evolved into the Intergovernmental Committee for European 
Migration (ICEM). As Europe is landlocked, migration is 
less taxing compared to Asia, where you have bodies of water 
separating land territories. ICEM eventually became the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM).

After more than a decade, the ICEM in 1964 pushed for the 
Migration for Development (MfD) paradigm and focused 
on facilitating the movement of highly skilled migrants to 
Latin America. In the following decades, the ICEM became 
a platform for state actors and policymakers to discuss and 
share their experiences, realities and expertise on the migration 
theme. By 1983, the MfD paradigm was extended beyond 
Latin America to include the continent of Africa. Two years 

Migration for Development
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after adding Africa to the MfD mix, Asia became the next 
region to be part of the MfD program.

In 1989, after changes in the ICEM constitution, the 
IOM came to be. According to the IOM, it acts with 
its partners in order to: i) assist in meeting the growing 
operational challenges of migration management; ii) advance 
understanding of migration issues; iii) encourage social and 
economic development through migration; and iv) uphold the 
human dignity and well-being of migrants.

Currently, the IOM has 12 strategic focuses:

1) To provide secure, reliable, flexible and cost-effective services 
for persons who require international migration assistance.

2) To enhance the humane and orderly management of 
migration and the effective respect for the human rights of 
migrants in accordance with international law.

3) To offer expert advice, research, technical cooperation 
and operational assistance to States, intergovernmental and 
non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders, in 
order to build national capacities and facilitate international, 
regional and bilateral cooperation on migration matters.

4) To contribute to the economic and social development of 
States through research, dialogue, design and implementation 
of migration-related programmes aimed at maximizing 
migration’s benefits.

5) To support States, migrants and communities in addressing 
the challenges of irregular migration, including through 
research and analysis into root causes, sharing information and 
spreading best practices, as well as facilitating development-
focused solutions.
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6) To be a primary reference point for migration information, 
research, best practices, data collection, compatibility and 
sharing.

7) To promote, facilitate and support regional and global 
debate and dialogue on migration, including through the 
International Dialogue on Migration, so as to advance 
understanding of the opportunities and challenges it presents, 
the identification and development of effective policies for 
addressing those challenges and to identify comprehensive 
approaches and measures for advancing international 
cooperation.

8) To assist States to facilitate the integration of migrants in 
their new environment and to engage diasporas, including as 
development partners.

9) To participate in coordinated humanitarian responses in 
the context of inter-agency arrangements in this field and 
to provide migration services in other emergency or post-
crisis situations as appropriate and as relates to the needs of 
individuals, thereby contributing to their protection.

10) To undertake programmes which facilitate the voluntary 
return and reintegration of refugees, displaced persons, 
migrants and other individuals in need of international 
migration services, in cooperation with other relevant 
international organizations as appropriate, and taking into 
account the needs and concerns of local communities.

11) To assist States in the development and delivery of 
programmes, studies and technical expertise on combating 
migrant smuggling and trafficking in persons, in particular 
women and children, in a manner consistent with international 
law.

Migration for Development
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12) To support the efforts of States in the area of labour 
migration, in particular short term movements, and other 
types of circular migration.

In Cairo, Egypt, in 1994, the UN Population and Development 
Conference tackled the issue of international migration. The 
conference identified international economic imbalances, 
poverty and environmental degradation, absence of peace and 
security, human rights violations and the varying degree of 
development of judicial and democratic institutions as factors 
affecting international migration (United Nations Population 
Fund, 1994, p.82).

The same conference identified 3 main objectives: (1) 
address the root causes of migration, especially those related 
to poverty; (2) encourage more cooperation and dialogue 
between countries of origin and countries of destination; and 
(3) facilitate the reintegration process of returning migrants 
(United Nations Population Fund, 1994, p.83). 

The next year after the 1994 Uruguay Round, the term 
“Movement of Persons” was included in the World Trade 
Organization General Agreement on Trade and Services 
(GATS). By July 1995, commitments by member countries 
were made to “guarantee access to these countries’ markets for 
qualified professionals, computer specialists and other experts 
of various kinds, allowing them to work as foreigners in these 
countries in an individual capacity on temporary assignments.” 
(World Trade Organization, 1995, p.2). The commitments 
came to effect by 1996.

In 2003, then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan identified 
“migration as a priority issue for the international community”, 
pushing migration further into the global debate. The 
proposal of Annan was received well by countries like Sweden, 
Switzerland, Brazil, Morocco, and the Philippines, which 
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became the core countries in the establishment of the Global 
Commission on International Migration (GCIM). On 
December 9, 2003, the GCIM was formally composed of 19 
commissioners who submit their report to the UN. According 
to its mandate, the GCIM must place the international 
migration in the global agenda, analyse existing gaps in 
various policies on migration and check the synergies between 
migration and other global issues.

By 2005, the private sector’s role in the MfD regime was 
enlarged by the IOM by institutionalizing the formation of the 
Business Advisory Board inside the global body that allowed 
the views of business to be formally heard and included. 

During the UN High Level Dialogue (HLD) on International 
Migration and Development held in 2006, UN Secretary-
General Annan proposed the idea of launching a global 
forum on migration, while members of the HLD, particularly 
Belgium, in the meantime, called for more participation by 
Civil Society in developing the themes for the said proposed 
forum. This was followed by meetings of the preparatory group 
for the eventual formation of the Global Forum on Migration 
and Development (GFMD), which was formally established 
by July 2007. 

The recommendation of the UN HLD to include Civil 
Society in the theme development was realised on July 9, 
2007 when the first day of the GFMD meeting was marked 
as the Civil Society Day. The recommendations from that day 
were submitted to the Government Day of the GFMD that 
immediately followed the Civil Society Day on July 10-11, 
2007.

The first meeting of the GFMD centered on 3 major themes:  
i) human capital development and labour mobility; ii) 
remittances and other diaspora resources; and iii) enhancing 

Migration for Development
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institutional and policy coherence and promoting partnerships.  

The first theme revolved around the discussions on circular 
migration brought about by temporary labour contracts, 
including four major areas: 1) highly skilled migration; 2) 
temporary labour migration; 3) role of the private sector; and 
4) circular migration as tool for development. The roundtable 
discussions on the second theme came out with points on the 
role and impact of migrants’ remittances and the role of the 
diaspora, while the third theme came out with resolutions 
regarding the process and efforts needed to increase coherence 
of global, national and local policies related to migration.

It is important to note that the GFMD is a “voluntary, inter-
governmental, non-binding and informal consultative process 
open to all UN Member States, and to some UN permanent 
observers and other international and regional organizations as 
observers” and serves as “space for migration and development 
policy.” (United Nations Global Forum on Migration and 
Development [GFMD], 2007).

By creating the GFMD and conducting regular meetings 
since 2007, the discourse on migration and development 
became a global platform, involving hundreds of countries, 
civil society groups and other actors. The GFMD signalled 
a paradigm shift on how global bodies see migration and to 
quote the report of the meeting:

“The GFMD has established a new approach to migration by 
squarely moving development to the centre of the migration debate; 
and enabled a shift of the migration and development paradigm 
by promoting legal migration as an opportunity for development 
of both origin and destination countries, rather than as a threat.” 
(United Nations GFMD, 2007, p.16)
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the development of the mfd

The MfD paradigm did not and cannot exist in a vacuum. 
Indeed, the different global events have profound impact on 
the development of this paradigm. 

The 1980’s signaled a new phase for the world reeling with 
high unemployment coupled with high inflation rates. Many 
of the developed countries were suffering from recession and 
crisis, while the countries in the developing world suffered 
even more. Economists, led by Milton Friedman, blamed 
interventions of governments, in the growing fiscal deficit of 
many countries, including the developing and the advance 
countries. 

To cover-up the deficits, many countries in the developing 
world borrowed funds from international financial institutions 
(IFIs) like the World Bank (WB) and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). Alongside the loans by the IFIs, 
there came the structural adjustment programs (SAPs), to 
which debtor countries need to heed in order to gain access 
to the funds. SAPs are agreements between debtor and the 
IFI, which includes policies on austerity, privatization and 
liberalization, to name some.  

By 1983, Africa was pocked with SAPs, to which African states 
have to begin privatization of many state assets. Following 
the prescription of the likes of Friedman, fiscal deficits were 
targeted and the shedding-off of state assets were supposedly 
needed to solve the then economic gloom.       

Africa followed the prescriptions of the IFIs via the SAPs 
but the economy, instead of improving, turned south. The 
situation of Africa was so severe that in 1987, the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) report Adjustment with 
A Human Face called on the world to address the impacts 

Migration for Development
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of austerity and privatization policies of the SAPs. According 
to the UNICEF, the 1986 Africa was poorer by 20 per cent 
compared to Africa 6 years earlier, despite implementing the 
SAPs of the IFIs. (UNICEF, 1987). 

UNICEF was not alone. To quote then International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) Director Jacques de Larosiere in 1986:

“Adjustment that pay attention to the health, nutritional and 
education requirements of the most vulnerable groups is going to 
protect human conditions better than adjustment that ignores them. 
This means, in turn, that the authorities have to be concerned not 
only with whether they close the fiscal deficit but also with how they 
do so.” (UNICEF, 1987)

The situation of Africa and the calls of the UNICEF seem 
to have fallen on deaf ears, as the IFIs continued their policy 
recommendations prior to the 1987 UNICEF report. By 
1990, the economic prescriptions were consolidated under 
the so-called Washington Consensus, a more precise term 
for globalization. More of the same policies were required of 
developing countries. 

Like the criticism of the 1987 report, by 1998, there was 
another round of calls – some even coming from the IFIs – 
against the Washington Consensus and the need for a post 
Washington Consensus (Stiglitz, 1998). In response to the 
growing clamour against the then prevailing global economic 
dictum, the United Nations started the development of a new 
framework for the world to work on which eventually became 
what we know now as the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). This project was led by economist Jeffrey Sachs, 
notoriously known as the “shock doctor” for his economic 
prescriptions to Bolivia, Poland and Russia, which many 
critics call as “shock therapy” (Left Business Observer, 2005 & 
Sachs, 2012). Sachs even once recommended that sweatshops 
should be established in Africa, since these were “stepping 
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stones for Singapore and Hong Kong” (Klein, 2000). 

The MDGs, approved by the UN in 2000, were the belated 
reply to the Adjustment with a Human Face report, wherein 
the MDGs aimed for a global framework of eradication of 
global poverty and inequality, where countries should join 
together and achieve the goals by 2015. But nowhere in the 
eight MDGs was the issue of migration included. 

The creators of the MDGs have clearly stated that the said 
document is not a legally binding document but serves more 
like a moral compass for countries to emulate and follow 
(Sachs, 2012). Thus, a mention of “migration” in the MDGs 
will not be a game changer but would have given some moral 
space to push for discourse on migration.

In his paper released in 2002, economist Dani Rodrik 
proposed an “augmented Washington Consensus” wherein he 
recommended that aside from the 10 consensus points, flexible 
labour markets, including free movement of persons should 
be instituted. In the same paper (2002, pp.4-5), he mentions 
a specific proposal to allow “a multilaterally negotiated visa 
scheme that allows expanded (but temporary) entry into the 
advanced nations of a mix of skilled and unskilled workers 
from developing nations.”

Rodrik (2002, p.20) boldly predicted that “liberalizing cross-
border labour movements can be expected to yield benefits 
that are roughly 25 times larger than those that would accrue 
from the traditional agenda focusing on goods and capital 
flows!”  

Despite no overt and immediate consensus on Rodrik’s 
recommendation, the IOM worked hard to create harmony 
between its program and the current international trade 
regimes. This was made very clear by the IOM when in 2003 
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it focused on globalization and had a theme “Migration in 
a Globalised World”. The conference report mentioned that 
“globalization can be seen as a facilitator for migration and 
development” and that the benefits of globalization “through 
advances in communications technology and the decline 
in travel costs” have made it easier for migrants to ‘keep in 
contact’ with their country of origin and to establish lasting 
links with diasporas and transnational networks (International 
Organization for Migration [IOM], 2003, p.1).

The synergies with current trade regimes were deepened 
further, resulting in the drafting of the International Agenda 
for Migration Management that was drafted the same year, 
2003. By 2004, IOM focused on finding ways to merge the 
migration topics under the Doha Round, while the draft 
eventually became a formal document and signed in Bern.

It took a few more years for Rodrik’s recommendation to 
become mainstream and be officially adopted by the global 
bodies. The creation of the GFMD and its main thesis of 
“promoting legal migration as an opportunity for development 
of both origin and destination countries, rather than as a 
threat” can be considered as the formal handshake with 
Rodrik’s proposal. 

Interestingly, the initial framework of discussions in the 
GFMD in 2007 was continuously being changed and the 
quest for finding the answer to the root causes of migration 
which very strong in its formative stage,  was slowly being 
drowned by other themes. By 2011, in a meeting of the Least 
Developed Countries (LDC), it was proposed that seeking 
the answers were no longer relevant and that there is a need to 
drop it from the narrative.

As early as 2012, one year before the UN reviewed the 
MDGs, there were already discussions on the post-MDG era. 
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Sachs (2012) proposed the creation of the triple bottom line: 
i) economic development; ii) environmental sustain ability; 
and iii) social inclusion as the proper approach for sustainable 
development. He went on further, saying “the idea of the 
SDGs has quickly gained ground because of the growing 
urgency of sustainable development for the entire world.”

Indeed, Sachs was right on the urgency of sustainable 
development. By 2015, inequality was at its highest in history. 
In a report by Oxfam, half of the world wealth is owned by 
less than 1 per cent of the global population. The promises 
of the MDGs to bring us closer to a more equitable world 
seemed so far away. 

The SDG 2030 was an extension of the effort of global bodies 
to address poverty and inequality under the same framework 
established by the MDGs. 

migration for development program

Many papers and researches were created and released to 
support the MfD paradigm. An Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) paper came out in 
June 2008, highlighting the contributions of migration to 
development. According to the article authored by Dennis 
Dreschler, there are three channels that migration enhances 
development. First, migration impacts and affects the global 
labour market by both the receiving and sending countries. 
For receiving countries, labour shortage is temporarily eased 
by the influx of temporary migrant labour. On the other 
hand, the pressure of high unemployment rates for sending 
countries is lowered. 

Second, migration impacts labour productivity rates. As many 
OECD countries have ageing workforce, young migrants fill 
the growing gap in the economy. Third is how remittances 
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have buoyed up, not only the economy of the direct household 
the migrant sends remittances to, but also that of the national 
economy of country of origin. The share of the remittance in 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is ever increasing.

The previous discourse about migration was being tuned to 
suit a new narrative on how to manage migration. Take for 
example the critique of the Migration Policy Institute (MPI), 
wherein they made cutting comments on how migrants were 
being labelled between a temporary or permanent labourer. 
According to the MPI, what is more crucial is what the 
market needs, what the intersection of supply and demand 
dictates. If there is demand for temporary labour, so be it. In 
other words, it has great belief in the ability of the market to 
decide the lives of migrants. 

Indeed, temporary migrant labour is what the market demands. 
This intersection of supply and demand is the main bulk 
of global migration, especially in Asia and the Pacific, with 
almost 80 per cent of movement of people being temporary 
labour. Although the data represents only the formal and legal 
channels, we can expect a larger number going through illegal 
channels. The critique against the necessity of figuring out if 
migrants are under temporary or permanent labour scheme 
has sanded off, so to speak, the rough edges of precarious work 
faced by many migrants under temporary work arrangements. 
Many migrants under the temporary work scheme are tied to 
contracts not necessarily adhering to the core labour standards 
set by the International Labour Organization (ILO). Indeed, 
the narrative “allow the market to decide” is very coherent 
with the mantra of the international trade agreements like the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), clearly in 
synch with “globalization” – a buzzword during those times.

The continued movement of temporary migrant labour 
towards various receiving countries fulfilled the need of 
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globalization for massive amounts of contractual labour. The 
Washington Consensus pushed for flexible labour markets 
and the migration regime answered the call, as more and more 
temporary migrant labour lined up to take up work and fill-
up the spots in the job market. This created a new pattern of 
circular migration, wherein migrants would move to a new 
country to fulfil a job contract, return after the said contract 
expires then renegotiate or take on a new contract. This 
pattern happens again and again, creating migrants who may 
have worked for years and even decades in one country but 
can never be an immigrant, as the legality of their stay is tied 
to their job contract, forcing them to circle back. Immigration 
was no longer the case for millions of migrants.

The reality of circular migration created new structures. Since 
circular migration does not necessarily mean via the legal 
channels and many migrants have been victims of human 
trafficking, policymakers and state actors developed new 
management policies to police circular migration. Manpower 
agencies were established to serve as brokers between migrants 
and employers. The days of a plantation owner handing out 
flyers to recruit fruit pickers are gone. To be deemed official 
and legal, employers need to go through these manpower 
agencies, while migrants looking for jobs need to negotiate 
their contracts with those agencies as well. For the facilitation, 
agencies earn various fees, thus more facilitation means more 
fees and money for the agencies. 

Such was the profitability of manpower agencies that many 
unscrupulous individuals and companies took advantage of 
migrants, with victims paying for ghost job positions and/
or ending up as trafficked persons. Despite efforts and strong 
policy actions, many migrants continued to fall prey to this 
type of abuse and abusive agencies continued to crop up. 

Agencies have to go through registration process with 
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governments and those proven to be conducting illegal 
transactions are stripped of their registration. 

But then again, legality does not translate to the absence of 
illegal and abusive practice as agencies continued to line up 
new schemes to bleed migrants dry. Placement fees continue 
to be asked from migrants, training fees and other transaction 
fees are still placed on the back of migrants, all for the sake of 
agencies getting more money. Migrants complain that most 
of the training supposedly needed and required to land the 
contract are superfluous but are being imposed to extract more 
fees. 

Dilip Ratha, manager of the Migration and Remittances Team 
of the World Bank mentioned in 2014: “As development 
experts debate the post-2015 Agenda, they also need to 
turn their attention to reducing the high cost of migration, 
particularly the exorbitant fees paid by low-skilled workers to 
recruitment agencies to secure job overseas.” The situation is 
so serious that even the World Bank cannot deny the problem.

The exaction of exorbitant fees is forcing many of the migrants 
to be neck-deep in debt. It is really a Catch 22 situation for 
migrants i.e. to escape poverty, they choose to work in another 
country but to do so, they have to impoverish themselves 
some more, as they have to first pay exorbitant fees.  Migrants 
are forced to borrow money to be able to pay agency fees, 
with agencies milking the situation further by establishing 
their own lending agencies, both in the receiving and sending 
countries. 

Assuming they can pay-off the debt since a job contract exists, 
migrants take the plunge, but more often than not, something 
goes awry. The expectation is to use the income stream from 
the job contract to pay-off the debt but if for some reason 
(e.g. abusive working conditions) the contract is terminated, 
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the income stream dries up and the migrant now faces debt. 
To pay-off the debt, migrants renegotiate or find a new job 
contract, going through the same situation again. Whilst 
some are successful, many migrants find themselves in an even 
worse condition than before.

During the process of debt payments, the household of the 
migrants is forced to suffer from little or no remittance, 
since most of the earnings of the migrant is transmitted to 
the lending agency. The situation is similar to what many US 
households had to do during the financial crisis i.e. borrow 
money to pay-off debt. If the situation does not turn sour, 
there is a chance the migrants are able to pay the debt but 
if something bad suddenly happen, they will find themselves 
mired in debt. Indeed, the debt spiral for migrants is very real. 

The constant situation of contracts and contract labour created 
new streams of finance to flow from different economies. 
Over the course of time, remittance flows as share of GDP 
have continued to grow. Many countries have increasing 
dependence on remittance sent by migrants to buoy balance 
of payments accounts and allow economies to increase their 
foreign currency bourse. 

The 2014 World Bank report noted that in Asia and the 
Pacific, remittances could reach up to $148 billion in 2016, 
while global remittance flows can reach up to $681 billion. As 
Kaushik Basu, Senior Vice-President and Chief Economist of 
the World Bank noted, “[R]emittances have become a major 
component of the balance of payments of nations. India led 
the chart of remittance flows, receiving $70 billion in 2013, 
followed by China with $60 billion and the Philippines with 
$25 billion in the same year. There is no doubt that these flows 
act as antidote to poverty and promote prosperity.” 

Indeed, remittances now play a big role in the economies of 
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many countries, making the discussion on how to manage 
remittances a hot topic. Compare this to a few decades back, 
there were very few remittance centres, but since the boom 
of money being sent back by migrants, these centres have 
mushroomed just like manpower agencies and can be spotted 
where there are migrant communities. 

Despite the efforts of global bodies, various state actors and 
policymakers to better manage migration under the MfD 
paradigm, it still boils down to existing national and local 
policies, rather than to what international conventions have 
established as rules and policies. According to United Nations 
GFMD (2007), it was clear about how “despite the robustness 
of the formal human rights framework, there is evidence that 
international human and labour rights treaties are not always 
respected in practice, nor applied in an equitable manner to 
migrants.” 
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Building migrant resistance 
against neoliberalism

The sector most affected by the neoliberal framework of 
migration for development is also the sector waging the 
strongest, most united resistance to it – the migrants.

This united resistance of migrants, however, did not happen 
overnight. In recent years, various grassroots migrant 
organizations campaigned for wage and rights protection and 
against discriminatory, exploitative policies and practices. Big 
protest actions of migrants on said issues were registered in 
places like Hong Kong (Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants 
[APMM], 2013) and US (Avila and Olivo, 2006).

In 2005, the world witnessed migrant domestic workers 
being part of the thousands-strong mobilization protesting 
against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Hong 
Kong (Constable, 2009). In the months leading to and during 
the WTO conference, awareness-raising and education 
campaigns on the impact of neoliberal globalization and 
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WTO on migrants and their families were conducted by 
migrant groups for their peers.

Hence, when the first high-level meeting of the Global Forum 
on Migration and Development was held in 2007, migrant 
groups from around the world gathered and expressed their 
collective stance to it.

iamr – migrants’ parallel conference to the gfmd

The International Assembly of Migrants and Refugees or 
IAMR was the collective response of migrants, refugees and 
their advocates to the GFMD. The first IAMR took place in 
October 2008, around the time of the GFMD’s 2nd high-
level meeting in Manila, Philippines (APMM, 2008).

It is worth noting that while migrant groups have participated 
in past international initiatives challenging governments and 
international institutions, this was the first time that migrant 
organizations gathered together under the International 
Migrants Alliance (IMA) and led an international campaign 
to confront the GFMD. 

Comprised of workshops, plenaries and a public speak-out, the 
IAMR 2008 aimed to: a) develop awareness on the GFMD 
process and discuss and analyze critical issues surrounding it; 
b) critically discuss and analyze the impact of neoliberal 
globalization and its devices, strategies and policies on the 
lives of migrants, refugees and their families; c) build the 
process of attaining the migrant consensus as the legitimate 
and genuine platform of migrants to the GFMD; and d) help 
strengthen the unity and solidarity among migrants, refugees 
and advocates (International Assembly of Migrants and 
Refugees (IAMR), 2008).

Attended by 152 organizations of migrants, refugees and 
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advocates from 35 countries, the first IAMR successfully 
exposed the GFMD’s neoliberal agenda and expressed their 
rejection of its framework on migration as an “alternative 
to development”. They also criticized the GFMD for not 
having a human rights-based approach to address human 
trafficking, the exploitative conditions of migrant workers 
and the phenomenon of forced labour migration. Right now, 
Filipinos living and working overseas comprise 10% of the 
total Philippine population. 

The Philippines-based organizations led by Migrante 
International, a global alliance of Filipino migrant 
organizations, also participated in the IAMR and took the 
opportunity to expose the labour export program of the 
Philippine government (IAMR, 2008).

Joining the IMA and Migrante International in organizing the 
IAMR were the Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants (APMM) 
and Ibon International. 

In the following years, the migrant alliance IMA took the 
lead in organizing the IAMR in partnership with regional and 
local organizations from where the GFMD would be held – 
the 2nd was in Athens, Greece in 2009, and the 3rd in Mexico 
City, Mexico in 2010 (IMA website).

In Athens, the IAMR exposed and opposed the draconian 
Return Directive policy of the European Union while all the 
time exposing the neoliberal agenda of the GFMD. In Mexico 
City, the IAMR highlighted the grave human rights violations 
committed against Latin American people migrating and/or 
are being trafficked to the US. 

Despite being unable to conduct succeeding IAMRs after 
Mexico, IMA – together with other friendly organizations 
and alliances – remained steadfast in challenging the GFMD 
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by conducting internationally-coordinated actions around 
the time of each of the GFMD’s high-level meetings and in 
releasing statements. 

putting gfmd on trial

In 2012, the IMA conducted the International Migrants’ 
Tribunal (IMT) on the GFMD (IMT website).

Co-organized together with the International Women’s 
Alliance (IWA), International League of Peoples’ Struggle 
(ILPS) and the APMM, the IMT was the “fruition of many 
campaigns and collaborative efforts of migrant organizations 
and their supporters in advancing the causes of migrants 
and their families at the international level vis-à-vis their 
engagement with the (GFMD).” 

The organizers of the IMT all worked to ensure the tribunal’s 
integrity – a prodigious task to mount. A rigorous process of 
nomination and selection was conducted before the panel of 
judges was finally chosen, namely Prof. Osamu Niikura (as 
presiding judge), Rev. Dr. Soritua Nababan, Prof. Roland 
Tolentino, Ana Lorena Delgadillo and Monique Wilson. 

On the part of the witnesses, three expert witnesses were 
selected while one from each of the six determined sections of 
the migrant sector was chosen: a domestic worker, a refugee, 
an immigrant, a woman, an undocumented migrant, a seafarer 
and a land-based migrant worker. Immediately after being 
selected, they were requested to prepare testimonies that they 
will present at the tribunal.

A legal assistance corps was organized to assist in processing 
all received testimonies, coordinating with the panel of 
judges and releasing an indictment to the GFMD and all 
its organizing governments and institutions, a total of 37 
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countries. Unfortunately, not one from the governments 
attended the tribunal.

Widely attended both online and offline (the event was held 
at the College of Law of the University of the Philippines), 
the IMT gathered massive attention in the two days it was 
conducted. The conclusion of the tribunal was the issuance of 
a guilty verdict to the GFMD as stated below (IMT, 2012):

1. Violation of the Complainants’ human rights. At the pretext 
of protecting Complainants’ human rights, the Defendants 
prescribe migration policies in furtherance of their neoliberal 
agenda of commodification of labour and modern-day slavery.

2. Criminal neglect of Complainants’ economic rights and 
violation of their political, economic, social and cultural rights 
by the Sending States.

3. Violation of the Complainants’ political, economic, social 
and cultural rights by the Receiving States.

pursuing the road to a world 
without forced migration

The engagement of the growing international migrant 
movement with the migration for development paradigm did 
not end with the tribunal.

In 2013, the 4th IAMR was held in New York, USA during 
the 2nd High-Level Dialogue on International Migration and 
Development (UNHLD) organized by the United Nations 
and its relevant agencies (IAMR4, 2013). Here, the IAMR’s 
participants coming from 103 organizations in 18 countries 
and regions organized plenary discussions to discuss, deliberate 
and take position on the relevant issues being tackled in the 
UNHLD, conducted workshops to detail the issues and 
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concerns of the many sections of migrants participating in 
the IAMR, and led mass actions on the streets of New York 
to popularize their position on the GFMD whilst exposing 
the neoliberal frame in the Post-2015 Development Agenda 
being tabled during the UNHLD.

In its statement, the IAMR challenged the United Nations 
to veer away from the neoliberal frame as the latter develops 
the 17 sustainable development goals that shall comprise the 
2030 Agenda. It laid down the position that forced labour 
migration is a problem and symptom of the current global 
economic system that can only be resolved if an alternative 
route is to be taken. It proposed development justice as an 
alternative framework.

During this period, various initiatives were also organised, 
one of which was the Churches Witnessing with Migrants 
(CWWM) (United Methodist Church, 2013). CWWM 
was a gathering of participants from church-based and 
faith-based institutions and organizations as well as migrant 
groups with the aim of strengthening links between people 
and groups of various faiths and the migrant sector. Through 
their discussions, not only extending services to distressed 
migrants was agreed on but also collaborating together on 
joint campaigns and advocacy to advance migrants’ rights.

Since then, migrant organizations, migrant-serving institutions 
and other migrant-advocacy groups have become more vocal 
and active in engaging intergovernmental institutions and 
platforms as they continue to challenge the current neoliberal 
paradigm of migration for development while advancing 
development justice as one of the alternatives. 
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From the MDGs to the SDGs: 
Migrants and Migration in the 

Global Development Goals

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly approved a 
new set of global development goals for the next 15 years. It 
is a bold and ambitious plan that builds on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) formulated at the turn of the 
century, and promises to “transform the world” and “leave no 
one behind” in a development that is sustainable and focuses 
on People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership.

When the MDGs were formulated in 2000, they were 
projected to resolve fundamental issues facing the people. 
The eight goals set were:  1. Reduction of poverty and 
hunger; 2. Universal primary education; 3. Gender equality 
and elimination of gender disparity; 4. Reduction of child 
mortality; 5. Reduction of maternal mortality; 6. Halting 
the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis and other 
diseases; 7. Ensure environmental sustainability; and 8. Global 
partnership for development.
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It was stressed, back then, that the said goals are actually 
products of various other conferences that preceded the UN 
Millennium Summit.

Fifteen years after – according to official reports – the world 
has made strides in achieving the objectives the MDGs set. 
Some of the highlighted figures are:

 Extreme poverty (measured as living with US$1.25 a day) 
in the developing world dropped to 14 per cent, from nearly 
half of the population in 1990
 Global extreme poverty declined by more than half from 
1.9 billion in 1990 to 836 million in 2015
 Working middle class population or those living on more 
than US$4 per day has tripled from 1991 to 2015
 Primary school enrolment rate increased from 83 per cent 
in 2000 to 91 per cent in 2015
 Out of school children dropped from 100 million in 2000 
to 57 million in 2015
 Women comprised 41 per cent of paid workers outside the 
agricultural sector formed 35 per cent in 1990
 Under-five mortality rate declined by more than half both 
globally and in developing regions
 Maternal mortality ratio has declined by 45 per cent since 
1990
 New HIV infections in 2000 to 2013 fell from an estimated 
3.5 million to 2.1 million
 13.6 million people living with HIV were receiving 
antiretroviral therapy (ART) by June 2014 as compared to 
800,000 in 2003
 Improved drinking water was available to 91 per cent by 
2015 compared to 76 per cent in 1990

Going by the reports, the years of the MDGs were golden 
years for the world’s people. However, the crisis that hit 
highly-developed countries starting in 2008 and proceeded 

Migrants and Migration in Global Development Goals



37Global Migration Report 2015

to impact developing and underdeveloped countries put into 
question the veracity of such figures especially if these are 
really felt on the ground.

In 2013, the report on the MDGs in the Asia Pacific by the 
ESCAP pointed out shortcomings in the achievement of the 
MDGs and indicated that there will be significant ‘unfinished 
agenda’ once the target completion of the MDGs is breached.

For example, while the number of people in the region living 
on less than US$1.25 a day has fallen to 743 million, the 
number rises to 1.64 billion if poverty benchmark is pegged at 
US$2 a day. This, according to the report, reveals a high level 
of vulnerability for some 900 million people who could easily 
fall to extreme poverty.

Hunger is also very much a concern to 60 per cent of the 
people in the region. In South Asia, 18 per cent of people are 
undernourished.

Global inequality has also increased. The richest 200 people 
have a combined wealth of US$2.7 trillion, which is even 
more than the US$2.2 trillion combined wealth of the poorest 
3.5 billion people. UNICEF estimates that at the current rate 
of inequality reduction, improving the bottom billion’s share 
of the world income to just 10 per cent would take eight and 
a half centuries to accomplish. 

migration and the mdg

It is an acknowledged fact that current migration is primarily 
not a practice of a right but out of necessity. The first UN High 
Level Dialogue on International Migration and Development 
in 2006 reported that:
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Participants felt that it was essential to address the root causes 
of international migration to ensure that people migrated out of 
choice rather than necessity. They observed that people often had to 
migrate because of poverty, conflict, human rights violations, poor 
governance or lack of employment.

Migration, thus, can be used as a measure of how development 
is going – whether it is advancing or not or whether it is fairly 
distributed or not.

Migration and migrants do not figure prominently in the 
framework and formulation of the MDGs. Though along the 
way, migration gets mentioned in some of the reports and 
papers dealing with the implementation of the MDGs, it is 
not treated as having significant relevance to the MDGs.

This can be attributed to the fact that the MDGs are built 
around UN conferences since 1990 up to the Millennium 
Summit. Migrants and migration were themes that were 
not yet widely considered then as relevant to development. 
More so, the process towards the formulation of the MDGs 
involved limited participation from civil society organizations, 
NGOs and other stakeholders.

One way or another, the goals set in the MDGs relate 
to migrants and migration. However, the following are 
considered as the concerns closest to migrants from amongst 
the eight: poverty eradication, gender equality, maternal 
health, environmental sustainability, and global cooperation 
and partnership.

Poverty eradication is of course very much related to migrants 
as displacement can be largely attributed to a condition of lack 
of employment, livelihood, access to services such as health 
and education.

Gender equality and maternal health figure in due to the fact 
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that women comprise half of the migrants and are found in 
vulnerable and stereotypical employment for women such as 
domestic work, entertainment and other forms of care work.

However, other concerns are arguably also related to migrants 
and migration. Universal primary education and reduction 
of child mortality goals impact migrants by way of children 
of migrants left in the home country or the children of 
immigrants and marriage migrants in host countries.

Meanwhile, the goal on HIV/AIDS is also very relevant to 
migrants. According to the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), HIV projects are among their largest health 
projects in the national, regional and global levels. Migrants 
are described as a “key population” for HIV prevention though 
it does not mean that migration is equal to HIV vulnerability.

But migrants are increasingly considered as vulnerable to HIV 
and AIDS. On top of the dearth of information and education 
campaign that are suited to them, migrants’ vulnerability 
also stem from social and cultural impacts of migration. 
Away from home, migrant workers are able to ‘try on’ new 
cultural and sexual identities. Whilst exciting, this too can 
be overwhelming and can potentially compromise migrant 
workers’ health if they are unable to access preventative health 
information on HIV/AIDS and STIs and health care services 
in the event they become ill (CARAM Asia, 2008).

In 2013, the number of migrants worldwide reached 232 
million, up from 175 million in 2000 when the MDGs were 
formulated and 154 million in 1990. The rate of increase 
during the first decade of implementation of the MDGs 
actually increased to 2.3 per cent as compared to 1.2 per cent 
during the 1990 period. Migrants comprised 3.2 per cent of 
the world’s population in 2013 as compared to 2.9 per cent 
in 1990. The share of migrants of the developed North (US, 
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Europe, Australia, New Zealand and Japan) increased from 53 
per cent in 1990 to 59 per cent in 2013 (UN DESA, 2013).

While a slowdown has been recorded for the last three years 
at 1.6 per cent per year, this is still higher than the pre-
MDG period. As well, with the projection of even increasing 
remittances in the next years, labour migration shall continue 
to be a worldwide trend.

For the past years, the world has witnessed an increase in 
multilateral discussions on the relation of migration to 
development. While it has been mentioned in other meetings 
in the past, only in the first UN High Level Dialogue 
on Migration and Development in 2006 did it take on a 
more formal shape through the annual Global Forum on 
Migration and Development (GFMD). Albeit an informal 
and voluntary meeting, it shows that countries tend to look at 
migration more as contributing to development rather than a 
development issue that has to be addressed.

The framework of migration for development that is now 
being promoted not only by the GFMD but also by the UN, 
World Bank, and other global and regional groups, deodorizes 
the fact that current migration is forced and rooted in the 
fundamental underdevelopment of countries. As well, in host 
countries, development from migration is largely due to the 
exploitation of the cheap but skilled labour that migrants 
provide.

Central to the migration for development plan is remittance. 
Global remittance for 2013 was expected to be at US$550 
billion, US$414 of which was going to developing countries. 
This is a 6.3 per cent increase from 2012. By 2016, remittance 
growth is projected to be at 8 per cent per year (World Bank, 
2013).

Migrants and Migration in Global Development Goals
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With such a tremendous capital flow, increasing and 
controlling remittance has been an agenda of migration for 
development advocates

The more frequent the discussions on migration and 
development amongst governments through the GFMD and 
amongst civil society organizations got, the more inevitable 
it was for migration and migrants not to figure in the SDGs. 
Advocacies and engagements have been done by CSOs, 
including migrant CSOs, to consider migration and issues 
surrounding migration for the goals, targets and indicators of 
the sustainable development agenda.

sdgs and migration

In September 2015, heads of States and Governments 
adopted the document “Transforming Our World: The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development”. It has been promoted 
as a bold and ambitious plan containing 17 goals perceived as 
the development concerns of the world.

The Preamble stated that:

This Agenda is a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity. 
It also seeks to strengthen universal peace in larger freedom. We 
recognise that eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions, 
including extreme poverty, is the greatest global challenge and 
an indispensable requirement for sustainable development. All 
countries and all stakeholders, acting in collaborative partnership, 
will implement this plan. We are resolved to free the human race 
from the tyranny of poverty and want and to heal and secure our 
planet. We are determined to take the bold and transformative steps 
which are urgently needed to shift the world onto a sustainable and 
resilient path. As we embark on this collective journey, we pledge 
that no one will be left behind. 

Aside from the 17 goals, the Agenda also include 169 targets 
that are later on expanded with 229 indicators of success.
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The 17 goals are:

Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere
Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition 
and promote sustainable agriculture
Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 
ages
Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all
Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
Goal 6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water 
and sanitation for all
Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all
Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all
Goal 9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation
Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries
Goal 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable
Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts
Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development
Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and 
halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss
Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels
Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable development

Unlike the MDGs, the SDGs have more precise mentions 
of migration. The following indicate where migrants can be 
located in the SDG goals and targets:

Migrants and Migration in Global Development Goals
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Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women 
and girls
Targets
5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere 

5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the 
public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other 
types of exploitation 

5.4 Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the 
provision of public services, infrastructure and social protection policies 
and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the 
family as nationally appropriate 

Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employment and 
decent work for all
Targets
8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end 
modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and 
elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and 
use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms 

8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working 
environments for all workers, including migrant workers, in particular 
women migrants, and those in precarious employment 

Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries
Target
10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and 
mobility of people, including through the implementation of planned and 
well-managed migration policies 

10.c By 2030, reduce to less than 3 per cent the transaction costs of 
migrant remittances and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher 
than 5 per cent 



44

However, like in the MDGs, migrants as a sector also have stakes 
in themes such as poverty, health, education, urbanisation and 
all other included themes. Ecological concerns also impact 
much on migrants as such lead to displacement and loss of 
livelihood that can later on lead to overseas migration.

While hope is up as the SDGs are more encompassing and 
more defined than the MDGs, many CSOs following the 
formulation and processes have expressed concerns and 
critiques on how development is approached by the SDGs.

One of the major concerns of CSOs on how effective the 
SDGs will be is the fact that parallel to the negotiations of 
the agenda, States have also been meeting and deciding on 
trade deals that will have detrimental impacts to development, 
human rights and the environment such as the Trans Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) that many perceive to further worsen 
economic, social and political condition in most countries and 
in the world as a whole.

Also, very noticeable during the whole process of the SDG 
negotiations is the refusal of States, especially the highly 
developed ones, to make further public fund commitments 
for the implementation of the plan. While the wealthy 
countries continue to spend on wars, conflicts and the fossil 
fuel industries, the private sector (businesses) are being made 
to foot the bill of the SDGs.

This reliance on private sector funding has led to many CSOs 
becoming skeptical over the SDGs as they perceive many of 
the problems facing the people and the planet can be rooted to 
the practices of the private sector. Their main fear is that, while 
the SDGs are “bold and ambitious”, it is actually business as 
usual as neoliberal policies are still perpetuated for the purpose 
of private profits.

Migrants and Migration in Global Development Goals
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Migration and migrants-related goals, targets and indicators 
look at migration not as a development problem to be 
addressed but as an opportunity for development. Point #29 of 
the Declaration talks of international migration’s “relevance” 
to development instead of looking at the steadily increasing 
number of migrants – from 175 million when the MDGs 
were formulated to the current 232 million – as a failure of 
the development framework and strategy of the past three 
decades. 

While there are positive points in the outcome document 
that can impact on the condition of migrants - particularly 
Goal 8.8 that calls to “protect labour rights and promote safe 
and secure working environments of all workers, including 
migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those 
in precarious employment”; Goal 10.3 that aims to “ensure 
equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, 
including through eliminating discriminatory laws, policies 
and practice...” that may be assumed to include migrants, 
and; Goal 10.c that targets by 2030 “(to) reduce to less than 
3 per cent the transaction costs of migrant remittances and 
eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 per 
cent” - these are eclipsed by the obvious adherence of the 
document to the migration for development agenda that 
serves neoliberal globalization. 

It is noticeable that most of the targets relating to migrants 
are put under Goal 10,  in particular 10.7 that says: Facilitate 
orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility 
of people, including through the implementation of planned 
and well-managed migration policies. 

Though the inclusion of the Goal 10 is a step forward, it shows 
that governments believe that: 1. Migration, that is a “planned 
and well-managed”, can reduce inequalities within and among 
countries, and; 2. The concern on remittances is merely on the 
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transaction rate. 

As migration and forced displacement are results of lack 
of development and skewed economic policies including 
problematic aid architecture, not only are these analyses 
superficial but are downright encouragement for countries 
to further develop and systematize labour export programs 
in the guise of managing migration; and to exert efforts to 
increase the volume of remittances as means to address the 
inequality among countries, inequality within countries (and 
the inequality between men and women) that have shaped 
current migration. 

For development to be truly relevant to the condition of 
migrants and responsive to their aspirations, it should first 
and foremost  resolve the economic, political, social, cultural 
and environmental problems that force people to leave their 
country of birth and settle elsewhere. Migration is a right 
and for it to must be a truly free practice of a right, forced 
migration and displacement must be placed as a development 
concern.

This forcible displacement puts migrants in a vulnerable 
situation where they are made to accept abusive and 
exploitative policies and practices just so they can have a job 
and provide for their families in their home country who, in 
turn, have to contend with worsening crisis.

In countries hosting migrants, the prevalent framework is 
to allow for migration that brings in skilled but cheap and 
disposable labour various economic sectors need. Borders are 
closed and migration policies tightened to ensure that foreign 
workers continue to live and work in the margins. The harsh 
treatment refugees receive show how governments of most 
countries of destination view them as burdens and, together 
with foreign workers, stealers of jobs and of dwindling social 
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services.

Put simply, in countries of destination, the rights of migrants 
as workers, as women and as human beings are being grossly 
violated. 

This is the condition that migrants and advocates for migrants 
are not very confident SDGs will address. Worse, the 
development strategy and plans of the SDG may very well 
lead to a worsening of this condition. 
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Engagement of migrants on 
development: a reflection

by  Eni Lestari, IMA chairperson

“We pledge that no one will be left behind. We will endeavour 
to reach the furthest behind first”, thus promised the UN in 
its document on the sustainable development goals.  

It might have meant different things to different people, it 
might have caused both excitement and perhaps agitation to 
some NGOs and advocacy groups but grassroots migrants 
worked hard to ensure that, indeed, the voice of foreign 
workers would be aired and registered in the process of 
formulating the 2030 sustainable development goals (SDGs).

In the interim – between the approval of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and the SDGs – significant 
strides were taken towards developing the movement of 
migrants at all levels to actively fight for their rights and 
welfare. 
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Halfway thru the MDG implementation and the start of 
another protracted global crisis, more than 100 grassroots 
migrants and advocates from at least 30 countries came 
together to establish the first and biggest grassroots-led 
International Migrants Alliance (IMA).

At its founding assembly, IMA members said, “For years, 
others have spoken on our behalf. Now, we speak for ourselves.” 
Since then, grassroots migrants have spoken and continue to 
do so – at every opportunity – including intergovernmental 
meetings.

grassroots migrants in the sdg process

For more than one year, grassroots migrants and advocates 
– according to their own capacity – joined civil society 
organizations to engage governments towards development 
goals that are responsive to what the people and the planet are 
facing right now.

We forwarded submissions, organized seminars  and attended 
meetings especially since the Open Working Group came out 
with a zero draft of the SDGs in July 2014. We built unities 
with other civil society organisations (CSOs) in order to 
advance a more holistic position that not only projects the 
concerns of migrants, but also presents the interrelatedness of 
these concerns with those of other sectors.

As the chairperson of the IMA, I had the honour and privilege 
to represent the alliance as the voice of migrant workers in a 
number of these processes at the regional and international 
levels. In the February negotiations that discussed the political 
declaration of the post-2015 SDGs, I spoke in the interactive 
hearing with government representatives and other CSOs at 
the UN headquarters. I also attended the Asia Pacific Forum 
on Sustainable Development (APFSD) for two consecutive 
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years and was a discussant in the 2014 forum.

I was nominated to be the CSO speaker for the opening 
plenary of the UN Development Summit in September 2015 
and I was informed that I – from the sector of migrants – got 
the most nods from CSOs involved in the selection process. 
However, the final choice rested with the Office of the 
President of the General Assembly.

Engagement opportunities were opened up to migrants 
when the Asia Pacific Regional CSO Engagement 
Mechanism (AP-RCEM) was formed. According to the 
terms of reference of the platform when it was formed, “AP-
RCEM  is a civil society platform aimed to enable stronger 
cross constituency coordination and ensure that voices of all 
sub-regions of Asia Pacific are heard in intergovernmental 
processes in regional and global level. The platform is initiated, 
owned and driven by the CSOs, and has been set up under 
the auspices of UN-ESCAP and seeks to engage with UN 
agencies and Member States on the Post-2015 as well as other 
development related issues/processes. As an open, inclusive, 
and flexible mechanism,  RCEM  is designed to reach the 
broadest number of CSOs in the region, harness the voice of 
grassroots and peoples’ movements to advance development 
justice that address the inequalities of wealth, power, resources 
between countries, between rich and poor and between men 
and women.”

In a bold move, the AP-RCEM went beyond the framework of 
major groups and other stakeholders by formally recognizing 
migrants – and other marginalized groups such as the urban 
poor – as separate constituencies. This meant a recognition 
of the particularity of the concerns of migrants while being 
cognizant of the fact that these concerns are also related to 
other groups’ such as workers, women and even youth.
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Throughout the whole period, we in the IMA never let go of 
our belief in the importance of engagement in developing the 
SDGs:

 We engaged in the process because the voices of those who 
do not have access or opportunity to navigate the labyrinth of 
processes – they, who already are struggling tooth and nails for 
their daily existence - had to be heard. As much as possible, 
we tried to bring as many of the grassroots in the process but 
in the absence of opportunities, we echoed their position as 
expressed in our work with them.

 We engaged because we knew that we could not leave it in 
the hands of our government - with their weak positioning or 
skewed priorities - the agenda of those who bear the brunt of 
what they bring to the negotiating table.

 We engaged because we could not default in a process 
that impacts the people’s future. While the process might be 
flawed, full of loopholes and the possibility to significantly 
influence it severely limited, to not engage would have been to 
neglect our responsibility to the sector we represent.

 We engaged because it complemented, enhanced and 
strengthened what our grassroots constituencies were doing 
on the ground. History and reality affirm that significant 
improvements in the rights and welfare of migrants were 
not given on a silver platter. They were obtained through 
arduous struggles and painstaking engagements with those in 
positions of power in different forms, at different levels, in 
different arenas.

 We engaged to assert the transformative agenda of 
development justice as the responsive alternative to the 
destructive framework of globalization that drives the post-
2015 development agenda talks. For migrant workers, 
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development justice and its five pillars of redistributive justice, 
economic justice, social justice, environment justice and 
accountability carried the call against modern-day slavery 
that rules their work and life. It did not only challenge but 
confronted head-on the remittance-driven and labour export 
dependent development that host countries of migrants push 
and sending countries were more than willing to adopt.

challenges and lessons in engagement

Engagement is both a result and a condition-setting for the 
empowering process of the grassroots. Its effectiveness comes 
from the strength of the grassroots movement and in turn also 
strengthens it.

The breadth and depth of the grassroots migrants’ movement 
has enabled it to maximize and explore arenas of struggle to 
complement the parliament of the streets. Engagement at the 
national level through dialogues with government officials 
has always been part of the advocacy work of the grassroots 
but engagement through intergovernmental meetings is fairly 
new ground. 

Engagement also serves to strengthen advocacies that lead 
to the further expansion and consolidation of the movement. 
Through engagements, information that is otherwise 
unavailable to the grassroots become part of their discussions. 
Engagement also provides an opportunity to reach out and 
forge solidarity with other justice-oriented CSOs based on 
migrant concerns.

The IMA’s experience in engaging with the post-2015 SDG 
processes has shown us its importance as well as its role in the 
overall building and strengthening of the grassroots movement. 
It has also shown us the different factors that hinder the full 
realization of migrants’ engagements in intergovernmental 
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processes including internally, the appreciation by and capacity 
of the grassroots to engage, and externally, conditions that do 
not enable the engagement of the migrants.

During the February negotiations, I got to meet migrants and 
immigrant community organizations and shared with them 
why we were there. Our conversations were  full of life as we 
talked about the issues of migrants in the US and elsewhere 
– from gentrification to economic struggles, discrimination to 
globalization, racism to militarism. The passion to act was very 
much evident. 

When we started sharing about what was happening inside 
the UN, we felt them slowly slipping away – disengaging – but 
not because they wanted to! It was just that the negotiations 
were so detached from their realities.  They may have vaguely 
heard about the MDGs but definitely not eve a whiff of the 
SDGs! I then thought: if they, who are almost at the very 
doorsteps of the UN, do not feel the affinity of what they face 
with what the governments are discussing for hours, days, 
months and years inside the halls of the UN, what more for 
the people in other global regions?

It is crucial to intensify education work among the grassroots 
on what these intergovernmental processes are and how they 
impact on their situations. Creative and popular means must 
be employed in order to convey the message on why these 
processes must be challenged by the grassroots. We must 
remember that not only are we the ones who know our issues 
best: we must also be able to relate these issues with what 
our fellow migrants are experiencing in other countries in 
order for a powerful international movement of migrants 
to develop. Knowing the trend coming from discussions of 
governments in various processes can help in capturing these 
commonalities.

Engagement of migrants on development
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Alongside capacity development of the grassroots movement 
itself, an environment that enables the grassroots to participate 
in processes must also be advocated for. Limitations set by 
labour and living conditions must be addressed in order to 
soften the ground for engagement of grassroots migrants. 
This, of course, is premised on a situation wherein there are 
actual spaces available to CSOs for engagement. Meaningful 
participation should mean full involvement of CSOs – 
including migrants – in the planning, implementation and 
review of policies that impact on migrants, both in the country 
of destination and in the country of origin.

Overall, engagement in the SDG processes has been beneficial 
to grassroots migrants. The real challenge, of course, is how this 
will be further developed at all levels to ensure that positive 
goals and targets are realized while the ominous flaws in the 
SDGs are continuously challenged and reformed.



56 Engagement of migrants on development



57Global Migration Report 2015

Philippines

overview of history of philippine migration 

Many historians and scholars would agree that migration 
from the Philippines has been in existence in the past - more 
than 400 years - dating as far back as the Spanish colonial 
period (Orbeta & Abrigo, 2011). While there has been 
reference to the first ever recorded out-migration in 1417 
– a trade mission led by Sulu Sultan Paduka Batara to the 
Chinese emperor (See, 2006), it would be the flourishing of 
the Manila-Acapulco Galleon Trade between Mexico and the 
Philippines that defined early Philippine labour migration 
(Samonte et al, 1995). 

Aside from Filipinos who were forced to work in the galleons 
as seamen, the migrant wave of 1565-1815 also included 
slaves, prisoners, soldiers, adventurers as well as refugees. 
Spanish conquistadors made use of Filipino forced labour to 
establish settlements in California in such places now known 
as Los Angeles and San Luis Obispo. Many who escaped the 
cruelty in the galleons jumped ship and travelled across the 
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Gulf of Mexico and even established a settlement as far as the 
bayous of New Orleans. This settlement was called Manila 
Village. The settlers here were even conscripted to join the 
American Revolution in 1812 against British colonialism 
(Migrante International, 1999).

A few privileged individuals migrated to Spain – children of 
the Ilustrados who served the Spanish colonial government 
- mostly to get an education. Some of these students would 
eventually launch a propaganda movement against Spanish 
colonialism. Some would even later participate in the 
Philippine revolution against Spain.

For much of the 20th century, “international migration” for 
Filipinos meant going to the United States and its Pacific 
territories (Asis, 2006). The US colonial government began 
to systematically export Filipino workers to Hawaiian 
plantations. This pattern was dictated by the American 
conquest in 1898 and subsequent colonial and neo-colonial 
rule over the Philippines. 

The first batch of Filipino workers – mostly Ilocanos and 
Visayans - arrived in the U.S. territory of Hawaii on December 
20, 1906 to work in sugarcane and pineapple plantations. 
According to the historical brief by Migrante International: 

By 1929, almost 18% of the total population of Hawaii were 
Filipinos. By 1934, the number of Filipinos in Hawaii had reached 
around 120,000. The Great Depression in 1930 adversely affected 
the Hawaiian plantations. The prices of agricultural crops plunged. 
Filipino workers were laid off. Forty-one per cent of them were 
forcibly sent back to the Philippines. One of those repatriated 
was Pedro Calosa who became one of the leaders of the Colorum 
uprisings in 1931. Calosa was a veteran of the extensive strike in 
Hawaii in 1924 that was participated in by 31,000 Filipinos. Of 
those who were not repatriated, some went to the U.S. mainland to 
work as vegetable and fruit pickers in California. Still others went to 
Alaska to work in fish canneries.

Philippines
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During this time, under the auspices of the US colonial 
government, scholars or “pensionados” came to the US 
to study. This was a privilege granted by the US colonial 
government to woo the Philippine elite as it readied to 
establish a Commonwealth run by Filipinos (Ang, 2008).

In the aftermath of World War II, Filipino veterans who 
served the US armed forces were given a chance to migrate 
to the United States along with their families. US servicemen 
brought their Filipina brides. Reconstruction efforts after 
the war created an influx of Filipino immigrants engaged in 
engineering, education and military service (Orbeta & Abrigo, 
2011). 

The 1960’s also saw the unprecedented reforms in the 
immigration laws of Canada (1962), the United States 
(1965) and Australia (1966), reducing restrictions to Asian 
immigration. Europe also introduced a guest worker program 
which many Filipino professionals took advantage of (Ang, 
2008). Under these immigration reforms, the previous pro-
immigration policies were dismantled and restrictions based 
on nationality were struck down. This paved the way for 
Filipinos to enter the United States, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand under family or skills-based provisions. The 
Philippines eventually became one of the top 10 sending 
countries in these traditional immigration countries (Asis, 
2006).

Europe also received a substantial flow of Filipino migrants. 
Post-war reconstruction also recruited nurses, doctors, textile 
designers to Italy, Holland, England, Germany and Spain. 
Recruitment of Filipinos as domestic helpers for diplomats and 
wealthy families abroad began. Seafarers were also recruited 
for merchant vessels of the United States, Holland, Belgium, 
Greece and Scandinavia (Migrante International, 1999). In 
1968, the US Navy employed Filipinos in US military bases 
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in Southeast Asia and the Pacific. They were also offered the 
choice to live in the United States after their tour of duty 
(Santos, 2014). 

However, it was not until the 1970s when the number 
of Filipino migrant workers increased rapidly that the 
government of the Philippines began to actively encourage 
migration. The Marcos government launched an overseas 
employment program under a policy termed “Development 
Diplomacy” (Santos, 2014) to utilize the country’s surplus 
labour. This labour export program at the onset exclusively 
sent Filipino workers to the Middle East but would later 
diversify and expand worldwide in the 80s because of the new 
openings for factory, service, healthcare and household work 
in Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea and Singapore (Santos, 
2014). Women migrants increased. 

Migrante International (1999) sums it up well when it exposed 
that, “This labour export program intended not only to ease 
the acute unemployment problem in the country but also to 
raise foreign exchange earnings needed for debt payments 
and to cover the balance of trade deficits. At the time, Saudi 
Arabia and other OPEC countries in the Middle East were 
awash with petrodollars. They needed cheap labour to build 
their petrochemical industry and infrastructures such as roads, 
bridges, hospitals and schools.” 

In 1974, then President Ferdinand Marcos issued Presidential 
Decree 422 of the Labour Code that created the Overseas 
Employment Development Board (precursor to the Philippine 
Overseas Employment Agency – POEA) and the National 
Seamen Board. Practically, this made the facilitation of overseas 
employment a stated government policy (Garchitorena, 2007). 

The POEA became the government agency responsible for 
processing workers’ contracts and pre-deployment checks, 
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as well as for licensing, regulating, and monitoring private 
recruitment agencies. The government has come to rely on 
overseas employment as a strategy for survival while the rate of 
foreign investment slowed down and development assistance 
reduced (Asis, 2006). 

The flow of overseas foreign workers (OFWs), numbering 
a few thousand per year in the early 1970s, has grown to 
hundreds of thousands.  Data from the Bureau of Employment 
Services show that from 36,035 Filipino workers deployed in 
1975, the number ballooned to 282,506 in 1981 (Institute of 
Labor and Manpower Studies, 1984). After years of pushing 
the official line that it does not promote overseas employment, 
the government set a target in 2001 of deploying a million 
workers overseas every year. By 2005, the Philippines would 
already be deploying more than a million Filipino workers 
throughout the world (Asis, 2006). 

The Marcos dictatorship also created a Welfare Fund in 
1977 supposedly to provide skills and services to migrant 
workers. However, the USD25 contribution, while supposedly 
collected from the employers, were actually deducted from the 
workers’ salaries. Later, the Marcos dictatorship would impose 
Executive Order 857 (EO857) that forced migrant workers 
to remit through official banking channels. This policy was 
met by massive protests that the regime had no choice but to 
withdraw its implementation (Migrante, 1999). 

When the Marcos dictatorship fell in 1986, the succeeding 
Corazon Aquino administration proved no different from 
the former in terms of overseas employment matters, among 
others. 

The out-migration of temporary workers to other countries 
continued and even intensified during the administrations 
of Corazon Aquino, Fidel Ramos and Joseph Estrada. Data 
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from the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration 
(POEA) reveals that the country sent out an average of 30,000 
migrant workers a month from 1984 to 1990. This grew to 
more than 50,000 a month from 1991 to 1995 and to 60,000 
a month from 1996 to 2001.

Under the Corazon Aquino administration, migrant 
remittances, for the first time, were recorded as an income item 
in the balance of payments (Migrante, 1999). Her five-year 
economic recovery program, while proclaiming the Overseas 
Contract Workers (OCWs) as the “new economic heroes”, was 
actually becoming heavily dependent on remittances rather 
than on developing a sound and sustainable industrialization 
scheme that would generate jobs at home. The Marcos’ 
welfare fund was replaced with the Overseas Workers Welfare 
Administration fund which up till the present is a controversial 
mechanism and inefficient service provider. Travel taxes and 
airport taxes were increased under her term. A Mandatory 
Insurance and Repatriation Bond (MIRB), on top of other 
fees was imposed on migrant workers. 

Under the Ramos regime, other dubious schemes were 
introduced. He recommended relaxation of immigration 
laws for greater mobility of migrant workers across borders, 
practically facilitating exchange of cheap labour globally under 
the heading “internationally shared human resources.” He also 
issued the infamous Memorandum Circular 41 (MC41) which 
forced all migrant workers to pass through private recruitment 
agencies which in turn generated widespread overcharging 
of recruitment fees and neglect of overseas Filipino workers 
(Migrante, 1999). 

By 1995, the trial and execution of Filipina migrant worker 
Flor Contemplacion in Singapore turned the protection of 
migrants’ rights into a burning political issue (O’Neil, 2004). 
Flor was a domestic worker who many Filipinos believed 
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was innocent despite her conviction for the deaths of her 
Singaporean ward and another Filipino domestic worker. This 
prompted the Ramos government to hasten its ratification of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers, and 
to fast track the passage of the Magna Carta for Overseas 
Filipino Workers (Republic Act 8042).

However, Migrante International believes that the Magna 
Carta “…is nothing but a compilation of the rules and 
regulations of the POEA and OWWA. It puts MC 41 into 
a law that officially deregulates the labour export industry 
and shifts the responsibility for providing protection to 
migrant workers from government to foreign employers and 
recruitment agencies.” 

The Estrada administration would create the Technical 
Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA), 
a government agency that conducts training courses on 
technical skills development for both local and overseas work 
and as another mechanism for creating cheap labour for 
export. Contrary to the Magna Carta, fees associated with 
overseas deployment would be increased during his term. 

Since 2001 the Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo administration 
has made it a major policy not only to facilitate but also 
to  encourage Filipinos to go abroad for work. The Filipino 
people are considered the country’s most valuable export 
(Garchitorena, 2007). 

The national Medium Term Philippine Development 
Plan from 2004-2010 stated that overseas employment is a 
“legitimate option for the country’s workforce” and outlined 
a four-point strategy for promoting the employment of 
Filipinos abroad. It also prescribed a target of one million 
migrant workers every year – the first time ever that the state 
mentioned a deployment target (Santos, 2014). Household 
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Service Workers (HSWs) became the number one occupation 
for women and is ranked first among land-based jobs. By 
2006, this “Super Maids” program would elicit a HSW reform 
package that interestingly declared the removal of placement 
fees but required HSWs to undergo pre-deployment 
“trainings”.  

Because of an increase in the organizing of migrants and their 
advocates, several migration-related laws were pushed during 
this period. These include (Asis, 2006):

 the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, which 
establishes policies and institutional mechanisms to provide 
support to trafficked persons;
 the Overseas Absentee Voting Act of 2003, which gives 
qualified overseas Filipinos the right to vote in national 
elections; and
 the Citizenship Retention and Reacquisition Act of 2003, 
which allows for dual citizenship.

Under Arroyo’s term, the deployment average grew to 3,000 
workers a day, pushing the Philippines to rank third in top-
sending countries. Filipinos numbering eight million, or 
approximately a tenth of the population, now live and work 
in 194 countries and territories around the world (Migrante, 
2009).

In September 2003, the OWWA issued Resolution No. 038 
(OWWA Omnibus policies) which effectively made the $25 
OWWA contributions mandatory per contract, revoked the 
lifetime memberships and eroded the OWWA’s major welfare 
programs. 

An estimated one million Filipinos now leave the country 
annually to seek employment abroad (POEA). In a 
nationwide survey of 1,200 adult respondents in 2002, one 
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in five expressed a desire to migrate (Asis, 2006). Clearly, a 
“culture of migration” has emerged, with millions of Filipinos 
eager to work abroad despite the risks and vulnerabilities they 
know they will face (Garchitorena, 2007).

role of migration in 
national development plans

How have Philippine migration policies evolved and 
intersected in the shaping of national development agendas in 
four decades of promoting overseas employment? 

The Philippine government has always professed that 
migration must not be used as a strategy for development. But 
migration and development are interrelated concepts, where 
one affects the other. There’s a growing body of evidence 
suggesting that migrants not only contribute to economic 
growth and well-being in countries of destination, but also to 
countries of origin by sending remittances back home or by 
investing as social entrepreneurs in their home communities 
(Tingga, 2015).

According to the 2013 Philippine Country Migration Report 
(IOM & Scallabrini, 2013), “In trying to strike a balance, 
Philippine labour migration policy has always oscillated between 
promotion and protection, between encouragement and regulation. 
The tension between the two objectives explains the variety of 
measures which have been adopted over the years and evolving 
towards a comprehensive framework where practically every 
aspect of the migration process has received policy attention. These 
best efforts, however, have had varying outcomes.”

What was initially meant as a temporary measure in the 1970s 
to address the country’s unemployment problem has today 
become a regular fixture, massive and systematic in scope and 
utilized as a tool for national development. 
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The Marcos dictatorship adopted a labour export policy that 
would help ease the burden of the oil crisis, the resulting 
budget and trade deficits and rising unemployment. Marcos 
thought that he could use the surplus Filipino manpower and 
match it with the high demand for labour from oil-producing 
countries to show other Less Developed Countries the virtues 
of interdependent development – the core of his development 
diplomacy policy (Gonzales, 1998). 

A series of Presidential decrees by Marcos will cement the 
labour export policy and process of his administration, which 
in turn served his avowed development strategy. Highlights of 
the period include (IOM and Scalabrini, 2013):

 The Labour Code (Presidential Decree 442 issued on 1 
May 1974) institutionalised overseas labour and regulated its 
operations by making the government solely responsible for 
the recruitment and placement of workers). To this purpose, 
the Overseas Employment Development Board (OEDB) and 
the National Seamen Board (NSB) was formed to take on 
the tasks of overseas employment and protection of rights of 
overseas workers.

 By 1978, because of the boom in overseas employment, 
the Labour Code was amended under Presidential Decree 
1412 which decreed that “the private employment sector 
shall participate in the recruitment and placement of workers, 
locally and overseas” (art. 25). Also, a Bureau of Employment 
Services was created with the task to regulate the private 
sector, to develop labour market information, and to maintain 
a registry of skills. The OEDB’s mandate was then reduced 
to “recruit and place workers for overseas employment on a 
government to government arrangement”.

 By 1982, the OEDB, the NSB and the BES were merged 
to form a new agency, the Philippine Overseas Employment 
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Administration (POEA) combining the functions of the 
previous agencies.

 Sending of remittances was made mandatory in the Labour 
Code (art. 22). However, migrants had difficulty—as well as 
reluctance— in sending remittances through formal channels. 
This prompted President Marcos to issue EO 857 in 1982, 
which imposed sanctions on overseas workers who did not 
remit regularly, including the non-renewal of passports. 
Migrant workers opposed this rule, which eventually led the 
government to abandon the said EO. Instead of sanctions, the 
government tried to encourage migrants to use the formal 
channels via EO 1021 (1985).

In 1988, President Cory Aquino would refer to Overseas 
Contract Workers for the first time, as “national heroes.” It 
was meant to obscure the deep reasons that Filipinos have 
to leave their country, while also trying to encourage others 
to do the same (Okamura, 2009). Under President Corazon 
Aquino’s 5-year economic program, the foreign exchange 
remittances of migrant workers were recorded as part of the 
revenue in the government’s balance of payments. This meant 
to highlight the role of remittances in saving the Philippine 
economy. 

As early as November 23, 1989, then President Corazon 
Aquino came out with Executive Order No. 378, constituting 
the Committee on the Remittance System for Filipino 
Overseas Workers. The primary objective of the said 
Committee was to improve the remittance system for the 
overseas Filipino workers through the official exchange 
(banking) channels. Another law, RA 7111, was signed in 
1991, which established the Overseas Workers Investment 
Fund Board to tap remittances sent through informal channels. 
It provided incentives such as scholarships, housing programs, 
credit facilities and health insurance to encourage workers to 
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remit to the Fund (IOM & Scalabrini, 2013).

The abovementioned form part of the aggressive moves taken 
by the government to corner remittances. These efforts will 
continue until the presidency of Fidel Ramos. 

The liberalization of the economy under President Fidel 
Ramos actually generated the full growth of remittances. By 
1993, with the issuance of BSP Circular 1389 (Consolidated 
Foreign Exchange Rules and Regulations), remittances of 
OFWs were formally included in the current account. In 
particular, it is classified under the income account of the 
balance of payments (BOP), which is a category of the BOP’s 
current account (APMM, 2014). 

Branches of Philippine banks were opened in places with 
a high density of Filipino migrants and were granted an 
arrangement to participate in the Pre-Departure Orientation 
Seminars (PDOS) to orient its captive audience on official 
remittance procedures, thereby improving the collection and 
the delivery of remittances to families and decreasing the cost 
of transactions (IOM & Scalabrini, 2013).

The Philippine State claimed it defined its comprehensive 
approach to overseas labour through the passage of RA 
8042 or the Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 
1995. In its Declaration of Policies, it mentioned that “the 
State does not promote overseas employment as a means to 
sustain economic growth and achieve national development.” 
However, some sectors, such as the NGO community, believe 
this is problematic as reality shows that the state does promote 
labour migration (Asis, 2006).

RA 8042 was subsequently amended in 2007 by RA 9422, 
which repealed sec. 29 and 30, concerning deregulation of 
recruitment activities favouring the private agencies, and 
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in 2010 by RA 10022, which purportedly strengthened 
protection of migrant workers (IOM & Scalabrini, 2013). 

President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo is the first Philippine 
President to admit that working abroad is not just a stop-gap 
measure to ease the country’s acute unemployment problem. 
She also reiterated previous administrations’ announcements 
that the remittances of overseas Filipinos are considered 
a major part of the Philippine economy (APMM, 2014). 
More so, President Arroyo declared overseas employment 
as a “legitimate option for the country’s work force. As such, 
government shall fully respect labour mobility, including 
the preference for overseas employment.” Such a statement 
signalled the shift of the government’s role from merely 
managing migrant workers in their ventures abroad to actively 
promoting “international labour migration as a growth 
strategy, especially of the higher skilled, knowledge-based 
workers (Go, 2002). This pronouncement is quite similar to 
President Ramos’ proposal for “Internationally Shared Human 
Resources” during the previous APEC meetings. 

According to the County Migration Report The Philippines 
2013:

 The policy of not promoting overseas labour “as a means to 
sustain economic growth and achieve national development” 
(RA 8042, sec. 2c) was undermined when a target for annual 
deployments was set by President Arroyo in 2009. 

 The policy of deploying only skilled Filipino workers (RA 
8042, sec. 2g) was never pursued, and occupations considered 
unskilled, such as those in the domestic work and production 
sectors, continue to be among the top occupations for OFWs. 

 Furthermore, the policy to provide protection by not 
deploying OFWs to countries considered unsafe (RA 
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10022, sec. 3) was watered down to a list of countries where 
deployment of OFWs is minimal. 

 The objective of maximizing the benefits of migration 
is reflected in the increasing volume of remittances. 
Whether remittances could have a more significant impact 
on macroeconomic indicators has not been settled. The 
continuing concerns over the social costs of migration have 
not been supported by conclusive research findings.

These policies would be officially reversed by the succeeding 
President Benigno Aquino III. In his inaugural address in 
June 2010, he mentioned that, “Our goal is to create jobs at 
home so that there will be no need to look for employment 
abroad. However, as we work towards that end, I am ordering 
the DFA, POEA, OWWA and other relevant agencies to be 
even more responsive to the needs and welfare of our overseas 
Filipino workers”. 

By the end of his term, however, the deployment of Overseas 
Filipino Workers, would double from Arroyo’s 3,000 per day 
to his 6,000 per day. 

With the onset of the process of Global Forum on Migration 
and Development (GFMD), migration matters have been 
increasingly integrated into development planning at the 
national level – with the inclusion of the National Economic 
Development Authority (NEDA) and the Department of 
Interior and Local Government (DILG). This has resulted in 
the inclusion of more than 60 migration related provisions 
in seven chapters of the Philippine Development Plan 2011–
2016 (CFO, 2011).

The recommendations of the 2013 Country Migration Report 
focused on the role of the NEDA and the DILG and to 
increasingly link migration policies to development policies. 
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Among the recommendations include:

(a) Channelling remittances to enterprise and employment 
development; 

(b) Tapping the diaspora or migrant philanthropy to support 
development projects; 

(c) Advancing the political development of migrants and 
their families through the exercise of their voting rights and 
establishing channels to interact with their local government; 

(d) Improving social insurance coverage of migrants and their 
dependents left behind; 

(e) Promoting brain gain such as the intra-company return of 
skilled workers in the manufacturing sector; 

(f ) Promoting the access of migrant investors to the supply 
chain of large companies; 

(g) Promoting the tourism and hospitality industry and 
participating in partner ventures; 

(h) Supporting the growth of cooperatives, which will help 
address the operation and management of public facilities in 
agriculture, transport, health, and educational and training 
institutions.

As a result, local governments touching on migration concerns 
in their local development plans have also emerged in recent 
years.

As part of the MDG Fund Joint Programme, the government 
of Spain partnered with the Department of Labour and 
Employment (DOLE) to address youth unemployment and 
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provide alternative job opportunities for youth migrants. 
They targeted local areas with high migration rates. As a 
result, Youth and Employment and Migration Centres were 
established in the provinces Masbate, Antique, Maguindanao 
and Agusan del Sur (Tingga, 2015). 

In September 2011, the Philippines’ first-ever Migration and 
Development Strategic Plan was launched. The International 
Labour Organization (ILO) Country Office for the Philippines 
(CO-Manila), through its European Union (EU)-supported 
Return and Reintegration Project, partnered with the local 
government unit (LGU) of La Union Province to craft a Plan 
which sought to reduce poverty by focusing on economic 
opportunities, such as promotion of entrepreneurship among 
overseas Filipinos. 

Targets of the plan include:

 80 % increase in the number of returning/migrants engaged 
in local enterprises/initiatives 
 80 % increase in the number of returning/migrants 
employed in local enterprises 
 80 % decrease in the number of illegal recruitment cases 
 80 % decrease in the number of reported cases of abuse/
exploitation

This would be replicated via projects supported by the Joint 
Migration and Development Initiative ( JMDI), programmes 
implemented by the UNDP and five agencies including 
IOM, UNCHR, UNFPA and UN Women and funded 
by the European Commission and the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation ( JMDI, 2012). 

One of its pioneer projects was a local migration and 
development project in the Bicol region. Dubbed 
“Mainstreaming migration and development into the 
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governance of local authorities in the Bicol Region”, the 
project was implemented by the City of Naga for 21 months 
with a total budget of USD 229,998. ( JMDI, N.D.).

More and more, migration policies have become integrated 
into national and local policies with the purpose of maximizing 
benefits. The trend has been increasing partnership between 
development agencies and local government units, on the 
assumption that development takes place, first of all, in 
the specific areas and regions where migrants come from. 
However, further studies have to be made on whether the 
impact of these endeavours reduce the phenomenon of 
increasing overseas deployment of Filipino workers and the 
real generation of viable local employment. 

current situation and issues of 
migrants from the philippines

Four decades have passed since the Philippine state resorted 
to overseas employment as a temporary solution. It has now 
developed into a permanent strategy for national development. 
Yet despite years of deploying migrant workers and with 
massive flows of remittances, the country is far from being 
better off than before. Worse, the export of human resources 
has led to widespread violation of the rights of migrants and 
their families.

More than 10 million overseas Filipinos can be found in 
221 countries (CFO, 2013). More recent estimates by the 
Department of Labour and Employment peg it at 12 million. 
A significant amount of them are Overseas Filipino Workers 
(OFWs). Women outnumber men (PSA, 2014). Studies also 
show that most OFWs are young, between 20 and 24 years 
old (MDG, 2012).

Among the top destinations of OFWs are the Gulf regions 
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(Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain), Asian countries 
(Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia) and Canada 
(POEA, 2014). Major occupation groups include household 
service workers, nurses and professionals, service workers, 
labourers and technical workers. 

According to DOLE data, annual average deployment has 
consistently increased. Before President Aquino assumed 
office in 2009, around 2,500 OFWs left the country daily. By 
2010, this rose to 4,018 daily. By 2012, one-fourth of the total 
Philippine labour force has gone abroad. After four years, in 
early 2015, the number of workers leaving the country per 
day shot up to 6,092 OFWs (Migrante, July, 29, 2015). This 
has surpassed the number of workers locally employed daily. 
According to the Philippine Statistics Authority in 2014, the 
number of locally employed Filipinos was – on a daily average 
- only 2,805. 

And here lies the fundamental flaw of the promises of the 
Aquino administration, according to Migrante International. 
When he issued his 10-point Action Plan for OFWs, he 
emphasized his supposed goal of domestic job generation “so 
that there will be no need to look for employment abroad”. 
But five years later, the Aquino administration has recorded 
the biggest number of OFW deployment since the dawn of 
the state’s labour export policy in 1970s. Labour export has 
become more intensified and aggressive which has resulted to 
more cheap and commodified Filipino labour for the global 
market (Migrante, 2015). 

The Philippine economy’s overdependence on remittances 
from labour out-migration has put millions of its nationals 
at risk from exploitation and abuse. The Philippine migration 
industry is not short of exploitative practices especially when it 
comes to recruiting migrant workers. Although the Philippines 
“regulate” the activity of recruitment and placement agencies 
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including labour brokers, smuggling, trafficking and illegal 
recruitment of workers still persist (Ni, 2010).

Surely, the irregular operations of recruitment agencies in 
the Philippines and their counterparts in the countries of 
destination are one of the sources of vulnerabilities for migrant 
workers (Asis, 2006). These include excessive placement fees, 
contract substitution and non-payment or delayed wages. 
Among the common problems encountered by migrant 
workers include difficult working and living conditions in the 
host countries.

Migrant women face particular vulnerabilities (Ni, 2010). 
Their usual jobs in domestic work and in the entertainment 
and service industry usually mean long working hours, 
surveillance and control by employers, and abusive conditions, 
including violence and sexual harassment (Asis, 2006). 

In its summing-up of the state of the migrants under the 
Aquino regime last July 2015, Migrante International laid 
down the most pressing issues and concerns of the sector for 
the past five years:

1. government neglect of ofws in distress

Among the most prominent issues here include those (a) who 
are on death row or are in jail, (b) migrants who are stranded 
and (c) those victimized by illegal recruitment and trafficking.

Seven Filipinos were executed abroad during President 
Aquino’s term – already a record for any president. Almost a 
hundred OFWs are on death row. Thousands are imprisoned. 
At least 25,000 are stranded and awaiting repatriation just in 
the Middle East alone. 
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2. budget cuts and savings

Budget for direct services for OFWs have been slashed during 
President Aquino’s term. Since 2010, the sector is only getting 
a small percentage of the total National Budget. Each OFW 
only gets around Php260 per capita spending per year. As per 
provisions of RA 8042, amended by RA 10022, a Php100 
million Legal Assistance Fund (LAF) should be reserved 
annually. However, since 2010, the LAF only got an average 
of Php 30 million. Even the budget for the Overseas Absentee 
Voting process has been maintained at a steady Php 43 million 
since 2010. Not a single peso has been added. 

Yet, instead of spending the already meagre budget, there was 
even underspending in the past. Only 34per cent of the OAV 
was spent between 2010 -2013. The DFA budget item for 
Assistance to Nationals had savings of up to Php 6 billion 
from 2010 to 2013. Behind the decline of services to overseas 
Filipino nationals was the redirection of “savings” into the 
Disbursement Acceleration Package (DAP) which was found 
by the Supreme Court to be anomalous and unconstitutional. 
The plunder of funds allotted for OFWs became scandalous. 

3. state exactions

As seen in the table below, the average cost for every OFW 
for the processing of their Overseas Employment Certificates 
(OECs) has already reached an estimated Php 31,000. This is 
a far cry from the pre-2010 average of Php 18,000. 
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Fees charged to OFWs for the Overseas Employment 
Contract (OEC)

Basic document requirements  P12,000 (approximate)
E-passport (minimum)   P1,200
OWWA fee (USD $25)   P1,100
POEA fee (for new hires)   P7,500
Pag-ibig mandatory premium contribution P600
Mandatory insurance coverage 
    (minimum premium USD $144)  P6,336
Philhealth premium   P2,400
TOTAL    P31,136

With President Aquino’s Administrative Order 31, he 
instructed all government heads and agencies to “rationalize 
the rates of their fees and charges, increase their rates and 
impose new fees and charges.” This resulted in increases in 
the Philhealth premium, NBI clearance fees, e-passport fees, 
barangay clearance fees and the mandatory contributions to 
Pag-ibig, OWWA and mandatory insurance, among other 
requirements for deploying OFWs. 

4. dismal rights and welfare program

The OWWA Omnibus Policies or OWWA Resolution 
No. 038, implemented since 2003, practically limits the 
benefits and welfare services entitled to OFWs. It has been 
continuously criticized as an anti-migrant and money-making 
scheme. Under this new scheme, membership is terminated 
upon expiration of contract. Also, only active members could 
avail of services and benefits. Most of the government’s 
reintegration programs are limited to loans and one-time 
livelihood programs. 
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empowering, organizing and building 
the migrants movement

Who would have thought that the execution of Flor 
Contemplacion – a Filipina domestic worker in Singapore 
whom the Filipino nation believed was innocent as she was 
meted the death penalty,  charged with the murder of her ward 
and another Filipina domestic worker – would not only fast 
track the passage of the Magna Carta of Overseas Filipinos 
but would also consolidate the need for the establishment of 
an international alliance of progressive Filipino organizations 
that would consistently promote the rights and welfare of 
overseas Filipinos? 

The outrage of the Filipinos over the lacklustre efforts of the 
Philippine government to save the life of Flor, one of the 
country’s so called “new economic heroes”, translated into an 
outpouring of thousands in mass candlelight vigils. At the lead 
then was the core of Migrante International in coordination 
with other progressive Filipino organizations in different 
countries and sectors within the Philippines. The campaign 
to save the life of Flor became widespread and militant and 
brought the condition and issue of overseas Filipino workers 
in the national and international agenda. 

Migrante International had its Founding Congress in 1996. 
Migrante International aims to arouse, organize and mobilize 
overseas compatriots to fight for their rights and welfare and 
to support and participate in the movement for social change 
in the Philippines. It is firmly convinced that the solution to 
the continuing migration of Filipinos abroad lies in resolving 
the basic problems of the Filipino people in achieving national 
freedom and democracy (Migrante International, 1996). 

Migrante International is a global alliance of over 50 migrant 
organisations in 18 countries seeking to ‘strengthen unity 
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among Filipino migrants and relatives’ organizations abroad 
and in the homefront’. Its members are around the world but 
has its headquarters in the Philippines with its main office in 
Metro Manila operating as the coordinating centre for global 
campaigns. The members of Migrante are exclusively from 
grassroots organizations migrants (Rodriquez 2002). 

The formation of Migrante International heralded the birth of 
the Filipino movement of progressive, empowered, grassroots-
based migrants different from before when non-governmental 
organizations where speaking and acting in their behalf. 

But this movement did not materialize overnight. 

Since the late 60s and early 70s, several activists left the 
Philippines for North America and Europe to organize 
overseas Filipinos and to support the growing movement 
against the Marcos dictatorship and the national democratic 
people’s movement in the Philippines. With the advent 
of systematic labour export In the late 70s and early 80s, 
institutions to protect the rights and welfare of deployed 
overseas workers were established. They assisted in cases of 
abuse and gathered support for victims of exploitation. 

Grassroots organizations of OFWs were self-formed by 
migrant workers who realised that the struggle for their 
rights and welfare is linked with the issues back in their home 
country. When Marcos decreed EO 857 or forced remittance, 
it became the rallying call for many Filipino migrant workers 
in Hong Kong, the Middle East and Europe. Intense protest 
actions were held in coordination with migrant-serving 
institutions in the Philippines. More migrants were organized 
and educated of their rights. They also mobilized and 
participated in the struggle against the Marcos dictatorship. 
They built relations with the local people and built solidarity. 
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In years 1989, 1992 and 1994, several consultations and 
conference were held by various grassroots organizations in  
Asia-Pacific countries to carry out coordinated campaigns. 
They established a Committee for the Unity of Overseas 
Filipinos (CUOF) in 1992 which was later renamed Migrante-
Asia-Pacific and Middle East. 

The 1994 consultation brought together representatives of 
migrant and immigrant organisations from Australia, Canada, 
Europe, Hong Kong, Japan, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, 
United States, the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas 
Islands as well as organizers from the Philippines. “What 
was significant about the consultation was that migrants and 
immigrants were not distinguished from one another. Instead, 
what the various organizations emphasized was that though 
Filipinos may immigrate, taking up residence in another 
country and revoking their Philippine citizenship, or whether 
they return to the Philippines at the end of a labour contract, 
the same conditions of underdevelopment drive Filipinos 
to leave the Philippines seeking livelihoods elsewhere.” 
(Rodriguez, 2002).

This 1994 conference gathered not only representatives from 
Asia-Pacific but also from North America and Western 
Europe. They took the decision to transform Migrante-
APME into Migrante International (Migrante, 1999).

A year later - after the phenomenal movement to save the life 
of Flor Contemplacion, Migrante International was founded. 

Since 1996, Migrante-International has been at the forefront 
of many campaigns and struggles that criticize the Philippine 
labour export policy, the resulting criminal neglect and 
exploitation of overseas Filipinos, the denial of their rights 
and welfare. The history of struggle of Migrante International 
with every regime, every president, every anti-migrant policy is 
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a testament to the vibrancy of the Filipino migrant movement. 

For Migrante International, the ultimate resolution to the 
problems faced by overseas Filipino migrants lies in a ‘radical 
and basic restructuring’ of the Philippines. This is not a call 
merely for enfranchisement, or asserting migrants’ human 
rights, but rather a critique of the state, compliant with the 
demands of global capital, that has created the very conditions 
for migration (Rodriguez, 2002). 
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Bangladesh

history of migration

Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated countries in 
the world with more than 157 million people living on about 
57,000 square miles of land (Williams, 2014). It is also said 
that Bangladesh’s prime economic resource is its abundance 
of people. 

Bangladesh’s history is a history of migration. For centuries, 
people have been mobile in the Bengal Delta region. Patterns 
of contemporary labour migration date back to the colonial 
times. Every year, around half a million Bangladeshis leave the 
country to work abroad and Bangladesh’s economy depend 
largely on remittances (Etzold & Mallick, 2015).

Descendants of the Sinhala population from Sri Lanka 
migrated to Bangladesh centuries ago.  Tea, jute and cotton 
industry in North-Eastern Bengal attracted indentured 
labourers from India. 
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Tribal groups migrated from various parts of India to the 
tea plantation fields concentrated in Sylhet (Islam, n.d.). 
When the jute and cotton industry collapsed due to colonial 
policies, large scale migration of Bengalis occurred to Assam 
of India and also to Myanmar (formerly Burma) to avail of 
employment opportunities. 

During the 18th and early 19th century, sailors (Laskars) 
coming from the South-Eastern part of Bangladesh in the 
districts of Chittagong, Noakhali and Sylhet found jobs in the 
British merchant navy which carried goods from Kolkata to 
all parts of the world including United Kingdom and United 
States (Alam, n.d.).

When British employers left Bangladesh after the permanent 
independence of India and Pakistan in the period of 1946 to 
1950, many moved from Sylhet to London. Some settled in 
the UK and US while some people from Chittagong migrated 
to Mecca, city of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and overstayed 
there after performing hajj or Umrah. 

During the 1950s, Bangladeshi migrants went to UK under 
a statutory mechanism of ‘Employment Vouchers’ issued to 
individuals selected by the British Government. However, 
large scale Bangladeshi settlement in the UK is a more 
recent phenomenon compared to that of other South Asian 
communities.

Most of the migrants became long-term residents and some 
adopted citizenship of the countries of destination. 

Bangladesh’s own people are considered as its most valuable 
export. Alongside agriculture and garment manufacturing, 
“labour exporting” is a pillar of the economy. In 2013, more 
than $13 billion was sent home from Bangladeshi migrants 
working overseas (Williams, 2014).

Bangladesh
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Emigration from Bangladesh started in 1922 when workers 
from British-Indian Bangladesh moved to the African states 
under the British colonial rule. In the early 1960s, Middle 
Eastern countries enriched their economy on the basis of oil 
exploration and started to recruit various kinds of manpower 
(Islam, n.d. & Institute of Informatics and Development, 
2011). 

After the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, ‘formal labor 
migration’ from the country started in 1976 with six thousand 
workers only. In 1980, it reached thirty thousand, became 
103,000 in 1990 and within a decade reached 222,000. Waves 
of migration ballooned the figures to 254,000 in 2005 and 
381,000 in 2006 respectively. As of 2013, Bangladeshis are 
engaged in overseas employment in more than 100 countries.

In 1976, the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training 
(BMET) was established as an attached department of the then 
Ministry of Manpower Development and Social Welfare with 
the specific purpose of meeting the manpower requirement 
of the country and for export of manpower as well. BMET 
was engaged for overall planning and implementation of the 
strategies for proper utilisation of manpower of the country.

In 1982, a new Emigration Ordinance replaced the 1922 
Emigration Act, helping to efficiently monitor and regulate 
emigration of workers from the country. This law was framed 
when overseas employers used to offer decent wages, holidays, 
yearly vacations, overtime and commission to recruiting 
agencies as part of these labour recruitment deals. But as 
the main regulatory instrument of the Government of 
Bangladesh, 1982 Emigration Ordinance became inadequate 
to uphold migrants’ rights and to ensure their protection as 
it did not reflect the dynamics of the then prevailing world 
labour market, nor did it reflect the rights-based approach 
(Siddiqui, n.d.). 
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In 1990, using the 1982 Emigration Ordinance as basis, 
the government of Bangladesh created a fund for ensuring 
the welfare of migrant workers. The said fund included 
subscriptions from migrant workers, interest earned from the 
deposits of recruiting agencies, 10% surcharge fees collected 
by Bangladesh missions abroad and personal and institutional 
contributions. The fund was also used to provide pre-departure 
briefings to migrant workers, maintain a welfare desk at the 
airport and provide language skills training to nurses, garment 
and hotel workers. It would also fund the repatriation of 
bodies of migrant workers who died or been killed overseas, 
and for one-off contribution to families of deceased workers.

In 1998, the Bangladesh government became a signatory to 
the United Nation’s International Convention on Protection 
of Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families. Therefore, it became necessary and expedient to 
reflect the Convention in the national legislation and in turn 
introduce adequate protection mechanisms for Bangladeshi 
migrant workers against exploitation and abuse during all 
stages of the migration process. The Convention is one of 
migrant-sending countries’ most important political tools in 
negotiations with countries that rely on foreign labour. The 
Bangladesh government ratified it on April 11, 2011. 

Among the three (3) rules framed in December 2002 under 
the 1982 Ordinance include the following: Emigration rules; 
Rules for Conduct and Licensing Recruiting Agencies and 
Rules for Wage Earners’ Welfare Fund.

Since 2002, the government started to grant licenses to 
individuals and agencies wishing to engage in the recruitment 
of manpower for overseas employment (Section 10). The 
government may cancel, suspend or penalize the recruitment 
licenses in case of violating the prescribed code of conduct 
(Section 14/1). Government may set up special courts in each 
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of the divisions of the country and may penalise individual 
migrants who have breached contracts with foreign employers 
(Section 24). Although the management and recruiting 
policies of most of those agencies are under suspicion of being 
corrupt and violating the code of conduct that is also meant 
to protect migrant workers’ rights, the government has not yet 
taken any significant action against them. As of 2015, at least 
900 agencies were registered (Etzold & Mallick, 2015).

The following year, in 2003, the government relaxed bans and 
restrictions on female labour migration. Under the ban that 
was introduced in 1981, lowly-skilled female workers were 
not allowed to out-migrate. Only highly educated women had 
access to foreign employment. But with continuous pressure 
from selected civil society bodies, the government relaxed 
restrictions on migration of unskilled and semi-skilled women 
in 2003. Now lowly-skilled women can work abroad as the 
principal migrant (Institute of Informatics and Development, 
2011). Since lowly- skilled women may again legally work 
abroad, the gender composition of out-going migrants has 
changed significantly. 

With persistent demand from civil society, the Bangladesh 
government enacted the Overseas Employment Policy on 
November 5, 2006. The policy, considered as the first of its 
kind in South Asia, ensures the right of the Bangladeshi male 
and female workers to freely choose quality employment. 
Within this Policy the government of Bangladesh commits 
to reducing irregular flows and increasing the scope of regular 
migration from all areas of Bangladesh at a rational cost. It 
commits to protecting the rights, dignity and security of its 
workers within and outside of the country, and to ensuring the 
social protection of the families left behind and the assets of 
the migrants. The policy reiterates to consider misconduct in 
the recruitment process as an act against the national interest 
of the country. Most importantly it vouches for the allocation 
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of greater resources to strengthen existing institutional 
infrastructure for the implementation of the above policies 
(Institute of Informatics and Development, 2011).

In 2011, the Migrant Welfare Bank (Probashi Kallyan Bank) 
was established as a specialised financial institution for migrants 
to facilitate remittance transfer, provide migration loan and 
expand investment opportunities (Institute of Informatics 
and Development, 2011). It was funded with a starting capital 
of 100 million Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) to further support 
international labour migration. The bank provides loans to 
prospective migrants who can pay the significant costs of 
labour recruitment. It also seeks to reduce the costs of and 
facilitate international remittances for expatriate workers, and 
it provides investment loans for returnee migrants and their 
families.

In 2012, the governments of Bangladesh and Malaysia signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in order to better 
regulate and control the sending and receiving of migrant 
workers and to reduce incentives for irregular migration 
between both countries. After a six-year moratorium, in 
2013, Bangladesh was again able to send migrant workers 
to Malaysia. However, the MoU did not lead to a significant 
increase of skilled labour migration from Bangladesh.

In 2013, the Overseas Employment and Migrants Act was 
enacted. The new law aimed to govern migration by ensuring 
migrants’ rights. It upholds the principle of non-discrimination 
and makes provisions for emergency return of migrants in 
case of crisis in destination country. Under this law, migrant 
workers can lodge criminal cases for deception or fraud against 
recruiting, visa, and travel agencies as well as employers. In 
civil cases, they can seek compensation. Despite numerous 
reports on fraud by recruiters and employers, on extortion by 
people’s smugglers en route to Malaysia, for instance, and on 
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inhumane working conditions at various destinations, no cases 
have been filed under this law yet (Etzold & Mallick, 2015).

role of migration in national 
development plans

International migration plays a vital and indispensable role 
in the national economy of Bangladesh in two major ways: 
first, in the reduction of unemployment and second, in the 
remittance flows to the country, which serve as an important 
but inexpensive source of much needed foreign exchange. 

It is estimated that one-third of the total working age 
population of Bangladesh is either unemployed or 
underemployed. Migration has kept the unemployment rate 
virtually unchanged since the 1980s, although the growth 
rate of the labour force is almost twice that of the population 
growth. The continuous outflow of people of working-age and 
the accompanying inflow of remittances has played a major role 
in keeping the unemployment rate stable. It is also regarded 
that migration eased the pressure of alternative employment 
creation on successive governments (Siddiqui, n.d.). 

According to the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), “increasingly, migration is recognised as a livelihood 
option and a major development issue for Bangladesh.” (IRIN, 
2009).

Migration is the highest foreign exchange earning sector in 
Bangladesh. In 2009, earnings from migrant remittances was 
twice higher than the net income of the garments sector and 
nine (9) times higher than foreign direct investment (FDIs) 
to the country. It helped Bangladesh maintain a balance of 
payments surplus for six years in a row, from 2005 to 2010.

According to Siddiqui (n.d.), labour migration from 
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Bangladesh is geared to facilitate the following socio-
economic benefits for the country: 

 Reducing the unemployment problem of the country that 
leads to poverty alleviation. 
 The remittances enhance the economic condition of 
migrant workers which in turn ensure the overall economic 
development of the country. This sector earns the highest 
amount of real foreign currency for the economy. 
 Overseas employment helps in reducing the frustration 
among the youth, terrorism, drug addiction, social unrest, etc. 
 Development of the capability of investment for self-
employment and entrepreneurship. 
 Increasing momentum for the movement of migrant workers 
in businesses related to hotel, traveling and transportation. 
 Earnings through overseas employment enhances the 
financial capability and purchasing power of migrant workers 
which gears up the economic activities and uplift the standard 
of living. 
 Enhances transfer of technology through technical 
knowledge and expertise acquired by the migrant workers 
working abroad. It creates motivation and develop awareness 
of the migrant workers towards cleanliness, hygienic 
environment, importance of literacy, discipline, among others. 

Remittances play a crucial role in pushing the Bangladeshi 
economy. The share of remittance to gross domestic product 
(GDP) has been increasing over the years but the incremental 
rate of growth is following a downward trend after financial 
year (FY) 2004-05. In FY 2011-12, the GDP was BDT 
914,780 million and remittance as percentage of GDP was 
11.14 percent which was 0.72 percent higher than that of FY 
2010-11. Since FY 2006-07, the incremental rate of growth 
of remittance as percentage of GDP has been decreasing. 
The incremental rate of growth of remittance as percentage 
of GDP was -0.53 percent and 0.10 percent respectively in 
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FY 2010-11 and FY 2009-10, from 1.38 percent in 2005-06 
(Islam, n.d.). 

According to the World Bank, total remittance received by 
Bangladesh in 2013 was $14.5 billion, which has increased to 
$ 15.0 billion in 2014-15. In 2014, the remittances constituted 
8.21 % of the GDP of Bangladesh. In January-March 2015 
Bangladesh earned US$3.77 billion of remittance, which is 
8.49 percent higher than the previous year. These remittances 
have helped Bangladesh’s economy maintain its 5.5 to 6 
percent GDP growth.

Bangladesh’s approach to migration fits into the larger 
development vision and the overseas employment sector is 
a thrust sector of the Bangladesh economy and considered 
as the development alternative its economy. In fact, the 
government has allocated special budget (BDT 21 million) 
and is increasing annual budget (BDT 8.1 to 30.1 in three 
years) to promote safe migration.

Every year, 2.5 million work force is added to the labour 
market. Formal sector employment generation is only 0.2-0.3 
million. Given this shortcoming, overseas employment can 
play a pivotal role as it creates 0.6-0.7 million in employment 
per year. 

In its poverty reduction strategy paper (2003-2011), the 
Bangladesh government highlighted the goal “to avail the 
opportunity of exporting skilled manpower to meet the demand 
in developed countries”. It gave emphasis on employment 
generation, importance of market exploration, importance 
of remittance in ensuring macro-economic balances, using 
formal remittance sending channels, fostering human 
resources development and promoting good governance. 

Bangladesh looks at migration and development from 
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a perspective of improving employment and income 
(International Labour Organization [ILO], 2014). Towards 
this end, the Bangladesh government created policies and 
frameworks for the management of out-migration. Migration 
policies and governmental institutions, therefore, aim at 
enhancing the number of Bangladeshi migrant workers and 
seek to increase and better utilise their remittances (Etzold & 
Mallick, 2015).

Over the years, the Bangladesh government implemented 
initiatives in support of inclusion of migration into 
development planning. 

institutions and policies on 
migration and emigration

The current legal framework related to out-migration in 
Bangladesh includes the Emigration Ordinance (1982), 
Emigration Rules (2002), Recruitment Agents’ Conduct and 
License Rules (2002), Wage Earners’ Welfare Fund Rules 
(2002) and the Overseas Employment Policy (2006).

The Government of Bangladesh developed the Overseas 
Employment Policy in 2006 to define its policy structure and 
implementation activities for the protection of the rights of 
migrants in the country and abroad, exploring new markets 
and human resource development, recruitment process, 
welfare of expatriates, remittance flows and investments and 
the economic and social reintegration of returnee migrants. 
The policy also sets the roles and responsibilities of the 
different government ministries and agencies that work on 
issues related to overseas employment.

Bangladesh
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bureau of manpower, employment and training (bmet)

Bangladesh instituted an exclusive Ministry dedicated for the 
promotion, control and monitoring of overseas employment 
of Bangladeshi workers and their welfare, the Bureau of 
Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET). Established 
in 1976, it serves as the executing agency of the Ministry of 
Expatriate Welfare and Overseas Employment with regards 
to processing labour migration. 

BMET is currently involved in the regulation of recruiting 
agents, collection and analysis of labour market information, 
registration of job seekers for local and foreign employment, 
development and implementation of training programmes 
in the light of specific labour needs both in national and 
international labour markets, designing apprentice and in-
plant programmes in the existing industries, organising pre-
departure briefing sessions and resolving legal disputes. The 
Bureau was created in line with the ILO Conventions 87, 88, 
96 and 97. 

Its major functions include the following: institutional training 
through Technical Training Centres, establishment of new 
training institutes through development projects, conducting 
informal and special training courses, emigration clearance 
to migrant workers, maintenance of database network for 
migrant workers, welfare of overseas Bangladeshi workers and 
their families and regulate and monitor licenses of recruiting 
agencies.

It has two wings – the employment services wing and 
the training wing. Offices under BMET are 42 district 
employment and manpower offices (DEMO), 38 technical 
training centres, 4 institutes of marine technology and 3 
apprenticeship training offices.
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To promote and regulate emigration and control the practices 
affecting migration, a set of laws, rules and procedures have 
been formulated in 2002. The rules regulate the activity of 
recruiting agents and control emigration process. It arranges 
welfare activities for the migrant workers and their families 
and encourages promotion of overseas employment. The main 
features of these rules are as follows: a) Emigration Rules 
2002; b) Recruitment Agents’ Conduct and License Rules 
2002; c) Wage Earners` Welfare Fund (WEWF) Rules 2002 
(Islam, n.d.).

These three rules include the following areas of activity: 

a) Procedure of registration of emigrants 
b) Appointment and duties of the Labour Attaches 
c) Registration of emigrants working abroad
d) Appointment of sub-agents by recruiting agents
e) Training, orientation and counselling centres for awareness 
development of migrant workers  
f ) Application and Renewal procedure for recruiting license 
g) Recruiting agent’s code of conduct. 
h) Penalty for contravention of rules 
i) Establishment of Wage Earners` Welfare Fund (WEWF), 
its operation and governing board

creation of a database network

Compulsory registration for all types of job seekers with the 
nearest DEMO started in 2004 as the government established 
a system of digitization in migration management (Etzold & 
Mallick, 2015). To help stop the fraudulent activities in the 
process of migration, a computer database network has been 
established at 21 District Employment and Manpower Offices 
(DEMO) and BMET headquarters with its connection at the 
Ministry, Airport and BAIRA (Bangladesh Association of 
International Recruiting Agencies) office. 
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Migrant workers were provided with a Smart Card with 
a computer chip of 32KB to ensure accountability and 
transparency in the recruitment process. The Smart Card’s 
chip contains biometric features of every migrant worker to 
identify both the employee’s personal information as well as 
the employer’s information.

Using this database, recruiting agencies or employers may use 
their own computer to recruit from the database. This system 
had created accountability and transparency in the recruitment 
system and aimed to gradually eliminate middlemen. It also 
reduced the instances of extortion of money and harassment of 
job seekers.  The government also conducted public awareness 
campaign for overseas employment. 

welfare measures

The government arranged welfare measures for the migrant 
workers and their families. 

Amongst these is the distribution of residential lots in the area 
of ‘Purbachal’ in Dhaka, in which the selection of applicants 
is based on priority. Likewise, 500 apartments at ‘Bhatara’ 
in Dhaka were also constructed and allotted to expatriate 
Bangladeshis. 

A one-stop-service centre was set up in Eskaton, Dhaka 
with facilities to extend all types of services required for 
a migrant worker relating to migration process including 
accommodation, ticketing, medical and testing facilities, 
communications and pre-departure briefing centres. Likewise, 
efforts to mitigate problems abroad are done by providing 
legal aid assistance to workers.

Aid to schools in which children of migrant workers are 
studying has been provided. Stipend program has been 



96

introduced for the children of expatriate workers in some 
educational institutions.

A dedicated Wage Earners’ Welfare Fund (WEWF) for the 
welfare of Bangladeshi migrant workers was established. It is 
a single trust fund pooled from the mandatory membership 
contributions of migrant workers, investment and interest 
income on these funds, and income from other sources. The 
fund’s main purpose is to ensure the welfare of migrant 
workers by financing various activities. 

An ILO review of the WEWF concluded that checks and 
balances should be instituted in WEWF rules to maximise 
accountability and increase transparency; that the WEWF 
should engage in partnerships for the delivery of costly 
secondary services such as education and training; that it 
should set up a risk management team, pursue digitalisation, 
provide spaces for migrant workers on its Board, and institute 
a monitoring and evaluation policy; set up a contingency 
fund for mass repatriation for times of crisis; make medical 
screening compulsory and to update migrant workers’ skills 
and training. 

Since the planning of the review was done in consultation 
with the authorities, WEWF owned the review and proceeded 
to take some corrective measures as the review was being 
conducted. These steps included improving the processes for 
seeking death-compensation, burial benefits, etc (International 
Labour Organization, n.d.).

Financial assistance of up to BDT 3 lakh (BDT 300,000) 
to the family members of deceased migrants who do not 
get compensation from foreign employers is also provided. 
Families of deceased are receiving BDT 35,000 for burial 
expenses. Collection of death compensation money and arrear 
dues is also being facilitated.
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The ‘Expatriates Welfare Bank’ was established to provide soft 
term loans to aspirant workers going abroad and providing 
financial assistance to returnee migrants to invest in productive 
activities. 

An endowment fund of US$20 million called ‘Skill 
Development Fund’ was allotted to develop the skill level of 
aspirant migrant workers. 

anti-trafficking measures

The government updated existing measures and introduced 
robust monitoring systems to oversee the activities of recruiting 
agencies and to remove fraudulent practices. To prevent 
illegal migration, the Ministry of Law in 2012, enacted the 
Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking Act that 
aimed at the prevention and suppression of human trafficking, 
protection of victims and the rights of individuals to enact the 
law to ensure implementation and safe migration. Creation 
of an inter-ministerial Vigilance Task Force (VTF) to check 
labour trafficking, ensure accountability and transparency 
of recruiting agencies and agreed standards of the medical 
diagnostic centres that are designed to carry out the health 
checks of outgoing migrants.

trainings and human resource development

The BMET also arranges regular briefing sessions before the 
departure of workers to the country of destination to make 
them aware about service conditions, working environment, 
culture, salary and other benefits, remittance system, local 
language of the host country, etc.

To maximize the benefits of migration, Bangladesh is 
continuously enhancing the skills of migrant workers through 
appropriate education and trainings. It has now established 
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47 Technical Training Centres (TTC) located in different 
districts and one Institute of Marine Technology (BIMT) at 
Narayangonj under BMET (Etzold & Mallick, 2015). These 
centres are capable of producing 50,000 trained workers 
annually in different trades. The current output is about 
18,000 annually. 

Language training was also given emphasis. BMET arranges 
training on different languages with English language training 
courses in collaboration with IOM - for nurses, hotel workers 
and garment workers. Manual for Arabic language course has 
been prepared. Japanese language training program had been 
conducted for JITCO training program for recruitment of 
Bangladeshi trainees. Korean language training program are 
being arranged in three Technical Training Centres of Dhaka 
to prepare the candidates for employment in Korea under 
Employment Permit System (EPS). 

The educational, vocational and technical training institutes 
provide formal training. The following institutions are 
providing technical education and training: 

1. Polytechnic Institute 
2. Technical School and College (TSC) 
3. Technical Training Centres (TTC) 
4. Institute of Marine Technology 
5. Glass & Ceramic Institute 
6. College of Leather Technology 
7. College of Textile Technology 
8. Youth Development Institutes and 
9. Textile Vocational Institutes

government and recruitment industry 

Until 2001, the Ministry of Labour and Employment was in 
charge of international labour migration – now headed by the 
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Ministry of Expatriate Welfare and Overseas Employment. 
It implements, promotes, monitors and regulates the industry 
and also sends delegation to different countries to sign deals 
etc. and encourages investment by Expat Bangladeshis (EBs). 
It organizes inter-ministerial meetings to coordinate welfare 
programmes for migrant workers.

The Bangladesh Overseas Employment Services Limited 
(BOESL) is a limited company set up by the government 
to undertake direct recruitment. Its mission is to provide 
assistance and facilities to valued foreign employers to recruit 
the “right person for right job”, build up positive image 
of Bangladeshi workers in overseas employment market, 
minimize migration cost instead of profit making and to 
ensure safe migration. 

It is also tasked to create the opportunity of overseas 
employment especially for women and poor people of the 
country treating overseas employment as a service and to 
search and explore new overseas employment market for 
Bangladeshi workers. The Bangladesh government considers 
BOESL an instrument for market intervention and cost 
reduction in migration. Up through the 2011–12 financial 
year, a total of 31,149 migrant workers have gone abroad 
through BOESL. (International Labour Organization (ILO), 
2014).

Through the BOESL, direct recruitment arrangements were 
agreed with several host countries. In 2013, the Bahrain 
government stated its intention to recruit workers under 
state arrangements to curb the use of middleman and thereby 
better ensure a lower recruitment and migration cost and 
worker safety. 

However, there is a need to strengthen the BOESL to enable 
it to manage recruitment for those overseas jobs where the 
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probability of labour rights and human rights violations are   
the highest (ILO, 2014). 

Bangladesh has also entered into bilateral understandings 
with some countries of destination as a way to bring more 
protection to workers. The provisions of these Memorandums    
of Understanding (MOUs),  if compliant with international 
labour standards and consistently pursued, can be effective  
tools of labour migration management, in particular, for   
regulating recruitment agents.   

For example, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with 
host countries are also in effect. In 2006, a MoU between 
Bangladesh and Republic of Korea (South Korea) was 
developed under Korea’s Employment Permit System (EPS). 
Before the MoU, four Bangladeshi recruiting agents recruited 
workers for Korean employers with a staggering cost of 
recruitment and migration to reaching about BDT 800,000 to 
BDT 1.1 million. The EPS became a comprehensive approach 
in managing migration and is an excellent example of a labour 
migration corridor. Migrant workers receive full protection 
under the Korean labour law and four compulsory insurance 
plans cover expenses such as a worker’s return airfare and 
injury or death not necessarily related to work.

The Bangladesh government also sends missions abroad 
to explore potential labour market through the Bangladesh 
missions abroad. 

There are 12 labour wings in 10 countries under the Bangladesh 
missions abroad. Bangladesh Embassy/High Commission 
or Consulate discharges the duties towards the welfare of 
Bangladeshi migrants, where Labour Wings have not been 
created. These are situated in KSA (Riyadh and Jeddah), UAE 
(Abu Dhabi and Dubai), Malaysia, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, 
Bahrain, Iran, Singapore and Libya. In case of violation of 
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contracts, the Labour Wings try to solve the problems of 
migrant workers through negotiating with employers and 
lobbying to host governments.

The missions normally extend services to the migrant workers 
including the following: 

 Legal aid assistance to workers to mitigate problems of 
non-payment of salary and other benefits.
 Promotion of manpower export through market survey and 
networking with corporations and potential employers.
 To look after the welfare of migrant workers, visit their 
work places, respond to their queries and complaints. 
 Extending necessary financial assistance to the stranded 
workers for repatriation and for emergency treatment for 
distressed workers. 
 Burial of dead body or repatriation of human remains of 
Bangladeshi workers abroad where their employers do not 
come up. 
 Collection of death compensation money and arrear dues 
through filing cases by legal aides. 
 Providing consular services to the expatriate workers in 
various prominent cities by visiting of consular team. 
 Attestation of papers relating to demand for recruitment 
checking genuineness of visa papers. 

remittances

The Ministry of Finance and Bangladesh Bank play a major 
role in respect to managing migrant remittances

current situation and issues of 
migrants from bangladesh

Most of Bangladeshis working abroad only have access to the 
labour market for unskilled or low-skilled workers and are 
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trapped in low-paid jobs, often under exploitative conditions. 
Bangladesh mainly participates in the semi-skilled and 
unskilled labour market. Globally, unskilled workers share the 
most unprotected, exploited workforce. Bangladeshi workers 
are no exception. 

Non-payment or delayed payment of wages, physical violence 
and arbitrary deportation are also common experiences for 
a large number of Bangladeshi unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers. 

The problem of forced return migrants due to the global 
financial crisis and the political uncertainties has plagued the 
country in recent years. The 2008-2009 global financial crisis 
has impacted heavily on Bangladeshi migrant workers. Since 
then, layoffs and forced repatriation of Bangladeshi workers 
from the Middle East and Malaysia - the two primary 
destinations for Bangladeshi workers - are increasing at an 
alarming rate. In 2008, more than 800,000 Bangladeshis went 
abroad for work. However, in 2009 and 2010 the number 
came down to half of this original figure. 

Competition with other labour sending countries has also 
been stiff and the global financial crisis made the situation 
even more difficult. 

Although the government has set up and strengthened 
legal recruitment mechanisms, undocumented labour 
migration persists. The three common routes for irregular 
and undocumented migration are the following: 1) Irregular 
migration to Malaysia through sea routes by boat; 2) Irregular 
migration to other South Asian countries like India, Pakistan, 
and the Maldives; and 3) Migration to Middle Eastern 
countries through the use of non-work visas and taking up 
employment as undocumented workers. 
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Undocumented migration to India from Bangladesh has also 
become a major concern in recent years.

In February 2016, the Malaysian government announced a 
temporary ban on all foreign workers in order to encourage its 
nationals to take on unskilled jobs. It suspended recruitment 
of foreign workers including 1.5 million Bangladeshis the 
country was in the process of hiring. Deputy Prime Minister 
and Home Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi of Malaysia said 
that the suspension on recruitment of foreign workers would 
be lifted after thoroughly analysing the demand for foreign 
workers in various sectors (Kathmandu Post, 2016).

High cost of migration is also a burden to Bangladeshi workers. 
The cost of overseas migration from Bangladesh is considered 
to be amongst the most expensive in the world. This is also 
one of the reasons why workers are lured into irregular and 
undocumented migration through various recruitment routes. 

If the employer does not pay for the airfare, the employee 
will have to shoulder it. Based on the average cost of medical 
check-ups, contributions to the Wage Earner’s Welfare Fund, 
visa fees, service charges, orientation training and other 
expenses, the total cost to be borne by the worker will not 
exceed BDT 20,000.

However, according to International Labour Organization 
(2014), the BOESL charges service fees for migrant workers 
with the following costs: 

In cases where air fare is paid by the employer: 
Semi-skilled BDT 25,000 ($324) 
Skilled BDT 35,000 ($454)
Professional BDT 60,000 ($779)
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In cases where air fare is paid by the worker: 
Semi-skilled BDT 17,000 ($220)
Skilled BDT 25,000 ($324)
Professional 50 000 ($649)
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Japan

history of migration in japan

Japan’s number of and its need for migrants over the decades 
is on the rise, but its government buries this deep in various 
euphemisms and misleading policies. A society that prides 
itself as being homogenous, Japan has always been reluctant 
at best to welcome foreign workers. In fact, the presence of 
migrants is a thorny subject for its citizens even though the 
ratio of migrants to the native population is remarkably lower 
than those in other developed countries. This mood could 
have defined the framing of the policies that sought to address 
Japan’s labour shortage when this problem peaked during the 
period of bubble economy. 

The economic expansion in the 1980s created an affluent 
citizenship in Japan who became unwilling to take on 
the considered dirty and dangerous jobs. This pushed the 
government to come into terms with its need to open doors 
more widely to migration. By 1990, the ratio of migrants 
reached 0.9 per cent. While this was very low in comparison to 



106

other leading economies, this figure was actually twice as high 
as the number 20 years ago. Prior to this, foreigners living in 
Japan were mainly colonial immigrants and their descendants 
(Kashiwazaki & Akaha, 2006). In 1952, Taiwanese and 
Koreans were declared foreigners when Japan regained its 
independence from US occupation. Eventually, there came 
the categorization of “old comers” those who have been living 
in Japan since 1952 and “new comers” those who came much 
later. 

In 1952, the Immigration Control Law that was designed to 
discourage foreigners from settling in Japan was revised to 
systematically allow recruitment of migrant workers. Japan 
found itself facing labour shortage so this law was revised 
in 1989. Despite the fact that the jobs available mainly for 
foreigners were those that were unattractive to the local 
population, Japanese government’s basic principle was that of 
not accepting unskilled workers. Even then, the government 
has already seen that entry of purportedly highly-skilled 
workers does not generate as much antagonism among the 
people. This was problematic. First of all, Japan was not very 
attractive to this cohort of foreign workers. It faced stiff 
competition against countries like the US, European and 
Australia. However, there is a ready pool of human resources 
from Asia and Latin America to fill in the labour shortage in 
manufacturing and other industries that are shunned by its 
citizens. Necessary, they were but not the skilled professionals 
that Japan, on paper, wanted. 

Against this backdrop, two channels for unskilled workers 
were introduced:  the trainee system and the recruitment 
of Nikkeijin. The trainee system was institutionalized in 
1993 by the launching of the Technical Internship Trainee 
Program. The policy was further enhanced under the Japan 
Revitalization Strategy in 2014. The said aim of this program 
was to provide contribution to the international community by 
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training human resources and transferring the skills acquired 
by the trainees to the sending countries in the process. In 
reality, however, this policy served as a tool for small businesses 
and primary industries to avail of cheap labour. Even the US 
Department of State in its report on persons being trafficked 
pinned the trainee system of Japan as forced labour. 

Alongside the trainee system is the recruitment of Nikkeijin 
or people with Japanese ancestry up to the third generation. It 
was a necessity-based move of Japan disguised as humanitarian 
by providing the Nikkeijin permanent residency based on their 
position or status as having Japanese ancestry. This particular 
cohort, the bulk of which came from Brazil and Peru in South 
America and the Philippines in Asia, made up 44.4 per cent of 
the total number of foreign residents in Japan. By exploiting 
the narrative of ancestry, Japan was able to fill in the labour 
shortage and at the same time maintain the official policy of 
the immigration of being closed to unskilled workers although 
the reality speaks otherwise. 

Furthermore, one of the most dynamic forms of permanent 
migration in East Asia is marriage migration. In Japan, it 
started in the 1980s with two major points to look at. One 
is the role of local governments promoting marriage among 
Japanese men and women largely from the poorer parts of 
Asia such as the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. This was 
spurred on by the government’s concern on rural depopulation 
(West, 2014). Second is the connection between marriage 
migration and the demand and the supply of entertainment 
workers, mainly women, from Asia and Eastern Europe. In 
2005, Japan recorded that more than six per cent of marriages 
in the country were between Japanese men and women from 
China and the Philippines. 

This make up of foreigners living in Japan has been a source 
of antagonism amongst Japanese. Foreigners are looked 
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upon as weak members of this largely homogenous society. 
Hence, Japan has always been strict on its foreign residents 
and even stricter during the times when there was no labour 
shortage. Despite this, the number of the migrant population 
is at 2,086,603 in 2014 (Kodama, 2015). The following is the 
percentage of the migrant population from various countries 
of origin: China, 31.1 per cent; South and North Korea, 24.4 
per cent; the Philippines, 10.3 percent, other Asian countries, 
15.7 per cent; Europe, 2.9 per cent; North America, 3 per 
cent; South America, 11.5 per cent; and others, 1.2 per cent. 
Of these, 30 per cent hold permanent residency with the 
largest portion held by persons of Japanese ancestry. From 
the very beginning, the migration policy of Japan when the 
Immigration Control Law of 1952 was revised has always 
kept an official line of closing its doors to unskilled workers. 
The data however shows that of its foreign residents, only 18.5 
per cent are working in specialized and technical areas.

While the largely “unskilled” workers of migrant population 
in Japan assures a steady flow of supply labourers in 
manufacturing industry and small businesses, the government 
sought to boost some more the entry of migrant workers. It 
brought in another policy that sought for a more systematic 
recruitment of workers in occupational categories that the 
country direly needs. The Japan Revitalization Strategy in 
2014 explicitly spelled its goal to attract more highly skilled 
workers from overseas. This also includes the experimentation 
on accepting domestic workers purportedly to free up women 
from domestic responsibilities in order to join the work force. 
Further, it also revised the Technical Intern Training Program 
which was an expanded version of the old. All this underlines 
the intent of Japan to have an assured ready pool of human 
resources during the times when supply of labour is tight. 

Japan
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role of migration in national development plans

Japan periodically draws up a comprehensive national 
development plan that determines its priorities in order to 
become what it is today: industrialized and one of the biggest 
economies in the world. The first of such plan was implemented 
in 1962, which pushed for what it deemed as balanced 
development by creating industrial centres throughout the 
country, outside of cities like Tokyo and Osaka. This goal for 
even industrialization was followed through in the succeeding 
plans. To this day, the extensiveness of road and railway 
networks in Japan is unprecedented in the developed world. 
It also relied heavily on domestic labour unlike other leading 
economies whose growth was driven by migration. Despite 
the attempt for even industrialization, the development plans 
did not prevent the massive concentration of resources and 
population in Tokyo.  As a result, rural depopulation increased 
in the past decades. It can be remembered that in the 1980s, 
local government resorted to promoting marriages between 
rural Japanese men and women from outside the country to 
increase their population. As it turns out, it is not only the 
exodus of the Japanese people to its most urbanized centres 
that is causing the problems. Japan’s overall population is 
falling. 

In its fifth comprehensive national development plan, the 
problem of its aging population and declining birth rate is 
acknowledged and discussed. For many observers, this is 
the biggest problem facing Japan right now. Japan’s market 
is shrinking and it is grappling to maintain its position in 
the increasingly globalized economy. To expand, it needs a 
labour force to drive growth but at the rate that its population 
is vanishing, Japan is expected to turn to one solution that 
has been tried and tested in other developed countries: 
migration. To be clear, Japan uses time and again migrant 
labour to mitigate labour shortage from shoring up the pool 
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of human resources available to work in the so-called dirty 
and dangerous jobs to marriage migration. But this has been 
tightly controlled for despite the utility of this approach in 
averting economic disasters, entry of foreigners to Japan 
consistently stirs animosity amongst the public. Being largely 
ethnically homogenous, Japan has an extremely low ratio of 
migrants to its population in comparison to the US, Canada, 
Australia, England and other European countries. The 
dominant discourse is that migrants disrupt harmony and are 
inherently different from the Japanese people. In one way or 
another, this could have framed Japan’s policies in times of 
labour shortage that allowed for migrant labour but in a way 
where migrants are structurally kept on the periphery of the 
society. 

As Japan’s history with migration shows, it is no different 
from other developed countries in using migrants as stopgap 
measures as the need arises. During the bubble economy of the 
mid-80s, migrants were brought in to take up the dangerous, 
dirty and difficult jobs that the domestic labour force refused. 
Since then, migration has left its mark on the Japanese society 
which is about to be highlighted in public discourses once 
more as the country is forced to tackle head on the problem 
of aging population and declining birth rate. According to 
the World Economic Forum’s Global Agenda Council on 
Aging Society, this is going to be catastrophic as it is almost 
certainly impossible to resolve the impending crisis now. True, 
the whole of East Asia faces a similar problem but it is Japan 
that is experiencing the biggest demographic crunch. Since 
2010, the population fell by one million and is predicted to 
lose a staggering 83 million by 2100. Even the fact that Japan 
has one of the highest life expectancy in the world, the drop 
cannot be stopped. The number shows that in 2013 Japan’s 
death rate was 10 out of 1,000 and its birth rate was 8/1,000. 
In comparison, Bahrain had a death rate of 2/1,000 and a 
birth rate of 15/1000 for the same year. 

Japan
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Juxtaposed to the population problem are the unrelenting 
demands of the increasingly globalized capitalist productions. 
Corporations that have not moved productions to the 
developing countries yet are faced with the problems of 
labour shortage especially unskilled labour. Already, Japan 
has been surpassed by China as the second largest economy 
and it is doing everything in its power now to create growth. 
To do this, it needs abundance of both skilled and unskilled 
labour to drive the expansion but it cannot be provided by the 
domestic labour and the existing number of migrants alone. 
Under the leadership of Shinzo Abe, the restrictive migration 
policies of the country underwent revisions purportedly to 
attract highly-skilled professionals. On paper, such as the 
Japan Revitalization Strategy in 2014, it puts much emphasis 
on creating a more attractive environment for professionals. 
There might be focus on attracting highly skilled immigrants 
but the same paper has also opened Japan up to migrant 
domestic workers. This is part of the Abe government’s efforts 
in encouraging young women to pursue both motherhood and 
career. A study however shows that more than highly-skilled 
professionals, what Japan urgently needs are migrants who 
will pick up the dirty, dangerous and difficult jobs.  

However way it is looked at, it is clear that Japan will be reliant 
on migration to sustain its economy and it will be acted upon 
fast. 

current situation and issues of migrants in japan

The situation of migrants anywhere in the world is pitiable. 
They do not get to enjoy the full rights and privileges 
afforded to citizens but at the same time, they are being kept 
for the pragmatic purposes of their existence. Migrants are 
source of cheap and disposable labour, and are more prone 
to exploitation than the locals. In Japan, this dominant view 
of migrant labour is made even worse with xenophobic views 
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towards foreign workers. As an exclusivist, homogeneous 
society, Japan is not exactly the most welcoming of the people 
that it considers as outsiders (Solinger, 2016). Foreigners are 
seen as fundamentally different that makes it hard for them 
to assimilate into the Japanese society. Definitely, this has 
ethnocentric underpinnings that translates to government 
policies and feeds into the inferior status that the migrant 
workers are relegated to (Kiyoto, 2016). 

In fact, the socio-legal structure of Japan hardly makes room 
for the rights and welfare of the migrants. To begin with, its 
immigration policy is designed not to create a second home 
for Japan’s migrant population but to put as much limits 
possible to their integration to Japanese society. Evident to 
this is its treatment of the Nikkeijin (persons granted with 
permanent residency based on their position and status of 
having Japanese ancestry) who often find themselves without 
the security of a retirement pension insurance system. 

A survey conducted in 2000 in the industrial city of Shizuoka 
Prefecture showed that more than half of the Nikkeijin 
working in factories are uninsured. More than half of this 
number cited refusal of employers as the reason. Shizuoka’s 
local government advised them to enrol through the company-
based pension scheme since there is not a national law making 
it mandatory for employers to comply with it. Nikkeijin are in 
Japan for a long stay if not for their entire lifetime but such is 
the insecurity facing them in their old age. 

A national law complying employers to enroll their foreign 
employees to the Japanese pension system is actually in 
place. As to whom this applies to, that is how the Nikkeijin 
are effectively excluded. The Nikkeijin are not considered 
as migrant workers. The status of permanent residence is 
accorded to them based on their Japanese ancestry with an 
addendum that their visa is without labour restriction. This 
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kind of phrasing is important for Japan to keep at face value 
its official policy of not accepting unskilled labour while it 
actually relies on unskilled and semi-skilled workers to meet 
its demand for such. 

Along with the technical trainees, the Nikkeijins are often at 
the very bottom of the work chain. Not only they are denied 
full rights accessible to this country’s citizens but they are also 
at the receiving end of their employers’ unfair treatment and 
the local workers’ often undisguised contempt. The refusal to 
enter them properly into the pension scheme intended for 
company employees is one form of unfair treatment.. Second 
is the fact that they receive lower wages than their Japanese 
counterparts for the sole reason of ethnicity. And when the 
global financial crisis of 2008 (more known to the Japanese as 
the Lehman Shock) hit, the ire of the local workers towards 
the migrant workers was even more pronounced. 

Contrary to expectations that foreigners were the first to 
be let go by the companies if they had to lay off workers, it 
was actually the other way around. According to a study, the 
demand for cheap was higher than ever making the presence 
of these migrant workers advantageous to these companies 
who naturally wanted to cut back on wages and benefits. In 
short, they were made to absorb the shocks brought about by 
the changes made in Japanese employment in order to survive 
the economic crisis. 

This crisis coupled by an ever-increasing efficiency of 
production methods and the globalized market led to 
massive irregular employment. There is now a lesser need for 
companies to employ workers on a regular basis as suppliers 
and purchasers of commodities could determine fixed targets 
and achieve them speedily. As at the front of the production 
are the migrant workers, this means that many of them are 
under a lot of different kinds of pressure that this method of 
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employment brings. There are times when they had to work 
long hours giving up times to be with their family. However, 
there could also be days when they would not be called to work, 
which translates to financial strain. Such is the vulnerability of 
migrant workers in irregular employment. 

This kind of disruptive and erratic employment situation 
is not helpful to a migrant family raising children in Japan. 
A research done that delves into the treatment of Japan of 
the migrant workers as second-class citizens found that 
their children are the ones most likely lacking in access to 
education. This in turn contributes to these children not fully 
integrating into the Japanese society. For many of them, the 
home that they know of for the most part of their lives but 
they find themselves isolated from the larger society (Komine, 
2014). The same is true for many marriage migrants and their 
children as well. 

The marriage migrants in Japan have a host of issues both 
unique and shared with the rest of the migrants. Here, the 
ethnocentric, exclusivist and patriarchal structure of their 
adoptive country all come into play making it extremely 
difficult for them to assert independence in marriage. Women 
consist the huge majority of the marriage migrants and 
they mostly come from the poorer countries in Asia, South 
America and even as far back as Eastern Europe. They face 
heightened discrimination especially if they had first come 
to Japan as entertainers for which they could be viewed as 
not very morally upstanding. Despite the fact that migration 
marriage was and is tolerated if not encouraged by the state 
to help address Japan’s population problem, these women, 
often young and vulnerable to abuses, are viewed as economic 
opportunists keen to escape poverty at home. This opinion of 
them further disadvantages them as they already are. 

In a comparative research done by KAFIN Migrant Center 
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in 2006, a young woman married to a middle aged Japanese 
man has to most likely contend with cultural differences, 
expectations and economic problems. The last being most 
weighty due to financial responsibilities back home such as 
that of a Filipina who is expected to send money to her family 
on a monthly basis. 

Because of this, it is most common for these women to seek 
employment on a part time or full time basis and, not rarely, 
through illegal channels. Many of them are even forced to go 
back to working at the bars at night which often than not, 
results in domestic squabbles. Domestic violence though 
does not only result from this. Marriage migrants are most 
vulnerable to physical and verbal abuse at home by their 
husbands. This is worsened by the reality that their ability to 
stay in Japan solely lies in the hands of their husbands until 
such time that they are granted their own permanent residency 
visa. Until then, they could only bear the pain in silence. 

From examining the conditions of the Nikkeijin, the trainees 
and marriage migrants, we can only draw this conclusion that 
theirs is a sorry plight. The state of migrants in Japan is too far 
from ideal and the only group of migrants welcomed enough 
are those so-called skilled migrants (Komine, 2014). But then, 
they only consist the smallest fraction of the foreigners living 
in Japan. 

empowering, organizing and building 
the migrants movement

The migrants’ movement in Japan faces gigantic challenges 
and obstacles but it is existent, determined and resilient. That 
in itself is a remarkable feat for these people whose daily life is 
constantly under the pressure of survival. While the objective 
conditions say that it is extremely difficult for even the most 
committed migrant organizers to build a strong and united 
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movement in Japan, the odds are being continuously defied.

Majority of the migrants in Japan exist in the peripheries 
of Japanese society. Exclusion and low regard of them 
even as they provide the bulk of cheap, necessary labour in 
areas considered dangerous, dirty and difficult by the locals 
should be reason enough to join rights-oriented migrant 
organizations. However, the pull of economic survival and, 
for those who came with their families, the desire to create a 
comfort zone, work is like an antidote to discontent and anger 
over their unjust situation. Some may just not have the time 
to think things over as they take more than one job in order 
to support their family in Japan and those they left in their 
home countries.

On the other hand, those who are subjected to the most 
extreme of conditions are driven to seek help from migrant 
organizations. They either know these organizations firsthand 
or they learned of them through friends and acquaintances 
who were previously assisted by these groups.

Some of these organizations are NGOs with local support 
but many of them are church-related groups. Mainly, they 
provide welfare assistance and services focusing on particular 
beneficiaries, which is probably depending on their priorities, 
resources and capabilities. As entities with their own focus 
and area of concerns such as marriage migrants, unrecognized 
children of migrant women by Japanese nationals, and 
exploitative work conditions, there is a huge need to harness 
all these efforts and to direct them towards a more sustained 
form of organizing.

This is where Migrante Japan along with its member 
organizations such as Kalipunan ng Filipinong Nagkakaisa 
sa Japan (KAFIN-Japan) comes in. They network with these 
different so-called traditional community organizations 
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working and uniting with them on various issues affecting 
migrants of all races.

Migrante Japan and KAFIN also extend welfare services 
and more. Beyond the charitable principle of these services, 
their thrust is to empower the migrant communities across 
Japan; and in the process, build their capabilities to become 
a dynamic force that they need to be if they are to improve 
their lot in their adoptive country. For example, while KAFIN 
provides assistance, it also focuses on organizing the migrants 
in need. The organization serves as the centre for continuous 
engagement and discussion about migrants’ condition, rights 
and welfare and the need to organize.

At present, Migrante Japan has member organizations, allies 
and networks toiling and making the grounds fertile for an 
empowered migrant movement in Saitama, Nagoya, Chiba, 
Ibaraki, Yokohama, Gifu and Sendai. Its work on building 
networks with other migrant organization is promising in a 
sense that one of the things that migrants in Japan need now 
is to develop a cohesive sense of what it is being a migrant in 
this country. To be able to see that as a whole, reflected not 
only on their own people, but in others as well is empowering 
in a way that solidarity always is.

Such has been proven already during the campaign seeking 
to revise the family law that denies nationality to children of 
Japanese nationals outside marriage. With Migrante Japan 
and KAFIN spearheading the movement, it attracted media 
attention, local and professional support and activated various 
migrant organizations across the country. The outcome was 
a landmark victory. It proved that even the structurally anti-
migrant law of Japan is not beyond the reach of a dynamic, 
purposeful and organized campaign.

This experience serves as an enduring source of inspiration 
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for Migrante Japan and KAFIN, its member organizations 
and other migrant organizations working for the betterment 
of the sector in Japan. More importantly, the movement is 
resilient despite numerous challenges.

Japan
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Hong Kong

migration into hong kong – 
from the 1970s to present

Hong Kong became Mainland China’s biggest investor when 
the People’s Republic of China implemented wide-reaching 
economic reform in the late 1970s and initiated trade with 
other countries. This brought about Hong Kong’s economic 
rise during the late 1970s and early 1980s, which also 
coincided with the increased labor export from the Philippines. 
Philippines’ President, Ferdinand Marcos implemented a 
labor code that began to export his country’s labor in the form 
of overseas workers to combat the poor economy Philippines 
faced in 1974. The Philippine government encouraged labor 
export to reduce the unemployment rate and enrich its 
treasury with the workers’ remittances - by 1998, overseas 
Filipino worker (OFW) remittances amounted to US$7 
billion (Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas, 2003). 

As labor-intensive Hong Kong industries moved to the 
Mainland, high-profit service industries in the territory (such 
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as design, marketing and finance) expanded dramatically. 
This resulted in a labor shortage and increase in labor costs - 
bringing about the mobilization of the female labor force. As 
female participation in the workforce increased from 47.5% 
in 1982 to 54.7% in 2013 (Kuo, 2014), two-income families 
began to seek help to manage their households, creating a 
demand for domestic workers. 

Hong Kong had one of the highest densities of foreign 
domestic workers in the world with an average of one foreign 
domestic worker for every eight households overall at the end 
of 2013 (Kuo, 2014). Foreign domestic workers were about 
10% of the working population and in December 2014 the 
number of migrant workers employed as domestic workers 
was over 330,000 or 4.6% of the total population, with the 
vast majority being female (Bong, 2015). Hong Kong has 
since become a largely migrant-receiving region. 

Chronic shortages of local skilled workers in the construction 
industry also created a high demand for foreign talent. From 
November 2014 to April 2015, the wages of skilled laborers 
had risen from five to ten per cent - indicating a high demand 
for these talents.  Current policy on importing foreign labor 
states local workers must be given priority in filling job 
vacancies under the Supplementary Labour Scheme (SLS). 
The SLS is implemented in Hong Kong to handle applications 
for importation of labor at technician level or below. It 
allows employers with genuine difficulties in finding suitable 
employees locally to import workers from outside the territory 
(Immigration Department, 2015a). Under the SLS, imported 
workers are required to be paid at least median monthly wages 
of local workers in comparable positions and be accorded no 
less favourable treatment as that enjoyed by local workers 
under the laws (Immigration Department, 2015b). 

Foreign domestic workers are considered under a different 
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set of regulations and have been permitted to work in Hong 
Kong since the 1970s. Again, employers technically can only 
import workers if they cannot recruit suitable local workers 
in Hong Kong – in order to protect local workers’ priority 
in employment. Foreign domestic workers are paid under 
the Minimum Allowable Wage (MAW) scheme and only 
employers who have a household income of no less than 
HK$15,000 per month or assets or comparable amount to 
support the employment of a helper are allowed to employ 
helpers. Foreign domestic workers are also only allowed 
to perform domestic duties for the employer as per the 
Schedule of Accommodation and Domestic Duties attached 
to the standard employment contract and are not allowed to 
take up any other employment during the contract period 
(Immigration Department, 2015c). 

Refugees also make up a small part of the city’s population. 
As of 2014, there were about 6,000 asylum seekers mostly 
from Africa and South Asia awaiting determination of their 
claims. Hong Kong started seeing its first arrival of refugees 
in the 1950s when hundreds of thousands escaped turmoil in 
Mainland China. By the mid-1970s, hundreds of thousands 
of Vietnamese refugees made their way to Hong Kong to flee 
the newly established communist government. In 1988, the 
screening of refugees was introduced and the UNHCR also 
aided in assessing refugee claims (Choi, 2014). In 2014, the 
Court of Final Appeal ruled that asylum seekers in Hong 
Kong do not have the right to work, but will be individually 
assessed on a case-by-case basis. Many disappointed NGOs 
feel that the decision is likely to force more refugees into 
deeper poverty (Choi, 2014).
 

behind the visa relaxation

With regards to immigration admission arrangements, the 
Hong Kong Immigration Department (May 2015) has recently 
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relaxed a range of immigration admission arrangements 
to bring genuine entrepreneurs to the Hong Kong market.  
Given that the “biggest migration tide is from the Mainland 
these days” and that many “have business investment plans”, 
this new investment scheme is aimed to attract young, talented 
professionals instead of stock market and property investors 
(Ngo, 2015). The Capital Investment Entrant Scheme, which 
mainly attracted Mainland millionaires who invested in stocks 
in exchange for a Hong Kong identity card, was shelved 
indefinitely in January 2015.

“Other changes involve people with visas under the Admission 
Scheme for Mainland Talents and Professionals. They will be 
able to apply for a six-year visa extension if they have worked in 
Hong Kong for two years and have assessable income of HK$2 
million in the previous year. The Immigration Department 
also relaxed the criteria for the Quality Migrant Admission 
Scheme by giving extra points to those who studied at top 
100 universities and who had at least two years of overseas 
working experience. They may also be granted a six-year visa 
extension” (Ngo, 2015). These moves are all in a bid to attract 
well-educated young professionals to Hong Kong to help 
boost the labor crunch that Hong Kong is facing. 

The current foreign manpower policy Hong Kong has is very 
rigid and the consultation document on population policy 
released in 2013 pointed out a need for greater flexibility in 
order to “fill the gap of the local manpower shortage” in certain 
sectors - in particular the skilled laborers sector (Legislative 
Council, 2014). According to a survey conducted by the Hong 
Kong Construction Association, about 20,000 extra workers 
are needed to allow contractors to handle their present 
workload and prevent an even steeper rise in construction 
costs. Foreign workers can greatly alleviate this chronic 
shortage - however application for their hire is a lengthy 
process. Applications are first examined by the region’s Labor 
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Department before being considered by the Labour Advisory 
Board, which can take about 32 weeks (Global Construction 
Review, 2014). 

The relaxation in immigration policies can be attributed to the 
economic slowdown that Hong Kong is expected to face in the 
coming years. In the first quarter of 2015, Hong Kong’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) further slipped to 2.4 per cent from 
2.9 in the last quarter of 2014 (Nip and Cheung, 2015). Both 
tourism and retail spending have recorded a dip as challenges 
to diversify Hong Kong economy are posed. 

Visa relaxations aimed towards Mainland talents and investors 
arrive however despite a steep unemployment rate at 3.3 per 
cent (Hong Kong government, 2015). Fears have been posed 
on a shrinking working population starting 2018 (Zeng, 
2015). Unemployment rate hike has been recorded in both 
the hospitality and retail industries (Wong, 2015). 

Hong Kong currently has 879,000 Mainland Chinese 
residents in the city, about 12% of its total population (Zeng, 
2015).

issues and concerns of migrants in hong kong

Hong Kong currently has 320,000 foreign domestic workers 
(Hong Kong Labour Department of Statistics, 2013). 
Hong Kong has yet to ratify the 2011 International Labour 
Organization Convention on Domestic Workers (also known 
as ILO C189), setting up an environment that violates many 
international standards. 

payment under minimum wage

Hong Kong adopted a Minimum Wage ordinance where the 
minimum was $30 per hour as of 1 May 2011 and as of 1 
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May 2015, the Standard Minimum Wage (SMW) rate was 
raised from $30 per hour to $32.5 per hour. Section 7.3 of 
the Ordinance, however, excludes “a person who is employed 
as a domestic worker in, or in connection with, a household 
and who dwells in the household free of charge” (Legislative 
Council, 2010). The implication this has on the migrant 
worker population is immense as nearly 100 percent of live-in 
domestic workers in Hong Kong are migrants. 

As migrant domestic workers are required under the New 
Condition of Stay (NCS) of 1987 to reside in the employing 
household - unlike nationals or other types of workers like 
on-site care workers - they do not have a choice but to live-
in. This makes them excluded from the Minimum Wage 
Ordinance (Amnesty International, 2013). Instead, they fall 
under a separate and less favourable Minimum Allowable 
Wage (MAW), which at the time of writing is set at HKD 
$4,110 per month. 

Amnesty International research conducted in 2013 has also 
shown that payment below the MAW is a significant problem 
among Indonesian migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong. 
Underpaying migrant domestic workers is against the law, 
which carries a maximum fine of HKD$350,000 (approx. 
USD$45,000) and three years imprisonment (Labour 
Department, 2012). In reality, however, providing evidence 
of underpayment by employers is very difficult, as the money 
is diverted to third parties (e.g. recruitment or placement 
agencies) or the receipt is falsified making it appear as if the 
migrant worker is receiving the full salary. As a result, it is 
extremely difficult for a migrant worker to obtain remedy and 
back payments. 

There are a few channels to settle disputes between foreign 
domestic workers and their employers. These include the 
Labour Department, the Labour Tribunal and the Minor 
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Employment Claims Adjudication Board (MECAB).

1. “The Labour Tribunal deals with claims by more than 10 
claimants or more than HK$8000 for at least one of the 
claimants. The tribunal provides a quick, inexpensive and 
informal forum for settling labor disputes. It hears employment 
claims for a sum of money arising from a breach of the terms of 
the contract of employment or the failure to comply with the 
Employment Ordinance or the Apprenticeship Ordinance” 
(Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants, 2013a).

2. “The Minor Employment Claims Adjudication Board 
(MECAB) was set up to speed up the settlement of minor 
employment claims for the adjudication of rights claimed 
under the Employment Ordinance and in accordance with 
individual employment contracts. The board hears claims 
by not more than 10 claimants for a sum not exceeding 
HK$8,000 per claimant. Hearings are conducted in public, 
and procedures are simple and informal” (Asia Pacific Mission 
for Migrants, 2013a). 

There also exists in Hong Kong many non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and charities that help foreign 
domestic workers, organisations include but are not limited 
to Bethune House Migrant Women’s Refuge, Helpers for 
Domestic Helpers, Mission for Migrant Workers amongst 
others (Hong Kong Helpers Campaign, 2015b). Additionally, 
in order to protect employers as well as the job opportunities 
of local workers, foreign domestic helpers are not allowed to 
take up any other employment including part-time work. 

live-in laws and accommodation

A 2013 report done by Amnesty International noted that 
“being subject to mandatory live-in laws also increases 
workers’ isolation and risk of exploitation and abuse. It can 
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also negatively impact on their freedom of movement, access 
to information, right to privacy and ability to negotiate for 
better conditions of work” (Amnesty International, 2013). 
Mandatory live-in requirements have been highlighted as a 
key risk factor leading to abuse and are not accepted by the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 
189, which concerns Decent Work for Domestic Workers 
Article 9. It states that live-in workers should have the 
“freedom to reach agreement with their employers or potential 
employers on whether or not to reside in the household” 
(International Labour Office (ILO), 2011).

According to the Hong Kong government guidebook, 
employers are required to provide foreign domestic workers 
with “suitable accommodation and with reasonable privacy” 
and sleeping on “made-do beds in the corridor with little 
privacy or sharing a room with an adult or teenager of the 
opposite sex” do not constitute as suitable accommodation 
(Immigration Department, 2015c).  In addition to this, 
Article 6 of the ILO Convention No. 189 states that live-
in workers should have “decent living conditions that respect 
the workers’ privacy” (ILO, 2011). However, research done 
by Amnesty International has found that “many Indonesian 
migrant domestic workers had little or no privacy sleeping in 
the living room, corridor, bathroom, kitchen or utility room” 
(Amnesty International, 2013). 

New developments in Hong Kong have also been under fire 
for building living quarters that are inhumane for anyone to 
live in. A maid’s room in a Tseung Kwan O housing project 
takes up only 16 square feet, which is not even big enough for 
a single bed (EJ Insight, 2015a). In a separate case, a maid’s 
toilet in a Tai Kok Tsui housing project took up only 5 square 
feet, with an inspector unable to fully sit down onto the toilet 
seat (EJ Insight, 2015b). 

Hong Kong
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Under the Standard Employment Contract stipulated by the 
Hong Kong government for hiring foreign domestic workers, 
employers are also required to provide them with food free of 
charge. At present, the vast majority of employers provide free 
food to foreign domestic helpers. Employers may, however, 
choose to pay a food allowance in lieu. Should they choose 
to pay a food allowance to their foreign domestic worker, the 
allowance was increased from not less than $920 a month to 
not less than $964 per month as of October 1, 2014 (Labour 
Department, 2014). “However, interviews with Indonesian 
migrant domestic workers found that many were not given 
enough to eat nor were they provided with a food allowance. 
This meant that they had little choice but to supplement 
by purchasing food with their own money” (Amnesty 
International, 2013). 

illegal agency/placement fees

Regulation 10(2) (Parl II of Schedule 2, Cap 57A Employment 
Agency Regulation) of Hong Kong’s Employment Ordinance 
states that the maximum amount an agency can legally 
charge is 10 per cent of a foreign domestic worker’s first pay 
packet. Based on the current Minimum Allowable Wage as 
of September 2014, that would amount to HK$411 (Labour 
Department, 2015; Hampshire, A., 2014). However, in reality 
the charges can go up to 50 times that amount (Amnesty 
International, 2014). 

Serious indebtedness due to excessive agency fees is common 
among Indonesian foreign domestic workers. However, under 
Article 10 of Indonesian Law No. 39/2004 Concerning 
the Placement and Protection of Indonesian Overseas 
Workers, Indonesian domestic workers are not allowed to 
find employment on their own, they have to go through 
a private or government-approved agency in order to get 
employed, even if it is merely to extend their existing contract 
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with an employer. Amnesty International’s research found 
that Indonesian domestic workers normally pay agency fees, 
through a combination of Indonesian and Hong Kong based 
agencies of HK$21,000 (approx. US $2,700) over a seven-
month deduction period, which is well in excess of Hong 
Kong statutory limits. With the lack of enforcing these laws, 
these illegal agency fees put workers in immense debt and 
often force workers to accept exploitation and abuse in the 
workplace (Amnesty International, 2013, p. 15). 

The Mission for Migrant Workers reported that 72 percent 
of their clients have complaints against overcharging the 
recruitment agencies: 86 percent of complainants pay over 
HKD$10,000 while 40 percent pay over HKD$20,000 
(Mission for Migrant Workers, 2013). Agencies can avoid being 
caught through loopholes such as monthly salary deduction 
or instructing the foreign domestic worker to transfer their 
money through 7-Eleven. By withholding receipts, they 
give FDWs little evidence to use against them (Helpers for 
Domestic Helpers). For example, in the Philippines, where 
collection of placement fees for overseas household workers 
has been declared illegal since 2006, agencies charge fees from 
their clients under different names such as “training fee” or 
force the FDW to take out fraudulent loans (Lau, 2014). 

personal documents

While Article 9 of the ILO Convention states that domestic 
workers should have the “right to keep their identity and 
travel documents in their possession”, there are cases where 
passports, employment contracts and other documents of 
foreign domestic workers are withheld by either their agencies 
in Hong Kong or their employers. 

TWO-WEEK RULE

Hong Kong
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Domestic workers in Hong Kong are also subject to what is 
known as “the two-week rule”. “The two-week rule has been 
implemented in April 1987 under the policy “New Conditions 
of Stay”. Up to that point, migrant workers in Hong Kong 
with 6-month visas were allowed to stay in Hong Kong 
for the duration of the visa even after termination of their 
contract, which led to some workers ending their contracts 
prematurely and taking up illegal employment. The two-week 
rule successfully removed this problem by allowing domestic 
helpers to stay for only 14 days after termination of contract 
or expiry of date of stay as stated in their passports. However, 
it has been censured for disproportionately limiting time for 
migrant workers to find new employment in Hong Kong, 
which has caused many to stay in abusive situations. 

As barrister RJ Connelly commented in a submission to 
the Legislative Council (LEGCO) panel in 2014: “A four-
week or six-week rule would achieve exactly the same result 
without unfairly penalizing workers who find themselves 
unemployed.” The desperation of domestic workers to secure a 
new contract as quickly as possible makes them dependent on 
agencies, which exposes them to the risk of more exploitation, 
such as high placement fees and salaries below the Minimum 
Allowable Wage. Even if a helper finds employment within 
14 days, the two-week rule requires her to return to her home 
country and wait for a new visa to be issued, taking up valuable 
working time. 

The rule makes it financially difficult for abused helpers to file 
cases against their employers as well, since they are unable to 
work during the 6 to 12 month time period of the case. For 
all the above reasons, the two-week rule has been criticized 
for undermining the human rights of domestic workers by 
entrapping them in a potentially abusive work situation” (Lau, 
2014). The Hong Kong government has acknowledged that 
an application for a change of employer takes “about 4-6 
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weeks” once “all necessary documents are received” (Amnesty 
International, 2013). This exceeds the allowed two weeks, 
which essentially forces many workers to leave Hong Kong 
until their application is approved again (Grundy, 2013). 

“As research by Amnesty International and other organizations 
indicate, the inability to find new employment in the two-
week time limit leaves migrant domestic workers vulnerable 
to abuses. Many migrant domestic workers are left with 
little choice but to remain in abusive and/or exploitative 
conditions or accept jobs with unfavorable work conditions 
just to maintain their immigration status. The two-week 
rule also poses an impediment to migrants’ access to redress 
mechanisms in Hong Kong and explains in part why they 
readily agree to pay fees to placement agencies for seven 
months - to ensure that they have another job that they can 
go to” (Amnesty International, 2013, p. 15).

The Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants (APMM) has led 
and participated in multiple campaigns promoting rights of 
migrants and their families, especially within the scope of 
their place in Hong Kong’s policy. APMM focuses on policy 
change and works on campaigns to better current policy to be 
more inclusive and better for migrant workers in Hong Kong 
(Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants, 2015). APMM conducts 
research to better inform their campaigns and submissions to 
policy makers in Hong Kong in order to bring about change 
in the community. The Hong Kong Helpers Campaign 
also works closely with domestic workers and Hong Kong 
NGOs to campaign for better rights of local and foreign 
domestic workers (FDWs). They focus on applying pressure 
to successfully achieve three basic campaign goals, namely: 
1) Scrap the ‘two-week’ law; 2) Enforce maximum working 
hours; and 3) End illegal agency fees (Hong Kong Helpers 
Campaign, 2015a). 

Hong Kong
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social exclusion

The Asian Migrants Coordinating Body (AMCB) has been 
actively calling on the Hong Kong government to provide 
just and equal treatment to foreign domestic workers as a step 
towards ending modern-day slavery and social exclusion. 

Social exclusion pertains to a “process in which individuals and 
entire communities of people are systematically blocked from 
rights, opportunities and resources (e.g. housing, employment, 
healthcare, civic engagement, democratic participation and 
due process) that are normally available to members of society 
and which are key to social integration” (Wikipedia).

According to AMCB, the Hong Kong government has 
socially excluded the foreign domestic workers through its 
following policies: New Conditions of Stay (or two-week 
rule); mandatory live-in arrangements; exclusion from the 
statutory minimum wage as well as from right to abode (the 
right to become a permanent resident in Hong Kong); placing 
specific counters for foreign domestic workers at airport 
immigration; and the identification of FDWs through Hong 
Kong Identification card number starting with “W” or “WX” 
(HKPTV, 2014).

FDWs contribute a great deal of their earnings to the Hong 
Kong economy. In a research study conducted by the APMM 
and the Mission for Migrant Workers (2013), 27.69% of 
monthly spending of FDWs would go to products and services 
in Hong Kong as more than half would go to remittance (at 
50.68%). The products and services identified in the research 
were communications, food, clothing, transportation, toiletries 
and leisure. 
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situation facing asylum seekers and refugees

“We have a firm policy of not granting asylum and do not have 
obligation to admit individuals seeking refugee status under 
the 1951 Convention” (Constitutional and Mainland Affairs 
Bureau, 2010, para. 2.46). The Hong Kong government has 
often taken this stance against asylum-seeking individuals 
over the past years. However in March 2014 a new Unified 
Screening Mechanism (USM) was implemented which serves 
to screen non-refoulement claims on all applicable grounds in 
one go. Refoulement means the expulsion of persons who have 
the right to be recognized as refugees. The principle of non-
refoulement was first laid out in 1954 in the UN Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees, which, in Article 33(1) 
provides that: “No Contracting State shall expel or return 
(‘refouler’) a refugee in any manner whatsoever to the frontiers 
of territories where his life or freedom would be threatened 
on account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group of political opinion.” 

It is important to note that the principle of non-refoulement 
does not only forbid the expulsion of refugees back to their 
country of origin but to any country in which they might be 
subject to persecution. The only possible exception provided 
for by the UN Convention is the case that the person to 
be expelled constitutes a danger to national security (High 
Commissioner on Human Rights, 1977, Art. 33(2)). While the 
principle of non-refoulement is universally accepted, problems 
with refoulement frequently arise through the fact that its 
application requires a recognized refugee status. However, not 
all countries are members to the UN Convention relating to 
the Status of Refugees or may not have established formal 
procedures for determining refugee status - which is the case 
for Hong Kong (UNESCO). The USM is supposed to serve 
to “enhance implementation of our policy objective to process 
claims for non-refoulement protection against expulsion, 
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return or extradition to another country under procedures that 
meet with the high standards of fairness required by law, and 
at the same time prevent abuse by economic migrants who 
aim to protract their unlawful stay in Hong Kong” (Hong 
Kong government, 2014).
 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) was formerly in charge of screening of asylum 
claims under its mandate in Hong Kong. Now, under the 
USM, foreigners who seek non-refoulement protection in 
Hong Kong may approach the Immigration Department 
(ImmD) to make non-refoulement claims (Hong Kong 
government, 2014, para. 8).
 
Yet, Hong Kong government’s approach to refugees has 
seen a marked change as of June 2015, with refugees seeking 
protection now being unequivocally categorized as “illegal 
immigrants”. A paper issued by the administration in June 
2015 to brief legislators ahead of a Panel on Welfare Services 
meeting on those seeking refuge refers to refugees and torture 
claimants as “foreigners who smuggled themselves into Hong 
Kong, and visitors who overstayed their limit of stay” (Security 
Bureau Social Welfare Department, 2015). Additionally, they 
reiterated their stance towards refuge seekers in that “the 1951 
United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 
has never applied to Hong Kong, and illegal immigrants 
seeking non-refoulement in Hong Kong are not to be treated 
as ‘asylum seekers’ or ‘refugees’. In fact, the Government has a 
long-established policy of not granting asylum to anyone, and 
not determining or recognizing anyone as a refugee” (Security 
Bureau Social Welfare Department, 2015, para. 5). For 
example, they will not be offered legal status to settle in Hong 
Kong, regardless of the result of their non-refoulement claim 
(which only offers them temporary suspension of removal)” 
(McLaughlin, A., 2015).
 



134

“The illegal immigrant status of non-refoulement claimants 
will not change because of their non-refoulement claim, 
regardless of the result of their claim. As all other illegal 
immigrants, non-refoulement claimants are prohibited 
from taking up employment in Hong Kong under the law. 
In February 2014, the CFA upheld that non-refoulement 
claimants, even if their claim is substantiated, have no right 
under the Basic Law or any other legal right to work in Hong 
Kong” (Security Bureau Social Welfare Department, 2015, 
para. 4). In regards to the removal of an individual from Hong 
Kong, the paper also stated that foreigners who smuggled 
themselves into Hong Kong, and visitors who overstayed 
their limit of stay allowed by the Immigration Department 
or who were refused entry by Immigration Department upon 
arrival in Hong Kong (collectively “illegal immigrants” below) 
are subject to be removed from Hong Kong in accordance 
with the Immigration Ordinance (Cap. 115). To safeguard 
immigration control and for public interest, they should 
be removed as soon as practicable” (Security Bureau Social 
Welfare Department, 2015, para. 2). 

empowering, organising and building 
the migrant movement

Empowering, organizing and building the migrants movement 
entails workers themselves organizing, unionizing and fighting 
for themselves. Migrant unionism is necessary to thwart the 
goals of neoliberal labor flexibilization programs, which avert 
successful union tactics and promulgate cheap labor. 

“In Hong Kong, most migrant union members cannot be 
anything but foreign domestic workers (FDWs), as they 
make up the overwhelming majority of migrant labor in the 
territory.” This highlights the uniqueness of migrant unionism 
in Hong Kong - in that it has been able to assert through sheer 
advocacy the non-discriminatory concept of “domestic work 
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is work”, in an era preceding the formal recognition of this 
principle through the ILO Domestic Workers’ Convention 
(C189). On this bedrock advocacy was established migrant 
worker unions such as the Filipino Migrant Workers’ Union 
(FMWU), Indonesian Migrant Workers’ Union (IMWU) 
and the Overseas Nepali Workers’ Union (ONWU) amongst 
many others” (Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants, 2013).

Given that “non-traditional organizations” mobilize around the 
“injustices of migrancy” (Ally, 2005). Domestic worker labor 
organizing today is primarily through an association model. 
Throughout the Middle East and Asia, non-governmental 
organizations have taken up the role of binding domestic 
workers and migrant laborers through the association of like-
minded organizations (Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants, 
2013, p. 8). Given the multilayered nature of the sector and 
the rich diversity of the migrant experience in the region as a 
whole, the “Hong Kong model” in migrant unionism is rather 
unique. 

In the case of Hong Kong, association with local labor unions 
has proved to be an effective link to broadening the political, 
social and economic agenda while providing the migrant labor 
union with access to paralegal training and legitimate Labour 
Department recognition. The Hong Kong Confederation 
of Trade Unions (HKCTU), one of the biggest unions in 
Hong Kong, allowed the Indonesian Migrant Workers’ 
Union (IMWU) to join its membership, allowing IMWU 
to have stronger bargaining power and access to important 
capacity building training. Amongst other members to the 
HKCTU are unions like the Filipino Migrant Workers Union 
(FMWU). As members to the HKCTU, not only is a strong 
network of migrant organizations created to help protect their 
political and social rights, but a strong link to domestic issues 
of workers and allowed inclusion in these issues is created. 
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The movement of migrant workers in Hong Kong is recognized 
as one of the most dynamic movements in the world. Migrant 
workers since the 1970s have begun organizing themselves and 
taking up issues that greatly affect them. The United Filipinos 
in Hong Kong (UNIFIL), an alliance of Filipino migrant 
workers’ organizations in the territory, is a living proof that 
migrant workers in the territory have been vocal and active 
in asserting their rights to both their host and home country 
governments. The UNIFIL-HK was established in 1985 
(Pelaez, 2015).

This activism is not only true among Filipino migrant 
workers but to other nationalities as well. When the Asian 
Migrants Coordinating Body was established in 19XX (what 
year), migrants of various nationalities have come together 
in challenging the Hong Kong government for meaningful 
reforms. Mobilizing migrant workers in thousands, the 
AMCB has been successful in pressuring the government to 
increase their wages and shelve prohibitive policies (Lestari, 
2015).

In recent years, the migrant movement continues to remain 
vibrant as exploitation and abuse of migrant domestic workers 
in the territory also intensify. Case in point is Erwiana 
Sulistyaningsih, an Indonesian domestic worker who suffered 
grave violations and physical abuse from her employer for 
seven months in 2013.

When pictures of badly-bruised Erwiana became viral on 
Facebook, the Indonesian migrant organizations Asosiasi 
Tenaga Kerja Indonesia (ATKI-HK, Association of 
Indonesian Migrant Workers) and Indonesian Migrant 
Workers’ Union (IMWU-HK) took up her case and turned 
it into a campaign. They linked up with the UNIFIL-HK 
and other members of the AMCB as well as with migrant-
serving institutions like the Mission for Migrant Workers 
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and the Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants to develop both a 
legal battle and advocacy campaign to help Erwiana (Lestari, 
2015).

Through various efforts, from dialogues to letters to 
governments to protest actions, the groups were able to 
pressure the Hong Kong government to take on Erwiana’s 
case, sending police and medical team to Indonesia to check 
up on Erwiana, and making efforts to bring her to Hong Kong 
for a much-deserved hearing. 

The Hong Kong-based groups linked up with organizations 
as well as lawyers back in Indonesia to assist and encourage 
Erwiana and her family to take on the case, which the latter 
eventually did.

From 2014-2015, the world saw the development of this 
legal case into a big global campaign aimed at not only giving 
justice to Erwiana but also championing migrant domestic 
workers’ rights everywhere. Both online and offline, the Justice 
for Erwiana! Justice for All Migrant Domestic Workers! 
campaign-based network formed by the aforementioned 
organizations and enjoining many others, brought to the 
attention of the international community the plight of 
domestic workers. This drew in strong support and solidarity 
from people everywhere, especially from Hong Kong. 

When her employer was convicted in February 2015, the 
world celebrated with Erwiana as a huge spotlight was 
placed on the challenge of protecting and upholding migrant 
domestic workers’ rights. Many groups and individuals, 
including Erwiana, attributed her victory to the concerted 
efforts of various migrant organizations, institutions and 
advocacy groups especially in Hong Kong to assert the rights 
of migrant workers (Sulistyaningsih, 2015). 
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Australia 

history of migration 

For 200 years, Australia has been building its population 
through immigration. For most of this time it has been 
assumed that sustained immigration would ultimately give 
shape to Australia’s changing national identity. Successive 
governments have therefore sought to control migration to 
produce long-term social effects shaping the character of 
Australian politics. Between 1901 and the 1960s, migration 
policy was aimed to exclude anyone not of European descent 
and, in times of expansion, the issue of the skill-levels of 
migrants was ignored. This policy came to be known as the 
“White Australia” policy (Lachlan, 1996). Migration policy 
has since then focused on redressing this by targeting skilled 
and educated migrants from not just historic migrant sources 
in Europe, but increasingly from non-European countries 
in the Asia-Pacific region and the world (Migration policy, 
2013). 

As a predominantly European nation on the periphery of Asia, 
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Australia has long feared being demographically overwhelmed 
by the heavily populated Asian countries to its north. Minister 
of Immigration Arthur Calwell stated in 1947, “We have 25 
years at most to populate this country before the yellow races 
are down on us.” This concern about Australia’s demographic 
vulnerability was a driving force behind the country’s massive 
post-war program of European immigration.

However, from the late 1950s, Australia began to relax its 
‘White Australia’ policy. In 1956 non-European residents 
were allowed to apply for citizenship and two years later the 
Dictation Test was abolished as a further means of exclusion. 
By the mid-1960s mixed race migration was becoming easier, 
but the White Australia was still the official policy. In 1967 
Australia entered into its first migration agreement with 
a non-European country, in this case Turkey (Migration 
Heritage, 2010). 

Then in 1972 Australians elected their first Labor government 
since 1949. As Minister for Immigration, Al Grassby radically 
changed official policy. The quota system, based on country of 
origin and preservation of racial ‘homogeneity’, was replaced 
by ‘structured selection’. Migrants were to be chosen according 
to personal and social attributes and occupational group 
rather than country of origin. In 1973, declaring Australia a 
‘multicultural’ society, Al Grassby announced that every relic 
of past ethnic or racial discrimination had been abolished. 
The Australian Citizenship Act of that year declared that all 
migrants were to be accorded equal treatment.

In 1975, the first of what would become known as ‘boat people’ 
arrived in Darwin. More than 25,000 arrived in the next thirty 
years, initially from East Timor and then from Vietnam, 
China and, most recently, the Middle East. Since 1992, all 
are subject to compulsory internment while their claims 
of refugee status are assessed. Although Australia has been 
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criticised by the United Nations and Amnesty International 
for the injustice of interring all illegal migrants, particularly 
children, it continues to this day.

In 1988 the Fitzgerald Inquiry led to further changes in 
migration with a move away from ‘family reunion’ towards 
an emphasis on skilled and business categories. The assisted 
passage scheme had ended in 1981 and only refugees are given 
any level of support on their arrival in Australia. In 1996, for 
the first time in Australia’s migration history, the number of 
British migrants arriving fell to second place behind New 
Zealand. Renewed prosperity in Europe has also meant that, 
where once Italians and Greeks made up the majority of non-
British new arrivals, today, after New Zealand, it is people from 
China, South Africa and India. Conflicts overseas have also 
meant that Australia is now taking refugees from countries 
previously unrepresented. In 2006 the fastest growing refugee 
group is from Sudan followed by Afghanistan and Iraq 
(Migration Heritage, 2010). 

Australia’s contemporary immigration program has two 
components: a program for skilled and family migrants and 
a humanitarian program for refugees and asylum seekers 
(Australian Government, 2015). By 2010, the post-war 
immigration program had received more than 6.5 million 
migrants from every continent. The population tripled in the 
six decades to around 21 million in 2010, comprising people 
originating from 200 countries (Australian Government, 
2015). 

The humanitarian Programme has two important functions: 
 the onshore protection/asylum component fulfils Australia’s 
international obligations by offering protection to people 
already in Australia who are found to be refugees according 
to the United Nations Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees
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 the offshore resettlement component expresses Australia’s 
commitment to refugee protection by going beyond these 
obligations and offering resettlement to people overseas for 
whom this is the most appropriate option. 

In 2012-2013, the Humanitarian Programme was increased 
to 20,000 places from 13,750 places in 2011-12. A total 
of 20,019 visas were granted under the Humanitarian 
Programme, of which 12,515 visas were granted under the 
offshore component and 7,504 visas were granted under the 
onshore component (Australian Government, 2015).  

role of migration in national development plans

In 2012, the Australian government re-introduced offshore 
processing on Nauru and Manus Island. So far no details about 
protections, conditions or processes on these islands have been 
outlined. Furthermore, the government’s commitment to the 
long process of a regional approach to refugee protection seems 
uncertain. International organization Amnesty International 
deplores the current offshore processing of refugees and 
suggests that the Australian government instead of focusing 
on short-term punitive measures, the government needs to 
commit adequate resources to an effective, human rights-
based regional framework that addresses the reasons for 
irregular migration. This would lead to increased protection 
for refugees and asylum seekers in the Asia Pacific region, and 
reduce the number of refugees forced to make dangerous and 
uncertain journeys being shipped from one country to the next 
(Amnesty International, 2013).  The Australian government 
also reached a deal with Papua New Guinea that any asylum 
seekers judged to be genuine refugees would be resettled in 
Papua New Guinea, not Australia (Bennett-Jones, 2015). 

The government of Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott 
fiercely imposed policies that prevent people reaching 
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Australia by boat. The policy has had a significant impact with 
300 boats carrying 20,000 unauthorised migrants reaching 
Australia in 2013, but only one boat reaching the country in 
2014. 

The current Liberal-National coalition government adopted 
Labor’s policies and expanded them, introducing Operation 
Sovereign Borders, which puts the military in control of asylum 
operations. Operation Sovereign Borders (OSB) is a military-
led, border security operation supported and assisted by a wide 
range of federal government agencies. The OSB Joint Agency 
Task Force ( JATF) has been established to ensure a whole-
of-government effort to combat people smuggling and protect 
Australia’s borders. It is supported by three operational task 
groups, which include the Australian Federal Police, Australian 
Border Force (which includes Maritime Border Command) 
and the Department of Immigration and Border Protection 
(Australian Government, 2015). Under OSB, military vessels 
patrol Australian waters and intercept migrant boats, towing 
them back to Indonesia or sending asylum seekers back in 
inflatable dinghies or lifeboats. 

In 2014, Australia signed a deal with Cambodia, stipulating 
that refugees from Australia’s offshore detention centres 
have the opportunity to be resettled in Cambodia. Australia 
allows some 200,000 people a year settle in the country legally, 
however the government now states that no-one arriving on an 
unauthorised boat, even if he or she is a genuine refugee, will 
be allowed to settle on Australian soil. Instead they are moved 
to processing centres on remote Pacific Islands in Nauru and 
Papua New Guinea which would then screen the migrants and 
move genuine refugees to third countries such as Cambodia. 
Amnesty International called it, “a new low in Australia’s 
deplorable and inhumane treatment of asylum seekers.” 
Commissioner of United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees (UNHCR) Antonio Guterres said, “It’s crucial that 
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countries do not shift their refugee responsibilities elsewhere.” 
The UNHCR champions a stance that asylum seekers should 
“benefit from the protection” of the state in which they arrive 
(ABC, 2014).  The move has been strongly criticised because 
many believe that Cambodia is not prepared or equipped to 
take refugees (ABC, 2014). Australia’s own Foreign Affairs 
Department website warns that Cambodia’s legal framework 
remains weak in some areas - with inconsistencies in the way 
the judicial system applies the law. It also says that Cambodia 
remains one of the world’s least developed countries and 
the lack of an effective judicial and legal system combined 
with a poor corporate governance environment has been a 
disincentive to foreign direct investment (ABC, 2014).  

In 2015, Australia and China came into the China-Australia 
Free Trade Agreement (ChAFTA), which is aimed to stimulate 
the Australian company by increasing labour flexibility in 
various industries. The China-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
gives Australian companies greater access to the Chinese 
market but it also allows more Chinese workers including 
tradespeople to work in Australia on temporary skilled 
migration visas. The fine print of the agreement says entry 
and temporary stay for up to four years with the possibility 
of staying longer will be granted to “contractual service 
suppliers” from China. The agreement defines such suppliers 
as a Chinese person “who has trade, technical or professional 
skills and experience and who is assessed as having the 
necessary qualifications, skills and work experience accepted 
as meeting Australia’s standards” (Lannin, 2015). Under the 
agreement, as well, up to 1,800 people per year, working as 
either Chinese chefs, Wushu martial arts coaches, Mandarin 
language tutors or Chinese medicine practitioners, would be 
allowed to enter Australia as contractual service suppliers. The 
ChAFTA under an Investment Facilitation Arrangement 
would also give Chinese companies the permission to bring 
skilled workers to Australia - in a bid to plug labour shortages 
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on big infrastructure projects (Kerin & Sprague, 2014). The 
arrangement will apply to infrastructure projects valued above 
$150 million under the deal negotiated between the two 
countries (Kerin & Sprague, 2014). Projects will involve the 
employment of foreign workers on 457 work visas. Firms will be 
required to conduct market testing to ensure there are genuine 
skill shortages. Originally, Chinese companies will not need 
to advertise project jobs locally before recruiting workers from 
overseas similar to Enterprise Migration Agreements but due 
to amendments to Regulations demanded by Labor, this does 
not apply now. The Enterprise Migration Agreements were 
introduced under Labor on projects worth $2 billion or more 
(Lannin, 2015).  

Reception of this new agreement has not been entirely 
positive. The influential Migration Council Australia has 
warned any moves by the federal government to give China 
special treatment under the 457 visa program as part of a free 
trade agreement could “undermine social cohesion” (Wroe 
& Whyte, 2014). The Australian Council of Trade Unions 
(ACTU) also said the free trade agreement undermined local 
jobs and could increase unemployment of the local community. 
Local Australian unemployment currently stands at 6 percent 
nationally (Lannin, 2015). Lance McCallum, national 
policy officer from the Electrical Trades Union stressed that 
the FTA would be bad for both Australian and Chinese 
workers. “Australian workers will miss out on thousands 
of job opportunities, and we’ve also got concerns for those 
(Chinese) workers that their conditions could be exploited by 
unscrupulous employers” (Lannin, 2015). Migration Council 
Australia chief executive Carla Wilshire said, “Creating a visa 
specifically for one country sets a bad precedent, it will change 
the way we do migration and could undermine social cohesion 
by privileging nationality above skills and contribution. [It] 
would be a retrograde step and would be at odds with our 
principles of non-discrimination” (Wroe & Whyte, 2014). 
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Advocates for the agreement have cited the fact that China 
is already Australia’s biggest trading partner, reaching $142 
billion of bilateral commerce, with Chinese investment in 
Australia soaring to $64.5 billion last year. The ChAFTA 
would simply add to these numbers (Carvalho, 2015). The 
1,800 or so Chinese workers allowed to annually enter 
Australia as contractual service suppliers, or those brought for 
infrastructure projects worth more than $150 million, do not 
constitute a threat to local jobs - as many jobs will be created 
in the process. A report on Australia’s FTA with China, Japan 
and Korea showed that it would create up to almost 200,000 
jobs in the next couple of decades (Kerin, 2015). But this 
number is it is really only about 5,430 jobs (Martin, 2015). 

Other than the humanitarian migration program, there also 
exists Australia’s skilled migration program. Australia’s skilled 
migration program plays a ‘crucial role in assisting Australia to 
meet human capital needs’ according to Cameron (2011), and 
one of the key policy goals is to ‘maximise lifetime earnings 
- and therefore the maximum contribution to productivity 
growth and fiscal impact’ (Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, Correspondence, 2012; Australian Government, 
2015). 

There are a few ways through which a person can gain entry 
into Australia as a skilled migrant: 

1. General Skilled Migration (GSM) program (for those who 
are not sponsored by an Australian employer)
2. Employer-Nominated Categories (employer-sponsored 
visas)
3. Business Skills Migration (encourages successful business 
people to settle in Australia and develop new business 
opportunities)
4. Distinguished Talent (for individuals with special or unique 
talents such as sports people musicians, artists and designers, 
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who are internationally recognised as outstanding in their 
field). 

Historically, more permanent migrants arrived under the 
family stream (which facilitates the entry of family members 
wishing to join their relatives in Australia) than the skill 
stream, but the last decade has seen a shift in the balance in 
favour for the skill stream (Parliament of Australia, 2012). In 
1996-97 over 50 percent of migrants arrived under the family 
stream, while the planning level for the family stream for 2012-
2013 was just under 32 percent. This is because the Howard 
Government, in 1996, decided that they wanted to revamp 
“the Migration (Non-Humanitarian) Programme to improve 
the focus on Australia’s social and economic needs… While 
maintaining an ongoing commitment to family reunion, the 
1996-97 Programme of 74,000 incorporates a significant shift 
towards skilled migration. Skilled migrants make a particular 
contribution to Australia’s economic development and their 
representation will be increased in the Programme” (Ruddock, 
1996). Within a year the number of people migrating under 
the skill stream had overtaken arrivals under the family 
stream (Park, 2008). In 1996-97 skilled migration made up 47 
percent of the Migration Program - by 2008 - 09 that figure 
had increased to 67 percent (Australian Government, 2010).  
In 2011-12 the skill stream accounted for 68 percent of the 
Migration Program (Australian Government, 2012).
 
Various policy measures have been implemented over the last 
20 years with the aim of increasing the chances of positive 
employment outcomes for new migrants in order to achieve 
‘greatest economic gains’ from the Migration Program 
(Australia’s Skilled Migration Framework, 2015). Since the 
1980s, the Australian Government has developed policies 
designed to target migrants with experience in areas where 
there is a skill shortfall. In the aftermath of the economic 
downturn in the 1990s, a nominated skills list, tighter English 
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language requirements and more stringent rules concerning 
the recognition of overseas qualifications in order to meet 
eligibility requirements for general skilled migration were 
all introduced to improve the focus on better employment 
outcomes for migrants - these are all reflected in the 
requirements of individuals for each section of the Migration 
Program. 

general skilled migration

The current age limit for GSM visas is set at 50 years of age. 
This age limit ‘reflects the level of benefit to the Australian 
workforce and economy expected of persons entering 
Australia under this stream of the migration program’. In 
order to obtain a range of visas under the GSM category, 
applicants must obtain a pass mark in a ‘points test’ (Australian 
Government, 2014). The points test provides a ‘transparent 
and objective method of selecting skilled migrants based on 
a number of factors, including the applicant’s age at the time 
of the application’ (Australian Government, 2014). The points 
awarded for age reflect the applicant’s ‘potential contribution 
to the Australian economy in their lifetime’.  The points that 
may be awarded for age for GSM visa applicants range from 
0-30, with the fewest points for applicants aged 40-44 and no 
points for those aged 45-49 (Migration Regulations, 1994).  

employer-sponsored visas

While most permanent employer-sponsored visas do not 
require an applicant to meet the points test, one criterion for 
applying for such visas is that the applicant is under 50 years 
of age (Australia’s Skilled Migration Framework, 2015). This 
age limit will apply unless the person is an ‘exempt person’ 
specified in the relevant legislative instrument. The current 
instrument specifies exempt persons to include ministers of 
religion; researchers; scientists and technical specialists; senior 
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academics; and holders of a 457 visa for at least four years 
immediately prior to applying whose annual earnings for each 
year in that period were at least the equivalent to the ‘Fair Work 
high income threshold’ (Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, 2012). In 2011, the Department of Immigration 
and Citizenship undertook a comprehensive review of the 
permanent employer-sponsored visa program. As a result of 
the review, the upper age limit was increased from 45 to 50 
years of age, and revised exemptions were introduced in order 
to ‘provide more clarity and certainty to applicants, while 
ensuring that visa programs are still able to respond flexibly to 
unique cases’ (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 
2012). 

In 2008-09, the government identified the need for a shift in 
the policy to move away from independent skilled migrants 
without pre-arranged employment Australia, towards 
sponsored skilled migrants with employment arranged prior 
to their arrival. Skilled migrants sponsored by an employer 
were given higher processing priority than independent 
migrants. Priority processing was also introduced for people 
with skills considered to be in critical shortage in Australia, 
such as medical and some IT professionals, engineers and 
construction trade. This was intended to ensure that the 
skilled stream of the Migration Program meets the areas of 
most critical need in the Australian labour market (Australia’s 
Skilled Migration Framework, 2015). Since then, the 
employer sponsored category of the Migration Program’s skill 
stream has been steadily rising, comprising around 37 percent 
of the skill stream in 2011-12 (Department of Immigration 
and Citizenship, 2012). 

One of the most significant reforms to the skilled migration 
stream in many years was announced in the 2011-12 budget 
with $5.9 million over four years allocated to implement a 
new model to select skilled migrants - the Skilled Migrant 
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Selection Model (SkillSelect). The model is an electronic 
system whereby prospective applicants must first submit an 
expression of interest (EOI) before being invited to make 
a visa application. Introduced on 1 July 2012, this measure 
means that migrants wanting to be sponsored for employment 
by state or territory governments, or any independent 
applicants (non-sponsored) applying after that date, will be 
required to receive an invitation before they are able to lodge 
a visa application. 

temporary skilled worker program
(referred to as the ‘457 scheme’) 

While fluctuations in the numbers of permanent migrants are 
significant, one of the greatest changes in immigration patterns 
to Australia in the last decade has been the growth of long-
term temporary migration. Although temporary migrants are 
not counted under the Migration Program for permanent 
migrants, temporary migration is increasingly becoming 
the first step towards permanent settlement in Australia for 
many people. In 2010-11, almost nine in ten people granted 
a permanent employer sponsored visa were people who had 
originally entered Australia as temporary skilled workers (on 
457 visas) (Australia’s Skilled Migration Framework, 2015). 

The temporary 457 visa scheme is ‘the most commonly used 
program for employers to sponsor overseas workers to work in 
Australia on a temporary basis’, subject to certain sponsorship 
and eligibility requirements. As at 31 March 2012, the total 
number of 457 visa workers in Australia had increased by 
22% in the previous year. There is no age limit on applications 
under the 457 scheme or a cap on the number of 457 visas 
issued (Australia’s Skilled Migration Framework, 2015).  

However, given that the 457 visa is supposed to be used in 
industries suffering a skills shortage to allow employers to hire 
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a skilled migrant worker for up to four years - there is abuse 
of this system. New analysis has shown that some employers 
readily admit they use 457 visa workers even when there is 
no skills shortage in their industry, suggesting that tougher 
regulation is needed. There is a risk that some employers may 
develop an inherent preference for 457 visa holders in ways 
that could inhibit workers’ rights, advantage some employers 
over others and potentially deny employment opportunities 
to citizens and permanent residents (Wright & Constantin, 
2015). Surveys had found that a significant percentage of 
employers are using the scheme to engage workers they saw as 
harder working or having ‘a better attitude’ (19%) or are more 
loyal than their Australian counterparts (19%). Of employers 
surveyed, 10% also said that Australian workers do not like 
doing the job and 6% claimed Australian workers have a poor 
attitude. Employer respondents across all industries are three 
times more likely to be more satisfied with workers on 457 
visas than similar Australian workers. It would be important 
at this juncture to note though that misuse of the scheme does 
not appear to be widespread; in fact, many employers (such as 
in education and health) are largely using the scheme for its 
intended purpose of addressing skills shortages. However, in 
hospitality, misuse of the scheme appears to be widespread. 
This shows that the 457 visa needs to be regulated more 
effectively (Wright & Constantin, 2015).  

current situation and issues of migrants in australia

Australia’s policy on asylum seekers who arrive by boat has 
come under intense scrutiny in recent months. As the eighth 
largest recipient of asylum seekers in the industrialised world 
(as of UNHCR’S Asylum Trends 2013 report) according to 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2014). 
Australia received 24,300 claims for asylum in 2013. That 
figure is about 4% of all applications made globally in 2013. 
Locally, asylum is a hot political issue and polls have shown 
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that a significant number of Australians approve of taking 
a tougher stance. The Tony Abbott-led Liberal-National 
coalition, which is in power at the time of writing had 
campaigned for tough policies against people who arrived by 
boats to Australia. “The government says that the journey the 
asylum seekers make is dangerous and controlled by criminal 
gangs and they have a duty to stop it” (BBC News, 2016).

Australia has maintained their offshore processing policy, 
transferring anyone who arrived by boat after 19 July 2013 
to Australian-run immigration detention centres on Papua 
New Guinea’s Manus Island or Nauru. By 1 December 2014, 
approximately 2,040 asylum-seekers were detained in these 
centres, including 155 children on Nauru. Australia also 
maintained its mandatory detention policy for those arriving 
without valid visas. By 1 December 2014, there were 3176 
individuals in detention centres in mainland Australia and 
on Christmas Island, including 556 children. In August, the 
government announced it would transfer the majority of 
children and their families from onshore detention centres 
to the community on bridging visas. Violence and possibly 
inadequate medical treatment resulted in the deaths of two 
asylum-seekers at the offshore Australian-run immigration 
detention centre on Manus Island (Amnesty International, 
2015). 

The situation facing asylum-seekers in these detentions centres 
are grim. “There have been cases of riots, hunger strikes, 
brutality by guards and the sexual abuse of children. Journalistic 
reports from the processing centres depict great frustration 
and despair as asylum seekers and would-be migrants wait 
to find out what will happen to them. Some people at the 
camps have resorted to stitching their lips together” (Bennett-
Jones, 2015). UNHCR reports on conditions in the offshore 
processing facilities in Nauru and Manus Island find that 
men, women and children continue to be held in arbitrary 
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indefinite detention and conditions in both sites remain below 
international standards. Of particular concern is the finding 
that, since the facilities re-opened in 2012, only one claim for 
refugee status had been fully processed in Nauru and none 
had been fully processed in Manus Island (Refugee Council 
of Australia, 2014). As of January 2014, the average length of 
time spent in closed immigration detention facilities rises to 
226 days, the highest level in more than two years (Refugee 
Council of Australia, 2014). In an independent report on 
immigration detention conditions on Nauru, it was found that 
many asylum seekers on Nauru “are apprehensive about their 
personal safety and have concerns about their privacy in the 
centre” (Doherty & Farrell, 2015).  

Recent policy change in July of 2015 has also stated that 
asylum-seekers held on Nauru who need medical care will no 
longer be flown to Australia but instead taken to Papua New 
Guinea, in a move which will likely stop people seeking legal 
injunctions against their detention. Previously, detainees from 
the Nauru and Manus Island detention facilities have been 
flown to Australia for medical care, and a number of people 
have taken the opportunity to launch legal action and prevent 
their return to the centre. One case is currently before the 
courts in Darwin. The family of a five-year-old girl is seeking 
to stop their return due to the extreme psychological distress 
of their daughter (Davidson & Farrell, 2015). 

By September 2014, 12 boats with 383 people on board had 
been turned back by the Australian government at sea, with 
an additional two boats returned directly to Sri Lanka. In 
October 2014, the government introduced a legislation to 
expedite the processing of 24,000 asylum applications that had 
been previously suspended. The legislation removed a number 
of important safeguards and will allow people to be returned 
to other countries regardless of Australia’s non-refoulement 
obligations under international law (Amnesty International, 
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2015). Non-refoulement is a principle of international law, 
which forbids the rendering of a true victim of persecution to 
his or her persecutor. Unlike political asylum, which applies 
to those who can prove a well-grounded fear of persecution 
based on certain category of persons, non-refoulement refers 
to the generic repatriation of people, including refugees into 
war zones and other disaster areas (Non-refoulement, 2015). 
Australia violated the international prohibition of refoulement 
by forcibly returning refugees and asylum-seekers to countries 
where they faced serious human rights violations (Amnesty 
International, 2015). 

Australia’s new deal to transport genuine refugees to 
Cambodia has been internationally condemned. UN officials 
have described the policy as a departure from international 
norms that could result in the world’s poorest countries 
being the only ones to accept the burden of genuine refugees 
(Bennett-Jones, 2015). 

There is also concern towards the temporary migrants working 
in Australia on 457 temporary visas. Technically, businesses 
that sponsor overseas workers have numerous obligations, 
many aimed at protecting the employee from exploitation. 
For example, sponsors must show they are providing overseas 
workers with the same terms and conditions of employment 
as their Australian co-workers, and grant workplace inspectors 
access to payroll records and sponsored workers. They must 
also ensure overseas workers are only employed in their 
nominated position.  However, there have been criticisms 
that there exist insufficient compliance checks. Jobwatch, an 
employment rights legal centre in Victoria, Australia, says 
insufficient compliance checks mean some 457 sponsors are 
getting away with exploitation. The Construction, Forestry, 
Mining and Energy Union says the fact that less than four 
percent of sponsors received visit from inspectors in the 
2011-12 financial year demonstrates a lack of interest both 
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in the department, and higher-up in the federal government, 
in checking that 457 workers are not being exploited 
(Carisbrooke, 2012). The lack of understanding and knowing 
their workplace rights also leads many migrants to be used as 
cheap and disposable labour (Carisbrooke, 2012). 

Additionally, 457 workers who quit their jobs or lose them 
have 28-days to find an alternative sponsor and apply for 
another visa, or leave the country. “In that time they have to 
find a new sponsor employer who has to undertake all the 
steps of becoming a sponsor, that is time consuming and 
creates enormous amounts of pressure, and dare I say it is fairly 
unlikely. The 28-days is incredible restricted” (Carisbrooke, 
2012). Contracts also commonly have clauses that state, should 
an individual quit their job, they would be liable to pay tens-
of-thousands of dollars back to his employer who has spent 
on bringing them to Australia. This ‘debt’ that individuals 
have towards a company could also be a factor, which leads 
them to accept harsher working conditions (Carisbrooke, 
2012). (Note: 457 visa holders now have 90 days to find new 
sponsorship. Increased from 28 from July 2013.)
 

empowering, organising and building 
the migrant movement

In Australia, there exists a range of different support groups 
for refugees, asylum seekers, immigration detainees and other 
people who are vulnerable as a result of migration. One of them 
is the Red Cross. They have a range of services and programs 
that protect and uphold the health, dignity and wellbeing 
of vulnerable migrants (Australian Red Cross, 2015). The 
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC) is a community-led, 
-non-profit organization that helps to support and empower 
asylum seekers in order to live independently. 

The Refugee Council of Australia is a non-profit, non-
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government organization that is the national umbrella body 
for refugees and the organizations and individuals that 
supports them (Refugee Council of Australia, 2014). They 
conduct research into a wide variety of issues affecting refugees 
and asylum seekers. This research would ultimately inform 
the most constructive policy approaches on various issues. 
They convene national teleconferences, attend interagency 
gatherings, organise formal consultations and arrange 
meetings with individuals and organizations. Through their 
work, they are able to highlight gaps and deficiencies in the 
policies in Australia and then put forward recommendations 
to the Australian government and international organizations 
to assist them in formulating policy and to improve the 
current situation for refugees and asylum seekers. They are 
also involved in community education, awareness building, 
advocacy and representation on behalf of refugees and asylum 
seekers. 

As South Australia’s state economic priorities shifted to give 
more priority to international connections and engagement 
between the local and migrant business community - 
networking events are routinely scheduled to facilitate 
communication. This new more welcoming integrative 
environment for migrants is highlighted in South Australia’s 
state economic priorities that state, “We need to be open 
to new people, new ideas, new investment and business 
partnerships” (South Australian Government, 2015). 

asian women at work inc

Asian Women at Work Inc (AWatW) was established in 1993 
to assist and empower Asian women migrant workers in low 
paid and precarious employment through a range of programs 
from outreach, support groups and seminars through to 
leadership development and facilitation of their involvement 
in advocacy on behalf of themselves.. 
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Migrant working women are generally isolated from 
information and support services by long hours of work in low 
paid jobs, and their limited English skills. In addition, bullying 
and exploitation experienced by many in the workplaces 
reduces their confidence about seeking support. AWatW’s 
unique services involve extensive outreach to these women, 
and an offering of services in evenings and on weekends to 
increase accessibility.  

AWatW is building a support network of migrant women 
workers, based around local branches, capable of reaching out 
to hundreds of migrant women workers in each local area. A 
key focus of its work is to build and strengthen the capacity 
of the target communities, as well as build links with the 
mainstream local communities where they live.  Leadership 
development and training is central to its model of work, 
which is ultimately building communities.  

AWatW builds on the strengths and responds to the needs of 
these women and their families. While a common element is 
their working situations, AWatW is not only responding to 
their workplace issues, as unions do, but to the full range of 
issues in their lives. 

AWatW’s current membership is 2000. Through these women 
members, it is also reaching thousand others in their families 
and the community. Everyone who participates in its activities 
is invited to become members but assistance is extended even 
to non-members. 

its target group

Asian migrant women workers in low paid and precarious 
employment across Sydney, including clothing outworkers, 
clothing factory workers, cleaners, restaurant workers, 
manufacturing workers, nail and beauty workers, aged 
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care workers, child care workers and so on. Many of these 
workers receive below legal wages and conditions, many do 
not speak out about this for fear of losing their jobs. Bullying 
and harassment and other work health and safety issues are 
common. 

These women have limited access to government and 
community services and information due to long hours of 
work and have limited opportunities to learn English due to 
long hours of work.

its activities with migrant women workers

Outreach – to individuals and groups through a range of 
mechanisms including promotion of evening telephone and 
information service, promotion of our activities in ethnic 
media, visits to workplaces to deliver information kits in 
first language around a range of information, opening up 
many activities to new participants.  Single biggest form of 
recruitment is our own members inviting others to be involved. 

Individual support – information, referral, casework, assistance 
with understanding and completing documents.  Including 
evening telephone information and referral service every 
Tuesday evening until 8pm, in Chinese and Vietnamese. 

Support groups – through leisure groups, English classes, 
locality based groups, industry based groups (especially 
clothing outworkers and aged care) and occasionally groups 
based around workers from one company. 

Seminars and Information Sessions – generally run in support 
groups or at a branch level, although some run for the whole 
of the organisation.  Issues are identified by the women 
themselves.  Rights at Work, Women’s Health, Centrelink and 
Tax issues for low-income women, and parenting are popular 
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topics. 

Community Building Social Activities – as an attractive way 
to bring busy women together with their families, and when 
they are together to build community, engage with Australian 
society, pass on information, discuss issues and develop 
leadership skills amongst those who assist in organising and 
running the program.

Leadership Development and Training – informal training, 
formal training, mentoring, creating opportunities and 
experiences eg Outworker leaders identified and developed in 
English classes, now being invited to come together and give 
feedback on proposals for OH&S project. 

Branch Development – establishing leadership structures 
among the target group and planning processes by the target 
group. The 5 branch areas are Cabramatta, Bankstown, 
Hurstville, Blacktown and Auburn.  Through these branches, 
it is able to engage women in local issues and connecting with 
local communities. 

Work and family policy issues for migrant women – combine 
monitoring issues for our members, monitoring areas of policy 
development, facilitating understanding of policy environment 
and content for members, facilitating Asian women workers 
role in speaking out on those issues.  It establishes action 
groups from among the target group to take these issues up 
with decision makers, facilitate them having a voice. 

Migrant Women Workers Forums – seek to hold every three 
to four years if funding is available.  Aim to bring women 
together as a body for information and training, recognising 
they are not alone, building a common identity and identifying 
key issues they want to work on as a group.  September 
2006 forum funded by NSW Office for Women was very 
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successful, attended by 179 migrant women from 5 language 
groups, over 100 of whom were from our target group and the 
others supporters.  In May 2010 we held a National Forum 
funded by the Federal Office for Women attended by over 300 
women, 207 of them migrant women workers from precarious 
employment. 

Action and Advocate Groups – Invite leaders from groups to 
become involved in taking up particular issues the Forums or 
other processes have identified as key issues.  For example it 
had an Action Group which met regularly for 3 years and 
worked around  industrial relations legislation, firstly raising 
concerns around the impacts of WorkChoices on migrant 
women worker and later lobbying in relation to the content 
of the Fair Work Bill.  

its achievements and strengths

 Successfully lobbied for and participated as a lead partner 
in the implementation of NSW Behind the Label Outworker 
Strategy 2002-2005.

 Published and launched “Cries from the Workplace” - 
stories of 20 migrant women workers from Sydney 2007

 Influenced the shape of the Fair Work Act and modern 
awards to better respond to the needs of and issues for migrant 
women workers 2008-2009

 Campaigned (and succeed) and worked closely with 
the unions, church and other civil society groups to get the 
Fair Work Amendment (Textile Clothing and Footwear 
Industries) Bill 2011 passed

 Unique target group – no one else reaching out to them, 
providing relevant or accessible services including evening 
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and weekend activities 

 Responding to needs at the grassroots 

 Getting migrant women involved in addressing their own 
needs

 Important model – bringing together outreach, support, 
training, leadership development, community development, 
advocacy and policy work 

 Facilitating the target group’s capacity to advocate and 
campaign for themselves
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Canada

migration to canada

Canada is a major immigrant receiving country - has been one 
for thousands of years – thus shaping its distinct multicultural 
identity. As Piche, Depatie-Pelletier, and Epale (2006) 
noted, Canada has a “national culture developed by waves 
of consecutive immigration and an economy that depends 
greatly on continuing immigration policy.” 

In 1971, the Canadian government adopted the policy on 
multiculturalism, which recognizes and respects diversity in 
language, culture, religions, etc. and subsequently in 1982, 
passed the Canadian Multiculturalism Act (Canadian Council 
for Refugees and Parole Board of Canada).

Canadian citizenship was created under the Immigration 
Act in 1910. Canada established its own nationality laws in 
1946 with the Canadian Citizenship Act of 1946. The 1946 
Canadian Citizenship Act created Canadian citizenship as a 
status separate from that of British nationality as of January 
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1, 1947. The Canadian Citizenship Act of 1946 removed 
preferential treatment for British subjects, allowed citizens 
to have dual or multiple citizenships, and recognized that 
Canadian society benefited from a diverse multicultural 
society (Parliament of Canada). 

The Canadian Citizenship Act of 1976 outlines the 
immigration policy of Canada. Currently, there are 2 major 
categories of immigration to Canada: Economic Class which 
includes the Temporary Foreign Workers Program, Caregiver 
Program, Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program and all 
employer dependent classifications; and the Non-Economic 
Class which include Family Class, Spouse or common-law 
partner in Canada class, Humanitarian and compassionate 
consideration, etc.

In 1973, Canada introduced the Non-Immigrant Employment 
Authorization Program (NIEAP) to bring in migrants 
(non-immigrants) into the country for the purpose of filling 
particular jobs which Canadians are not keen to work in.

Sharma (2000) shows that 75% of all people entering through 
the NIEAP are employed in service sector jobs, such as in 
care-giving, retail and clerical work, manufacturing, such as 
in the garment industry, and primary sector jobs, such as in 
farm work. She argues that these sectors are sex-segregated 
in that large numbers of women work in them in gender-
stereotyped positions. Many of these workers are women of 
colour, such as caregivers who are predominantly from Asia 
and the Caribbean. Migrant farm workers are mostly Mexican 
and Caribbean men.

Even before 1973, schemes to bring in domestic workers 
from the Caribbean - predominantly black women – were 
put in place. Calliste (1989) writes that the first Caribbean 
Domestic Scheme was initiated between 1910-11 to bring 
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in 100 women from Guadalupe to work in Canada as 
domestic workers. Subsequently, some of these women were 
deported when domestic workers were no longer needed as 
well as concerns that black immigrants should be excluded 
altogether. The second domestic scheme between 1955-66 
brought in small quotas of Caribbean women to work as 
domestic workers who were granted landed immigrant status. 
They were paid much less than their Canadian and European 
counterparts and did not find it easy to advance themselves 
due to restrictions at work. In 1973, domestic workers could 
enter only on temporary work permits with no rights to apply 
for landed immigration.

In 1981, the Foreign Domestic Workers Program was 
introduced (Canadian Council for Refugees).

The different categories of immigrants are also given different 
rights. Foreign workers are divided into 2 categories - high 
and low skilled.

The number of low-skilled workers has continually increased. 
Piche, Depatie-Pelletier and Epale (2006) have stated: “Given 
the current high levels of education and per capita income, the 
commercialization of domestic work and family services, the 
ageing of the population and an immigration policy for foreign 
workers favourable to business people and professionals, 
the pool of workers ready to accept dirty, dangerous or 
degrading (3-D) jobs is seeing a downward trend among the 
active Canadian population. In this context, the Canadian 
federal government has decided since 2002 to streamline the 
admission of ‘low-skilled’ foreign labour under work permit 
tied to a specific employer. This explains the systematic 
increase in the percentage of ‘low-skilled’ temporary foreign 
workers.”

Foreign workers given permanent residence status are protected 
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with civil and socioeconomic laws under the Constitution and 
other federal/provincial laws (but can’t vote or be elected); 
however, low-skilled workers “under a work permit tied to a 
specific employer and the undocumented workers are granted 
very limited rights,” which is the case for foreign domestic 
workers.

Documented migrant workers that are “vulnerable to rights 
abuse (placed in Canada under the legal authority of their 
employer) come from 3 low-skilled work programs: the live-in 
caregivers program, the seasonal agricultural workers program, 
and the low-skilled workers program.

changes in immigration policies

2009 amendments to the citizenship act

Changes to the Citizenship Act of 1976 focusing on who can 
inherit Canadian citizenship from their parents took effect on 
17th April 2009.

Amendments to the Citizenship Act in 2009 mainly targeted 
people who were born outside Canada to Canadian parents 
and who were not already Canadian citizens when the rules 
changed. It is not however “limited to first generation born 
outside Canada”.  Persons who were not already Canadian 
citizens immediately before April 17, 2009 and who were born 
outside Canada to a Canadian parent are not Canadian if: 

a) Their Canadian parent was also born outside Canada to 
a Canadian parent (the person is therefore the second or 
subsequent generation born outside Canada); or
b) Their Canadian parent was granted Canadian citizenship 
under section 5.1 - the adoption provisions of the Citizenship 
Act (the person is therefore the second generation born 
outside Canada).

Canada
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Since a person can now only become Canadian by descent if 
one of their parents was either born in Canada or naturalized, 
it limits citizenship by descent to one generation born out of 
Canada, such that a person might become stateless if he or 
she doesn’t have claims to other citizenships (Chloe Goldring, 
Rachel Chandler as case study examples).

Second-generation born abroad can only gain Canadian 
citizenship by immigrating to Canada as “dependents” under 
their Canadian citizen parents, allowing them to pursue 
citizenship with fewer requirements and which takes less time.

2014 amendments

On 6th of February 2014, Bill C-24 was presented in the 
House of Commons to make changes to the Act, which was 
given royal assent on June 19, 2014. Many were done so to 
correct certain problems from 2009 while others came into 
effect on August 1, 2014. These new provisions were put in 
place to extend citizenship to “lost” Canadians (Government 
of Canada, 2015). Under these new provisions, starting 2015, 
one is not considered a Canadian citizen if they:

a) Were born outside Canada after the first generation 
(unless one of the exceptions to the first generation limited to 
citizenship by descent apply);
b) Renounced their Canadian citizenship or British subject 
status;
c) Had their British subject status revoked; or
d) Had their Canadian citizenship revoked by the government 
because it was obtained by fraud.

There are now restrictions to Canadian citizenship that make 
it harder for new immigrants to settle in the country, namely: 
a) required residence before application to citizenship is 
now four (4) years from the previous six, with 183 days of 
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minimum physical presence in 4/6 years. Adults must also file 
for Canadian income tax returns under the Income Tax Act 
to be eligible for citizenship, and; b) greater knowledge and 
language requirements.

key issues of migrants in canada

temporary foreign worker program (tfwp)

Reforms were made to the Temporary Foreign Worker 
Program (TFWP), proposed in June 2014. Employment 
Minister Jason Kenney and Immigration Minister Chris 
Alexander argued that these changes would “...better prevent 
and detect abuse and penalize employers who abuse the 
program. We will severely sanction those who break the rules. 
We will better protect foreign workers and we will recognize 
that Canada benefits from international mobility” (Kenney). 
Furthermore, the changes are intended to “send employers a 
clear signal that abuse of the program will not be tolerated 
and that they must redouble their efforts to hire Canadians 
first.” 

The new program will prevent employers from hiring foreign 
workers in places where unemployment is more than 6% (i.e. 
high), put a limit on the number of workers employers can 
hire (with stricter screening process for employers to prove 
they need to hire a foreign worker over Canadian ones) and 
increase spot checks in workplaces and fines.

The TFWP will now be divided into 2 programs:
a) TFWP: needs employers to prove they need to hire a non-
Canadian
b) International Mobility Program: won’t need employers to 
prove their need

A cap of 10 per cent on the number of low-wage temporary 
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foreign workers employers can hire per work site by 2016 is in 
place. The cap will be gradually phased in, starting at 30 per 
cent effective immediately, then reduced to 20 per cent on July 
1, 2015, and 10 per cent a year later in 2016.

An increase in the number of inspections means:

a) One in four employers will be inspected each year. The 
government says it will hire approximately 20 more inspectors, 
bringing the number to about 60. 
b) An increase from $275 to $1,000 in the application 
fee employers must pay per worker requested, effective 
immediately. 
c) Fines of up to $100,000 for employers who abuse the 
program, starting in fall. 
d) Additional funding for the Canada Border Services Agency 
so it can pursue more criminal investigations.

The new rules will also include a) posting the names of 
employers who receive permission to hire foreign workers; b) 
making public the number of positions approved through the 
program on a quarterly basis; and c) reducing the amount of 
time a temporary foreign worker can be employed in Canada, 
to two years from four (CBC News). The majority of today’s 
changes do not apply to employers who hire seasonal workers, 
live-in caregivers and nannies.

live in caregivers program to the caregiver program

As part of a more specific program under the TFWP, The 
Live-in Caregivers Program employs foreign workers as 
domestic workers. It is the main program through which 
foreign domestic workers come to Canada.

The old live-in caregivers program was attractive for Canadian 
families even though Canadian citizens/foreign immigrant 
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with PR status can provide the same services because of 
room and board deduction and basic rate of pay at provincial 
minimum wage is cheaper. Caregivers who go through the 
program could apply for PR status after working a minimum 
of 2 years out of 4 years of their arrival, making it an incentive 
for foreign applicants.

On November 30, 2014, new changes aiming ‘to give more 
opportunity for caregivers to become permanent residents of 
Canada, while ensuring that workers’ rights are upheld were 
introduced’’. It created two new categories for caregivers 
working in Canada on temporary work permits to seek 
permanent residence. One pathway to permanent residence 
will be for childcare providers. The other will be for caregivers 
who take care of the elderly or those with chronic medical 
needs. Caregivers will still have to work full-time for two years 
before being eligible to apply under these new categories. The 
Canadian government will aim to process applications within 
six months, in line with the Express Entry immigration 
selection system that came into operation in January 1, 2015 
(CIC News, 2014).

These reforms, as explained in the official Canadian 
government website, is about “bringing down the backlog and 
processing times for permanent residence applications, ending 
the live-in requirement for caregivers who wish to apply to 
two new pathways to permanent residence, and improving 
the long-term outcomes of caregivers in the Canadian labour 
market” (Government of Canada).

Main objective for Canadian government is to 1) encourage 
more Canadian applicants to jobs; and 2) address the fact that, 
as ex-Immigration Minister Jason Kenney argued, the scheme 
had become an easier way towards family reunification 
( Johnston and Lilwall, 2015).

Canada
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In an October news conference, the Minister of Immigration 
said that the “the government is already on track to eliminate 
17,500 applications by the end of 2014 and will eliminate the 
backlog further by processing 30,000 applications in 2015”. 
A recent report confirmed that there are more than 60,000 
individuals waiting for permanent resident status under the 
caregiver program and with this in mind, the government of 
Canada has chosen to cap the number of new applications 
to be accepted for assessment. Each of the two categories 
will have an allocation of 2,750 places, for a total of 5,500 
applications per year. Spouses and dependent children of 
principal applicants will not be included in the caps (CIC 
News, 2014).

 These changes do have negative impacts in that:
 The federal government will no longer entertain 
humanitarian/compassionate appeals for caregiver’s 
dependents.
 The fact that “if dependents are declared inadmissible, the 
caregiver will also be declared inadmissible.”
 Those who do not get permanent residency will be sent 
home after four years. 

But as Pura Velasco of the Caregivers in Action Centre 
says “The caregivers advocacy group says what’s needed is 
permanent residency upon arrival for all caregivers. It’s the 
only thing that would protect workers from abuse and allow 
them to speak up about abuses without risk of deportation.”

the challenge of providing the same employment 
rights to temporary foreign workers

Even though the federal government has jurisdiction over 
“aliens,” protection of civil rights is the jurisdiction of the 
provinces. The Alberta government, for example, clearly states 
that civil rights in regard to employment extend to temporary 
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foreign workers. It says, “As a temporary foreign worker in 
Alberta, you have the same rights as any other employee in 
the workplace. You are protected under Alberta’s employment 
standards, workplace health and safety, and workers’ 
compensation legislation” (Alberta 2009d, 1). This may be true 
on paper, but the reality is different.

The Alberta Employment Standards Code and workers’ 
compensation can be limited for temporary foreign workers 
given the uniqueness of their situation. First, because of the 
complex administration of the TFWP by both the federal 
and provincial governments, certain rights, such as the right 
to return airfare — a contractual right mandated by the 
federal government for temporary foreign workers in the low-
skill pilot project — is not enforced. Second, the available 
protections are, for the most part, complaint driven, thus 
temporary foreign workers who do not know their rights or 
fear losing their jobs is likely to complain. Further, barriers 
such as unfamiliarity with the language and time limitations 
on a work permit may limit their ability to complain. Finally, 
workers’ compensation is not tailored to the unique situation 
of temporary foreign workers, so limitations on work permits 
do not allow for a shift from one job to another. Despite some 
important initiatives to address the unique vulnerabilities 
of such workers, there is still no satisfactory enforcement 
mechanism in place (Nakache and Kinoshita, 2010).

empowering, organising and mobilising migrants

Lawyer and professor Fay Faraday authored a report “Made 
in Canada: How the Law Constructs Migrant Workers’ 
Insecurity” argues that the most critical factor driving workers’ 
precariousness and exploitation is migrant workers’ temporary 
immigration status. Faraday hits the nail squarely on the head 
by arguing that migrant workers need immigration status on 
arrival and access to basic rights and protections (Faraday, 
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2012).

Among the recommendations outlined in the report are:

 All workers of all skill levels should have access to apply to 
immigrate and arrive with status.
 Legislation must be extended to ensure all migrant workers 
have effective protection against recruitment fees.
 Ontario should adopt a proactive system of employer 
registration and recruiter licensing.
 Workers should be provided with open or sector-specific 
work permits while a legal dispute about their employment 
is ongoing.

Migrante has always maintained that the very precarious and 
temporary nature of the work status of the temporary foreign 
workers makes them vulnerable to abuse and exploitation 
and to less than equal access to Canadian labour rights and 
standards. Their being temporary also exposes them to threats 
of or actual deportation, of threats of being fired or actual 
dismissal from their jobs. 

Migrante believes that Canada’s policy shift of taking in 
temporary migrant workers accentuates the elitist nature of 
its immigration policy, thereby creating a blatant two-tiered 
society, one for permanent residents and citizens with rights 
and the other, of people with temporary status and non-status, 
who are admitted generally for their labour. Canada has in 
effect created a guest worker program. 

Immigrants mean future citizens, people continuing to use 
their skills and abilities to create Canada’s economy for the 
good of all Canadians (Migrante BC, 2014).
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Towards a development with 
justice and human rights for 

migrants

Reducing production costs to increase returns is a fundamental 
dictum of capitalism that has not changed throughout the 
centuries. As overhead cost of production gets more expensive 
within the boundaries of the rich capitalist countries coupled 
with the more aggressive desire for market expansion, 
industrial capital and, more recently, finance capital are taken 
to other countries where production is cheaper and the market 
is not yet saturated.

Where investments – manufacturing or finance, agricultural 
or services – of multinational and transnational corporations 
of the big capitalist go, the resulting drive to get the cheapest 
labour they can get follows.

This is where migration and migrant workers come in. 
Migration under the global capitalist system has the sole 
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objective of raking in the most benefits (profits) from the 
increasingly cheap and flexible labour. 

Neoliberalism has intensified the flexibilization of labour in 
the past three decades or so. The latest neoliberal economic 
aggression led by the US is the recently signed but yet to 
be enforced Trans Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA) 
that slipped under the radar of trade watchdogs, civil society 
organisations and people’s movements.

Economic productions need workers and consumers to keep 
going. It is thus in the interest of the global capitalist system 
led by the US to increase migration while maintaining its 
temporary, circular, unskilled and semi-skilled characters. 
The cheap labour that migrants and local workers provide 
– whether directly in its manufacturing industries, agro-
industrial corporations or indirectly in the service sector such 
as domestic work - keeps the motors for profit of multinational 
and transnational corporations of the main capitalist countries 
running.

The huge section of migrants who are unrecognised and mostly 
vilified are the undocumented or irregular migrants. While 
the usual perception is that undocumented migrants enter 
a country illegally, this is not true in many cases. They enter 
legally and adhere to migration policies but while working 
find themselves in unbearable working conditions. Because 
repressive immigration policies are in place or the ways to seek 
redress are difficult or the support mechanism is not present, 
many have no recourse but to leave their employment and 
become undocumented migrants.

Notwithstanding their status, irregular migrants are productive 
workers who are often further exploited because of their 
insecure condition. They work for wages that are even lower 
than the standard, without employment benefits or social 
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protection, and are easily the most disposable of migrant 
labour.

Increasing securitisation of borders in countries of destination, 
unaddressed labour policy problems for foreign workers and 
the unabated operation of criminal human traffickers ensure 
that irregular migration remains and formerly documented 
migrants are forced to become insecure and irregular.

As temporary foreign workers, migrants are also given 
severely limited civil and political rights. They are not allowed 
to participate in national political exercises, such as elections, 
in their countries of destination. On the other end, their home 
countries do not provide sufficient support and infrastructure 
to ensure their participation in such a political exercise for 
their own countries.

Formally, except in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member 
states, no restriction on the right to association or unionisation 
is in place. However, the insecure visa and employment status 
of many of the migrants do not provide a favourable condition 
for migrants to practice this said right.

Cornering the highly-skilled migrants best serves the interest 
of rich capitalist countries as it can pull down wage and general 
labour standards while maintaining the quality of work. This 
has been the crux of the agenda of highly-developed countries 
since migration has been integrated in trade talks in the World 
Trade Organization (WTO).

The defeated General Agreement on Trade in Services or 
GATS with its Mode 4 (On Movement of Natural Persons) 
has been resurrected in trade deals that are on the current 
negotiating table such as the Trade in Services Agreement or 
the TISA that was being pushed parallel to the Bali Package as 
well as in the very secretive but even more destructive TPPA.
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The agenda, however, of rich countries of gathering skilled 
migrants is not only confined to bringing them to their 
own borders. In the ASEAN region where many of their 
corporations are based, such is also being advanced.

In the blueprint of the ASEAN Economic Community, 
the fifth of the five pillars is the “free flow of skilled labour”. 
Though the agenda seems ambitious at this point, negotiations 
for mutual recognition agreements or MRAs in some 
professional sectors are already underway. As it stands, the 
2012 ASEAN Agreement on Movement of Natural Persons 
that allows limited personnel of the same company to freely 
move within the ASEAN is already in effect.

In all the trade agreements – from the WTO to the TPPA – 
that in one way or another, touch on migration, the human 
rights-based approach is very much absent. They discuss 
trading of people without really touching on concrete and 
on-the-ground human rights issues that migrants are already 
experiencing. International human rights instruments 
including UN conventions and International Labour 
Organization (ILO) agreements that serve as human rights 
benchmarks are sidelined in favour of creating the most 
favourable condition for capital over labour.

With the labour flexibility scheme, the rights of migrants 
become a race to the bottom. Such a condition is most skewed 
towards answering the need for cheap and disposable labour 
that migrants provide.

Neoliberal economics worsen underdevelopment in many 
sending countries to create an army of unemployed and 
underemployed who are then sucked into a systematic 
program of labour export.

With the exception of China and India (though leaders in 
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migration outflows both are not dependent economically 
on exported labour owing to their particular economic and 
political development and current condition) many of the 
source countries of migrants are increasingly reliant on the 
remittance that their nationals, temporary migrants and 
diasporas, send, as well as to the very lucrative business of 
labour export to keep extreme poverty at bay, project stability 
and even growth.

Remittances sent by Asian migrants to their countries of 
origin reached US$240 billion in 2012 accounting for 60% of 
the total remittance in the world to developing countries. In 
2000, remittances stood at only US$40 billion but increased 
constantly year-on-year. Even during the years after the 2008 
crisis, remittances still increased though at a slower rate than 
in previous years.

Three-quarters of global remittances were sent by migrants 
from six countries with five from Asia: China, India, 
Philippines, Bangladesh and Pakistan (Mexico was the 
exception). In many Asian countries, remittances are a huge 
part of their gross domestic product (GDP) such as in 
Tajikistan (47%), Kyrgyzstan (29%), Nepal (22%), Bangladesh 
(11%), Philippines (10%), Sri Lanka (9%), Vietnam (7%) and 
Pakistan (6%).

The US remains as the primary origin of remittances with 
five others from Asia on the top 10 including Hong Kong, 
India, Japan, Malaysia (origin of more than half of Indonesia’s 
remittance inflow) and Singapore. United Arab Emirates and 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – two major destinations of 
migrants from South and Southeast Asia are also in the top 
10.

The billions of dollars of remittance serve to prettify current 
migration and are intentionally being promoted as a tool for 
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development. Powerful countries of the OECD as well as 
highly-influential intergovernmental financial bodies such 
as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank are 
zeroing in on remittance to obscure the flaws of present-day 
labour migration as well as the malignant impacts of neoliberal 
globalisation to the economies of migrant-sending countries.

The brainchild of the OECD, the Global Forum on 
Migration and Development (GFMD) has been promoting 
migration and remittance, and has also been seeking ways to 
further increase them since its first meeting in 2007. Even 
the current discussions in the United Nations towards the 
formulation of the post-millennium development goals (post-
2015) development agenda frames migration as a way towards 
development through the finance that remittance brings.

But such a strategy is false and unsustainable.

No way in the history of countries that have significant 
number of their nationals overseas has it been indicated 
that remittance-centered development is possible, much less 
sustainable. Remittances are primarily household income and 
used by the household to purchase goods and services. With 
the wage level of migrants in Asia that are mainly unskilled 
and semi-skilled, contending with constant inflation not only 
in their home country but in the country where they live and 
work is already a challenge.

In the macro-economic level, remittance is propped up 
as part of the GDP to improve credit ratings of migrant-
sending countries. Such ratings are only good in so far as the 
country can borrow financial resources that, in consonance 
with neoliberal globalisation design, are not spent on building 
strong fundamental structures of the country and are instead 
directed towards projects and programs that can make the 
import and export of goods and finance capital more efficient.

Development justice and human rights for migrants
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Meanwhile, on the part of the highly-developed countries, 
the promotion of remittance-centered development also takes 
away the heat from their failure to deliver the agreed upon 
development aids that they should be giving to developing 
and underdeveloped countries.

Focusing on remittance also means the further systematisation 
of labour export programs (LEP) that are intrinsically 
inhumane. With the LEP comes the attendant state exaction 
(fee collection for the whole process of deployment up to 
return) that generates even more income for governments of 
sending countries. National income generation also comes in 
the form of taxes from private businesses – such as recruitment 
agencies, loan/financing agencies, medical centres – that are 
involved in the process and  as a result, further extract profits 
from migrants.

Remittance glosses over the fact that the economic crisis is 
very much present and remedies of neoliberal globalisation 
are not effective in preventing the downward spiral of global 
capitalism.

To further enliven the business of labour export, governments 
of sending countries encourage the private recruitment 
industry to aggressively seek out overseas employers and 
arrange the employment placement of migrants. This largely 
deregulated industry rakes in billions from new migrants as 
well as those renewing contracts or changing employers. As 
regulation is lax and even enforcement of existing policies 
that can curb their profiteering is ineffective, recruitment 
agencies have developed some of the most sophisticated 
modus operandi that are blatantly abusive and exploitative of 
the desperation of people to land an overseas job.

Cases of overcharging, illegal collection of fees and debt 
bondage abound especially amongst domestic workers whose 
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employment are strictly facilitated through employment 
agencies as a policy of the Philippines and Indonesia – two of 
the top sources of overseas domestic workers.

There have been many cases of migrants in crisis where the role 
of recruitment agencies borders on labour trafficking. However, 
given the dearth of dedicated anti-labour trafficking laws in 
Asia and its effectiveness if it does exist, this interrelationship 
is yet to be explored in its scope and depth.

The reliance on remittance and the whole labour export 
program does not create confidence that development 
where forced migration is addressed will happen. Neoliberal 
globalisation does not aim for source countries of migrants 
to build their economic and political foundations that will 
ensure decent jobs and services for its people. Through this, 
the champions of neoliberalism – the developed and advanced 
capitalist countries – are sure that the pool of unemployed and 
underemployed that form the bulk of the exported populace is 
continually replenished.

migrants’ agenda in development

Now that the SDGs are complete, Member States of the 
UN are charged with defining their national development 
programs that are in line with the SDGs and serve to achieve 
the targets.

For migrants and advocates, development that is truly of 
service to migrants, immigrants and displaced peoples is one 
that eliminates forced migration from country of origin, and 
promotes the rights and dignity of migrants in country of 
destination.

Economic, social and political conditions that promote forced 
displacement must be disabled. This means industrialization 
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that creates and sustains decent livelihood must be established. 
National production must deliver public goods and services 
that are accessible to the people. Rural people should be able 
to experience progress in their lives alongside increasing their 
agricultural outputs. The environment must be protected from 
plunder for future generations to also be able to enjoy its 
resources.

Meanwhile, in countries of destination, the comprehensive 
human rights of migrants must be promoted. Migration should 
be looked at through the lens of human rights instruments 
and not as threats to national security. Their full potential as 
part of the people of the country where they live and work 
must be harnessed.

As the national development plans get developed, grassroots 
migrants and advocates must become fully engaged in the 
process. Even if they are outside the country of their birth, 
they too are stakeholders in their country of origin and thus 
must be made to take part in national development policy 
discussions. Meanwhile, in the country where they live and 
work, they must also be recognized as stakeholders given their 
economic role, and political and social contributions to the 
society.

Development justice is an alternative development paradigm 
that many CSOs have pushed during the SDG negotiations. 
Advocacies on the national level can also be framed according 
to the five transformative shifts of development justice, which 
are as follows:

1. redistributive justice

Extreme inequality in ownership of and returns from 
productive means should be addressed. Especially for those 
in the margins where many migrants come from – rural 
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people, low-income workers, indigenous peoples, unemployed 
or underemployed youth – those who have the least must be 
given access, control over and ownership of the productive 
resources.

Progressive taxation can be implemented to ensure that those 
who get more also give more to be utilized for public services 
or strategic economic programs that uplift the economic 
conditions of the many.

2. economic and social justice

Both in countries of origin and countries of destination, 
economic justice for migrants means ensuring decent work, 
living wage and social protection. Labour standards must be 
promoted and decent employment - from wage to labour 
condition to political rights of workers - must be developed.

Particularly in countries of destination, social exclusion of 
migrants must be resolved. They should be treated the same 
as local workers, and should not be used as scapegoats for 
economic crisis. Their contribution - as workers and consumers 
- should be recognized enough to give them equal access to 
social services. Discriminatory policies must be nulled and 
their full dignity as human beings must be recognized.

Economic and social justice also includes the decriminalization 
of irregular (or undocumented) migrants. Otherwise, they will 
always be subjected to insecurity and exploitation.

3. gender justice

Almost half of migrants are women and all forms of 
discrimination, marginalization, exclusion and violence must 
be addressed. Especially for women who work in informal 
and precarious labour, protection against abuses and violence 
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should be established.

Domestic work must be recognized as work with recognition 
of the comprehensive labour rights of domestic workers. This 
will include not forcing them to live in households they work 
for, regulation of their working hours, and their full access to 
the justice system.

Also included in gender justice are the concerns of marriage 
migrants who are mostly women. The condition that puts 
much emphasis on their dependence to their husbands creates 
their vulnerability to domestic abuses and violence.

4. ecological justice

The impacts of climate change to migrants are both in the 
country where they live and work and in their country of 
origin. Migrants come from underdeveloped and developing 
countries that are vulnerable to environmental crisis. In the 
host country, they are found in sectors and location/type of 
work that are also vulnerable to impacts of climate change.

Climate change-related displacement is a fact. As 
environmental disasters strike communities, people are forced 
to move. Rehabilitation is often insufficient for everyone to 
recover lost property or livelihood. Moving to another place 
becomes a coping reaction for many. While the movement 
is usually within the country, the general condition of lack 
of immediate and strategic support for those affected by 
environment-induced catastrophes within developing and 
underdeveloped countries propel international migration for 
work – by them or by any member of their family.

While there is no single estimate on how many people have 
moved due to climate-related reasons, it is known that sudden 
and gradual changes in the environment have indeed displaced 



186

people. Forecasts of environmental migration vary from 25 
million to 1 billion.

Migrants are also usually found in 3-D jobs – dangerous, 
dirty and difficult. Climate change heightens the danger and 
difficulty of the work of migrants e.g. the rise in temperature 
affects migrant who work outdoors such as migrants in 
countries in the Middle East working in oil fields and 
construction. In some countries, the rise in temperature already 
makes it unbearable to work from 12:00NN to 4:00PM.

Agriculture and fisheries are some of the major sectors where 
migrants can be found. These are also the sectors that are 
vulnerable to impacts of climate change such as drought or 
the destruction of marine resources.

While living and working in the host country, the condition 
of migrants and their status do not give them security in case 
of environmental catastrophe. 

While international financial institutions such as the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) has hailed the so-called resilience 
of remittance in times of crisis that include climate change-
related disaster, the resilience of remittance comes at a cost 
to migrants. In the face of calamities, migrant workers tend 
to increase remittance to family members to cope with the 
crisis situation either through taking out loans to add on to 
their pre-existing ones or taking on more part-time jobs. In 
countries where the latter is not allowed for migrants, this 
puts their job security at risk.

5. accountability to the people

Migrants are development stakeholders and actors. Their 
capacity and opportunity to engage in development policy 
discussions must be enhanced. Inhibitors such as immigration 
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status, distance and their right to self-organize must be 
addressed.

Process of formulating national development plans – from 
planning to execution, and then to evaluation – must involve 
grassroots migrants who have the most grounded experience 
with the challenges migrants face. Transparent mechanisms for 
regular engagements with various sectors must be established.

Information must be made readily available to the public to 
enable their quality participation. An environment that can 
enable migrants to access this information must be put in 
place. This is especially important for live-in foreign domestic 
workers, agricultural workers and migrants who live in 
industrial zone areas.

Mechanisms for private sector accountability should also 
be in place. For migrant workers, the private employment 
agencies and financing agencies are the businesses that must 
be compelled to respect human rights and abide by human 
rights standards set by relevant international agreements such 
as the ILO Convention No. 189 on domestic work or the UN 
Convention for the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Their Families.
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