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Background information 

Over the last two decades, Thailand has become a key destination for migrant workers from neighbouring 
countries, and increasingly from further afield in the ASEAN region. Estimates suggest that there are currently 3.25 
million migrants working in Thailand, comprising approximately 8.5 per cent of the country’s labour force. These 
migrants are predominately employed in low-skilled jobs in fishing, agriculture, construction, manufacturing, 
domestic work and other services, with the comparatively higher wages offered being the main pull factor. Thailand 
is also a sending country for migrant workers. In 2015, 117,291 Thai nationals departed for work abroad, primarily 
to other countries within Asia. 

Despite transitioning from being a net sending to a net receiving country during the 1990s, Thailand’s labour 
migration governance framework remains largely ad hoc. In 2002 and 2003, the Royal Thai Government signed 
memoranda of understandings (MOUs) on employment cooperation with the governments of Cambodia, Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) and Myanmar, which established a channel for regular labour migration 
to Thailand from neighbouring countries. However, only a small proportion of migrants enter Thailand through the 
MOU process due to the complicated, lengthy and expensive procedures involved. During 2015, Thailand initiated 
the discussion on revision of the MOUs to broaden the cooperation on labour issues, including skill development 
and re-employment. Now all four countries of origin have concluded the MOUs with Thailand. Viet Nam and 
Cambodia signed the MOU with Thailand in 2015, followed by Myanmar and Lao PDR in 2016. The MOUs with 
Cambodia, Myanmar and Lao PDR are yet to be operationalised, and the sectors under each MOU will be 
determined.  

Past MOUs have been relatively ineffective in regularizing migration to Thailand. Registrations for irregular migrants 
have been carried out on a semi-regular basis; issued by cabinet resolutions, these policies provide short-term 
amnesty to migrant workers in violation of Thailand’s immigration laws. This process stops short of granting full 
legal status to migrants, in essence allowing employers to request a temporary reprieve from deportation. 
Completion of a lengthy nationality verification process allows registered migrants to receive temporary passports 
from countries of origin and provides access to social security benefits (excluding several informal sectors of 
employment such as domestic work) and other rights. Regardless of status, many migrants remain vulnerable to 
exploitation in Thailand. In recent years, increasing reports of forced labour and other unacceptable forms of work 
in the fishing sector have received particular concerns from the international community.   
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Main activities (July – September 2016)  

• On 14 July, the NPC was invited to attend an event on sugar 
cane, land concessions and migration, organized by HRDF, 
Project Sevana and Equitable Cambodia. The event shared 
the Bittersweet Harvest report which revealed the linkages 
between the sugar cane industry and forced migration to 
Thailand. The report states that a number of Cambodian 
migrants affected by land grabbing have found employment 
in Thailand. 

• On 4-5 August, the NPC was invited to attend as a sub-
committee member to the discussion on Thailand’s Anti-
Trafficking Policy and Plan (2016-2021) by the Ministry of 
Social Development and Welfare. Strengthening labour 
migration management was raised and the NPC offered the 
technical support and cooperation of the ILO. 

• On 29 August, a workshop on the Forced Labour Protocol 
was organised by the Ministry of Labour. This meeting was 
held in support of a gap analysis of the Thai legal framework 
in relation to the 2014 Protocol to the Forced Labour 
Convention. 

• On 9 September, the TRIANGLE II staff met with the Ministry 
of Labour (MOL) to validate and discuss the findings of the 
ILO-UN Women study Worker, helper, auntie, maid? 
Attitudes and working conditions experienced by migrant 
domestic workers in Thailand and Malaysia. The research 
was well received and MOL officials provided updates and 
comments for the final report, which will be published in 
October. 

 
Key developments 
• The Royal Ordinance on Importation of Migrant Workers to 

Thailand was adopted and took force on 15 August 2016. 
The law adopts the zero fee principle from the Private 
Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181), which 
stipulates that job placement agencies are not permitted to 
charge recruitment fees to migrant workers.  

• The MOUs between Thailand and countries of origin – Viet 
Nam, Cambodia, Myanmar and Lao PDR have been 
concluded. The MOUs are in two parts; a cooperation 
framework and an agreement. The key development is that 
the term of employment is four years with a 30 day interim 
period. Sectors of employment permitted under the MOU 
are not specified and will be determined through bilateral 
discussions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thailand at a glance 

 Population: 68.8 million 
 

� Labour Force: 38.3 million 

 

Migration to Thailand 

- MOU migrants:  350,185 
(August 2016) 

Myanmar 49% 

Cambodia 40% 

Lao PDR 11% 

- Migrants completed 
Nationality Verification:  
964,130 (August 2016) 

Myanmar 82% 

Cambodia 11% 

Lao PDR 7% 

- Migrant registered through 
One Stop Service Centres: 
1,049,326 (August 2016) 

Myanmar 42% 

Cambodia 45% 

Lao PDR 13%  

- Migrant fishers registered: 
54,402 (2016) 

- Vietnamese workers 
registered : 
1,569 (2015) 

 

Source: Office of Foreign Workers Administration, 
Department of Employment, Ministry of Labour, 
Thailand (August 2016) 
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Upcoming activities and key dates (October 2016 – D ecember 2016) 

 

Media coverage   

Date Event Location Attendees Purpose 

Oct/Nov Launch of- High Rise, Low 
Pay: Experiences of 
migrant women in the Thai 
construction sector  
 
 

Bangkok Tripartite 
constituents, 
academic, donors, 
Embassies, project 
partners and UN 
agencies  

Share and disseminate a 
research report on working 
conditions of migrant women 
construction workers in Thailand 

Oct/Nov 
 
 
 
 
 

Launch of - Worker, helper, 
auntie, maid: Working 
conditions and attitudes 
experienced by migrant 
domestic workers in 
Thailand and Malaysia  

Bangkok 
 

Tripartite 
constituents, 
academic, donors, 
Embassies, project 
partners and UN 
agencies 

Share and disseminate a 
research report on working 
conditions of migrant domestic 
workers in Thailand and 
Malaysia 
 

Oct Series of workshops to 
present legislative gap 
analysis on the forced 
labour protocol 2014 

Bangkok Tripartite constituents Sharing knowledge on 
international labour standards 
concerning forced labour 

Nov Training on gender equality 
for government and social 
partners  

Bangkok Tripartite constituents  
 

Build capacity of partners on 
gender equality and 
mainstreaming   

Nov Workshop on development 
of labour inspection tools 
for occupational safety and 
health in the construction 
sector  

Bangkok Government  Discuss the work plan for 
development of tools and a 
capacity building programme for 
inspectors 

Date Title Media source 

30 Jun 2016 Thailand’s improved status in US human trafficking report sparks fury The Guardian 
1 Jul 2016  Thailand gets upgraded in US TIP report  Bangkok Post 
27 Jul 2016 End Thailand’s relaxed labour laws Bangkok Post 
2 Sept 2016 
15 Aug 2016 
13 Sep 2016 
 

Workers demand B46m from chicken giant  

พรก. นําคนต่างดา้วเขา้มาทาํงานฯ บงัคบัใชแ้ลว้ คุมเขม้คา้มนุษย ์มบีทลงโทษชดัเจน 

Nearly 3,000 illegal migrant workers caught in 11 months  

Bangkok Post 
ISRANEWS 
Bangkok Post 
 

The TRIANGLE II  project extends the cooperation between the International Labour  Organization (ILO)  and Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade on protecting migrant workers and enhancing development opportunities. TRIANGLE 
II aims to ensure that the benefits of labour migration are equally realised by men and women migrant workers; employers and 
governments. In shifting emphasis towards leveraging the development potential of migration, TRIANGLE II  aims to shape labour 
migration opportunities to support inclusive and sustainable growth in the ASEAN Economic Community. TRIANGLE II focuses 
on delivering in six countries (Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malays ia, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam) 
and engages institutionally with ASEAN . 


