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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 ASEAN. 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 such as 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 and 114,437 Thai nationals departed for work abroad in 2016, 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. In 2015, Thailand initiated a 

revision of the MOUs to broaden the cooperation on labour issues, to include skills development and re-

employment. Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar have all finalised a second version of the MOUs with Thailand 

and Viet Nam has also signed an agreement. The MOUs with Cambodia, Myanmar and Lao PDR have however 

not been operationalised as the sectors available for employment under each MOU are yet to be determined.    

As the previous MOUs were relatively ineffective in regularizing migration to Thailand, registrations for irregular 

migrants were carried out on a semi-regular basis. The policies, issued by cabinet resolutions, provide short-term 

amnesty to migrant workers in violation of Thailand’s immigration laws. The registration process does not grant full 

legal status to migrants as it only allows employers to request a temporary reprieve from their deportation. This is 

followed by a lengthy national verification process which allows registered migrant workers 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. Irrespective of their status, many migrant workers 

remain vulnerable to exploitation in Thailand. In recent years, the growing number of reports on forced labour and 

unacceptable forms of work, especially in the fishing sector, have been met with concern from the international 

community, and the International Labour Organization.  

 

Thailand July – September 2017 

Key partners Ministry of Labour 

Labour Congress of Thailand (LCT); Thai Trade Union Congress (TTUC); National Congress 
Private Industrial of Employees (NCPE) 

Raks Thai 

Human Rights and Development Foundation (HRDF) 

HomeNet 

MAP Foundation 

Target sites Bangkok, Samut Prakan, Chiang Mai, Mae Sot 

Focal point Ms Kuanruthai Siripatthanakosol, National Project Coordinator (NPC) kuanruthai@ilo.org,  

+(66) 2288-1354 
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Main activities July – September 2017 

 On 6 – 7 July, Gender Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment Training was organised for key stakeholers 

in Thailand. The objective of the training was to ensure that 

implementing partners and constituents fully comprehend 

gender discrimination and actively advocate and enable 

women’s empowerment and gender equality. In addition, 

the participants also established a common understanding 

of the TRIANGLE in ASEAN gender strategy. There were 

33 participants (W31: M2) during the two day training 

course.   

 On 17 – 18 July, a Bilateral Network Meeting on 

Enhancement of Recruitment and Employment Practices 

between Thailand and Myanmar was organised to discuss 

and exchange opinions on laws and policy relating to labour 

migration between the two countries. The meeting identified 

key strategies for a bilateral cooperation and monitoring 

mechanism. There were 51 participants (W20: M31).  

 On 21 August, an expert meeting discussed an upcoming 

study on recruitment practices and working conditions in 

Thailand’s agricultural sector. Participants shared their 

knowledge about the research area and provided insight 

into which crops to include in the study. It was agreed that 

the expert group would continue to meet throughout the 

research. There were 18 participants (W10: M8) from 

Government ministries and academia.   

 On 30 August, the second Programme Advisory Meeting 

(PAC) was organised to discuss progress and on-going 

activities, including the revision of the 2017 workplan. There 

were 33 participants (W18: M15).  

 On 5 September, a Thailand National Tripartite Preparatory 

Workshop was organised to discuss and develop national 

recommendations to be carried forward to the 10th ASEAN 

Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML). 41 participants (W26: 

M15) were able to finalize a set of recommendations for the 

AFML.  

 On 7 September, the NPC attended the public hearing on 

the Royal Ordinance of the Management of Employment of 

Migrant Workers B.E.2560, organised by the Ministry of 

Labour. Over one hundred key stakeholders were invited to 

participate and provide their comments and feedback on the 

current law.   

 

 

Thailand at a glance 

 Population: 68.29 million 

 

 Labour Force: 37.21 million 

Migration to Thailand 

- MOU migrants: 446,788 (Aug 

2017) 

Myanmar 51% 

Cambodia 37% 

Lao PDR 12% 

- Migrants completed 

Nationality Verification: 

948,709 (Aug 2017) 

Myanmar 85% 

Cambodia 9% 

Lao PDR 6% 

- Migrants registered through 

employment of migrant 

worker centres: 797,685 (Aug 

2017) 

Myanmar 58% 

Cambodia 30% 

Lao PDR 12%  

- Seasonal workers: 14,973 

(Aug 2016) 

 

Myanmar 0.5% 

 

Cambodia 99.7% 

Source: Office of Foreign Workers Administration, 

Department of Employment, Ministry of Labour 

https://twitter.com/ILOAsiaPacific
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Key developments 

The Royal Thai Government is developing/revising the draft Royal Ordinance on Management of Employment of 

Migrant Workers, which is expected to be adopted by January 2018.  

In September, the Ministry of Labour initiated a review of the 1979 Royal Decree that prohibits foreigners in 

Thailand from working in 39 occupations. Currently, an exemption is made for migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Myanmar and Viet Nam countries so that they can work as “labourers and domestic helpers”.  

 

Upcoming activities and key dates October – December 2017 

 

 

 

 

Date Event Location Partners Purpose 

25 – 26 

Oct 

10th ASEAN Forum on 

Migrant Labour 

(AFML) ‘Towards 

Achieving Decent 

Work for Domestic 

Workers in ASEAN’. 

Manila, 

Philippines  

Tripartite 

stakeholders, 

ASEAN Secretariat, 

civil society, 

international 

organisations 

Discuss, share experiences and build 
consensus on the protection of 
migrant workers issues and 
concludes with the adoption of 
recommendations.  

Oct – Dec  Conduct assessments 

of selected migrant 

assistance centres 

Bangkok, 

selected 

provinces 

Programme staff 

and programme 

partners  

Field visits and data collection on the 

operation of migrant’s assistance 

centres. 

Oct – Dec  Gap analysis for 

Domestic Workers 

Conventions 

Bangkok Tripartite partners, 

programme 

partners, and 

programme staff 

Determine the extent to which the 
national laws, regulations and other 
measures, as well as the existing 
practices in the sector, complement 
the requirements of the Domestic 
Workers Convention (No. 198), 2011 
(No. 189), and Recommendations 
(No. 201).  Specific research 
objectives determining the readiness 
for ratification of Convention 189. 

Nov – Dec  Conduct research on 

recruitment practices 

and working 

conditions in 

Thailand’s agricultural 

sector.  

Selected 

province  

Programme staff 

and research 

partner  

Research on recruitment practices 

and working conditions in Thailand’s 

agricultural sector, focusing on the 

situation of migrant workers in 

specific crops – rubber, palm oil and 

maize. 

 

https://twitter.com/ILOAsiaPacific
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Media coverage 
 

 

Date Title Media source 

3 July  
Thailand’s New labour rules send thousands of migrant 

workers fleeing  
Reuters  

5 July  Labour Law hiatus sparks abuse fear Bangkok Post 

7 July  Decree on migrant labour passes Bangkok Post  

18 July  
No Access to Justice for Migrant Workers in South – East 

Asia  
IPSNEWS 

30 July ILO: Abusive Employers Escape Justice  Bangkok Post  

21 August  700,000 migrant workers being legalized Bangkok Post 

7 September  Imprisonment should be removed from migrant law  Bangkok Post 

The TRIANGLE in ASEAN programme extends the cooperation between the International Labour Organization (ILO), the 

Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Global Affairs Canada on protecting migrant workers and enhancing 

development opportunities. TRIANGLE in ASEAN 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 in ASEAN aims to shape labour migration opportunities to support inclusive and sustainable growth in 

the ASEAN Economic Community. TRIANGLE in ASEAN engages institutionally with ASEAN and focuses on delivering in six 

countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam). 

https://twitter.com/ILOAsiaPacific
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-thailand-migrants/thailands-new-labor-rules-send-thousands-of-migrant-workers-fleeing-idUSKBN19O0B6?il=0
http://www.bangkokpost.com/archive/labour-law-hiatus-sparks-abuse-fears/1281055
http://www.bangkokpost.com/archive/decree-on-migrant-labour-passes/1282287
http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/07/no-access-justice-migrant-workers-south-east-asia/
https://www.pressreader.com/thailand/bangkok-post/20170730/281595240606729
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/general/1309919/770-000-migrant-workers-being-legalised
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/general/1320207/imprisonment-should-be-removed-from-migrant-law

