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Editorial

Since the World Summit for Social Development of 1995 and its out-
come, the Copenhagen Declaration, the ILO has been better known for
its insistent pursuit of social development as a necessary component of
any lasting or meaningful development process. For those who may still
be sceptical, certain dramatic events from time to time drum this princi-
ple even more into the minds of the international community: the Asian
financial crisis of July 1997 was perceived by the Director-General of the
ILO in office at the time as a dramatic illustration of how powerfully and
swiftly a major economic shock could be translated into a major social
crisis.

The articles which appear in this edition are the fruit of our promise
to analyse the experiences of regional economic integration in other con-
tinents, in the same fashion as the Common Market of the Southern Cone
(MERCOSUR) was addressed in an earlier edition (see No. 109 — 1997/4).

Rampak provides a backdrop to this edition with a comprehensive
analysis of labour issues. He calls to mind both the Copenhagen Declara-
tion, which stresses in Commitment3 the need to promote “appropriately
and adequately remunerated employment at the centre of strategies and
policies of Governments, with full respect for workers’ rights and with
the participation of employers, workers and their respective organiza-
tions...” as well as the WTO Declaration of December 1996 whereby the
States at the Ministerial Conference in Singapore renewed their commit-
ment to observe internationally recognized core labour standards and
recalled that the ILO was the competent body to deal with them. The ILO
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up,
in its preamble, further reiterates the ILO’s principle of maintaining the
link between social progress and economic growth, which in turn would
only be achieved by guaranteeing fundamental principles and rights at
work. These three moments are bracketed as decisive to the future work
of our organization, representing as they do a fresh thrust in its striving
to achieve a fairer measure of social justice.

For the ILO, for workers, the way ahead is unequivocally mapped:
in 1998, at an ILO High-Level Meeting on Social Responses to the Finan-
cial Crisis in East and South-East Asian Countries (Bangkok, 22-24 April
1998), the Director-General of the ILO in office at the time clearly pin-
pointed why the crisis had assumed such proportions: on the eve of the
crisis, institutions for social protection were still underdeveloped; the
weakness of institutions of social partnership severely handicapped the
search for a socially equitable and harmonious way of overcoming the
crisis. On that occasion, the Director-General advocated full respect for
basic labour standards and the fostering of a strong and free labour move-
ment as the means to ensure constant democratic pressure to improve
working conditions and levels of social protection. He signalled, too, that



there had been a relative neglect of labour rights and social protection in
the pre-crisis period of high growth.

The echoes of 1997 have not yet been muted as this issue goes to
press. The advantages of regional economic integration are analysed in
the following pages in terms of general labour issues, employment trends
and patterns, industrial relations, social security, migrant workers, and of
course trade union rights. Rampak situates the shift from extractive,
plantation-oriented economic activities to manufacturing and high-
technology industries as a key moment in the industrial relations of Asean
countries. This shift has resulted in a sudden upsurge of rural-urban
migration and an aggravation of the vicious low-skill, low-wage cycle
which has led to a further decline in the quality of life. Campbell aligns
his discussion of industrial relations in the bloc on one simple fact: nei-
ther law nor policy in the countries of the subregion has been noted for
its unstinting support of free and independent trade union movements.
Although the wind is in the poop, any optimism must be guarded since
the countries without exception repose on a legacy of ambivalence
towards freedom of association or even outright oppression.

In examining employment trends and patterns in the region, Krish-
namurty engages in an analysis spanning the full spectrum of the region’s
diversity: from Lao PDR and Myanmar, classified by the United Nations
as least developed countries, in turn defined as *“the poorest and most eco-
nomically weak of the developing countries, with formidable economic,
institutional and human resources problems...”, to the “new Asian
tigers”: Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, with Singapore as a “Newly
Industrial Country”, at the other extremity.

As for social security protection within the Asean bloc, Nava-
mukundan argues that traditional cultural values of “sharing and caring”
have served their time, that the formal labour market of today requires
comprehensive government intervention in terms of appropriate and rel-
evant policies for the protection of labour. Social security in Asean coun-
tries may be organized from two angles: in the narrow and popular sense
of obtaining some contingency payments or benefits, or as a comprehen-
sive concept for guaranteeing employment opportunities, health benefits,
the education of workers and their children, home ownership, and insur-
ance for workers and their dependants. The condition of migrant work-
ers in Asean countries needs to be addressed by responding to the major
challenges facing Asean which are twofold: orderly management of
migration flows and protection of migrant workers. Wickramasekara
draws attention to the non-ratification — except for the Sabah State of
Malaysia — by the major labour sending and receiving countries in Asean
of the major ILO instruments in force for the protection of the rights of
migrant workers. The role of the social partners so far has been limited.

This issue also features Izumi’s scrutiny of trade union rights, por-
trayed against a sombre canvas of economic crisis and difficulty which
have led to the fragmentation of trade unions with little ability to influ-
ence country policy or decision-making processes.

With this edition, appearing at the dawn of the millennium, a par-
ticularly outstanding team of authors have brought their expertise to our
educational efforts to support workers as social partners engaged in the
process of social dialogue so that they could articulate their daily concerns
in a coherent fashion and draw up their demands accordingly. The ILO
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Bureau for Workers’ Activities has recorded in its annals the tragic events
in Asia in 1997 and has marked the page by a note asking whether a more
satisfactory level of tripartism and social dialogue could have averted
such a crisis. Depending on how the Asean bloc fares in its efforts at eco-
nomic integration, the future will no doubt provide an answer to the ques-
tions of the past.

Manuel Simdn Velasco
Director
ILO Bureau for Workers’Activities

Editor’s note: Detailed information on Asean’s organizational structure as
well as the texts of its Declaration, Concord and Treaties may be accessed at the
following website:

http://scs.student.virginia.edu/~irouva/ASEAN/asean_docs.htm

Vil



Labour issues

The ILO is in a privileged position to convince the international
community of the pressing need to balance economic development
with minimum standards so that market forces do not turn the
development process into a zero-sum game.

Zainal Rampak

President, Malaysian Trades Union Congress,
Secretary-General, Asean Trade Union Council

Asean labour economics:
An overview

In discussing labour issues in the Associa-
tion of South-East Asian Nations (Asean),' one
has to take into account the fact that the
economies of Asean countries have a number
of common characteristics which, to a large
extent, bind them together:

« Almost all of them were previously colo-
nized by the West until securing indepen-
dence from colonial rule after the Second
World War.

= They were largely agricultural economies
with extractive industries (rubber, oil palm,
timber and mining) forming the core eco-
nomic activity.

= They all have a multi-ethnic, multilingual,
multireligious and multicultural population.

Asean labour economics begins with the
entry of migrant workers, then known as
indentured labour, from the Indian subconti-
nent as well as from China to work in the rub-
ber, oil palm, cinchona (atree whose bark yields
quinine) and sugar-cane plantations, as well as
in the coal, iron and tin mines. It can be said that
the Culture System’laid the foundations for the
growth of an organized plantation industry in
South-East Asia.

The advent of nationalism, which culmi-
nated in independence from colonial rule,
brought with it new perspectives on what con-
stitutes development. Fresh from the ravages of
the Second World War, newly independent
Asean countries embarked on ambitious socio-
economic programmes which, among others,
addressed two core concerns:

= modernize the national economy by placing
more emphasis on manufacturing;

= bring about the socio-economic develop-
ment of the local population by investing in
public infrastructural projects.

Development in Asean has largely been
state-led. This resulted in the utilization of large
amounts of taxpayers’ funds for infrastructural
projects which, it was reasoned, would in turn
encourage greater and more effective private
sector participation in downstream business
and production activities. No information is
available as to whether any country-specific
cost-benefit analyses have been performed to
date in order to evaluate objectively and com-
pare the direct and indirect returns of such
state-led investment to the people of Asean. So
paucity of reliable data poses yet another set-
back for such initiatives.

Quite predictably, this gradual shift from
extractive, plantation-oriented economic activ-
ities to manufacturing and high-technology
industries in Asean countries over a period of
four decades has had a visible impact on the
Asean labour scenario. It has resulted in a sud-
den upsurge in rural-urban labour migration,
with the services sector receiving a boost in
terms of increased business opportunities.
Lured by hopes of higher wages and better liv-
ing standards, increasing numbers of largely
unskilled workers moved to the cities and
towns in search of employment, eventually
ending up as casual workers doing low-wage
jobs and living in sprawling squatter settle-
ments on the outskirts of towns, devoid of basic
utilities, with dismal living standards. The
vicious low-skill, low-wage circle contributed
to a further decline in the quality of life.



The World Trade Organization (WTO)
as the forerunner of globalization
policies

The World Trade Organization (WTO), which
replaced the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT), upon the adoption of the WTO
Declaration in December 1996 at Singapore, can
be deemed to be the forerunner of globalization
policies worldwide. The WTO, which has set
the tone, scope and dimension of globalization
by endorsing the principle of the liberalization
of trade, inter alia, addresses five core issues:

« trade liberalization;
= ensuring sustainable growth;

= internationally recognized core
standards;

= marginalization of the least developed
countries; and

= improved growth, job creation and devel-
opment.

labour

The Declaration proposes to address these
core issues by its commitment to bring about
the following changes as part and parcel of a
multi-pronged strategy:
= a fair, equitable and more open rule-based

system;
= progressive liberalization and elimination

of tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade in
goods;
= progressive

Services;
= rejection of all forms of protectionism;

« elimination of discriminatory treatment in
international trade relations;

= integration of developing and least devel-
oped countries and economies in transition
into the multilateral system; and

= the maximum possible level of transparency.

liberalization of trade in

Paragraph 4 of the the WTO Declaration
referred to the role of the ILO in the context
of developing and sustaining core labour
standards:

We renew our commitment to the observance
of internationally recognised core labour stan-
dards. The International Labour Organization
(ILO) is the competent body to set and deal with
these standards, and we affirm our support for its
work in promoting them. We believe that eco-
nomic growth and development fostered by
increased trade and further trade liberalization
contribute to the promotion of these standards. We

reject the use of labour standards for protectionist
purposes, and agree that the comparative advan-
tage of countries, particularly low-wage develop-
ing countries, must in no way be putinto question.
In this regard, we note that the WTO and ILO sec-
retariats will continue their existing collaboration.

Globalization, as espoused by the WTO, has
been identified as the sole cause for the quick
cross-border movement of capital, technology
and human resources with little or no social
safeguards. In discussing social safeguards in
Asean, it is necessary to look at the legal provi-
sions and the enforcement mechanisms cur-
rently in place in Asean countries and make
objective comparisons in order to determine
the relative levels of social security in the
region. The transition economies in Eastern
Europe have succeeded in gaining visibility
and recognition from the international com-
munity; they have launched initiatives aimed
at eventually streamlining their social stan-
dards in order to adjust them to those of the
market economies. Asean countries, especially
those that are rapidly transforming their polit-
ical, legal and social structures to achieve
development by competing in international
markets for foreign direct investment (Viet
Nam, Lao PDR and Cambodia are such exam-
ples), also deserve similar recognition and
treatment as are being enjoyed by the transition
economies in Europe. The promotion of social
safeguards will have to be pursued in tandem
with the ever increasing calls for a “level play-
ing field”,* as one should ideally complement
the other in the true spirit of the WTO. The ILO
isin a privileged position to convince the inter-
national community of the pressing need to
balance economic development with minimum
social protection standards so that market
forces do not turn the development process,
spurred by foreign direct investment, into a
zero-sum game in Asean countries.

The Asian economic
and financial crisis

The Asian economic and financial crisis,
which had its epicentre in Thailand when its
Central Bank floated the Thai baht in July 1997,
has inflicted serious injury on the economic
well-being of Asean countries. Many Asean cur-
rencies depreciated sharply against the US dol-
lar and other major currencies as a result of the
contagion effect. More than 30 million jobs have
been lost to date in South-East Asia, and the
numbers are growing. Currency speculators
took undue advantage of short-term capital



flows by using hedge funds to further destabil-
ize exchange rates. Indonesia, the Republic of
Korea and Thailand were compelled to seek the
assistance of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) to rescue their economies. Malaysia,
instead of seeking IMF economic aid packages,
introduced its own recovery measures, the first
of which was to check currency speculation. The
Malaysian Government imposed selective cap-
ital controls on foreign exchange transactions
with effect from 1 September 1998 in order to
ward off the efforts of currency speculators. The
Malaysian ringgit was rendered non-convert-
ible overseas as a result of capital controls.

As a response to the crisis, the Malaysian
Government set up the tripartite National Eco-
nomic Action Council (NEAC) which formu-
lated the National Economic Recovery Plan
(NERP) as a policy document for implementing
various measures at both the macroeconomic as
well as microeconomic levels. The imposition of
selective capital controls is one such recovery
measure proposed by NEAC. However, the
capital controls have actually helped Malaysia
to increase its national reserves, boost domestic
savings, bring down interest rates, attract the
return of Malaysian capital invested in ringgit-
denominated deposit accounts overseas and
mop up excess liquidity in the banking system.
The country now has sufficient external
reserves (M$125.5 billion)* to finance 6.5
months of retained imports. The Central Bank
of Malaysia has projected that the country
would be able to achieve 4.3 per cent real
growth in its gross domestic product (GDP) by
the end of 1999. This recovery strategy has
been acknowledged by the then Managing
Director of the IMF Michel Camdessus who,
while addressing the 34th Conference of
South-East Asian Central Bank Governors in
Seoul, Republic of Korea, on 20 May 1999, said
that “most clearly in Korea, the Philippines,
and increasingly in Thailand and Malaysia, we
see signs of an upturn in activity”. The IMF
prediction of an imminent economic recovery
during the second half of 1999 certainly augurs
well for Asean countries. Meanwhile, the ILO
has held two important meetings, namely the
High-Level Tripartite Meeting on the Social
Responses to the Financial Crisis in East and
South-East Asia (Bangkok, April 1998) and the
Asian Regional Consultation on Follow-Up to
the World Summit for Social Development
(Bangkok, January 1999) to assess the impact
of the crisis on workers in South-East Asian
countries. Among recommendations and con-
clusions of these two high-level tripartite

meetings was a proposal that the international
financial institutions (IFIs) undertake a com-
prehensive review of their policy initiatives
and directions, and that such a review should
necessarily take into consideration the social
impact of their financial policies on borrower
countries. The other recommendations also
included the promotion of core labour stan-
dards, setting up social safety nets, and
improving tripartite consultations among the
social partners with a view to achieving more
sustainable levels of growth and development.

However, recent developments in South-
East Asia as a result of the economic crisis
clearly indicate that the IFIs, especially the IMF,
have not been responsive nor sensitive to the
social dimension of the crisis in terms of their
lending policies. The usual conditions that the
IMF imposes on borrower countries are:

= increase domestic interest rates;

= increase local taxes;

« close down businesses that are not finan-
cially viable;

= allow mergers and takeovers of loss-making
businesses;

= tighten consumer credit;
« retrench workers;

= reduce social subsidies on health care, edu-
cation and housing; and

= remove subsidies on essential goods and
allow market forces to dictate prices.

Quite obviously, the remedies prescribed by
the IMF have not helped to cure the ills. More-
over, the IMF has yet to address the issue of
short-term capital flows which have wreaked
havoc on Asean economies. The Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Finance Minis-
ters Meeting held in Langkawi Island, Malaysia,
in mid-May 1999, could not reach consensus to
stem the movement of short-term capital flows
in and out of developing economies. The IMF
rescue policies do not take into adequate con-
sideration the relative level of economic devel-
opment and social conditions of the affected
country, nor national aspirations. Such policies
therefore bring in to focus the urgent need for
active labour participation in the decision-
making processes of IFls so that their lending
policies are more relevant to the well-being of
the people they are intended to assist.

The International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions (ICFTU), realizing the urgency
for having visible and effective labour partici-
pation in IFI policy-making bodies, established
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the ICFTU-Asia Pacific Labour Network
(ICFTU-APLN) in 1995 with a view to request-
ing the participation of organized labour in
regional economic bodies such as APEC which
do notat present have labour representatives in
their various committees. By APEC’s defini-
tion, “social partners” only includes govern-
ments, employers and academics, and there is
no provision at the moment for trade union
participation. The ICFTU has been pressing for
the inclusion of workers in all APEC decision-
making bodies to give full effect to the concept
of tripartism which is the guiding principle of
the ILO. It is felt that the participation of orga-
nized labour in APEC would eventually pave
the way for representation of labour in IFls,
given that IFIs and APEC work closely when
formulating policies and deciding on projects
for recipient countries. The latest meeting of
ICFTU-APLN, held in Malaysia from 28 to 30
September 1998, adopted a policy document
entitled APEC’s role in achieving global recovery
from the Asian financial and economic crisis . This
policy document, among several others, calls
for financial regulation, social assistance and
workers’ involvement in policy-making bod-
ies. The APEC Leaders’ Declaration, adopted in
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on 18 November
1998 at the end of the APEC Summit, included
an item “Social Safety Nets”, under which
some of the ICFTU-APLN’s recommendations
were incorporated as general provisions.

The Asean Trade Union Council (ATUC),
since its inception in 1994, has been supple-
menting and complementing the efforts of
ICFTU-APLN at subregional level, and has
focused attention on Asean countries. ATUC,
which at present has six full-member affiliates
(Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand, and Viet Nam) and one observer (Lao
PDR), has held a number of seminars and
workshops over the years in cooperation with
the ILO and ICFTU-APRO in which ATUC affil-
iates have participated and given their views.
ATUC has also been working closely with its
affiliates towards seeking effective representa-
tion of trade unions in their respective national
policy-making bodies, and has decided to seek
trade union participation in all Asean Labour
Ministers’ meetings.

ICFTU delegations, in raising key issues in
their meetings with IFls, have proposed that
IFls should:

= curb currency speculation as it undermines
the purchasing strength of national curren-
cies and ruins the economic development of
affected countries;

= insist on greater transparency, accountabil-
ity and regulation of financial markets with
internationally mandatory reserve-to-asset
ratios for hedge fund agencies;

= bring about improved procedures for the
accountability of government budget-
making and policy implementation;

= take every possible measure to bring about
institutional and policy changes including
stronger rules on bribery and corruption;

= impress upon governments that there
should be less budgetary allocation for mil-
itary purposes, and that more funds should
be made available for poverty eradication
and social development;

= consider establishing an Asian Monetary
Fund (AMF), with an initial capital base of
US$200 billion, to complement the functions
of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the
World Bank and the IMF in Asia;

= include in their policy agendas the estab-
lishment of social safety nets, unemploy-
ment insurance systems, occupational
safety and health, human resources devel-
opment, health care systems and affordable
housing in recipient countries.

Above all, the ICFTU underlined that the
role of labour in the context of IFI policy for-
mulation needs to be clearly defined from the
standpoint of a target beneficiary and not a
mere factor of production.

Trade union structures in Asean

The complex challenges of globalization
are also having their impact on trade union
structures in Asean. Just as in many industri-
alized countries, trade unions in Asean are
also compelled to grapple with the extension
of enterprise-level bargaining, which has
made it more difficult for them to sustain
national solidarity. The handing over of state-
held agencies to private enterprise has further
compounded the seriousness of the problem.
Asean trade unions have suffered from the
expansion of the services sector where they
find it more difficult to organize. A number of
Asean countries still impose crippling legisla-
tive restrictions on trade union organizing and
on collective bargaining: conditions which are
in breach of ILO Conventions.

Though Asean countries have their own
national trade union centres, there are a multi-
plicity of such centres in countries like Thai-
land. Notwithstanding the larger populations



in certain countries, multiple trade union
structures are generally perceived as having a
dampening effect on workers’ ability to influ-
ence national policies. The presence of a large
informal sector in Asean countries further
complicates the ability of trade unions to rep-
resent effectively the collective interests of
workers. In Malaysia, the public sector unions
have their own federation, the Congress of
Unions of Employees in the Public and Civil
Services (CUEPACS), while private sector
and statutory body trade unions are affiliated
with the Malaysian Trades Union Congress
(MTUC).

ATUC is a regional grouping of national
trade union centres of Asean countries which
aims to improve the quality of relations
between and within countries in Asean. Asean
countries have their own national trade union
centres, of which the following are affiliated to
ATUC as full members:

= Malaysian  Trades
(Malaysia);

= National Trades Union Congress (Singa-
pore);

= Trade Union Congress of the Philippines
(Philippines);

e Labour Congress of Thailand and Thai
Trade Union Congress (Thailand);

« Federation of All Indonesian Trade Unions
(Indonesia);

< Viet Nam General Confederation of Labour
(Viet Nam);

= Lao Federation of Trade Unions (Lao PDR)
— Observer

Union  Congress

The principal objectives of ATUC are as
follows:

= represent the collective interests of workers
in Asean countries atall appropriate policy-
formulating and decision-making forums;

= function as a collective and cohesive body
to promote the well-being of workers in
Asean countries;

e network and interact with ATUC affiliates
with regard to common issues affecting
workers;

= undertake research, education and training
programmes for labour activists from
ATUC affiliates;

= help ATUC affiliates increase their member-
ship levels through mutual cooperation and
assistance;

= hold periodic meetings with a view to iden-
tifying common problems, challenges and
issues and finding solutions for them in a
true spirit of unity and solidarity.

The first meeting of ATUC, held in Cebu
City, Philippines, in April 1994, adopted the
Cebu Declaration. The second, held in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia, in May 1996, adopted the
Revised Cebu Declaration. The third, held in
Bali, Indonesia, in November 1997, adoted the
Bali Declaration. These policy documents have
helped ATUC to chart its own course of action
in response to the needs of its constituents.

Job distribution and quality of jobs

Creating, distributing and ensuring quality
of jobs will become one of the biggest chal-
lenges that governments, employers and trade
unions will have to come to terms with on the
threshold of the next millennium. This chal-
lenge will perhaps manifest itself more seri-
ously in Asean countries. The ILO has identi-
fied a number of pointers that would help the
social partners to achieve this objective. In his
Report entitled Decent work, submitted to the
87th International Labour Conference, the
Director-General of the ILO has formulated a
number of strategies that would contribute
towards attaining this objective. These include:

= promoting opportunities for work;

= promoting rights at work;

= protection against vulnerabilities and con-
tingency in work;

= ensuring security of employment;

= promoting social dialogue.

Central to these concerns is the right of work-
ers to obtain fair wages for labour performed —
wages that will enable them to live in reasonable
comfortas citizens in a free society. Commitment
3 of the Declaration of the World Summit for
Social Development (the Copenhagen Declara-
tion), March 1995, states as follows:

We commit ourselves to promoting the goal of
full employment as a basic priority of our eco-
nomic and social policies, and to enabling all men
and women to attain secure and sustainable liveli-
hoods through freely chosen productive employ-
ment and work. To this end, at the national level,
we will: a) Put the creation of employment, the
reduction of unemployment and the promotion of
appropriately and adequately remunerated
employment at the centre of strategies and policies
of Governments, with full respect for workers’
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rights and with the participation of the employers,
workers and their respective organizations, ...

and Commitment 8 which states:

We commit ourselves to ensuring that when
structural adjustment programmes are agreed to
they include social development goals, in partic-
ular eradicating poverty, promoting full and pro-
ductive employment, and enhancing social inte-
gration.

The right to full, productive and freely cho-
sen employment, which forms the bulwark of
Commitment 3 of the Copenhagen Declaration,
also constitutes the underpinning for ILO Con-
vention on Employment Policy, 1964 (No. 122).
In the Asean context, job creation has generally
been market-driven, not need-driven. Multi-
national enterprises setting up production
facilities in Asean countries place market con-
ditions at the top of their list of priorities. With
the exception of a few multinational enter-
prises, we have yet to see convincing evidence,
be it from governments or employers, that the
promotion of quality employment is high on
the list of national development agendas of
Asean countries as much as job creation. To
compound matters, the movement of short-
term capital flows, coupled with the relocation
of production facilities from high labour cost to
low labour cost countries, has rendered the cre-
ation of quality employment a big challenge in
many Asean countries.

Companies operating in Asean countries
have adopted one or more of the following
strategies in order to reduce costs:
= downsizing their production and operating

capacities;
= introducing cuts in wages and benefits;
= retrenching their workers;

= offering workers voluntary separation
schemes;

= increasing the level of process automation;

= outsourcing production and operations;

= recruiting contract workers;

= engaging migrant labour;

= relocating their operations to
countries.

low-cost

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have
a pivotal role to play in creating as well as dis-
tributing quality jobs, especially for women
workers. Since SMEs are generally low-cost busi-
ness operations with reasonably high labour con-
tent, they are in a better position to create more
jobs during difficult economic times.

6

Unemployment and wages

The Asian economic and financial crisis
which occured in July 1997 has resulted in
mounting unemployment with more than 30
million job losses thus far. Unemployment,
which was at an all-time low in 1996 (2.6 per
cent) reached double-digit levels (15 per cent)
in Asean, sending wages in a downward spiral.

In Indonesia, GDP growth stood at an aver-
age of 7.6 per cent per annum during the period
1990 to 1996. The financial crisis hit the Indone-
sian economy at atime when it was already fac-
ing dwindling exports, a slowdown in overall
growth, and a sharp drop in rice production
leading to imports of rice and prospects of a
substantial increase in food prices. The country
recorded zero GDPgrowth for 1998, with a pro-
jected level of unemployment for 1998 at nearly
7.9 million or 8.3 per cent of the labour force,
which is more than double the level prevailing
in 1996, and these are conservative estimates.

One view is that agriculture in Indonesia
has undergone such a transformation and has
been commercialized to such an extent that its
capacity to absorb additional labour has been
greatly reduced. The same view also holds that
many of those working in manufacturing, con-
struction and other sectors in urban and semi-
urban areas are no longer recent migrants from
the countryside and have lost the necessary
links to rural areas to enable them to return and
be reabsorbed.

In Thailand, 54,000 workers were recorded
as retrenched over the period January 1997 to
February 1998. Slightly more women than men
were made redundant. This, however, repre-
sents only a small part of the overall picture: the
figure of 54,000 reflects only those lay-offs in
which severance payments were made as
reported by labour inspectors over this period
or through severance pay disputes brought to
the attention of the authorities through the
labour court system. The actual number of
crisis-induced lay-offs is widely assumed to be
substantially higher. Industry associations, for
example, reported job losses of some 422,000 at
the end of 1997. Over half of these (or 252,000)
occurred in the construction industry, with the
bulk of the remainder (151,000) occurring in
manufacturing industries. The manufacturing
sector figure comes close to another job loss fig-
ure (165,000) from the records of the Social Secu-
rity Office (SSO). Employer contributions to
social security are payroll-based and there is
thus a strong incentive for employers to report
lay-offs to the SSO. There is likely to be under-



reporting of lay-offs from SSO data as the rate
of non-compliance with SSO regulations may
be as high as 25 per cent. Taken together, the var-
ious data sources in Thailand strongly suggest
that the lay-off rate is substantially higher than
the figure of 54,000 compensated job losers.

In January 1998, a Government survey of
workers returning to rural (non-municipal)
areas placed the figure at 188,000 persons.
Compared to each region’s rural population,
the highest proportion returned to the north-
east. This pattern of return movement puts
pressure precisely on the weakest parts of the
Thai agricultural sector. At the end of 1997, the
north and north-east were hit particularly hard
by drought. Furthermore, these regions had
evolved an economy in which remittances from
urban areas played a major role in sustaining
living standards.

So unemployment and reduced wages, cou-
pled with rising consumer prices and an
absence of social safety nets, have seriously
affected the quality of life of Asean workers.

Asean countries in general, and Singapore
and Malaysia in particular, have a strong tradi-
tion of building social dialogue into social and
labour policies. More recently, tripartite con-
sultations have resulted in several of the Asean
countries (see Box 1) agreeing to certain trade-
offs to save or create jobs through social dia-
logue at the national level. Both in Singapore
and in Malaysia, the trade unions have taken
skills development as one of their major chal-
lenges and as a key responsibility. The role of
the national trade union centres in these coun-
tries in maintaining a data bank on affected
workers and in providing training deserves
special mention.

Labour costs and competitiveness

The onset of globalization has brought into
focus two important factors influencing labour
policies in Asean:

= matching labour costs with skills and pro-
ductivity; and

Box 1. Key trade-offs to save or create jobs through social dialogue
at national level in Asean countries

Philippines. A Social Accord on Industrial Harmony and Stability (1998) between the Employers’
Confederation of the Philippines and two major labour federations, namely the Trade Union Con-
gress of the Philippines (TUCP) and the Labour Advisory and Consultative Centre (LACC), pro-
vided for six months’ “mutual restraint™ on lay-offs and industrial disputes. At regional level, the
Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) organized tripartite conferences on the theme
“Saving jobs and saving industries”, culminating in “Regional Social Accords™.

Singapore. A Tripartite Panel on Retrenched Workers (February 1998) provides for: (1) develop-
ment of a network of information on retrenchments before they occur to match job vacancies;
(2) exploration of alternatives to retrenchment through redeployment, adjustments in working
time and wages, and training possibilities; and (3) advice on training opportunities and use of a
skills development programme (December 1996) as an alternative to lay-off. The programme,
spearheaded by the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) and funded by Government, allo-
cates training subsidies of up to 80 per cent of course fees, and 70 per cent of absentee payroll
for training conducted during normal hours of work.

Malaysia. A Tripartite Committee on Retrenchment has been set up to monitor retrenchment.
It encourages reference to Malaysia’s Tripartite Code of Conduct for Industrial Harmony, in par-
ticular the passages relating to retrenchment which stipulate a range of alternatives to retrench-
ment. The Government has introduced legislation (following consultation with the tripartite
National Labour Advisory Council) requiring employers to notify the Labour Department of
prospective lay-offs one month in advance. The new law also aims to expand labour force par-
ticipation of married women through increasing flexibility of working time. A data bank on job
vacancies and retrenched workers seeking jobs was established by the Federation of Malaysian
Manufacturers (FMM) and the Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC), respectively, to facili-
tate mutual data exchange on jobs available and retrenched workers seeking employment.

Source: Globalization and change: Social dialogue and labour market adjustment in the crisis-affected coun-
tries of East Asia, ILO-EASMAT, 1999, background paper presented at the ILO/Japan Asian Regional Tripartite
Seminar on Industrial Relations and Globalization, Bangkok, 31 August — 2 September 1999.




= keeping production costs low in order to
stay competitive.

Trade liberalization in a borderless world,
as espoused by the WTO, has notonly resulted
in cross-border short-term and long-term cap-
ital flows but has also brought to the fore a new
definition as to what constitutes “competitive-
ness” and “staying competitive” in the context
of a borderless world. There has been reloca-
tion of labour-intensive, low-technology
industries from high-labour cost countries to
low-labour cost countries in Asean. This phe-
nomenon is evident even within countries in
Asean. There have been instances of assembly-
line electronics industries, often referred to as
“suitcase industries”, literally packing up
overnight and setting up shop in another low-
cost country, leaving in their trail a long queue
of retrenchments, lay-offs and displaced fam-
ilies. Citing “competitive” factors, these indus-
tries often find it easy to relocate to new low-
cost countries, obtain tax-free status as pioneer
industries or foreign investors, acquire land at
very low premium in export processing zones
(EPZs) and enjoy a high level of immu-
nity from local legislation, including labour
legislation.

Labour mobility

Labour mobility is a major characteristic in
Asean countries. Rural-urban migration has
resulted in substantial increases in urban popu-
lations, thus exerting much pressure on hous-
ing, water and electricity supply, transport,
sewage disposal, health care, education and a
host of related downstream supplies and ser-
vices. The traffic-choked cities of Bangkok,
Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur and Manila offer good
examples of the visible impact of rural-urban
migration on metropolitan utilities and ser-
vices. Greater national emphasis on value-
added production has resulted in a gradual shift
from agro-based plantation industries to assem-
bly-line manufacturing, thus bringing about a
paradigm shift in labour priorities and resource
allocations on the part of policy planners. Rural
workers perceive an urban lifestyle to be an
advancement in their social mobility. Though
this may be partly true, most rural-urban
migrants only find unskilled jobs. These tail-
end jobs, accompanied by low wages, and
higher urban living costs, cancel out any per-
ceptible gains in rural-urban migration. The net
result of all these variables manifests itself as a
substantial increase in squatter settlements and
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colonies on the outskirts of Asean cities and
towns, with little or no modern public amenities.

While rural-urban migration is seen as a
socio-economic phenomenon in developing
countries, the governments and employers
could help to localize economic growth by
embarking on “in situ” development strategies.
These strategies should preferably include the
simultaneous provision of essential social
infrastructure such as housing, schools, hospi-
tals, public utilities, etc., along with the estab-
lishment of manufacturing units and other job-
creating production units. By doing so,
developing countries will be able to attain bet-
ter distribution of growth centres and achieve
amore equitable spread of employment oppor-
tunities. An “in situ” development strategy will
also help to reduce the pressure on urban
amenities and bring about a generally higher
standard of living countrywide.

Public and private sectors

The eighties and nineties have witnessed
two very interesting phenomena that have had
very visible and lasting effects on labour in
Asean: privatization and WTO decisions.
Asean governments, at the behest of IFls,
embarked on privatization policies which saw
the handing over of agencies and utilities pre-
viously owned and operated by the State to pri-
vate enterprise. Railways, telecommunications,
power generation and supply, water supply
and distribution, postal services, civil aviation,
highways and broadcasting are among the
essential services and utilities that have been
handed over to private companies. The private
sector overtook the State as the engine of
national growth, and the public sector, previ-
ously seen as the fountain of employment cre-
ation, is now viewed as a mere facilitator. Asean
governments, fearing budgetary constraints,
began downsizing their civil services by freez-
ing new recruitments. Employees of state-
owned entitites handed over to private compa-
nies were deemed to have become private
sector workers in line with the privatization
strategies of Asean governments. The trade
unions that represented these workers
assumed new identities and drew up totally
different plans of action with regard to collec-
tive bargaining and industrial relations, as the
thrust of such strategies had to be viewed from
the new standpoint of a profit-oriented corpo-
ration and no longer as that of a service-
oriented utility. The demarcation between the
public and private sector was now complete.



Wages and benefits of private sector work-
ers in Asean are generally higher than that of
their counterparts in the public sector. Private
sector workers enjoy higher wages, receive
bonuses, participate in share-option schemes
and have greater career mobility. This has not
prevented the occurrence of severe wage dis-
parities between top management staff and
shop-floor level workers. However, public sec-
tor workers enjoy job security and are not sub-
jected to the vagaries and uncertainties of the
market forces which wreak havoc on their col-
leagues in the private sector. The new millen-
nium will see more state-held utilities being
handed over to private enterprise, entailing
greater challenges for trade unions in the realm
of organizing, industrial relations and collec-
tive bargaining. There is a pressing need to
introduce appropriate legal and procedural
safeguards in the privatization procedures of
Asean countries in order to obviate marginal-
ization and victimization of workers.

Training policies

Rapid globalization and fast-paced techno-
logical progress present new challenges that are
common to all countries, and those of the Asean
bloc are no exception. The heightened competi-
tion and economic change that result from the
combined forces of global economic integration
and technological advancement can cause insta-
bility and lead to difficulties in maintaining the
employability of large segments of a country’s
labour force. At the same time, these new eco-
nomic forces provide new opportunities for
economic growth and employment expansion.
Furthermore, the level of quality of skills that a
nation possesses is becoming a critical factor in
taking advantage of the opportunities as well as
minimizing the social costs involved in rapid
technological transformation and the transition
to a more open economy.

The demand for skilled labour has risen sig-
nificantly as a result of globalization and
changes in technology and the organization of
work. The three are closely linked: the new
information technology, by reducing the cost
and increasing the speed of communication, has
been a major factor in globalizing production
and integrating financial markets; in turn, glob-
alization, by intensifying competition, has
spurred technological diffusion and the adop-
tion of new forms of work organization. Increas-
ingly, a country’s economic performance
depends critically on access to and the adoption
of new technology and labour force skills.

In Asean, push-pull factors have a decisive
impact on competitiveness, but technology
modernization and economic development
have their bases in the capacity of countries to
train and retrain their workers in employable
skills. Wage levels are, of course, closely linked
to skills. Skills development, or otherwise
termed human resources developmentin Asean
can be categorized into the following levels:

= skilling;
= re-skilling;
= multi-skilling.

This can be explained as first, second and
third instance training. The rapid transforma-
tion of mechanical production systems into
electronic, digital and computerized opera-
tions calls for re-skilling. Market needs for
workers having more than one employable
skill call for multi-skilling. These initiatives will
have to be effected in tandem with one another,
and a high level of complementarity will have
to be ensured in order to prevent wastage of
material and financial resources as a result of
duplication.

State-financed subsidies permit training
programmes to proceed with a fair measure of
success and consistency. In Malaysia, the
Human Resources Development Fund (HRDF),
set up with employers’ statutory contributions,
offers opportunities for serving employees to
undergo job-related training. The Malaysian
model of training for market needs should be
emulated, modified and improved according to
specific national skills needs.

The common elements which enhance
training effectiveness include:

= Adequate financing. There must be appropri-
ate incentives to promote training and sta-
ble funding for those training institutions
which develop the higher-level skills for
which there is expected to be a demand in
the medium term. Funding need not neces-
sarily come from general tax revenues: itcan
also come from special-purpose schemes.

= Quality. Quality is crucial if trainees, enter-
prises and funding organizations are to
have confidence in the ability of the training
provider to deliver the required skills. Since
quality is a moving target, continuous eval
uation of training curricula and delivery
methods needs to be undertaken in order to
sustain training quality and to bring it in
line with the prevailing skills needs of
industry.



National training policies. Policies and strate-
gies for implementation need to be devised
jointly by the government and the social
partners. Such policies must meet the chal-
lenges of lifelong learning with provisions
for affordable training opportunities.

< Reliable and easily accessible information. A
good training system needs an adequate
input of information from industry, workers’
organizations, communities, public and pri-
vate education and training providers, and
the employment service, including informa-
tion on vocational and career guidance.

= National skills recognition and certification sys-
tem. Such a system is essential to enable the
skills of individuals (gained from training
programmes, experience, or prior learning)
to be assessed against nationally defined
and agreed job-entry competencies and
should cover both the formal and informal
sectors.

= Networking. This can be an effective means
for clusters of small firms to meet their train-
ing needs.

These key areas need to be looked into by
policy planners in Asean in order to attain the
objectives of an integrated training policy.

The informal sector

In Asean, the informal sector largely
revolves around agriculture, fishing, petty
trading, part-time work, contract-based work
and domestic services. As seen in most devel-
oping countries, the informal sector in Asean is
also seriously lacking in organized representa-
tion, thus making detailed analysis difficult as
available data are often not reliable. There
appears to be an inverse relationship between
the growth of the informal sector and the
planned development of the formal sector.
Though one should ideally complement the
other, this does not seem to be the case. Infor-
mal sector workers, officially categorized as
“self-employed”, do not enjoy the same leg-
islative protection as formal sector workers.
This has made the work of trade unions very
difficult, as there is little information available
on the informal sector.’

Social security

One of the clearest lessons to emerge from
the economic crisis is that existing systems of
social protection in Asean were unable to cope
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adequately with its social consequences. The
strengthening of social protection is thus an
important priority for future action. Finding
solutions to labour issues in Asean cannot be
isolated from dealing with its social conse-
qguences. This has been seen very clearly in
the economic crisis, especially in Indonesia and
Thailand. Social security constitutes the very
underpinning for sustainable social develop-
ment, and should ideally include the following:

= unemployment insurance;
= severance pay guarantees;
= social safety nets;

« health care;

= provident funds;

= aminimum pension.

In Malaysia, the Social Security Organiza-
tion (SOCSO) provides financial assistance to
workers injured while at work. Assistance
includes medical care, hospitalization and a
monthly derivative pension for dependants of
deceased workers. In Thailand, the World Bank
and the Asian Development Bank have jointly
financed a Social Sector Programme which,
among others, addresses three major social pol-
icy fields — the labour market and social wel-
fare, education, and health. These, at best, can
be seen as only providing temporary relief to a
major ailment affecting workers in Asean.
What is needed is more concerted action that
would attempt to address these issues on a
more holistic basis.

Migrant workers

International labour migration is currently
a global phenomenon and few countries
remain completely unaffected by it. However,
it is difficult to establish with accuracy the
number of migrant workers in the world today.
In many countries, particularly countries in the
course of transition, incomplete or non-existent
data impede the drawing of an accurate global
picture of migratory patterns. Even where such
data exist, the definitions of such key terms as
“economic migrant”, “permanent migrant”,
and “irregular migrant” are by no means uni-
versally accepted, and the systems by which
the data were collected often differ widely,
reducing the comparability of statistics.

In South, South-East and East Asia, official
estimates state that there are 2 to 3 million eco-
nomically active migrants supporting 3 to 4
million dependants. Official estimates of legal



migrant workers holding passports and
employment permits, along with their depen-
dants, point to the possibility of 5 to 7 million
migrants in this region at any one time. This
does not include the ever increasing numbers
of illegal migrants seeking employment oppor-
tunities in host countries. Host countries in
Asean report that the ratio of legal to illegal
migrant workers is 1:1. This means that the
labour statistics of host countries are often
unreliable indicators of foreign labour force
participation rates in local industries.

In Asean countries, migrant labour is
mostly utilized in plantations, service indus-
tries, construction sites and in production-line
manufacturing. The bulk of migrant labour is
of the unskilled category which is willing to
work for lower wages than that given to locals.
So cost-reducing strategies of employers
include large-scale recruitment of migrant
labour as it is perceived as a “quick fix” solu-
tion to trim operating costs.

Women workers

In Asean, women workers are beginning to
enter the mainstream formal sector in larger
numbers than ever before. Improved educa-
tional opportunities, better social amenities,
greater access to high-wage jobs, less gender
discrimination and more liberal social attitudes
towards women workers have by and large
contributed towards affording women workers
better access to the labour market. Women
workers constitute around 40 per cent of the
total workforce in most Asean countries,
though there may be minor differences when
detailed comparisons are made between Asean
member countries on a sectoral basis. Women
workers still account for a large part of the
informal sector, especially homeworkers and
part-time workers as well as those employed
by cottage industries. In the agricultural sector,
women workers are seen as complementing
male workers, especially in down-stream activ-
ities such as sorting, packing and labelling. This
trend is visible in the rubber, tobacco and tea
industries in Asean.

In keeping with Asian social values, women
workers often alternate between full-time work
and child-bearing duties. Thisis quite evidentin
the rural populations of Asean, though the situ-
ation in urban areas appears somewhat differ-
ent with the advent of increased educational
opportunities for women. Problems such as
exploitation, low wages, sexual harassment and
long working hours still linger in certain pock-

ets of both the informal and formal sectors, but
are not, of course, unique to Asean. Asean trade
unions have setup special action committees for
women’s affairs which attend to their problems
in a more specific and coordinated manner.

Child labour

Child labour in Asean is intertwined with
the traditional beliefs and values of Asean soci-
eties. Figures released by the ILO’s Interna-
tional Programme on the Elimination of Child
Labour (IPEC), stating that there are more than
220 million child workers worldwide, are
rather disturbing, but even more so if one were
to consider the impact of child labour on the
well-being of tomorrow’s citizens. Child labour
in Asean is largely poverty-driven, and the
Asian economic crisis has resulted in even
larger numbers of child workers entering the
job market to supplement dwindling family
incomes. Most children work either because
schools, if available, are expensive to attend,
their parents are poor or handicapped, their
families may be heavily indebted to creditors
and are compelled to enter bonded labour, or
there is no motivation or encouragement from
parents or peers for children to receive formal
education. In these circumstances, there are
also child workers who assist their parents to
run the family business after school hours or
during school holidays, and who do not neces-
sarily perform hazardous work. So cultural
mores and practices do exert an influence on
social perceptions towards child labour, and
such perceptions vary from region to region.

International labour standards

The issue of international labour standards
has always been a very difficult and controver-
sial one for Asean countries. Though there is
broad-based consensus that international
labour standards provide the benchmark for
sustainable labour standards worldwide, gov-
ernments have been quick to respond that they
cannot be implemented at the expense of job
creation. Job creation stands very high on the
development agendas of Asean countries, and
according to the latter, other considerations
which might render job creation difficult will
have to wait or, at best, be appropriately
adapted to suit local circumstances. Freedom of
association, collective bargaining, fair wages
for work performed, equal wages for men and
women, discrimination at work, safety and
health and working hours are among some of
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the issues confronting Asean workers in terms
of international labour standards. There are
many more to be considered, but these assume
greater importance over the others by virtue of
their recurrent impact on labour in Asean.
Globalization and trade liberalization have
made the implementation of these labour stan-
dards more difficult on the part of obdurate
policy-makers, especially when countries
begin competing with one another to use the
absence of labour standards in their countries
as a competitive advantage to attract foreign
direct investment. Trade unions, who have to
bear the brunt of such pressures, are in a
dilemma. On the one hand, they have the moral
obligation to protect the livelihoods of the
workers and ensure that their collective welfare
is sustained. On the other, keen representation
on their part for complete observance of inter-
national labour standards results in job losses
as cross-border movement of capital and tech-
nology become easier with globalization and
liberalization. It is a long and winding road
ahead, but the challenges have to be faced in a
concerted manner in order to tide over suc-
cessfully the vagaries in the world of work.
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Notes

! The Association of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) is
an economic grouping of countries in South-East Asia. First
established in 1965 and then known as Maphilindo
(Malaysia, Philippines and Indonesia), Asean currently has
ten members, namely Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia,
Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar (formerly Burma),
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam. The Asean
Secretariat is located in Jakarta, Indonesia.

% The Culture System, introduced in Java (Indonesia) in
1830 by Dutch Governor-General Van Den Bosch, converted
large tracts of virgin forests into plantations, mainly for cash
crops.

® A term often used by Malaysian Prime Minister Dr.
Mahathir Mohamad to describe the need to provide equality
of opportunities when determining global competition poli-
cies involving developed and developing economies.

* The prevailing exchange rate is Malaysian Ringgit 3.80
to the US dollar (Dec. 1999).

® See Labour Education, No. 116 — 1999/3: “Trade unions
in the informal sector: Finding their bearings. Nine country
papers”.
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Industrial relations: Notes from the field

The key question: When adversity recedes, will the pressures for
institutional reform, including those that endorse stronger labour
market institutions and workers’ and employers’ organizations, lose

momentum?

Their geographical proximity aside, the
member States of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (Asean) reflect a diverse set of
cultures, historical experiences, contemporary
institutions and governance arrangements.
From autocratic military rule in Myanmar (for-
mer Burma) at one end of the spectrum to a
socialist State in transition to a market econ-
omy in Viet Nam at the other; from recent rad-
ical political transformation towards democra-
tic rule in Indonesia and Cambodia to the
single-party domination of longstanding de-
mocratic governments in Singapore and
Malaysia; and from the small, wealthy coun-
tries of Singapore and oil-rich Brunei Darus-
salam to substantial pockets of poverty in many
of the remaining member States, Asean coun-
tries defy easy categorization.

An uphill battle

Most of the countries share one common
characteristic, however, which is the relatively
weak development of their industrial relations
systems. There are many reasons why such a
situation prevails, but among them must be
underlined the simple fact that neither law nor
policy in the countries of the subregion has
been noted for its unstinting support of free
and independent trade union movements.
There are now good indications of change in
the right direction, but the starting point for this
optimism reposes on a legacy of ambivalence
towards or outright repression of freedom of
association. If the future of trade unions now
seems brighter than the past in many of these
countries, reaching this target has nonetheless
been an uphill battle.

Duncan Campbell

Senior Industrial Relations Specialist
ILO East Asia Multidisciplinary Team
Bangkok

Not independent of the State

Periodic military coups in Thailand have
been accompanied by setbacks in trade union
organization. In the last coup, in 1991, for
example, trade unions in the state-owned sec-
tor were abolished, summarily cutting by one-
half the total union membership in the King-
dom. The civil strife and horrific toll of violence
that it took in Cambodia delayed the industrial
development around which trade unions
would have formed, and further suppressed
the emergence of an independent worker
voice. Since the country’s first democratic elec-
tions, overseen by the United Nations in 1993,
it has taken the remainder of the decade to
arrive at the expression of democratic free-
doms, inter alia through trade union organiza-
tion, for such an independent voice to awaken.
Free and independent trade unions are not cur-
rently an option under military rule in Myan-
mar. Labour organization in Viet Nam, as in
China, and as was the case in the former social-
ist countries, is relatively strong, but is neither
fully independent of the State, nor would an
independent alternative, should one arise, be
tolerated under the prevailing labour law. Even
in the Philippines, where freedom of associa-
tion is unambiguously guaranteed in law, it can
often be frustrated in practice by unwilling
employers.

Trade union density and collective
bargaining coverage

Trade union membership as a percentage of
the workforce, or “union density”, is a crude
but telling indicator of the underdevelopment
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of industrial relations. It matters, of course,
whether trade union membership is shown rel-
ative to what may be called the “organizable”
workforce — i.e. employees in the modern or
formal sector - or relative to the workforce as a
whole, including the rural and urban informal
sectors. To take the case of Thailand as an exam-
ple, an estimated 2.8 per cent of the workforce
in the formal sector, both public and private,
are union members. This number, however,
excludes the country’s large informal sector in
rural, agricultural occupations as well as the
urban informal sector. Were this larger denom-
inator included, “union density” in Thailand
would be less than one per cent of the total
workforce.

Poor financial clout

On the other hand, because trade union
membership rights were removed from the
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) at the onset of
the decade, total trade union membership
declined by a half. There are legislative moves
now underway that would restore union mem-
bership rights in the SOEs and, should this
occur, Thailand’s union density would be
closer to 5 per cent of the formal workforce. Of
the Philippines’ 3.7 million trade union mem-
bers, meanwhile, fewer than one-third (1.1 mil-
lion) are estimated to be dues-paying members.
An 11 per cent of the trade union membership
ratio, therefore, exaggerates the financial clout
of the Philippine trade unions.

Collective bargaining coverage:
Malaysia

A more significant indicator of trade union
strength and effectiveness is collective bargain-
ing coverage. For example, union membership
stands at 9 per cent of the total workforce in
Malaysia. This percentage not only includes the
informal, unorganized workforce in the
denominator, but excludes the numbers of
employees covered by collective bargaining
agreements. Although this latter number is not
available, it is certainly a multiple of trade
union membership totals, since collective bar-
gaining agreements apply to non-union
employees covered by the scope of the agree-
ments (whether at enterprise or, in some
instances, industry level). On the basis of these
considerations, officials in the Ministry of
Human Resources estimate that trade unions in
Malaysia effectively “cover” about 90 per cent
of the “organizable” workforce.!
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Less than two per cent:
Philippines and Singapore

Collective bargaining coverage also exceeds
trade union membership in Singapore, where
union density is approximately 20 per cent. The
same is not the case either in the Philippines or
Thailand, however. In the former country, an
estimated one-seventh of trade union members
are in fact covered by collective bargaining
agreements. If such coverage is a more genuine
indicator of trade union effectiveness than
membership alone, then 1.7 per cent (or one-
seventh of 11 per cent) of the workforce are truly
represented. The same is true for Thailand:
trade union membership exceeds bargaining
coverage. A rough estimate based on the avail-
able data indicates that about 1.2 per cent of
Thailand’s formal sector workforce are covered
by collective agreements. In Cambodia’s transi-
tion to a market economy, the climate for trade
union organization has become clearly
favourable and enjoys generous public policy
support through the country’s 1997 Labour
Code. While trade union membership is on the
rise, however, collective bargaining agreements
have yet to be negotiated and signed.

Merely joint endorsement

Strong support for trade union organization
is also explicitly expressed in Viet Nam’s 1995
Labour Code, which calls for trade unions to be
setupinall enterprises. One problem, however,
is that the Viet Nam General Confederation of
Labour (VGCL) membership is concentrated in
the state-owned economy, whereas the future
on which the country is embarked is very
clearly heading in the direction of the growth
of the domestic and foreign-invested private
sector. To date, the private sector remains less
well organized. Figures from VGCL, as quoted
in their report on their three years of experience
with the Labour Code, state that more than 50
per cent of the foreign-invested companies
have not established a trade union. For the pri-
vate sector, the figure amounts to more than 70
per cent; nor has collective bargaining pro-
gressed extensively: the very concept of collec-
tive bargaining and, in particular, bargaining
over interests is not widely known in Viet Nam.
Such collective agreements as do exist tend
more often than not to amount to little more
than the joint endorsement by labour and man-
agement of legally prescribed terms already
existing in the Labour Code. This in itself is not
an altogether negative development. The



VGCL unions themselves are grappling with
the obsolescence of antiquated functions and
the need to justify entirely new functions thrust
upon them by the transition to the market econ-
omy and the inevitable separation of labour
market interests that arise from such transition.
Moreover, to the extent that collective agree-
ments, such as they are, do in fact reflect joint
acknowledgement of the terms of the Labour
Code, is at the very least helpful to diffuse
knowledge of the Labour Code. Poor knowl-
edge of the Code is a problem shared by all the
transition economies where the legal frame-
work underlying the transition is relatively
new. While not the outcome of true collective
bargaining, these more restricted collective
agreements are at least a place to begin.
Although much has changed in Indonesia
since the fall of the Suharto regime in May 1998,
an accurate sense of union membership would
be difficult to obtain. There would nonetheless
seem to be at this stage a coincidence of diverg-
ing trends. On the one hand, since the putting
into place of democratic reforms, there has been
a proliferation of new trade union federations
reflecting, as it were, a pent-up demand for the
expression of freedom of association. From one
official trade union federation under the
Suharto regime, the number had grown to 19 in
mid-1999. On the other hand, the number of
trade unions at establishment level — and of
union members —has declined in the wake of the
Asian financial crisis and its aftermath which
were responsible for the loss of a substantial
number of formal sector, unionized jobs.

Rising trend reversed by plant closures

Indonesia, of course, is not alone in this
regard. For many of the Asean countries, one
effect of the Asian financial crisis was to render
the already relatively weak position of trade
unions weaker still. Thus, for example, the ris-
ing trend in union membership throughout the
1990s in the private sector in Thailand was
reversed by the plant closures arising in the
wake of the crisis. Indeed, membership loss in
Thailand was overwhelmingly concentrated in
just one industrial province in the outskirts of
Bangkok.

Malaysian union membership also regis-
tered a decline associated with the crisis —
although the decline was a very modest one,
amounting to the loss of 7,100 members or about
one per cent of total trade union membership.
One factor explaining the relative stability of
union membership was that much of the

employment dislocation experience in Malaysia
was concentrated among the large share of for-
eign migrant labour in the Malaysian workforce,
and these workers were largely unorganized. In
the Philippines, meanwhile, the effect of the cri-
sis was less dramatic, a factor that may explain
why Philippine trade union membership has
held relatively constant in the crisis years.

Trade union fragmentation:
Two sides of the coin

As will be seen below, Malaysia and Singa-
pore offer excellent examples of how well-
structured industrial relations arrangements
played a vital role in the management of the
financial crisis and its aftermath. One of the key
ingredients here resides in the advantages that
the labour movement enjoys when it is able to
speak with one voice and commit its members
to the often difficult decisions that hard times
impose. In the case of both the Malaysian Trade
Union Congress (MTUC) and Singapore’s
National Trade Union Congress (NTUC) aclear
and unified labour voice proved influential in
addressing crisis-induced problems.

Unified position after the crisis

Elsewhere in the subregion, however, the
relative under-representation of the labour
force iscompounded by a high degree of organ-
izational fragmentation. The effect is often to
weaken labour’s ability to maintain a consis-
tent, unified position in tripartite dialogue with
employers and the State. Trade union frag-
mentation is a particular issue in Thailand and
the Philippines, although there are signs in
both countries of a greater willingness to forge
solidarity across organizational boundaries. In
Thailand, the financial crisis has resulted in a
greater display of unity efforts among the coun-
try’s eight labour federations than hitherto
seen. Unified positions on labour law reform
and on policies to address the fallout from the
financial crisis have resulted from collaboration
among the federations.

New inter-union grouping

In the Philippines, as well, there are suc-
cesses to record, one of which is discussed
below. Another initiative, taken by the Govern-
ment, may also help: labour representation on
the country’s Industrial Peace Council has been
increased from its former two to now six of the
Philippines’ labour federations. While this
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does not equate directly to inter-federation col-
laboration, it offers the opportunity for such to
occur. Trade unions themselves are undertak-
ing initiatives to overcome fragmentation: a
new inter-union grouping underway has as its
explicit and main purpose the forging of
greater solidarity, irrespective of ties with par-
ticular federations.

By mid-1999, as noted, no fewer than 19
labour federations had emerged in Indonesia.
In Cambodia, at the end of 1998, there was only
one labour federation. Now, barely one year
later, there are five. Employers’ organizations
in Cambodia over the same interval have
grown from one to three.

Admittedly, the rapid proliferation of new
actors is difficult for even a stable industrial
relations system to absorb, much less one that is
newly emerging. In Indonesia, the current de-
bate is on how to incorporate “multi-unionism”
within a structure of labour-management rela-
tions. The matter applies not only to the enter-
prise level for the purposes of employee repre-
sentation and collective bargaining, but in
national tripartite arrangements as well. The
latter have yet to update their criteria of repre-
sentation to accommodate the new entrants.
Cambodia has perhaps fared better: all five
labour federations (and all three employer bod-
ies) are represented on the country’s newly cre-
ated tripartite National Labour Advisory Com-
mittee. So far, only one collective agreement has
been signed.

Amajor concern, of course, arises in the case
of those countries where the process of frag-
mentation of the labour movement has been
more long standing. In a climate of uncertainty,
volatility, and change, a unified labour voice
would be an asset. Still, present-day Cambodia
and Indonesia bear witness to a vibrant display
of freedom of association where no such free-
dom previously existed. Both countries have
recently ratified Convention No. 87 on freedom
of association, and are the only two Asean
countries to have done so. The resulting prolif-
eration of organizations may be procedurally
chaotic or confusing, but this is likely to be only
a short-term outcome until design details of the
emerging systems become better worked out. It
is, obviously and in any case, a far preferable
outcome to trade union repression or to the
imposition of undue constraints on the partici-
pation of civil society and labour in choices that
affect them. And besides, multiple organiza-
tions are squarely within the meaning of full
freedom of association as understood by the
ILO’s international labour standards.
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_Ot_her con_straints_ involved
in industrial relations

Beyond problems of under-representation
and, often, fragmentation, labour laws in some
of the Asean countries restrict the full freedom
of trade unions to engage in activities deemed
to be managerial prerogatives or that result in
industrial dispute. For example, when viewed
in a comparative light, the scope of bargaining
in both Malaysia and Singapore is relatively
restrictive. In neither country are trade unions
legally empowered to negotiate hiring, trans-
fers, promotions, or dismissals. All of these sub-
jects are viewed as managerial prerogatives.
There are, of course, many reasons why gov-
ernments endeavour to restrict the legislated
powers of private organizations such as trade
unions. That the power of such organizations
be curbed so as not to pose a challenge to polit-
ical authority is one reason. Curbs on pluralism
that existed in socialist countries, and which
continue to exist in China and Viet Nam —
where the official trade union federations are
not independent of the State — serve this end, as
they did in Indonesia under Suharto. Con-
straints on freedom of expression — for exam-
ple, freedom of the press — are also to be found
in Malaysia and Singapore, and such restric-
tions are motivated by concerns over public
order and political control.

Ensuring an investor-friendly
labour climate

There are, however, other reasons why gov-
ernments choose to restrict the freedoms of pri-
vate actors. The restrictions on the scope of bar-
gaining in Malaysia and Singapore participate
in a strategy of export-oriented developmentin
which the aim is to ensure an investor-friendly
labour climate. Not a chance occurrence,
Malaysia and Singapore happen to be the two
countries in Asean in which the share of for-
eign-owned firms (and the share of such firms
in total exports) is highest. The concern of
maintaining a labour climate attractive to for-
eign investors is clear in Malaysian laws on
trade union organization and collective bar-
gaining in the “pioneer” industries, such as
electronics. Only “in-house” or enterprise
unions are permitted in such industries, and
there are constraints imposed on collective bar-
gaining outcomes.



Theory and practice

Now it ought to be mentioned that the
restrictions on the scope of bargaining, while
real enough, are often rendered less meaning-
ful in practice. This situation also results from
the legal framework and, in particular, the judi-
cial system. In Malaysia, therefore, law may
well restrict negotiations over retrenchments,
but the law also encourages employers to
exhaust alternatives to retrenchments, and
their failure to do so can expose them to penal-
ties through the industrial courts. This legal
provision in Malaysian labour law takes the
form of a Tripartite Code on Industrial Har-
mony - a voluntary agreement that has never-
theless acquired “teeth” through judicial inter-
pretation.

A second indication of the policy desire to
preserve a climate of industrial peace is more
widespread among Asean countries. It refers to
the procedures prescribed for the settlement of
collective disputes, not merely those over
rights but also over interests. In most of the
member countries there is a clear bias towards
narrowing the legal grounds on which a strike
(or lock-out) can occur. As ageneral rule, a legal
strike is often bound by a pre-strike notification
requirement, and more often than not, can
occur only after compulsory mediation has
failed or, indeed, after the results of compul-
sory arbitration have been rejected by one side,
the other, or both.

Compulsory arbitration of collective dis-
putes is, for example, the case in Viet Nam. As
a consequence, both of the detailed procedures
through which collective disputes are settled
under Vietnamese law and the relative igno-
rance of the law, as well as the difficulty of com-
plying with some of its terms, all industrial dis-
putes that occur in Viet Nam are technically
illegal. In Thailand, the current labour law
imposes restrictions on the right to strike in a
relatively long list of industries deemed essen-
tial or sensitive to national security, and strikes
can be curbed at the discretion of the State. A
similar tendency to have recourse to industrial
actions exists in most of the Asean countries.

Positive signs of change

The foregoing description suggests in brief
a few of the main limitations on industrial rela-
tions in the Asean countries. With some excep-
tions, the general rule is that formal, bipartite
relations at the enterprise level are largely
undeveloped. Yet this is not the only thing to

say about industrial relations in the Asean
region. There are signs of progress, many asso-
ciated with the financial crisis and the wors-
ened economic and social climates shared to
different degrees by all Asean countries.

Grappling with the social and economic
fallout of the crisis has involved the resurgence
of social dialogue in many Asean countries at
the national tripartite level. This is a healthy
sign, although one that must be viewed against
the backdrop of the often weak partnersin such
dialogue. Nevertheless, the initiatives are
worth recording not only for their substance,
but because they bear witness to a growing
dynamism with respect to heeding labour’s
voice in social and economic choices.

An employers’ initiative

In the Philippines, for example, a national
tripartite process was initiated by the Employ-
ers’ Confederation of the Philippines (ECOP),
involving two of the country’s main labour fed-
erations and the Department of Labor and
Employment (DOLE). The process resulted ina
national social accord (February 1998) in which
employers committed themselves to seek every
alternative to retrenchments in return for the
trade unions’ pledge to avoid industrial dis-
putes. The accord was renewed six months
thereafter, and also replicated through tripar-
tite accords at regional levels. A particularly
healthy sign was that the initiative for these
accords was not ‘“government-engineered”,
but arose from the employers. This is a positive
development in a subregion in which state
involvement in the labour market and labour
relations has been relatively significant.

Provincial tripartite wage committees

Recognition of the need for greater private
sector responsibility for labour relations is also
evidentin Thailand, where all eight trade union
federations and the country’s two main
employers’ organizations are united in their
view that strengthened bipartite relations are
essential to sound industrial relations. Cur-
rently, at the initiative of the garment industry
employers’ association, there are plans to inau-
gurate a labour-management dialogue at
industry level that would focus on issues of
common concern. The country is also review-
ing the functions of its 16 tripartite mechanisms
and has drafted recommendations designed
to strengthen tripartism in Thailand. The cre-
ation of a “tripartite-plus” mechanism for the
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discussion of economic and employment poli-
cies is foreseen for the year 2000. The minimum
wage, set in Thailand by a National Wage
Committee, will in the future be set at the
decentralized, provincial level. To this end,
provincial tripartite wage committees have
begun to be set up. While the decentralization
of minimum-wage fixing has been opposed by
Thai trade unions, as the labour movement is
weakly organized in most provinces, the
establishment of tripartite committees could,
in fact, strengthen and diffuse representational
machinery.

Matching job losers with vacancies

The crisis in Malaysia resulted in the sub-
stantial elevation of the stature of the MTUC as
an accepted partner in the national decision-
making apparatus. The MTUC became a par-
ticipant of the National Economic Action Coun-
cil, set up by the Prime Minister to face the
challenges of the crisis, and whose recommen-
dations resulted in a National Economic Recov-
ery Plan including decisions going well beyond
social policy to include basic macroeconomic
policy choices. A tripartite retrenchment moni-
toring committee was also set up. Additionally,
the crisis resulted in a legal change to require
one month’s prior notification of collective dis-
missals to the Ministry of Human Resources.
The notification requirement allowed timely
job-matching assistance by the Ministry to
affected companies, but it also enabled a “win-
dow” of negotiation space in which alterna-
tives to retrenchment could be fully explored.
Asecond innovation consisted in the activation
of a joint committee between the MTUC and
employers in the manufacturing sector. This
sectoral arrangement constituted itself as a sort
of private employment exchange in which job
losers could be matched with vacancies.

Social consensus aided Singapore
in crisis

Singapore’s experience in the crisis showed,
in particular, the value of longstanding tripar-
tite mechanisms. The country’s history of tri-
partite labour-market management allowed it
to respond quickly and effectively to the down-
turn. The tripartite monitoring of retrench-
ments was one feature. Another was the subsi-
dization of the retraining of displaced workers
using resources from the skills renewal fund, in
aplan proposed by the NTUC and agreed to by
employers and the Government. Of greater
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significance still was the consensual adjust-
ment of wages towards the end of employment
preservation. Singapore is the sole country in
Asean in which national wage adjustments
played a role akin to that of a national incomes
policy in which the wage as one macroeco-
nomic aggregate was adjusted (downward)
towards the greater objective of preserving
jobs. It is certainly plausible to assume that the
prior existence of tripartite means of engender-
ing social consensus aided Singapore in
responding effectively to the crisis and in min-
imizing the greater social dislocation that
might otherwise have occurred.

Although there are no truly strict lines of
comparison between Singapore, Asean’s
wealthiest member State, and Indonesia, the
point can be made that the very absence in
Indonesia of the sort of credible tripartite mech-
anisms that Singapore has set in place was a
factor in the violence and social disarray that
resulted from the crisis in Indonesia. As noted
earlier, however, the depths of the crisis in
Indonesia have resulted in socio-political trans-
formation — still at an early stage — leading in a
direction that is very propitious to institution-
building and the greater inclusion of labour’s
voice in decision-making. Much of industrial
relations in Indonesia is being “rethought”, and
the likely outcome will be towards the creation
of viable and credible tripartite mechanisms in
which popular participation through democra-
tic mechanisms will become the accepted norm.
It is in this sense that President Wahid’s view
of open and often vociferous public disagree-
ment and debate as a positive sign of democra-
tic transformation can be understood.

Another sign of change: The law

Coping with adversity alters the status quo,
increases the will to experiment, and forges
new alliances: a common sense dictum that
nevertheless seems to apply to the Asean
region since 1997. If anything, the crisis appears
to have accelerated a secular trend towards
greater “democratization” in these countries.
Malaysia’s recent election was the most con-
tested one in thirty years. Thailand’s 1997 Con-
stitution, endorsing freedom of association and
popular participation as good governance, is
gradually transforming the political landscape.
Indonesia, of course, has made a clean break
with its political past, as has Cambodia. An
enabling political environment - towards
greater openness, towards respect for demo-
cratic processes — is a clear prerequisite for the



Legislative and policy trends in Asean member States

The Thai legislature is currently reviewing its two basic labour laws covering the public
and private sectors, respectively. The reform of the State Enterprise Labour Relations Act
(SELRA) is poised to restore trade union rights to workers in state-owned enterprises. The
reform of the Labour Relations Act (private sector) is towards greater protection of trade
union organizers and, in the Government’s version, would mandate the creation of labour-

The country’s 1997 Labour Code gives clear encouragement in public policy to the forma-
tion of trade unions, and provides for the mandatory election of employee representa-
tives (“shop stewards”) as a preliminary voice of employees prior to trade union forma-
tion. Cambodia ratified in 1999 all of the ILO’s core Conventions. It convened for the first
time in October 1999 a National Labour Advisory Committee on which all the newly formed
workers’ and employers’ organizations are represented, as well as the Ministry of Eco-
nomic Affairs and the Ministry of Labour. So far, only one collective bargaining agreement

The country’s 1995 Labour Code provides generous encouragement to the formation of
trade unions at enterprise level. The Code is now under review for improving the conditions
under which trade unions can be formed and recognized. At the same time, public policy is
supportive of the creation of national and provincial tripartite mechanisms and the current

Labour laws and implementing regulations have been created to respond to the transi-
tion to the market economy. The laws include provisions for trade union formation and
foresee the development of tripartite machinery at the national level. Currently, the focus

The basic labour law is slated for reform in terms of minimizing the legalistic and adver-
sarial framework of Philippine industrial relations. At the same time, there has been active
public policy support in recent years towards the promotion of labour-management coop-
eration through the creation of labour-management councils at enterprise level. The coun-
try has ratified ILO Convention on Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to

Thailand

management committees in which the trade union’s role would be protected.
Cambodia

has been signed.
Viet Nam

focus is on building these institutions through a UNDP-funded project begun in 1999.
Lao PDR

is on dissemination of knowledge of the labour law.
Philippines

Organise, 1948 ( No. 87).
Indonesia

The promulgation of the revised Manpower Act of 1998 was suspended pending revisions
to take account of the transition to democracy. All of the ILO’s core Conventions have been
ratified by Indonesia. Draft laws on trade unions and on dispute resolution have been com-
pleted for legislative review. Tripartite mechanisms in Indonesia are under review to incor-
porate the proliferation of workers’ organizations in the post-Suharto era. These would also
include state participation of other Ministries, not only the Ministry of Labour (DEPNAKER).

growth and strengthening of the labour move-
ment in Asean.

A key question is whether, when adversity
recedes, will the pressures for institutional
reform, including those that endorse stronger
labour market institutions and workers’ and
employers’ organizations, lose momentum. A
key variable in addressing this question is
whether current reforms are legally rooted. From
this perspective, there are grounds for optimism.
The table highlights the legislative or policy
trends on which such optimism can be founded.

Conclusion

As the foregoing table illustrates in brief,
respect for the growth of institutions in civil
society and greater public participation appears

to be gaining in acceptance in the Asean mem-
ber States. These basic principles, as aforemen-
tioned, are prerequisites for the development of
sound industrial relations on which countries
will need to rely in order to cope with the eco-
nomic and social adjustments imposed by
greater interdependence. They are the first prin-
ciples for labour organization, and provide
incentives for the creation of labour market
institutions in which the values of democratic
processes and participation in development
choices can thrive.

Note

! See Navamukundan, A. 1999. “The true challenge: To
bring about equitable and meaningful income distribution in
society”, Labour Education, Nos. 114/115 - 1999/1-2, ILO,
Geneva.

19



Trade union rights

The recent economic crisis, although leading to a massive denial of
most basic rights, also provides lessons and opportunities for the
trade union movement: unification, restructuring, and intensifying
the rate of unionization are essential if viable strategies are to be put
in place to uphold workers’ rights in the future.

It is an interesting time to revisit this topic.
The financial crisis which first hit Thailand in
mid-1997 but quickly spread across the region
has had a devastating effect on workers’ rights.
To start with, the most fundamental right - to
have employment — has been lost for many mil-
lions of workers. The situation has been made
worse by the lack of adequate social safety nets
in the Asean countries — a matter which ranks
high on the ICFTU-APRO agenda. The study
which follows, then, takes place against a back-
drop of economic crisis and difficulty. As a crit-
ical observation, it must be recorded that a
number of trade union movements across the
Asean region are fragmented with low union-
ization rates which, consequently means little
ability to influence country policy or decision-
making processes. Accordingly, as set out
below, and where applicable, an attempt will be
made not only to describe “trade union rights”
in the individual Asean countries butalso, even
if brief, the trade union situation and some pro-
posals for redressing current inadequacies.
Those seeking more detail on the situation in
the Asean countries may wish to refer to the
ICFTU publication Annual Survey of Violations
of Trade Unions Rights— 1998.

Asean

Asean (Association of Southeast Asian
Nations) is comprised of ten member countries:
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao
PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singa-
pore, Thailand and Viet Nam. Of these, only
four have national trade union centres, affili-
ated to the ICFTU — Malaysia, Philippines, Sin-
gapore and Thailand. This in itself provides an

Takashi lzumi

General Secretary
ICFTU-APRO

indication of the difficulties, and of course chal-
lenges involved in striving to improve workers’
and trade union rights in this region. Consis-
tent with the view of APRO all countries should
aim at a single national trade union centre,
APRO is currently working with and/or seek-
ing to develop further contacts with, national
union centres from Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao
PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam. A country-by-
country resumé of “trade union rights” in
Asean countries follows:

Brunei Darussalam

Due to its extensive resources of oil and gas
and its small population (305,000), Brunei
Darussalam, ranks among the richest countries
in the world. The working population is
130,000 of which approximately half come from
other countries. Little information is available
regarding workers’ rights issues or trade union
activity although the Government has prohib-
ited the establishment of a national trade union
centre. Although the situation is not clear, it is
assumed that the membership of such a centre
would come from the small number of com-
pany-controlled, enterprise-level unions that
reportedly exist in the oil industry.

Cambodia

Collusion between the Labour Ministry and
employers led to company-controlled unions
being set up and registered, particularly in the
garment sector. Independent unions encoun-
tered severe difficulties in obtaining registra-
tion. The new labour code, which came into
force in March 1997, gave private sector
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workers the right to organize, bargain collec-
tively and strike, although strike procedures
are lengthy and tedious.

To be legally registered, a union is required
to submit a letter of application, a list of union
officers and a copy of its charter to the author-
ities. Registration is automatic after 60 days.
Another section of the law says that those
responsible for the management and adminis-
tration of trade unions must “not have been
convicted of acrime inany court”. The Ministry
of Labour has invoked this clause to require the
executive board members of any union to
obtain police certificates of good conduct,
approved and stamped by the Ministry of Jus-
tice as a condition of registration. Such certifi-
cates are time-consuming and costly to obtain.
A national ID card must be presented to obtain
a certificate — even though there is no national
ID card system. There are reports that the only
way to get the ID card is to give a substantial
bribe to the police.

Divide and rule tactics employed by the
Government have been evidenced in factories
where government officials have encouraged
workers to set up and register government-
sponsored trade unions where independent
unions already exist. There have been reports
of forced union elections at several factories
where factory managers made sure that their
favoured candidates were chosen and of collu-
sion between the authorities and employers in
nominating shop stewards in others. The
authorities have often ignored complaints of
worker abuse. Mechanisms to enforce the
labour code are inadequate and the handful of
labour inspectors are often kept out of factories,
sometimes by armed bodyguards.

Awave of strikes at the end of 1996 and the
beginning of 1997 in the emerging garment
industry were brutally suppressed and leaders
of newly established unions sacked. The work-
ers in the industry are mainly young women.
They are forced to work long hours receiving in
return low wages, physical abuse, insults, beat-
ings and strip searches in public. There is no
maternity leave. Pregnant workers are sacked
without notice or compensation, as are work-
ers who are ill, who complain, or who attempt
to organize other workers.

An emerging trade union movement in
Cambodia has seen the formation of three dif-
ferent national trade union centres. The main
area of membership for all three is in the gar-
ment sector so all compete against each other
for membership. In one way or another, all cen-
tres also have close links with the political
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process. APRO has recently met with represen-
tatives from all centres in order to try to find
ways of jointly running education programs
and ultimately forming a single national centre
free from political interference.

Indonesia

There were marked improvements in
Indonesia’s respect for trade union rights after
the resignation of President Suharto in May
1998. However, major problems, specifically
the involvement of the army in labour matters
and industrial disputes, remained.

At the beginning of 1998, the Federasi
Serikat Pekerja Seluruh Indonesia (SPSI) was
the only legal national trade union centre. It had
been set up in 1973 in a government ordered
restructuring of the unions, and was controlled
and directed by the government. The govern-
ment viewed industrial relations as a security
issue and justified its control of the SPSI by the
need to maintain law and order. The industrial
relations system was subservient to “Pan-
casila”, the government-sponsored national
ideology, which claimed to stress consensus,
national unity and social justice. In reality it
existed to limit dissent, enforce social and polit-
ical cohesion and restrict the development of
opposition.

Retired military officers held leadership
positions in the SPSI and in the affiliated union
structures at regional and district level. This
was justified by the official ideology which
gives the armed forces (ABRI) a role in the
social and economic development of the coun-
try, in addition to defence. The authorities also
said that workers lacked the necessary educa-
tion, leadership experience and expertise to run
their own unions. Trade union organizations
outside the SPSI were repressed. Their activi-
ties were obstructed by security agents and the
Manpower (labour) Department. Union offi-
cials were harassed, often arrested and jailed.

Public servants and workers in state enter-
prises could not join trade unions. They were
compelled to belong to the Indonesian Corps of
Civil Servants, KORPRI, whose membership is
estimated at some five million members, which
the government established in 1971. It was not
a trade union, was not independent of the gov-
ernment, and could not carry out trade union
functions. The KORPRI Central Development
Council was chaired by the Minister of Home
Affairs. Teachers had to belong to the govern-
ment-controlled PGRI, which was given trade
union status in 1990. It did not perform a union



function, but carried out welfare activities and
played a role in the management of the educa-
tion system. The Ministry of Information
banned the media from employing members of
the Independent Journalists’ Union (AJl), who
were frequently harassed, victimized, and
beaten up.

Complicated mediation and compulsory
arbitration procedures made legal strikes vir-
tually impossible. Strikes could be held in pri-
vate enterprises which were not considered
vital to the national interest. Nearly all strikes
were short wildcat strikes which were quickly
ended by police or military intervention after a
request from the company. The SPSI and its
industrial federations never led or supported
strikes. SPSI workplace branches often inter-
vened on the side of management during a dis-
pute and there were many examples of SPSI
enterprise unions going on strike over payment
of the minimum wage without the support of
the union at the branch level.

Most strikes took place because employers
paid below the minimum wage. In many cases
where the minimum wage was paid, employ-
ers cut other benefits. Local government offi-
cials and security agents kept workers under
surveillance during strikes, participated in
negotiations, and detained, arrested and inter-
rogated activists. The army also continued to
intervene in strikes and intervention in labour
conflicts became even more marked in 1997.
Most employers had close ties with local police
or army units. On the positive side we recently
received the good news that prominent trade
unionist, Dita Sari, has been released uncondi-
tionally following three years imprisonment.

In 1998 the Indonesian Government ratified
the ILO Convention on Freedom of Association
and Protection of the Right to Organise, 1948
(No. 87), the Convention on the Right to Organ-
ise and Collective Bargaining, 1949 (No. 98)
having been previously ratified and, in 1999,
ratified the remaining core international labour
Conventions becoming the first country in the
Asia-Pacific region to have done so. Although
such ratifications are welcome, they only rep-
resent the first step: the real test for the Gov-
ernment will be to implement them.

The first free and democratic elections since
1955 were held in Indonesia in June 1999. In an
expression of the newly found freedoms, 48
political parties contested. The new democracy
has also seen a mushrooming of trade union
structures. Currently there are 18 registered
national trade union centres: a classic example
of how the concept of freedom of association,

as expressed by ILO Convention No. 87, can
also be used as a tool for union fragmentation
and disunity. There is a trend towards further
trade union multiplicity following the outcome
of the general elections as a number of political
parties are said to favour the creation of labour
sectors as part of their structure. The potential
exists in Indonesia for a trade union movement
divided along party lines which would be con-
stantly drawn into political disputes and
demarcation issues — not serving the interests
of workers, employers or government.

Lao PDR

To date APRO has had little contact with the
state-controlled Lao Federation of Trade
Unions (LFTU). Equally little is documented
regarding the situation of workers’ rights in
what has been an economy largely dominated
by agriculture (including forestry). In terms of
its background, the Lao People’s Revolutionary
Party (LPRP) has maintained exclusive hold on
political power since 1975. The LFTU has the
status of a Government Ministry subsidized by
the Government. There is at present no room
for workers to form trade unions of their own
choice. The agricultural sector employs in
excess of 80 per cent of the labour force, but
industry has grown rapidly in the 1990s, espe-
cially in textiles and garments, food processing,
agri-business and wood products, and car and
motorcycle assembly. Tourism, together with
hotel and restaurant services, has contributed
to recent growth in the services sector.

As the economy opens, especially through
the further development of export-oriented
manufacturing industries, it is expected that
labour practices and standards will assume
greater importance, providing an opportunity
for trade union development as well.

Malaysia

The law imposes extensive restrictions on
basic trade union rights. The Director-General
of Trade Unions and the Minister of Human
Resources have far-reaching powers to regulate
trade union affairs. The Trade Unions Act of
1959 and the Industrial Relations Act of 1967,
and subsequent amendments, restrict the right
to organize and bargain collectively. The Trade
Unions Act closely regulates almost all aspects
of trade union activity. Under the Act, a trade
union can only represent workers “within any
particular trade, occupation, or industry, or
within any similar trades, occupations, or
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industries or within a single enterprise or estab-
lishment”. These provisions have been invoked
to direct industrial unions to remove several
thousand members from their membership,
denying both recognition and collective bar-
gaining rights.

Workers removed from union membership
under the circumstances described above are
not permitted to join existing unions. They
have to establish separate, in-house unions —
often a risky and time-consuming endeavour.
This aspect of the law remains a serious obs-
tacle to the organizing activities of trade unions.
The Act gives the Director-General of Trade
Unions, a government official, the right “to
supervise, direct and control the trade unions”.
Every union is obliged to register within a
period of one month (or other extended period
specified by the Director-General) from the
date on which the union was established. Any
trade union which has not sought registration
within this stipulated period would be deemed
illegal. The Director-General can refuse to reg-
ister a union if a similar one already exists.
Under this legislation, 160,000 mainly women
workers employed by multinational electronics
companies have been denied the right to organ-
ize a national union in the electronics industry
since the early 1970s. They can only form in-
house unions. Workers forming in-house
unions in the sector usually face management
hostility, including threats of dismissal. In gen-
eral, the government and employers encourage
the formation of in-house unions. Amend-
ments to the Trade Unions Act in 1989 allowed
for the formation of unions in the enterprise
regardless of whether a registered union
already existed. Unions report that they con-
tinue to encounter difficulties in organizing.
Many employers, including some multina-
tional corporations, go to extreme lengths to
deny union recognition and evade collective
bargaining. They often challenge government
directives to accord union recognition and
refuse to comply with Industrial Court awards
to reinstate wrongfully dismissed workers.

The Industrial Relations Act also restricts
collective bargaining in the “pioneer” enter-
prises. A few years ago, the Government said
that it had formally approved the deletion of
the provisions relating to “pioneer” status from
the Industrial Relations Act and was taking
measures to repeal the provisions. So far, this
has not been done. Legislation such as the 1961
Internal Security Act, which allows detention
without trial, the Official Secrets Act, the Print-
ing Press and Publications Act, and the Sedition
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Act can, and have been invoked to restrict the
exercise of trade union rights. The Malaysian
Penal Code requires police permission for pub-
lic meetings of more than five people.

Malaysia has returned to a single national
union centre framework after the Malaysia
Trades Union Congress (MTUC) and the gen-
erally Government supported Malaysia
Labour Organization (MLO) merged in 1997.
Although only about one-third of all registered
unions in the country are affiliated to the
national centre, the MTUC represents more
then 60 per cent of all unionized workers. Con-
tinued Government attempts to marginalize
the movement combined with employer efforts
to confine labour organization to within factory
walls have made it difficult for the MTUC to
play a full role in country development plan-
ning. The economic crisis has provided oppor-
tunities in this regard with a number of tripar-
tite committees now established to deal with
labour and economic policy.

Myanmar

All basic trade union rights are denied. The
military dictatorship represses anyone taking
part in independent trade union activity. They
are likely to be arrested, tortured and impris-
oned. There are no legally functioning trade
unions in the country, no trade union law and
no legal structure whatsoever to protect trade
union rights. It will be noted that almost all
teachers, numbering around 40,000, were
sacked by the SLORC junta government when
they stood up for democratic rights to be
restored in the country in the early 1990s.

The Federation of Trade Unions of Myan-
mar (FTUM) is forced to operate from outside
the country. The FTUM was founded in 1991
by former trade union leaders and members
who were fired from their jobs and persecuted
by the military regime for their trade union
activities. The FTUM coordinates its activities
with the banned National League for Democ-
racy (NLD), which won the 1990 elections but
was prevented from taking office by the
regime. NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi has
expressed her support for the FTUM and for
independent trade unionism in Myanmar. The
Seafarers’ Union of Myanmar, which forms
part of the FTUM, works in exile to help Myan-
mar seafarers. The regime controls the employ-
ment of seafarers through the Seaman’s
Employment Control Division, and there have
been many cases in which it abused and intimi-
dated seafarers who have complained about



underpayment and poor working conditions
on foreign ships.

In June 1999 a resolution adopted by the
International Labour Conference deplored the
fact that the Government had failed to comply
with recommendations concerning the cess-
ation of the use of forced labour as detailed by
the ILO Commission of Enquiry on this subject.
The Conference resolved that the Government
of Myanmar should cease to benefit from any
technical assistance from the ILO until such
time as it had implemented the conclusions of
the commission. A similar ban applies in rela-
tion to invitations to ILO meetings, symposia
and seminars.

There can be no trade union rights in Myan-
mar without the restoration of democracy. To
thisend, the ICFTU-APRO, in conjunction with
the International Trade Secretariats (ITS), plans
to conduct a “Democracy for Myanmar” con-
ference in the latter half of 1999. This confer-
ence, which was initially planned to have been
held in Thailand in May 1999, was postponed
when the Thai Government, obviously valuing
the friendship of the Myanmar junta more
highly than the principles of democracy and
freedom of expression, withdrew permission
for itto be held. Asimilar situation was encoun-
tered in approaching the Indian Government
who likewise refused permission for the hold-
ing of a rescheduled conference, planned for
Calcutta in July 1999.

The Philippines

Export processing zones (EPZs), special
industrial parks and regional industrial centres
apply “no union, no strike” policies. There are
very few unions in the export processing zones
and in the growing number of special parks
and regional industrial centres, where around
175,000 people are employed. Although the
labour law applies, in practice “no union, no
strike” policies usually exist and are enforced
by foreign investors, local government officials,
and zone administrators. Workers in the zones,
as elsewhere, are increasingly employed on
short-term contracts. This practice grew in 1998
on the pretext of the economic crisis, allowing
employers to subcontract staff while evading
their obligations to them. It also meant that
these employees had no union rights. Union
harassment in the zones usually takes the form
of intimidation of the workforce as well as
threats of dismissal and factory closures. Com-
panies often prefer to leave the zones rather
than allow unions to be set up. Trade union

leaders and organizers are dismissed, discrim-
inated against and blacklisted by other compa-
nies. Workers are often prevented from meet-
ing each other except on the job. There is little
inspection by the authorities. The Department
of Labour has proved unwilling or unable to
enforce the law in the zones.

In the Cavite free trade zone, near Manila,
despite its “no union, no strike” policy, there
were nine registered unions in 1997 and at least
two collective agreements. The zone employs
some 35,000 workers, of which 75 per cent are
young women, in mainly Korean, Japanese,
Taiwanese and German factories. They are
required to sign a document saying that the
employer can dismiss them if they get married.
Firing of employees who join unions, forced
overtime, and poor working conditions are
common. There are no unions in the Mactan
EPZ where around 21,000 people work. Work-
ers are monitored and cannot meet in groups.
Organizers are debarred from the zone. There
are no unions in the Baguio City zone. The
Subic Bay special EPZ was declared “union-
free”. A “Labour Centre” was set up, purport-
edly to handle labour disputes and assist work-
ers with their entitlements, but workers
claimed that it existed to promote company
unions. Zone guards prevented inspectors
from the Department of Labour from making
independent factory inspections.

Although, in regional terms, the Philippines
has a high rate of unionism (28.8 per cent), there
are multiple national trade union centres and
fundamental ideological and political differ-
ences among them have reduced the ability of
the movement to support and advance work-
ers’ issues especially at the national level.

Singapore

Legal restrictions on collective bargaining
are still the order of the day: collective agree-
ments have to be certified by the Industrial
Arbitration Court before coming into effect.
The law sanctions the Court to refuse to regis-
ter an agreement which is not considered to be
in the public interest, although no such refusals
have so far been recorded. The law also limits
the scope of collective bargaining.

Collective agreements in newly established
enterprises cannot provide more favourable
conditions than the legal minimum specified in
the Employment Act, although exemptions
have been granted. For a number of years, the
National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) has
been saying that this law is outdated and has
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asked the Government to repeal it — the Gov-
ernment has said that it would review the pro-
vision but no change has occurred.

The NTUC, the single national trade union
centre in Singapore, not only has a strong inter-
estin development policy, but an acceptance by
the social partners of a high degree of tripar-
tism has meant that the NTUC has been able to
ensure that country economic gains have also
been shared by workers. The NTUC reports
that the task of organizing workers is becom-
ing increasingly complex due to changes in the
labour market. Specifically, the replacement of
full-time positions by contract or part-time
ones and the movement from labour-intensive
manufacturing to value-added and service
industries, requiring fewer workers.

Thailand

Repeated attempts to amend the law so that
trade union rights could be restored to state
employees have recently again come to naught.
The widely held view is that the Government
has again intentionally frustrated the passage
of the bill. The 1991 State Enterprise Labour
Relations Act (SELRA) abolished state employ-
ees’ trade unions. This measure denied union
membership to over 200,000 (how 330,000)
workers and cut total union membership in
Thailand by half. In the Act, introduced by the
military National Peacekeeping Council, trade
unions in the state sector were replaced by State
Enterprise  Employees’ Associations which
could not bargain collectively or strike; nor can
the associations form national federations or
join existing trade union centres, having as they
do only a limited, advisory role. Trade union
assets were transferred to the associations.

Frequent attempts to amend the 1991 act
have all foundered. In January 1998, a SELRA
reform bill which had been amended by the Sen-
ate (the appointed upper house of Parliament
which is still heavily influenced by the military)
was rejected by the lower house following the
charge by the State Enterprise Workers’ Rela-
tions Confederation (SERC) that the Govern-
ment had intentionally sabotaged the bill.

In the private sector, while the law protects
workers against acts of anti-union discrimina-
tion, it does not protect them from the conse-
guences of organizing new unions which have
not yet been officially registered. In practice,
trade unionists in private enterprises can be
discriminated against and fired. Court cases for
reinstatement can take from one to three years.
Employers can employ new workers to replace
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strikers. The Labour Act says that every trade
union official must be a full-time employee at
the factory where he or she has been elected,
which means trade unions cannot employ full-
time elected officials. National labour law also
gives a broad definition of “essential services”
in which strikes are prohibited. The Minister of
Labour can issue an order to prevent a strike or
order strikers to return to work if a strike would
“affect national security or cause severe nega-
tive repercussions for the population at large”.

Thailand has continued to suffer the effects
of the regional economic crisis and hundreds of
thousands of workers were laid off in 1998. In
July 1998, the Government estimated that two
million workers had lost their jobs since the
beginning of the crisis in July 1997.

There are eight national union centres in
Thailand which makes it difficult for a united
workers’ voice to be presented. The ICFTU-
APRO is attempting to work with the Thai
unionsto achieve amore united movementand
has held a member of joint seminars to this end.

Viet Nam

The Viet Nam General Confederation of
Labour (VGCL) is the only legal trade union
centre and remains under the leadership of the
ruling party. The relationship between the
VGCL and the ruling party is reflected in the
law and in the VGCL constitution. All unions
must be affiliated to the VGCL. There are no
independent trade unions.

The 1995 labour code provides for union
recognition and collective bargaining, and bans
anti-union discrimination. While some collec-
tive agreements have been signed, they are lim-
ited in scope and content. The labour code also
imposes restrictions. Strikes had previously
been forbidden, although the growth of the pri-
vate sector in recent years has led to tolerance of
peaceful strikes at foreign-owned factories.
Strikes may be authorized but only after several
stages of lengthy procedures. The majority of
strikes are illegal. Non-enforcement of the
labour code has been responsible for many
wildcat strikes, notably in the textile and
footwear sectors. Disputes also arise over late
and unpaid wages, wage claims, breaking of
contracts, poor working conditions, illegal dis-
missals, long hours, or abuse and humiliation of
workers by foreign supervisors. In 1998, increas-
ing lay-offs because of the regional economiccri-
sis led to strikes over compensation payments.

Strikes are banned in enterprises which the
Government defines as public utilities and in



enterprises essential to the national economy or
to security and defence. In 1996, strikes were
banned in 54 key occupational sectors and busi-
nesses. Sectors in which strikes cannot take
place include water supply, electricity genera-
tion, post and telecommunications, public
transport, air and sea transport, banking, pub-
lic works, the oil and gas industry, and national
defence and security. The Prime Minister can
suspend or end a strike considered to be a
threat to the economy or public safety.

Summing up

Trade union rights in Asean are as diverse
as the region itself: at one end of the spectrum,

workers suffer brutal repression, but enjoy
extensive tripartite involvement in develop-
ment planning at the other end. Trade unions
are similarly diverse in structure, varying from
a single national trade union centre to multiple
ones, from government-controlled status to
free and democratic status, either with their
coffers full to the brim or in dire straits. The
recent economic crisis, although leading to a
massive denial of the most basic rights, also
provides lessons and opportunities for the
trade union movement in Asean countries.
Unification, restructuring and intensifying the
rate of unionization are essential if viable
strategies are to be put in place to uphold and
improve workers’ rights in the future.
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Employment trends and patterns

Asean, since 1967, has changed greatly in terms of its membership as
well as its aims and approaches to trade liberalization and coordina-
tion in economic and social policies, so any discussion of employment
trends and patterns has to take into account the great diversity

among the member countries.

Jayasankar Krishnamurty
Senior Economist

ILO Employment and Training Department

An increasingly diverse grouping
Expansion

Asean as a grouping has a long history. It
was established in 1967 with Indonesia,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thai-
land as members. One of its initial set of objec-
tives was to accelerate economic growth and
promote active collaboration and mutual assis-
tance in several areas, including economic
development. It was only in 1984 that Asean
membership began to expand. Landmarks
included the addition of Viet Nam in 1995, and
the addition of Lao PDR, Myanmar and Cam-
bodia, making up the Asean Ten in April 1999.
The Asean region now has a total population of
about 500 million, a GNPof US$685 billion and
a total trade of US$4,720 billion. However, for
much of the period of its existence Asean really
consisted of the five original members who
were much less diverse in economic terms, and
who shared common security concerns.

Diversity

While Asean, as a grouping, has been in
existence since 1967, it has changed greatly
over time in terms of its membership as well as
its aims and approaches to trade liberalization
and coordination in economic and social poli-
cies. Any discussion of employment patterns
and trends with the Asean region has to take
into account the great diversity among the
member countries in terms of differences in
their recent history, their social and economic
structure and their levels of development.
While the original members had market-based
economies, with some recourse to public own-
ership of enterprises and state involvement in

the planning and coordination of economic
activities, the later entrants to membership typ-
ically had economies with a tradition of cen-
tralized planning and regulation of economic
activity, but were on the threshold of embark-
ing on deregulation and opening of their
economies to freer foreign trade and payments
systems.

City-states to large countries

The Asean countries vary greatly in terms of
population size. The grouping includes coun-
tries like Singapore, which is really a city-state,
and Brunei Darussalam and the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), each with
populations of 5 million or less in 1995. At the
other end of the spectrum are member coun-
tries which are large in terms of population like
Indonesia (197 million), the Philippines (68 mil-
lion) and Viet Nam (73 million).

Diverse levels of development

While GNP per head comparisons should
be taken to express only broad orders of mag-
nitude, they do indicate a very heterogenous
collection of countries within this grouping.
Singapore tops the list with a level of US$26,730
in 1995, with Viet Nam at the bottom, at $240.
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thai-
land all have per head GNP levels of between
about US$1,000 and US$4,000, and Cambodia,
Lao PDR and Viet Nam have levels below
US$350 (see table 1). In terms of the UNDP’s
Human Development Index for 1995, Brunei
Darussalam, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thai-
land came within the top 60 countries; Indone-
sia and the Philippines were 96th and 97th;
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Table 1. Selected features of employment and economic growth in the Asean region

Country Labour force Employment Unemployment Real GDP GDP
growth rate growth rate rate growth rate per head
1990-97 1985-95 1995 1990-1995 1995
(% per annum) (% per annum) (%) (% per annum) (US$)
Cambodia 24 - - 6.4 270
Indonesia 25 25 4.9 7.6 980
Lao PDR 2.3 - - 6.5 350
Malaysia 2.7 35 25 8.7 3890
Philippines 2.7 2.6 8.8 2.3 1050
Singapore 1.7 - 3.0 8.7 26730
Thailand 15 2.3 2.6 8.4 2740
Viet Nam 2.0 2.9 - 8.3 240

Source: ILO: Towards full employment: Prospects and problems in Asia and the Pacific (Bangkok, 1999).

while Viet Nam was 128th, Lao PDR 136th, and
Cambodia 140th in the list of countries.

It may also be worth noting that two Asean
countries, Lao PDR and Myanmar have been
classified by the UN as “least developed coun-
tries” which are described as “ the poorest and
most economically weak of the developing
countries, with formidable economic, institu-
tional and human resources problems...” At
the other end of the spectrum, countries like
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand have been
described as the “the miracle economies” or
“new Asian tigers,” and Singapore had, some-
what earlier, achieved the New Industrial
Country (NIC) status along with a number of
East Asian countries and territories.

Varied employment structures

The structural differences between the dif-
ferent Asean countries may be gauged in terms
of the differences in the structure of employ-
ment. The share of agriculture in the labour
force exceeds 70 per cent in Lao PDR, Cambo-
dia, Viet Nam and Thailand, is a little over half
in Indonesia and the Philippines, about a third
in Malaysia, and 1 per cent in Singapore. In
terms of the share of the labour force in the
industrial sector, Singapore leads with a share
of 36 per cent, followed by Malaysia with 28 per
cent, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand and
Viet Nam with about 14-15 per cent each. Cam-
bodia and Lao PDR have single digit shares of
industry in the labour force.

“Asean effect”?

Given that Asean has several new members
who have not participated in many of the ear-
lier activities of the organization and who are
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moving from command economies to market-
based systems, that its efforts to encourage
intra-Asean trade have been of recent origin,
and that recent history has seen a general low-
ering of trade barriers and a significant inflow
of foreign investment to the region, it becomes
impossible to quantify the “Asean effect” and
distinguish it from the effect of the general
process of export growth, income and employ-
ment expansion that has characterized the
region until the financial crisis of 1997. We
briefly review the evolution of trade arrange-
ments and efforts to develop subregional
development programmes, both of which
might have had a positive impact on employ-
ment growth.

Trade arrangements

In terms of developing trade arrangements,
the grouping started rather late in the day. The
Common Effective Preferential Tariff Scheme
(CEPT) which was launched in 1993 now cov-
ers most of intra-Asean trade. Between 1993
and 1995, intra-Asean exports grew at about
30 per cent per year on average, while total
Asean exports grew at about 20 per cent per
year. However, the share of intra-Asean exports
to total exports, even in 1995, did not exceed
22 per cent.

With the conclusion of the Uruguay Round
in 1994, there has been a general trend towards
reducing tariff barriers and Asean has shared in
this process. It is, however, difficult to deter-
mine how much of the Asean growth, leading
to expanded employment, can be attributed to
reduction of tariffs on intra-Asean trade, which
is a process which will take quite some time,
and how much is attributable to the general
trend of trade liberalization worldwide.



Growth triangles

Another key development taken under
Asean auspices, with potentially strong
employment spin-offs, has been the creation of
“growth triangles” aimed at intensifying coop-
eration within a narrower framework. A
growth triangle is expected to take advantage
of differences in factor endowments between
adjacent locations situated in different member
countries of Asean. The earliest initiative was
the Singapore-Johor-Riau growth triangle,
known as SIJORI, which involves Singapore,
Malaysia and Indonesia. SIJORI has led to a sig-
nificant inflow of investment and will no doubt
prove employment creating, especially since
labour costs are much lower in the areas adjoin-
ing Singapore. The Indonesia-Malaysia-Thai-
land growth triangle (IMT) again covers
selected contiguous areas in the three countries
involved. Similarly, it appears to have attracted
a good volume of investment and has
expanded activities in the areas where labour
costs were relatively low. The third Asean
Growth Area (EAGA) covers contiguous areas
in Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia and
the Philippines. As it only started in 1994, it
may be too early to assess its impact.

In general, the growth triangles have served
to attract foreign investment and may have con-
tributed to output growth and employment
expansion. While it is very difficult to estimate
how much of this employment growth would
have taken place if the triangles had not been set
up, their contribution was certainly positive.

Economic growth and employment
expansion

Generally rapid economic growth
until 1997

Amore or less common feature of the Asean
countries during the period up to about 1997
has been relatively rapid rates of growth of real
gross domestic product. Considering the
period from 1990 to 1995, most of the countries
experienced growth rates in the region of 6 to 9
per cent which were well in excess of their pop-
ulation growth rates. The Philippines, how-
ever, had a much slower growth rate of 2.3 per
cent per year, resulting in little improvement in
living standards. However, even in this case,
the growth rates for 1996 and 1997 were above
5 per cent per year.

Impact on unemployment

During the first half of the 1990s, unem-
ployment rates generally tended to decline.
The generally rapid rates of economic expan-
sion of the Asean countries were accompanied
by employment growth averaging around 3
per cent per year over 1985-95 in the countries
for which we have estimates. It would be safe
to say that this must have contributed to a
reduction in unemployment and underem-
ployment in most of the countries during the
period up to 1997. In some, like Thailand and
Singapore, labour shortages may have
occurred. Unemployment rates fell sharply in
Malaysia from 6.9 per cent in 1985 to 2.5 per
centin 1996; in Singapore, from 4.1 to 3 per cent;
and in Thailand, from 3.7 to 2.2 per cent. In
Indonesia and the Philippines unemployment
rates rose, possibly reflecting some expansion
in employment opportunities in the face of
rapid growth in the labour force. In 1996, the
unemployment rate in Indonesia was 4.1 per
cent of the labour force; in Malaysia, 2.5 per
cent; in the Philippines, 7.4 per cent; and in
Thailand, just 1.1 percent. After 1996, as
employment opportunities fell sharply in Thai-
land, Indonesia and Malaysia in particular, but
also to some extent in the other countries of the
Asean region, unemployment rates generally
rose sharply. The rate for 1998 for Indonesia
was in the range of 9.0 to 12 per cent; Malaysia,
6.7 per cent; the Philippines, 13.1 per cent; and
Thailand, 4.4 per cent.

Employment growth outpaced labour
force expansion

When we compare for Malaysia, Philip-
pines, Indonesia, Thailand and Viet Nam,
annual average labour force growth rates over
the nineties with similar employment growth
rates over the decade ending 1995, we find that
in Malaysia, Thailand and Viet Nam, employ-
ment growth had outpaced labour force
growth, resulting in improved labour utiliza-
tion and fuller employment. In Indonesia and
the Philippines, employment growth and
labour force expansion seem to have proceeded
at about the same pace. There may have been
some improvement in terms of fuller employ-
ment, but this is unlikely to have been signifi-
cant. As we shall see, after 1996 the situation
sharply deteriorated.
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Labour migration within Asean

The process of rapid economic growth and
employment also resulted in greater move-
ments of jobseekers from one country to
another. The movements were not only among
Asean countries, but involved a broader
regional dimension. The principal movements
within Asean’s present members were from
Indonesia into Malaysia, from Myanmar and
Lao PDR into Thailand, and from several Asean
countries into Singapore. The number of
migrants in mid-1977 in Hong Kong (China),
Japan, the Republic of Korea, Thailand,
Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan (China) has
been placed at about 6.5 million.

Apart from providing better prospects for
relatively unskilled workers in countries (and
regions within countries) with pools of surplus
labour, Asean had also begun to operate more
as a single market for highly skilled and mobile
professionals, and this made it possible for
individual countries to overcome specific skill
shortages. It also opened up the prospect for
greater economic integration through expand-
ing flows of skilled and unskilled labour within
Asean.

The recent economic downturn has, how-
ever, had a very negative impact on this process,
and large numbers of migrants have been sent
back to their own countries. This has con-
tributed to further deterioration in employment
prospects in the countries to which the migrants
have returned. According to ILO estimates, by
mid-1998 the total number of migrant workers
had declined in Thailand by about 460,000 and
in Malaysia by 400,000. It is not clear whether
economic recovery in the future will lead to the
resumption of some, if not all, the major flows,
and whether Asean, as a grouping, will follow
special policies for skill development and
migration for the grouping as a whole rather
than for individual countries. This in turn
would partly depend on whether the principle
of free flow of workers across national bound-
aries within Asean will be accepted.

Real wages

Real wages rose alongside the expansion of
employment opportunities. For instance, in
1996 alone real wages rose 6.6 per cent in
Indonesia, 5.8 per cent in Malaysia, 3.3 per cent
in the Philippines and 2.3 per cent in Thailand.
However, by 1998 all these countries had expe-
rienced declines in real wages in the wake of
the spreading Asian financial crisis.
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Impact of the financial crisis

As is well known, most of the countries
experienced sharp reductions in growth rates
with the onset of the Asian financial crisis dur-
ing the second half of 1997. The estimates for
1998 and forecasts for 1999 of the Economist
Intelligence Unit suggest that Indonesia’s econ-
omy will decline by 14.8 and 2.1 per cent, Thai-
land’s by 8.0 and 1.4 per cent, and Malaysia’s
by 6.0 and 2.9 per cent over the years 1998 and
1999. In the case of Singapore, 1998 will see a
0.3 per cent increase and 1999, a 0.9 per cent
decrease over the previous year in each case.
Viet Nam will see a considerably reduced, but
positive, growth rate of about 5 per cent in these
two years.

Two important points need to be made on
the estimates. First, they vary somewhat
depending on the agency making the esti-
mate/forecast, and they are revised as new
information flows in. Secondly, most estimates
suggest that growth rates of 5 to 9 per cent per
year experienced during the first half of the
1990s may not be seen again before 2003.

Some special features of
the employment experience

The employment experience of different
members of Asean has not been uniform,
reflecting the very great differences between
them in terms of recent historical experience,
social and economic systems and date of entry
into and integration into the world economy.
The country experiences may be classified in
several different ways. We have sought below
to highlight certain important features and
issues relating to particular countries or sets of
countries in Asean.

Rapid growth in the labour force

In Lao PDR, Malaysia, the Philippines and
Viet Nam, the period of the 1980s and 1990s
witnessed a rapid growth in the labour force
due to high rates of population growth. During
the period 1990-97, the labour force grew annu-
ally at 2.7 per cent in Malaysia and the Philip-
pines, 2.4 per cent in Cambodia, 2.3 per cent in
Lao PDR and 2 per cent in Viet Nam. But even
in a country like Indonesia, where population
growth has been significantly reduced in recent
years, the effect of past rapid growth and some
rise in female participation has led to annual
labour force growth of 2.5 per cent per annum.
Itis only in Singapore and Thailand that labour



force growth rates have fallen to 1.5 and 1.7 per
cent per year respectively, reflecting rapid fer-
tility decline, offset partly, in the case of Singa
pore, by labour in-migration.

Youth unemployment

In most of the Asean countries, youth con-
stitute a significant segment of the population,
accounting in 1995 for 18 to 22 per cent in Lao
PDR, Malaysia, the Philippines, Viet Nam,
Thailand, Indonesia and Myanmar (see table
2). While the proportion in this age group is
likely torise over the next 10 to 15 years in Cam-
bodia, Lao PDR, and Malaysia, it is likely to
decline in the other Asean countries. The pres-
sure of young population on the labour market
may be moderated by more and more young
people spending longer periods in education
and training, but there is also a trend for rising
female labour force participation.

The youth unemployment problem has
taken a serious turn with the advent of the
Asian financial crisis. Rates of absorption of
new entrants have declined and young work-
ers are often facing the prospect of retrench-
ment. This may be illustrated by some recent
ILO findings for Indonesia. In the past, a large
part of the unemployed was comprised of edu-
cated first-time jobseekers in urban areas: these
were young people who were willing and able
to wait until the right kind of job turned up. Fol-
lowing the crisis, in 1998, the urban youth
unemployment rate touched 26 per cent, com-
pared to 23 per cent in 1997, and compared to
the adult unemployment rate of 4 per cent in
1998. With the economic crisis, the reasons for
youth unemployment have changed. Urban

unemployment has increased rapidly among
high-school-leavers, especially those with
vocational education, who find it difficult to get
a job in the shrinking formal sector. Also, very
significantly, the young were found to be more
likely to be laid off than older and more exper-
ienced workers. The share of the youth unem-
ployed with previous work experience rose
dramatically from 14 per cent to 27 per cent
between 1997 and 1998.

Gender differentials

In the Asean countries, gender differentials
in labour force and work participation have
generally been low. While employment oppor-
tunities for women appear to have grown up to
1996 or 1997 alongside that of men, especially
in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thai-
land, significant differentials in terms of earn-
ings, job security and quality of employment
have persisted. Again, international mobility
among women has grown. According to ILO
estimates, 76 per cent of all migrant workers
from the Philippines working in other Asian
countries in 1997 were women. The corre-
sponding figure for Indonesia was 37 per cent.

The financial crisis does not appear to have
had a differential adverse impact on women’s
employment in the Asean countries. But the
evidence is by no means clear or complete as
yet. Itis possible that job losses for women may
not be fully captured in the data, and many
who worked for low pay and with lack of secur-
ity may have had to accept lower remuneration
and inferior terms and conditions of work.
Also, the impact of unemployment may have
been more severe on the large number of

Table 2. Growth of the young population (aged 15-24) in the Asean region, 1995-2010

Country Size of youth population (millions) Share of youth in total population (%)
1995 2010 1995 2010
Brunei Darussalam 0.05 0.07 16.6 18.8
Cambodia 1.58 2.86 15.8 21.6
Indonesia 41.07 42.13 20.8 17.7
Lao PDR 0.87 1.45 18.2 20.8
Malaysia 3.74 4.92 18.6 19.0
Myanmar 9.22 8.35 21.5 16.4
Philippines 13.67 17.66 20.5 19.5
Singapore 0.47 0.54 14.3 13.9
Thailand 12.13 10.51 20.7 15.8
Viet Nam 14.8 18.06 20.1 19.9

Source: UN Population Division: World population prospects: The 1998 revision (New York, 1998) (medium variant

projection),
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women who worked under conditions where
severance pay was not offered and who may
have more dependants to support.

Special factors in Viet Nam’s
experience

Viet Nam’s experience brings to the fore
some features which make it rather different
from that of the founding members of Asean:
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singa-
pore and Thailand. Viet Nam was a centrally
planned economy which has since the late
1980s been opening up to the world economy.
It has moved towards freer trade and pay-
ments, more flexible exchange rates in line with
market trends, deregulation of production and
privatization of state enterprises, and encour-
agement of foreign capital inflow and promo-
tion of private enterprise. Lao PDR and Myan-
mar have also followed the same path towards
market-based development.

As a result of this shift, Viet Nam, like
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore,
was able to sustain fairly high rates of economic
growth in excess of 8 per cent per year over the
period 1990-97. However, while aggregate
employment grew fairly rapidly from 30.3 mil-
lion in 1990 to 39.7 million in 1997, employment
in industry stagnated, rising nominally from
3.1 to 3.5 million over the same period. This is
particularly surprising since GDPin the indus-
trial sector grew at about 13 per cent per year
between 1991 and 1997. The major problem has
been the difficulty in privatizing or closing
down state enterprises which are often over-
manned and where the Labour Code makes it
very difficult to displace workers. At the same
time, small and medium-size enterprises which
create much more employment are unable to
grow due to a variety of restrictions and regu-
lations.

The Asian financial crisis has led to a virtual
halving of the Viet Nam growth rate for 1998
and 1999, but deceleration in growth has not
been confined to industry but extends to agri-
culture as well. So unless the employment con-
tent of industrial growth is significantly

increased along with other measures to pro-
mote growth and employment, the situation is
likely to deteriorate over the next year or two.

In general, economies like those of Viet
Nam, Lao PDR and Myanmar, which are caught
up in the process of economic restructuring and
have felt some impacts of the Asian crisis, have
to make the difficult commitment to continue
opening the economy and restructuring the pro-
duction structure, while continuing to provide
social safety nets to groups at risk.

Conclusion

The Asean region has generally seen rapid
economic growth over the late 1980s and much
of the 1990s. This has been accompanied by
fairly rapid expansion in employment oppor-
tunities in most of the countries and an increas-
ing degree of involvement with the world
economy in terms of trade and capital inflows.
The recent economic downturn, associated
with the Asian financial crisis, should not lead
us to underestimate the importance of the
growth experience and its generally positive
impacts on the lives of working people in the
countries of the Asean region. In our present
state of knowledge it is not possible to estimate
how much of the success may be attributed to
Asean per se and how much to the simultane-
ous process of opening of markets within the
region and in the world in general.
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Social security

Trade unions, as a social partner, need to engage actively in nego-
tiations with governments to develop adequate social security
programmes and ensure their implementation.

Western influences

Asean comprises ten South-East Asian
nations, namely Brunei Darussalam, Cambo-
dia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Malaysia,
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Viet
Nam. These nations have all undergone rapid
changes from traditional indigenous value-
based societies to modern societies based on
Western influence. They have all been exposed
to Western influence either as a colony or
through friendly influence in the course of trade
and military alliances. Malaysia, Myanmar, and
Singapore were British colonies; Lao PDR, Viet
Nam, and Cambodia were parts of former
French Indochina; Indonesia was a Dutch
colony; and the Philippines was under Spanish
and American rule. The Kingdom of Thailand,
though never formally colonized, was never-
theless exposed to Western influence through
trade and military alliances.

The emergence of modern free market-
based economies in Asean nations was largely
due to such influences. After the Second World
War, Asean nations which had been colonized
achieved independence. Their traditional eco-
nomic systems changed rapidly after indepen-
dence and over time new economic and social
institutions emerged in these nations which
needed to cope with rapid economic and social
changes. They have achieved different levels of
prosperity: Singapore, for instance, which is an
urban city-state depending largely on the ser-
vices sector (accounting for approximately 64
per cent of the GDP) and per capita GNP of
US$22,500 compared to Viet Nam, with per
capita GNPof US$200 and predominantly agri-
cultural employment (approximately 70 per
cent of the workforce) which contributes to 28
per cent of the GDP. With the exception of Sin-
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gapore, an island-city-state with an urban pop-
ulation, more than two-thirds of the population
in the majority of Asean nations are to be found
in the rural areas. In Malaysia and the Philip-
pines, urban population account for half the
population. The percentage of the labour force
in industry is as low as 6 per cent in Lao PDR
and 36 per cent in Singapore. The manufactur-
ing sector contributes less than one-third of
GDPin all Asean nations while the services sec-
tor contributes as low as 31 per cent in Lao PDR
and as high as 64 per cent in Singapore. Agri-
culture is important in the economy with as
high as 51 per cent of GDP in Lao PDR and 10
per cent in Thailand.

It is obvious, therefore, that Asean nations
have all attained different stages of develop-
ment. In 1999, out of 174 nations in the world
ranked by the UNDP according to its Human
Development Index, Indonesia ranks number
105, Malaysia 56, Thailand 67, the Philippines
77, Myanmar 128, and Lao PDR 140. It is also
important to understand the circumstances of
Cambodia which has undergone major politi-
cal upheavals. So it is in a context of unequal
levels of development that Asean nations are
endeavouring to establish institutional social
security systems in their nations.

Social security,
ancient and modern

Social security benefits represent both a for-
mal and informal social mechanism for sharing
means and caring for those in need. The con-
cept of “sharing and caring” is rooted in the cul-
tural values of the respective Asean nations. In
practice, the phenomenon of “sharing and car-
ing” is found in the extended family and other
social and religious institutions dedicated to
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care for those in need. However, these tradi-
tional institutions with their limited economic
and social relevance have gradually become
obsolete in the modern economy. Government
interventions to provide for people’s social
security needs through appropriate and rele-
vant policies and institutions in each country
proved inevitable in due course especially
when the formal labour market began to
expand and minimum labour standards for the
protection of labour, which includes social
security, had to be introduced and enforced.
Social security can be looked at from two
points of view. In a narrow and popular sense,
it may be perceived by workers as a means of
obtaining some contingency payments, as a
series of benefits which include medical care,
sickness benefits, maternity benefits, employ-
ment injury benefits, old-age benefits, invalid-
ity benefits, survivors’ benefits, unemployment
benefits, and family benefits. In some cases,
welfare benefits such as vocational rehabilita-
tion for disabled persons, convalescents, or
even vocational training or retraining for
unemployed workers, and recreational facili-
ties are also included among social security
benefits. Thus, the contingencies normally
dealt with by social security systems include:

(i) the need for medical care;

(i) suspension, loss or substantial reduction of
income due to
(a) sickness;
(b) maternity;
(c) occupational injury, covering both acci-
dents and occupational diseases;
(d) old age;
(e) invalidity;
(F) death of the breadwinner;
(g) unemployment; and

(iii) responsibility for maintaining children.

In a broader sense, social security represents
more than just a contingency relief: it is a com-
prehensive concept focused on the achievement
of the goal of workers’ welfare in general. Its
purpose is to provide the means for improving
workers’ economic and social well-being. There
is therefore a need to look at social security poli-
cies and programmes which can provide the
means for guaranteeing opportunities for
employment, health benefits, the education of
workers and their children, home ownership,
and insurance for workers and their dependants.

Today, the term “social security” refers to
the protection offered by society to its members
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through a series of public measures against
economic or social distress that is caused by the
absence of earnings or substantial reduction or
stoppage of earnings resulting from sickness,
maternity, employment injury (including occu-
pational diseases), unemployment (including
absence of employment) and underemploy-
ment, invalidity, destitution, disability,
retarded development, old age, and death; and
further, to provide for health care including
preventive measures.

Types of social security

Social security systems in Asean nations can
be classified into two types: voluntary schemes
and compulsory schemes. These schemes can
also be categorized as follows:

(a) traditional systems;

(b) provisions in employment contracts of ser-
vice and in collective agreements;

(c) statutory.

Community response: a safety net

The traditional social security systems are
voluntary in nature and are governed by local
cultural practices which ensure that assistance
is provided to families and individuals in times
of need. Collective action in the community for
the purpose of mobilizing resources to provide
benefits for families include occasions such as
funerals, assistance for widows, orphans, and
the destitute. The rules governing the conduct
of the affairs of these types of programmes are
informal in nature but are sanctioned through
convention in the community. This type of
social security is important in the rural as well
as the urban poor communities who are mainly
workers in the informal sector of the labour
market. Although the community response to
such needs occurs on an ad hoc basis, it is
important to note that the community initia-
tives to maintain these types of self-help pro-
grammes empower the communities to play a
proactive and positive role in maintaining a
social security safety net for the poor in the
unorganized sector of the labour market, both
in the rural and urban areas.

Statutory provisions
or negotiated terms

In the formal labour market, where employ-
ment is governed by contracts of service and
where trade unions play a role in determining



the terms and conditions of employment
through collective bargaining with employers,
provisions are in place in contracts of service
and in collective agreements which address the
issues of social security, contingency payments,
medical benefits, retirement benefits, training
and education, and death benefits. While the
provisions in these agreements recognize the
minimum standards laid down in the statutes,
the actual terms and conditions with regard to
the payment of social security benefits are usu-
ally negotiated above the minimum statutory
standards. These negotiated terms and condi-
tions represent therefore an important comple-
ment to the statutory social security benefits
provided for workers. However, the number of
workers who benefit from them are limited to
those in the formal sector of the labour market
and specifically to those whose terms and con-
ditions of employment are governed by a con-
tract of service on a personal to holder basis or
by collective agreements.

Cooperatives: a major vehicle

One other institution which provides social
security benefits to its members is the coopera-
tive society. This type of society focuses on ben-
efits to its members which include medical ben-
efits, retirement benefits, housing, and group
insurance. This type belongs to the category of
the voluntary social security services available
in society. However, its role is limited to the
membership in the cooperatives. These institu-
tions are also useful links for participation in
national social security programmes: for
instance, farmers’ cooperatives facilitate the
participation of individual farmers in national
social security schemes organized by the gov-
ernment. In Malaysia, for example, the cooper-
ative movement is being studied for the poten-
tial it offers to serve as an important channel for
integrating farmers, fishermen, and self-
employed workers into the social security
schemes provided for under the Social Security
Act. This approach will undoubtedly add sig-
nificantly to the number of workers who enjoy
social security benefits in the country.

As for compulsory social security schemes,
they are enforced through legislation. This
ensures that all workers and employers must
comply with legislation, both by contributing
to and benefiting from the schemes. All Asean
nations have set up statutory social security
schemes through appropriate legislation. How-
ever, such legislation only covers the formal
sector of the labour market. The millions of

workers in the peasant, agricultural, forestry,
fishing, and in the informal sector of the urban
labour market are not adequately covered by
the legislation in place.

The planning, implementation, administra-
tion, and evaluation of the social security
schemes functioning in Asean countries have
evolved in proportion to each nation’s eco-
nomic and social circumstances. Given the var-
ied degrees of prosperity prevailing in these
nations, the various schemes launched have
gradually been improving in terms of the cov-
erage of workers, types, and quantum of bene-
fits. Social security benefits also vary depend-
ing on whether employees are in the private or
public sector. The schemes usually developed
cover the following areas:

(a) old age, disability, and survival;
(b) sickness and maternity;

(c) employment injury; and

(d) family allowances.

Old age, disability,
and survival benefits

Old age, disability and death benefits are
covered either through provident fund
schemes or through the social insurance sys-
tem. In countries such as Indonesia and Singa-
pore, the provident fund system is used. In
Indonesia, legislation ensures that establish-
ments with ten or more employees or a payroll
of 1 million rupiahs or more a month are cov-
ered under the provident fund scheme. Cover-
age is gradually being extended to smaller
establishments and to casual and seasonal
workers. Civilian public employees and mili-
tary personnel are covered under special sys-
tems designed for them. Provident fund con-
tributions are collected from the employee at
the rate of 2 per cent of earnings while the
employer contributes 4 per cent of the payroll.
Old age benefits, which take the form of a lump
sum payment equal to total employee and
employer contributions paid plus accrued
interest can be collected at the age of 55. Dis-
ability and survivor benefits are paid to people
for total incapacity for work under the age of
55 or in the case of death. Disability benefits
amount to a lump sum equal to total employee
and employer contributions paid plus accrued
interest. Survivor benefits include a similar
payment and in addition they receive a death
benefit of 1.2 million rupiahs.

In Singapore, the provident fund system
coverage is extended to employees earning
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more than S$50 (Singaporean dollars) per
month. This coverage is also extended to self-
employed workers. Public sector employees
are excluded from this scheme since a special
pension system is implemented for them.
Employees contribute 20 per cent of their
wages in the category earning wages over
S$$200 per month. Employers contribute 20 per
cent of monthly earnings to the fund for work-
ers earning S$50 and above. The Government’s
objective is to create a long-term central provi-
dent fund rate for both employees and employ-
ers. Lower contribution rates are applied to
persons above the age of 55. Old-age benefit is
collected as a lump sum equal to total employee
and employer contributions plus at least 2.5 per
cent compound interest, less the amount set
aside for medical contingencies and S$40,000 to
ensure continued income from the age of 60.
Disability benefits are paid as a lump sum sim-
ilar to old-age benefits, while survivor benefits
are paid to nominated survivors or legal heirs,
but a smaller amount is allocated to medical
contingencies.

In Malaysia, the national provident fund
covers all workers. However, teachers, mem-
bers of the armed forces, and other employees
who have private provident fund arrange-
ments are excluded. The national scheme is also
extended on a voluntary basis to domestic
workers and self-employed. Provident fund
contributions are constituted by 10 per cent of
employees’ earnings and 12 per cent of
employers’ payroll. The provident fund pays a
lump sum at the age of 55 or at any age if a
worker is emigrating permanently. Workers
can also withdraw up to 30 per cent of their
accumulated fund at the age of 50 before retire-
ment. Survivor benefit amounting to total
employer and employee contributions plus
accumulated interest in the provident fund is
paid to the legal beneficiary of the fund. Per-
manent disability entitles a contributor to with-
draw his or her total amount due as accumu-
lated credited in the provident fund. In
Malaysia, disability benefits are also covered
under a social insurance system which pro-
vides temporary, permanent, and survivor ben-
efits to the insured worker. Contributions for
these purposes are shared as follows: workers
contribute approximately 0.5 per cent of earn-
ings and employers 0.5 per cent of the payroll.
Permanent disability benefits under the social
insurance scheme provide a maximum pension
of 65 per cent of workers’ earnings.
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Viet Nam, Philippines, Thailand

Myanmar has a special pension system for
public employees only. Survivor benefits
include the funeral grant of 1,000 kyats which
is paid under the sickness insurance. In Viet
Nam, the Philippines, and Thailand, old age,
disability, and death benefits are managed
through a social insurance system. In Viet Nam,
employees contribute 5 per cent of wages while
employers contribute 10 per cent of the payroll;
in Thailand, the worker contributes 1.5 per cent
of wages, employers contribute 1.5 per cent of
the payroll, and the Government contributes an
annual grant equal to 1.5 per cent of covered
wages. In the Philippines, workers contribute
3.3 per cent of earnings, self-employed workers
8 per cent, and employers 4.67 per cent of the
payroll.

The coverage in the Philippines includes
seafarers aboard foreign vessels, self-employed
workers, farmers, fishermen, and domestic ser-
vants. Family labour is excluded. Special sys-
tems are in place for government employees.
Old-age benefits in the Philippines are pro-
vided in the form of a pension, the floor set at
1,200 pesos a month or 40 per cent of average
monthly credited earnings. Permanent disabil-
ity benefits and survivor benefits are also pro-
vided for in the Philippines. The benefit levels
for permanent disability and survival benefits
are similar to the old-age pension plan.

In Viet Nam, the old-age pension reaches a
ceiling of 75 per cent of average wage in the last
ten years before retirement and rates for per-
manent disability and survival benefits are also
stipulated. Provisions are also in place for a sur-
vivor grant of a lump sum of a maximum of up
to 12 months’ wages of a recipient and a funeral
grant of a lump sum equal to seven months of
the minimum wage applied in state employ-
ment.

Sickness and maternity benefits

Sickness and maternity programmes are
covered through the social insurance system in
Myanmar, Indonesia, Viet Nam, and the Philip-
pines. In the Philippines, workers contribute 1.2
per cent of their earnings, while employers con-
tribute 1.2 per cent of the payroll for medical
benefits. Employers also contribute 0.4 per cent
of the payroll for maternity benefits. In Viet
Nam, sickness and maternity benefits are
funded by the employer at the rate of 5 per cent
of the payroll. In Indonesia, employers con-
tribute 6 per cent of the payroll for married



employees and 3 per cent for single employees.
All three countries provide for cash benefits and
medical treatment. In Indonesia, medical bene-
fits are also extended to the dependants of
workers covered by the social insurance system.
In Malaysia, sickness and maternity pro-
grammes are covered as an employer liability
programme enforced through provisions in the
Employment Act and provisions of collective
agreements where applicable. Employers in
turn seek private sector insurance policies for
medical benefits for their employees. The
employees’ provident fund also provides bene-
fits to contributors for critical illness. In Singa-
pore, sickness and maternity are funded from
the Medisave account in the Central Provident
Fund. Both workers and employers contribute
to this account 3 per cent of the 20 per cent con-
tributions each makes to the Central Provident
Fund. Maternity benefit is covered under the
Employment Act which provides for paid leave
of up to four weeks before and four weeks after
confinement provided that the worker was
employed at least 180 days during the preced-
ing year. Maternity benefit in Singapore is lim-
ited to the first two children. Medical benefits
are also extended to dependants. All Asean
nations recognize the importance of maternity
leave and provide for paid leave and leave of
between 90 to 120 days in special circumstances
and up to 180 days as in the case of Viet Nam.

However, government health care services
take pride of place in all Asean nations.
Although social security programmes cover
the health service requirements of those who
participate in them, the majority of the popula-
tion relies on government health care services,
particularly in the rural areas. This system is
highly subsidized by the government and is
accessible to all.

Employment injury benefits

Employment injury is covered through social
insurance systems in Indonesia, Malaysia,
Myanmar, the Philippines, and Viet Nam.
Employers contribute to government social
insurance schemes, e.g. the Government Social
Security Organization in Malaysia. In Singa-
pore, employers are required by statute to pur-
chase private insurance for their workers to
cover employment injury. Employment injury
benefits cover medical treatment, loss of earn-
ings, and survivor benefits in the case of fatal
accidents. The Government Social Security
Organization (GSSO) evolved out of workmen’s
compensation insurance which was obligatory

on the part of employers. The benefits cover
medical expenses, temporary disablement com-
pensation for loss of earnings, invalidity pen-
sions, funeral benefits, survivors’ pension, edu-
cation loans to children of deceased workers,
prostheses, and training for occupational re-
habilitation. The concept of comprehensive care
is being gradually enhanced with the increase in
resources allocated to the GSSO subject to pru-
dent management to maintain solvency of the
organization.

An important task of all social security organ-
izations in Asean is to promote occupational
safety and health programmes at the work-
place. A proactive approach is sought, which
encourages both employer and trade union
participation to design and conduct workers’
education activities on occupational safety and
health issues so that employment-related in-
juries and health problems can be minimized.

Family allowances

As additional income support for families
for contingent needs, family allowances consti-
tute an area of concern which is being consid-
ered by social security organizations in Asean.
However, the lack of financial capacity for these
organizations to embark on such allowances in
order to provide relief during periods of unem-
ployment and other contingencies has been the
major obstacle for the launching of such pro-
grammes. Moreover, the determination of el-
igibility for such relief can be subject to abuses,
hence the caution on the part of social security
organizations before embarking on this area of
concern.

Observations

In Asean countries, government interven-
tions in establishing social security pro-
grammes, especially for workers and their
dependants, have been decisive in the progress
made over recent years. From humble begin-
nings of contingency payments for workers,
the social security organizations and systemsin
place are now poised to extend the types of
social security programmes available with
improvements in the quantum of benefits to
keep up with the real cost of living in the
respective nations. It is also important to note
that wherever there are active trade unions, the
types of social security programmes in place
offer even better benefits through collective
agreements. However, the scope for collective
bargaining is limited and the impact of
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collective agreements is far weaker in Asean
nations than in industrialized countries. Trade
unions therefore need to play an active role as
a social partner in negotiations with govern-
ments to develop further and accelerate the
implementation of social security programmes
in the Asean nations.

The coverage of existing programmes are
focused on the formal labour force, but in real-
ity the high incidence of self-employment in
rural and urban areas poses the challenge for
governments to work out strategies to bring in
the large number of self-employed in both rural
and urban areas. In addition, the lack of a trans-
parent “employer-employee” relationship inthe
informal sector creates problems with regard to
mobilization of contributions, verification of
claims, and disbursement of benefits. Further-
more, current trends in the labour market indi-
cate that many employment opportunities are
being made casual with the result that the num-
bers of workers in the informal sector are
increasing rapidly. Migrant workers within
Asean nations are also excluded from social
security programmes by virtue of their status
and terms and conditions of employment. II-
legal immigrant workers flow in large numbers,
especially in and out of Indonesia, Myanmar, the
Philippines, Thailand, the major labour export-
ing nations, while Singapore and Malaysia are
largely labour importing countries. Unfair
labour practice among employers is rampant,
especially in the plantation and services sectors
where labour is utilized as “contract for ser-
vices” through third-party contractors.

In the more underdeveloped Asean nations
such as Lao PDR, Viet Nam, Cambodia, and
Myanmar, the majority of the rural population
experience high levels of unemployment,
underemployment, and have fluctuating and
low levels of income. These characteristics pose
severe constraints to the development of formal
social security programmes. Since they largely
depend on traditional systems, governments
must ensure their continuity until formal sys-
tems can be developed to absorb traditional
social security practices which prevail in the
rural areas.

Dissemination and synergy

Although the administration of social secu-
rity organizations is conducted on a tripartite
basis, the government’s role and influence tend
to build a heavy bureaucracy in the adminis-
tration of these organizations. Governments
must be sensitive to administrative expendi-

40

ture considerations in the implementation of
social security programmes. Naturally, high
administrative costs will mean that less
resources are available to be paid as benefits to
contributors. In addition, systems of adminis-
tration must be efficient and effective with no
opportunities for fraud. It would also be useful
to disseminate the experiences of the various
programmes applied in the different nations,
not only among the Asean nations but also
among their counterparts in the EU. Such
exchange and synergy will enable effective
planning, implementation, and evaluation of
programmes.

In today’s world, it is essential that a com-
prehensive social security safety net be built
into society to cater for some of the basic needs
of the population. In order to achieve such com-
prehensive coverage, it would be necessary to
develop the following main areas of concern:

(1) Health:
(a) occupational health and normal medical
care;
(b) maternity;
(c) critical illness.
(2) Contingent liabilities during employment:
(a) temporary disablement benefit;
(b) permanent disablement benefit;
(c) survivor benefits.

(3) Training and human resource development:
(a) financial assistance;
(b) centres for vocational rehabilitation.

(4) Home ownership:
(a) housing loans;
(b) projects of affordable homes.

(5) Retirement:
(a) lump sum payment;
(b) pensions.

(6) Unemployment relief:
(a) family allowances.

(7) Special care for the handicapped.
(8) Care for survivors.

The above areas of concern will need care-
ful planning with requiring the evaluation of
details with regard to their financial implica-
tions. Needless to say, such a system has to
grow at the same pace with economic and
social development in the country.

Social security programmes through provi-
dent funds, group insurance, and other soli-
darity mechanisms will need to be considered.



Atthe same time, the respective roles of the pri-
vate sector and the government must be care-
fully understood. Given current market-
friendly options in developing social security
programmes, enforcement of legislation must
be effective so as to cover the entire population.
However, although social security funds con-
stitute an important source of development
finance for governments, it is in the very man-
agement of such funds that extreme caution
must be exercised so that the objectives of ful-
filling the trust of delivering social security ser-
vices to the contributors is not compromised.
Each nation would need to develop a long-term
strategic plan for implementing its compre-
hensive social security system.

Governmental social security organizations
are usually programme-specific, e.g. often in
the form of provident funds and managed as a
department in the portfolio of the finance,
labour, or human resources ministries. How-
ever, the scope and dimensions of social secur-
ity for the population demand a full-fledged
ministry with a capacity to manage the com-
plex managerial responsibilities involved in
running social security programmes. Of
course, contributions to specific programmes
must be tied to meaningful levels of benefits,
which means that government-run social
security organizations must compete with pri-
vate sector insurance companies and therefore
must offer competitive services.

Option to privatize

The current trend to adopt market-friendly
approaches in social security planning gives
government the option to develop social secur-
ity programmes through privatization. This
approach must be carefully evaluated, es-
pecially in the Asean nations where the levels
of economic and social developments are rela-
tively low. A major consideration will be the
level of premiums and contributions that will
be required to maintain social security pro-

grammes for the large number of workers in the
lower income groups. With the exception of
Thailand, other Asean nations have been rely-
ing on employer and employee liability for
developing social security programmes.
Instances where the government provides
direct funding for social security are limited to
selected welfare projects.

Employers, for their part, are always con-
scious of the increasing cost of labour and there-
fore resist recommendations from trade unions
to increase their contributions so that workers
could enjoy better benefits. At the same time
governments are competing for foreign capital
investments and are slow to respond to the
employers’ demand for higher social security
contributions so that the latter can maintain
competitive labour cost levels. This myopic
approach will need to give way to more people-
friendly policies which will enhance the general
quality of life through the institutionalization of
social security programmes.

All Asean nations are experiencing the
effects of globalization with rapid transforma-
tion of their economies, and the recent financial
crisis in East Asian countries has not spared
Asean economies. The severe consequences of
this crisis on labour adds to the urgency of the
trade union call on governments to address
social security issues comprehensively and
effectively. The future welfare of the Asean peo-
ples will depend to a large extent on the success
of Asean countries in developing and running
their social security systems.
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Along with globalization, regional eco-
nomic integration and mobility of workers
across borders have been receiving increasing
attention in recent years. The Association of
South-East Asian Nations (Asean) and the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooper-
ation (SAARC) represent the major regional
groupings in Asia, but Asean was instituted
almost two decades earlier. The objective of this
article is to review migration trends in Asean
and raise some critical issues which have
emerged in the course of such migration. Fol-
lowing brief remarks on the profile of Asean,
this article provides an overview of migration
flows and patterns. It then proceeds to address
selected migration issues such as irregular
migration, female migration, the impact of the
Asian crisis and social protection. The final sec-
tion deals with policy implications.

I. Some notes on Asean

Asean was established in 1967 with five
founding members: Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand. Today it
has embraced ten countries with the addition
of Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Lao PDR,
Myanmar and Viet Nam. The total population
of Asean countries was around 500 million in
1998. An important feature about Asean is the
diversity among its members. Table 1 captures
part of this diversity. The per capita GDP
ranges from US$280 in Cambodia to more than
US$30,000 in Singapore. At the same time, there
is political diversity with both mature market
economies and transitional economies in the
group.

Most Asean countries had maintained high
average growth rates of around 6 to 7 per cent
during the first half of the nineties, but the
Asian economic crisis has set back their growth

performance considerably. While Asean seems
fully committed to promoting liberalization in
trade, investment, industry and services, yet
“Asean does not yet foresee itself developing
into a common market, much less an economic
union with a single currency like in the EU”
(Chalermpalanupap, 1999; Cortes et al., 1998).
Under VISION 2020, Asean aims only at creat-
ing “a stable, prosperous and highly competi-
tive Asean Economic Region in which there is
a free flow of goods, services and investments,
a freer flow of capital, equitable economic
development and reduced poverty and socio-
economic disparities” by the year 2020." Asean
will therefore continue to be a loose association
of governments, increasingly focusing on eco-
nomic cooperation issues, particularly relating
to trade. The decision taken in 1992 to aspire
towards an Asean Free Trade Area within 15
years was a milestone in this respect - the tar-
get date for its establishment has now been
advanced to 2002. Several subregional eco-
nomic groupings labelled as “growth trian-
gles” have also been formed for greater eco-
nomic cooperation within Asean. They intend
to exploitthe differences in development stages
and availability of resources in adjacent geo-
graphical locations.?

The financial crisis, the first stirrings of
which were felt in Thailand in July 1997, had a
contagious effect engulfing the entire Asean
region, which clearly showed the high degree of
interdependence among the Asean economies.
“Rightly or wrongly, the Asean economies are
now seen as a single economic region, a con-
tiguous market in the eye of most international
investors and bankers” (Chalermpalanupap,
1999).

Most Asean countries have benefited from
globalization and seen their economies becom-
ing increasingly integrated into the global
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Table 1. Profile of Asean countries

Population Labour Force GNP Value added as a %
per capita of GDP 1998

Country Surface  Total Average Total Average US$ 1998 Agri- Indus-  Ser-

area millions  annual millions annual culture try vices

-1000 1998 growth 1999 growth

sq. km. rate % rate %

1996 1990-98 1990-99
Brunei

Darussalam* - 0.3 3.0 - - 29773 - - -
(1997) (1975-97) (1997)

Cambodia 81 10.7 3.1 6 3.1 280 51 15 34
Indonesia 1905 203.7 1.9 98 3.1 680 16 43 41
Lao PDR 237 5 3 - - 330 52 21 27
Malaysia 330 22.2 2.8 9 3.5 3600 12 48 40
Myanmar 677 44.4 1.3 24 1.9 - 50 10 31
Philippines 300 75.1 2.6 32 3.3 1050 17 32 52
Singapore 1 3.2 2.2 2 2 30060 0 35 65
Thailand 513 61.1 1.4 37 2.1 2200 11 40 49
Viet Nam 332 77.6 2.3 40 2.3 330 26 31 43
Totals 4376 503.3

Source: World Bank, World Development Report 1999/2000;

* UNDP, Human Development Report 1999.

marketplace. Yet the fact remains that global-
ization in finance, trade and capital flows has
not extended in the same way to labour move-
ments (OECD, 1998). This result may be attrib-
uted to the strict immigration policies adopted
by many countries to safeguard their sover-
eignty, which impede the free movement of
labour across borders.

Given the vast differences in the levels of
development and factor endowments within
Asean, a higher incidence of labour movement
from surplus to shortage areas should have
occurred. While considerable migration flows
occur among countries of Asean, a substantial
flow of labour occurs in turn from Asean to the
rest of the subregion (Mehmet, 1997). So
regional integration should normally lead to a
higher level of migration, but the level of inte-
gration within Asean is limited as noted above.
Bloom and Noor (1997) argue that there is
greater integration of labour markets in East
and South-East Asia than conveyed by direct
labour mobility: “the integration was achieved
mainly through the sharp increase in intra-
regional trade, with a relatively small contri-
bution from intraregional capital mobility and
an even smaller contribution from direct labour
mobility”. The growth triangles, which are
multinational economic zones in contiguous
areas, should promote greater mobility of
labour, but we have no information on labour
migration within the growth triangles.
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It is important to note that Asean leaders
have been careful not to mention labour mobil-
ity or migration within Asean in any of their
policy statements, no doubt due to the sensitive
nature of the issue.

Il. Labour migration from and within
Asean: Patterns and trends

2.1. The data

It is well known that there are serious limi-
tations in available information relating to cov-
erage, accuracy, transparency and consistency
of temporary migration flows in most countries
(Athukorala and Wickramasekara, 1996).
Available data usually pertain to officially
reported labour movements, and therefore do
not cover undocumented or irregular migra-
tion. Gender-wise data are often not collected,
while skill and occupational categories do not
conform to internationally accepted definitions
and standards. Among Asean countries, the
Philippines is the only one which has devel-
oped a more comprehensive data system on
migration. Neither Singapore nor Malaysia has
transparent data systems on labour migration.
Only a few countries have a system for record-
ing return migration. It should be stressed that
migration data deal with the movement of
“human beings” and a crucial aspect of infor-
mation is the quality of employment — wages,



terms of employment, working conditions and
the rights of migrant workers. Such informa-
tion is not systematically collected in most
countries.

2.2. Flows and patterns of migration3

Itis important to note that migration is by no
means a new phenomenon to Asean. The ethnic
composition of a number of countries in the
region has become diverse over centuries
through migration, especially of overseas Chi-
nese and the Indian communities (Chanta-
vanich, 1999). Cross-border migration has been
common even before the concept of nation
states, before sovereignty or formal geographic
borders were established a few decades ago, but
it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss
the historical roots of migration in the region.

What are the reasons for increased
migration within the region?*

The dramatic decline in fertility and miracle
growth of certain countries contributed to the
emergence of labour shortages, particularly at
the low end of the market. At the same time, the
developed economies of Asia invested more in
the Asian countries. Most of this investment
went into four Asean countries — Malaysia,
Thailand, Indonesia and, to a lesser extent, the
Philippines. The vast improvements in com-
munications globally which cut down dis-
tances and made it easier to travel was another
factor. The pressure on land resources and envi-
ronmental degradation resulted in increasing
migration from rural to urban areas, which was
the first link in a chain of international labour
migration. At the time, political instability and
political repression of minorities in countries
such as Myanmar acted as a push factor in trig-
gering a flow of refugees into neighbouring
Thailand. The relaxation of mobility restric-
tions between urban and rural sectors in tran-
sitional economies also resulted in high levels
of migration to the cities, which contributed to
the building up of emigration pressures. The
growth of a large recruitment industry eager to
exploit avenues of employment anywhere in
the region also contributed much to expansion
of migration (United Nations, 1998).

e Migration stages

Figure 1 (see page 46) shows the current sta-
tus of Asean countries in international labour
migration. The concept of migration transition

has been used in the literature to describe a sit-
uation in which a labour-sending country
changes into a labour-importing country. Sin-
gapore has always been a labour- importing
country given its small population and rapid
growth. Malaysia has become a large importer
of unskilled labour while its own workers
migrate to higher-wage countries on a modest
scale. The case of Thailand is not clear-cut with
about 450,000 Thai workers abroad while it is
estimated to host about 1.2 million foreign
workers, mostly with irregular status. Indone-
sia and the Philippines are still primarily
labour-sending countries. The three countries
which made up former Indochina - Cambodia,
Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Viet
Nam - play only a minor role in Asean migra-
tion flows although Viet Nam had traditionally
sent workers to Eastern Europe and Russia.
Table 2 shows the trend in labour outflows for
major sending countries.

Table 2. Selected Asean countries: Outflow
of contract labour migration 1972-
98 (No. of migrants (thousands))

Year Indonesia Philippines Thailand
1972 —-* 14.4 -
1973 - 26.4 0.3
1974 - 32.7 -
1975 - 36.0 1.0
1976 1.9 47.8 1.3
1977 29 70.4 3.9
1978 8.2 88.2 14.7
1979 10.4 137.3 10.6
1980 16.2 214.6 21.5
1981 17.6 266.2 26.7
1982 21.2 314.3 108.5
1983 29.3 434.2 68.5
1984 46.0 425.1 75.0
1985 54.3 389.2 69.7
1986 68.4 414.5 85.7
1987 61.1 496.9 85.5
1988 61.4 477.8 118.6
1989 84.1 523.0 125.3
1990 86.3 598.8 63.2
1991 149.8 701.8 63.8
1992 172.2 549.7 81.7
1993 160.0 550.9 137.9
1994 176.2 565.2 169.7
1995 120.9 488.6 202.3
1996 517.3 484.7 185.4
1997 235.3 559.2 183.7
1998 411.6 - -

Sources: Wickramasekara, 1996; Asean Migrant Year-
book; Philippines Overseas Employment Administra-
tion(POEA); Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare
(MOLSW), Thailand. * — = data not available.

45



Figure 1. Migration situation in Asean countries

Country Sender

Receiver

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia New entrant; very limited numbers
of unskilled labour sent; agree-
ment reached with Malaysia.

Indonesia Large outflows; largest share of
undocumented migrants, mainly to
Malaysia; Middle East and Asia
important as destinations.

Lao PDR Very limited; new player; unskilled
labour only.
Malaysia To higher wage countries only —

Singapore, Taiwan (China); Japan.

Myanmar Yes; large inflow to Thailand,
mostly undocumented workers;
officially acknowledged outflow
very small.

Philippines Largest labour sender in Asean;
about half a million annually
(excluding seafarers); Both Middle
East and Asia important.

Singapore

Thailand Outflows to Taiwan (China), Japan
and Republic of Korea; Singapore
and Malaysia; reported outflow
about 150,000 per year; stock of
workers abroad — 450,000.

Viet Nam Exploring new markets as tradi-

tional destinations (Russian Federa-
tion and Eastern Europe) no longer
available; Memorandum of Under-
standing reached with Taiwan
(China); recorded outflow in 1996 —
12,700 persons.

Yes; professional and unskilled workers.

Only skilled workers under Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI); but in practice, unskilled
workers as well, from Viet Nam, etc.

Skilled workers for FDI projects; Thailand,
Republic of Korea, Taiwan (China), etc.;
about 12,000 in 1996.

Net importer; main sources are Indone-
sia, Philippines, Thailand and
Bangladesh; close to 2 million foreign
workers, largely of irregular status.

Limited numbers of skilled workers.

Major receiver of both unskilled labour
and skilled labour; well-regulated policy
regime to meet labour market and
growth needs; levy on firms; large
demand domestic helpers; systematic pol-
icy to encourage permanent skilled
migration.

Net receiver; estimated at 1.2 million,
mostly unskilled workers on irregular
basis from Myanmar, Lao PDR and Cam-
bodia; concentrated in fishing, manufac-
turing and agriculture in border
provinces; skilled workers under FDI.

Only skilled workers with FDI inflow.
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« Skill composition of migration flows

While Asean has not clearly laid down poli-
cies for exchange of skilled labour across bor-
ders, such labour normally moves with direct
foreign investments® Countries generally relax
immigration restrictions to attract both foreign
investment as well as high technology and
skills unavailable at home. At the same time,
skilled workers face few problems overseas
given their bargaining power and the support
of parent companies. Within Asean, Singa-
porean professionals dominate skilled labour
flows given its increasing investments in other
countries. Thailand and Malaysia also send a
limited number of professional and technical
persons to other Asean countries, particularly
to those of former Indochina. There are no
direct estimates of the numbers involved.

< Changing destinations

The major change in the pattern of Asean
migration is the changing composition of des-
tinations from a predominately Middle Eastern
flow to an Asian flow. While the Philippines
still has a sizeable proportion of outflow to the
Middle East, other countries, especially Thai-
land, have shown a dramatic shift towards
Asia. Table 3shows the trends in this respect for
the three major sending countries. Even in the
case of the Philippines, the Asian share has now
increased to about 50 per cent. This is even
more pronounced in the case of Thailand with
a 90 per cent share in Asia. Despite large fluc-
tuations in reported figures across years, a sim-
ilar trend is observable for Indonesia.

Table 3. Officially reported labour outflows by destination (percentages)

Table 3a. Thailand

Destination 1986 1990 1995 1998
Middle East 84.4 43.5 9.9 9.2
East Asia 19 19.4 66.5 65.0
Asean 9.8 27.4 22.9 22.3
Western countries 3.9 9.7 0.8 3.2
Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total number 85700 63200 202 300 91364

Source: Based on data from MOLSW.

Table 3b. Filipino overseas contract workers by destination

Destination 1990 1995 1997

Asia 27.6 38.1 48.4
Asean 4.0 7.0 8.4
Middle East 65.4 55.6 47.1
Americas 4.8 4.3 2.1
Europe 1.6 1.6 2.0
Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total number 330340 414220 465 846

Source: Based on Philippine overseas employment administration data.

Table 3c. Indonesia (single year)

Destination 1997-98 1994-95 1990-91 1989-90 1984-85 1980-81
Middle East 56.0 56.6 48.5 71.9 77.3 69.4
Malaysia/Singapore 30.5 32.6 44.8 22.0 131 35
Other 13.5 10.9 6.7 6.1 9.6 27.1
Total 235275 176187 86 264 84074 46014 16 186

Source: Based on Hugo, 1999.
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Thus, the Asean region consists of major
labour-sending and  receiving countries
throughout Asia. Asean also records the largest
sources (Indonesia and Myanmar) and the
largest destinations (Malaysia and Thailand) of
irregular workers in Asia. This latter flow
mainly consists of cross-border migration, but
long and porous borders coupled with weak
administrative structures make it difficultto reg-
ulate such flows. Apart from the foregoing indi-
cations, the problems faced by migrant workers
are by no means unique to the Asean region.

Among other countries, Myanmar has the
largest number of migrant workers overseas —
about one million, mainly to be found in Thai-
land and with irregular status. According to
Myanmar official sources, however, the total
number of registered workers migrating for
employment during 1990-1996 was only 2,166,
mostly professionals and trainees (Athukorala;
Manning; Wickramsekara, 1998). Viet Nam had
a sizeable outflow of contract workers to for-
mer USSR and Eastern Europe but the collapse
of the communist bloc drastically reduced such
flows. It is now aggressively trying to promote
overseas migration but tight state control has
made penetration of overseas markets difficult.

[ll. Country profiles

3.1. Thailand

Thailand has passed through a full cycle
from being a major source of labour to the
Middle East and Asia to becoming a major des-
tination for migrant workers from neighbour-
ing low-income countries. Asian countries
replaced the Middle East as the major destina-
tion in the 1990s as noted above. This develop-
ment was related to growing investment and
trade ties with advanced Asian economies such
as Japan, the Republic of Korea and Singapore.®

The national objectives pertaining to the pro-
motion of labour outflow seem to have gone
through a full cycle. Initially, migration was
encouraged for benefits obtained from employ-
ment opportunities and foreign exchange. With
emerging labour shortages in the early 1990s,
the Government did not actively promote
migration. However, migration of Thai work-
ers to Taiwan (China) has shown a dramatic
increase. Another new destination is Israel that
has sought to reduce its dependence on Pales-
tinian labour. Unlike the Philippines, Thailand
has a high share of labour outflows within
Asean — Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei Darus-
salam. Following the crisis, however, promo-
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tion of overseas migration has become one of
the seven planks for unemployment relief
announced by the Government, with an annual
target of around 200,000-250,000 workers.

As regards inflow of foreign labour, during
the 1990s a large number of unskilled overseas
workers found employment in Thailand -
mostly in agriculture and fisheries. The Ministry
of Labour and Social Welfare, MOLSW, believes
that there are close to one million undocumented
workers.” Most of these irregular migrants are
from Myanmar where repression against ethnic
minorities and forced labour conditions act as a
major push factor. The distinction between asy-
lum seekers and economic migrants is therefore
somewhat blurred. Generally, the workers are
employed in “3D jobs” — dirty, dangerous and
demanding occupations — normally shunned by
local workers, at one-half to one-third of the
wages local workers will accept. In 1996, the
Government, in response to lobbying by
employers, introduced a work permit and a reg-
istration scheme. Even then, only about half of
the estimated 700,000 undocumented workers
registered. According to the MOLSW, 987,000
migrants were found at the end of December
1997, of whom only 142,000 were registered.

The economic crisis has caused a sharp rever-
sal of this policy. The Government as well as the
MOLSW believe that rising domestic unem-
ployment calls for repatriating illegal workers.
Immigrantworker replacement is another major
measure in the unemployment relief pro-
gramme of the Government in the wake of the
crisis. Estimates indicate that about 250,000
undocumented workers have already left or
been repatriated. Given the poor working con-
ditions and low wages, local workers are simply
not willing to accept some of the jobs manned by
foreign workers. Also, pressure from employers
led to temporary reprieves for certain sectors
such as the rice-milling industry. Currently, a
major deportation drive is on, directed against
irregular migrants from Myanmar, triggered by
a political dispute with Myanmar.?

Thailand hosts limited numbers of skilled
workers as well. Most such workers come
under foreign capital inflows under provisions
made by the Board of Investment. However,
these workers do not face the same protection
issues as unskilled migrant workers.

3.2, Malaysia9

Malaysia is an interesting case because of its
role as a source of emigration as well as a des-
tination of large-scale immigration flows.



Migration became an important policy issue
since 1995 or so, given the increasing migrant
inflows and the economic crisis.

Malaysians form the largest group of for-
eign workers in Singapore. They have been
attracted to Taiwan (China) and Japan as well
and the outflow amounts to about 100,000
workers (United Nations, 1998). It should also
be noted that most migrants from Malaysia,
especially to East Asia, are from the ethnic Chi-
nese community.

Most foreign workers in Malaysia are
unskilled workers in the plantation and con-
struction sectors. Cross-border migration is
easy since Malaysia shares common borders
with a number of Asean countries. There are
varying estimates of the numbers involved. The
Central Bank’s 1997 Annual Report estimated
that there are 1.7 million foreign workers, of
whom 1.14 million were undocumented (cited
in Pillai, 1999). This would amount to 19.7 per
cent of Malaysia’s current labour force, which is
one of the highest ratios of foreign workers in
Asia. Of the documented workers, the major
groups are: Indonesians - 65 per cent;
Bangladeshis—22 per cent; Filipinos -7 per cent.

There has been diversification of the sectors
employing foreign workers: manufacturing,
construction, plantations, and services, includ-
ing domestic services, with almost equal shares.
As in Thailand, the Government announced
large targets for repatriation of foreign workers
as the crisis intensified. It was announced that
200,000 migrants would be laid off in 1998 and
the work permits of another 700,000 migrants
in construction and services would not be
renewed. But these policies were relaxed in the
course of the year. Between September and
October 1998 160,000 undocumented workers
in Peninsular Malaysia were deported (Pillai,
1999). There is no information available on the
numbers who returned voluntarily following
job loss. The planned redeployment of regis-
tered foreign workers from construction and
services to plantations also did not materialize
as expected, due to the logistical difficulties and
the low wages offered in the latter.

The overriding need is for an orderly migra-
tion policy which can meet temporary labour
needs as well as longer-term needs of the econ-
omy. While the ongoing recovery of the economy
will ease the pressure on evolving such policies,
the Government should seriously consider
adopting and enforcing a systematic migration
policy. To do so, it needs to engage in bilateral
discussions with Indonesia and the Philippines
to regulate the flow of irregular migrants.

3.3. Singapore

Singapore offers a different approach to for-
eign labour: it has relied on a large flow but
under a strictly controlled guest worker scheme
to suit longer-term national priorities. The guid-
ing principle of immigration policies has been
the labour market needs of the economy, which
experienced fast growth, although the slowing
of the population growth and ageing of the pop-
ulation were other determining factors.

The policy has been to control the inflow of
unskilled manpower by imposing a levy on all
work permit holders and ceilings on the share
of foreign labour in various industries. On the
one hand, skilled workers have been encour-
aged to settle permanently in the light of the
heavy emigration of skilled nationals, while on
the other hand a revolving pool of temporary
workers on short-term work permits has been
set in place to overcome temporary shortages
and to work in jobs shunned by Singaporeans.
In 1981, the Government announced a policy to
phase out all unskilled foreign workers by 1991
but the policy was soon abandoned in the mid-
1980s. Foreign workers as a percentage of the
workforce rose steadily from 3 per cent in 1970,
7.4 per cent in 1980 to 12-13 per cent by 1990.
The total number of foreign workers in 1997 has
been estimated at 450,000, representing about
25 per cent of the workforce, according to the
Ministry of Labour.”® Foreign domestic helpers
have enabled greater participation by Singa-
porean women in economic activities and the
labour force.

Current concerns relate, firstly, to the need
to control irregular migration and the social
consequences of large-scale migration (Teng,
1998). Following the economic downturn, for-
eign workers’ levies have been reduced except
in construction to reduce business costs. In
order to control the growing problem of illegal
workers, Singapore has adopted a very firm
stance, with caning and imprisonment for
offenders, both employers and workers.

3.4.

Indonesia experienced serious unemploy-
ment problems even before the crisis despite an
impressive growth performance. The pressure
to migrate overseas was therefore generally
high. The Government also assigned high pri-
ority to overseas migration and successive five-
year plans had set targets for employment of
foreign workers abroad. The outflow consists
mostly of unskilled male and female domestic

Indonesia
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helpers. Female domestic helpers dominate
regular migration. Destinations are diversified
with a large portion going to the Middle East
as well as Asian countries and cross-border
migration is common given the relatively easy
entry into Malaysia due to cultural similarities.
The recorded numbers are very unreliable
because of the substantial but irregular flows.
This feature also means that such workers face
high risks of exploitation and abuse.

The crisis had a major impact on migration
flows. On the one hand, there was considerable
pressure on them to return from Malaysia. On
the other, there was heightened pressure for
migration given the serious economic hard-
ships at home. Therefore, the main challenge
for Indonesia’s migration management is how
to reduce irregular migration from the country
and afford protection to vast numbers already
abroad. Given the impact of the crisis, it is dif-
ficult to envisage any easing of migration pres-
sures at home.

3.5. Philippines

The Philippines is the most important
labour-sending country in the Asean. Due to
political reasons, the economy had stagnated
and lagged behind other dynamic Asean
economies in the eighties and early nineties.
The labour surplus was large and domestic
unemployment rates, particularly among edu-
cated persons, were high. Labour emigration
was therefore an important safety valve for
domestic unemployment and earning valuable
foreign exchange. Currently, for recent years
the Philippine Overseas Employment Admin-
istration estimates that there are 4.2 million
workers abroad, of whom 1.8 million (43 per
cent) are believed to be in irregular status. The
Philippines also boasts of a thriving labour
recruitment industry.

Philippines is also diversified in terms of
destinations, gender and skills of migrant
workers. Although the Middle East share is
going down, it is still 50 per cent of recorded
flows. It has a majority share in seafarer migra-
tion. Land-based migration now accounts for
half a million workers annually. Battistella
(1999) notes two recent trends: a decrease in
workers going abroad for the first time and the
constant increase of workers renewing their
contracts. The recruitment industry is also well
organized.

Female migration is also very important
with women migrating as domestic helpers,
entertainers and nurses. The Philippine Over-
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seas Employment Administration currently
provides breakdowns by sex and occupation
only for newly hired migrants.

For the Philippines, a major dilemma is
posed between protecting migrant workers
abroad and promoting overseas employment
(Battistella, 1999). This dilemma came to the
fore when a Filipino domestic helper in Singa-
pore, Flora Contamplacion, was convicted of
murder and hanged despite appeals for
clemency by the Philippines. The Republic Act
8042: The Migrant Workers and Overseas Fil-
ipinos Act of 1995 created in response to the
above case unequivocally states that “the State
does not promote overseas employment as a
means to sustain economic growth and achieve
national development”. Furthermore, it stated
that the State would deploy overseas Filipino
workers only in countries where the rights of
Filipino migrant workers were protected.
Although the 1995 Act downplayed the depen-
dence on overseas migration as a national pol-
icy, the tremendous pressures to migrate and
the related economic gains would contribute to
making it a “paper law” only (Achacoso, 1999).
Another contradiction in policy is the Govern-
ment ‘s wish to fully deregulate the labour emi-
gration industry by 1999 (Asian Migrant Cen-
tre, 1998).

IV. Irregular migration

As mentioned at the outset, a major problem
of migration trends in Asia, especially within
Asean, is the presence of a large number of
migrant workers with irregular status. While
this is synonymous with what has been indif-
ferently termed as illegal migration, undocu-
mented migration, or clandestine migration,
irregular migration captures the nature of
irregularities connected with different stages of
the migration process (recruitment, transit,
entry, stay and work)."

In view of the very nature of irregular migra-
tion, it is difficult to estimate the numbers
involved. As the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) pointed out in 1999, such esti-
mation is rendered even more complex for
Asean countries than for East Asia given the
larger numbers involved. Normally, researchers
rely on press reports and data relating to over-
stayers, apprehensions and regularization exer-
cises. There are varying estimates and table 4
provides estimates based on IOM (1999).

The Bangkok Declaration correctly pointed
out that regular migration and irregular migra-
tion should not be considered in isolation from



Table 4. Estimates of irregular migrants in selected Asian countries

Sending countries Receiving countries

Japan Republic of Korea Taiwan (China) Malaysia Thailand
Bangladesh 5864 6939 246400
Cambodia 81000
China 38957 53429
Indonesia 1013 2700 475200
Republic of Korea 52854
Malaysia 10926 400
Myanmar 5957 25600 810 000
Pakistan 4766 3350 12000
Philippines 42 627 6302 5150 9600°
Taiwan (China) 9403
Thailand 38191 2528 6 000 8000
Viet Nam 3181
Others 72242 18285 5750 2300 109 000
Total 281157 95627 20000 800000 1000 000

# Add approximately 150,000 Filipinos still irregular in Sabah.

Source: IOM, 1999. Overview of the current situation of irregular or undocumented migration in the East and South-
east Asian region: The need for a policy response framework. Estimates based on national overstayers and apprehen-
sions data and regularization exercises as reported by different authors cited in IOM (1999).

each other. The causes of irregular migration
are many. Rigid immigration laws and the con-
tinued tendency on the part of labour-shortage
countries to refuse admission to unskilled
workers are a major cause. This results in using
overstaying tourists, trainees and students to
fill labour market needs given that private
industry is desperate for sources of unskilled
labour. Refugees may also opt for work with
irregular status when they attempt to eke out a
living through work in the host country. Traf-
ficking also gives rise to various forms of irreg-
ular migration. Activities of recruiters, immi-
gration officers, traffickers and job placement
agents can also lead to irregular situations
(I0M, 1999). Women particularly become vul-
nerable to being assimilated as irregular work-
ers through absorption into the sex and enter-
tainment industries.

The problems faced by irregular migrant
workers are well known and need no repetition
here. They are highly vulnerable to abuse and
exploitation; nor do they enjoy any of the bene-
fits accorded to legal workers. They receive low
pay amid poor working conditions. Women
with irregular status are especially at high risk
of sexual exploitation. Irregular workers cannot
have recourse to any support mechanisms given
the fear of detection and possible deportation.

Fortunately, thereis increasing awareness of
their problems. There is greater readiness on
the part of sending and receiving countries to

discuss the issues through bilateral and multi-
lateral consultations such as the Asia-Pacific
Consultations on Refugees, Displaced Persons
and Migrants and the “Manila Process™."

V. Female migration and trafficking

Among Asean countries, the Philippines
has been a pioneer in female migration of
labour in different forms: domestic helpers,
entertainers and nurses. The last two are
regarded as professional categories. Indonesia
has also become a major source of domestic
helpers, particularly for the Middle East.

Some have referred to a feminization of
Asian migration flows. It is, however, unclear
whether the migration flows from Asian coun-
tries have increasingly been dominated by
females or whether it is the particular gender
roles that have been reflected in such flows
(Wickramasekara, 1995). Table 5 summarizes
some available information on documented
labour flows from major Asean countries send-
ing female labour, which does not provide
strong evidence of such a pattern. In the case of
Thailand, the female share has actually
declined. However, given the large undocu-
mented flows affecting both males and females
in the region, one should exercise extreme cau-
tion in arriving at firm conclusions.

Hong Kong (China) and Singapore repre-
sent the major destinations of domestic helpers
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Table 5. Share of female migrants
in reported labour outflows
(per cent of total migrant workers)

1988 1993 1998
Indonesia 78 66 78
Philippines 47 55 61*
Thailand 13 19 16

Note: refers to only reported migration. * New hires only.
Sources: 1988 and 1993 data from Wickramasekara, 1995;

1998, Indonesia, from Hugo, 1999; Philippines, POEA;
Thailand, MOLSW.

in Asia. A sizeable number migrate to the Mid-
dle East, especially Saudi Arabia. The problems
faced by domestic helpers, especially in the
Middle East, are well known. Being confined to
private homes as the workplace, they have to
work long hours for low pay and are quite often
subjected to abuse and sexual harassment. Sex-
ual harassment is a common complaint by
domestic helpers, especially in the Middle East.
They enjoy hardly any protection and the
national laws invariably favour the employers.
These abuses are proverbial in the Middle East
while they are not uncommon even in Singa-
pore and Hong Kong (China), which have bet-
ter labour administration systems. Entertainers
and women who are trafficked into the sex
industry become virtual slaves in debt bondage.

The other disturbing aspect not conveyed
by data is the increased trafficking of women
and children across borders, often for commer-
cial sex and other exploitative and abusive
purposes. Among Asean countries, Thailand
has become a major hub in this process of traf-
ficking. Quite often, women and girls who were
recruited for jobs that they believed to be legit-
imate have often discovered later that they
were being trafficked for the purpose of prosti-
tution. Girls are lured from Myanmar, Cambo-
dia, Lao PDR and south China for the sex mar-
ket in Thailand or to be re-exported to
Malaysia, Hong Kong (China), Taiwan (China),
and Japan. One earlier study estimated that
20,000 to 30,000 women and girls from Myan-
mar who had expected to work in restaurants
and factories were prisoners of debt in brothels
in Thailand (Asia Watch, 1993). According to a
recent study, 80,000 women and children were
trafficked along the Thai-Myanmar border to
work in the sex industry between 1990-97
(Archavanitkul, 1998). Unfortunately, laws in
receiving countries such as Thailand normally
end up punishing the victims who are branded
as “illegal immigrants”.
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VI. The impact of the Asian economic
crisis on Asean migration

Among Asean countries, Indonesia, Malaysia
and Thailand were hit particularly hard by the
recent economic crisis. Sharp falls in GDP
growth, business failures, capital outflows and
rising local unemployment and worker lay-offs
naturally affected the migrant worker popula-
tions. An ILO report on the financial crisis (ILO,
1998) distinguished between two major effects:

(a) Reduced overall demand for labour as a
result of the economic downturn, which
meant reduced demand for migrant work-
ersas well. Apart from direct job losses, this
would have led to reductions in wages and
other benefits even for skilled migrant
workers;

(b) Intensification of pressures to migrate in
labour-sending countries because of severe
economic hardship. This was particularly
evident in Indonesia, which saw a dramatic
deterioration in economic conditions
(Hugo, 1999).

Therefore, the crisis had important implica
tions for the dynamics of labour migration
affecting Asean countries.® At one end,
Malaysia and Thailand, hosts to a large migrant
worker population, mostly on an irregular
basis, changed their lenient attitude. In Thai-
land, immigrant worker replacement was one
of the seven planks of the Unemployment
Relief Scheme. Malaysia also toughened its
stand in the drive for saving jobs for locals.
Malaysia and Thailand both announced plans
for deportation of irregular workers and non-
renewal of work permits for regular workers.
The Republic of Korea offered an amnesty to
illegal workers to leave voluntarily and many
took advantage of this. The legal trainee
scheme has also been downsized.

While there have been significant return
flows in many countries, predicted mass depor-
tations did not take place, however (SCM, 1998).
The ILO estimates show a return of about one
million workers overall (see table 6). Malaysia
sent back about 200,000 Indonesian workers
employed in services and construction in 1998
while Thailand reported repatriation of about
200,000 Myanmar workers by the end of 1998. A
study on the Philippines showed that its migrant
workers would be largely unaffected by the pre-
sent crisis given that the Philippines has been
able to diversify countries of overseas employ-
ment (Béhning, 1998).



Table 6. Impact of the financial crisis
on stock of migrant workers
(in thousands)
Receiving Number of migrant workers
country Pre-crisis 1997 Mid-1998
Hong Kong
(China) 300 (9.4) 300 (9.2
Japan 700 (1.0) 680 (0.9)
Rep.
of Korea 267 (1.2) 150 (0.7)
Malaysia 1700 (19.8) 1300 (14.7)
Singapore 450 (23.9) 400 (20.6)
Thailand 1260 (3.7) 800 (2.3)
Total 4677 3630

Source: ILO estimates as cited in ILO/ROAP, 1998. Figures
in brackets indicate percentage of the labour force.

The persistent mismatch between available
jobs and those demanded by local workers
partly explains the lower-than-expected repa-
triations (SCM, 1998). Local workers have not
been keen to go into these available jobs involv-
ing arduous and risky work with low pay, usu-
ally one-third to one- half of wages paid to Thai
workers. Both Thailand (rice-milling and fish-
ing industries) and Malaysia (plantation sector)
have therefore eased some of the restrictions
initially imposed. It is also noteworthy that
domestic helpers were not affected to that
extent although they have suffered wage cuts
as in Hong Kong (China).

At the same time, there was considerable
pressure for re-emigration on the part of coun-
tries like Indonesia to escape from the poverty
trap and unemployment in the heat of the cri-
sis. Hugo (1999) reported that the largest offi-
cial migration took place in the course of 1998
under these conditions. Singapore and
Malaysia even had to intensify border control
to prevent illegal migration.

It does seem strange, however, that there
was not much open discussion within Asean
forums on these problems of common interest.
The Asean Ministerial meeting of 24 July 1998
simply acknowledged that the crisis was exac-
erbating migration pressures. There was, how-
ever, some degree of cooperation and consulta-
tion between Malaysia and Indonesia on the
issue. Myanmar, however, continued to deny
the existence of a large Myanmar migrant pop-
ulation in Thailand and did not make any
attempt to engage in bilateral talks with Thai-
land on the issue.

The statement issued by the Conference on
Social and Political Dimensions of the Asian

Economic Crisis at the Second Asia-Europe
Meeting (ASEM) in March 1998 is highly rele-
vant in this context. It urged ASEM govern-
ments to stoptheforced repatriation of migrant
workers immediately. It also added: “...
migrant workers should not be used as a scape-
goat for economic problems or manipulated by
governments and business to fragment labour
and bring down wages”.

VIl. Protection issues

Most issues pertaining to protection are not
unique to Asean but apply to all migrant work-
ers in the Asian region. An earlier ILO study
described migrant workers as “the least pro-
tected” (ILO, 1996). From the viewpoint of a
labour-sending country, the protection of
migrant workers has two aspects: protection of
would-be migrants in the country of origin; and
protection of workers while they are abroad.
National laws in the country of origin can do
little to help their workers abroad. In a labour-
receiving country, the issue mainly revolves
around the protection accorded to foreign
workers, whatever their status.

The exploitation of migrant workers starts
with the local recruitment industry: agents
charge exorbitant fees which have a negative
impact on potential earnings and involve vari-
ous forms of fraud in sending workers abroad.
While the private recruitment industry in
Asean had done much to expand job opportu-
nities abroad more than the public sector, there
are still many agents who are unlicensed and
try to exploit potential migrants. On the one
hand, the fees charged are very high. In the case
of Thailand, the agents charge between 140,000
to 160,000 baht (US$3,500-4,000) to send work-
ers to Taiwan (China) or as trainees to Japan —
which are regarded as premium destinations.

Another unsatisfactory feature is that work-
ers face different terms and conditions abroad
from those offered prior to migration. Apart
from contract substitution, unscrupulous
agents send persons for non-existent jobs. A
telling example is the recent case of 226 Thai
workers stranded in the Republic of Korea."

Once they migrate, migrant workers in Asia
face a number of problems ranging from low
wages, discrimination, unsatisfactory working
conditions, and the absence of any form of
social protection including social security ben-
efits, to sexual harassment and gross violations
of basic human rights. Laws in the sending
country can offer no help in this context. The
most vulnerable are female domestic helpers
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and entertainers. Most labour laws do not
apply to domestic work and, in any case, it is
difficult to enforce regulations when the work-
place is the home. Migrant workers have to sur-
render their passports to the employer, which
makes it very difficult for them to seek redress
later on. The problems facing women workers
are discussed in section V.

The other complication arises from the fact
that a large part of such migration is under-
taken in irregular conditions as noted above;
the Indonesian workers in Malaysia and
Myanmar workers in Thailand referred to are
good examples. Irregular migrant workers are
highly vulnerable because they cannot or may
not even wish to avail themselves of services
in place due to fear of detection and deporta-
tion. They are usually paid the lowest wages
and employed in the most arduous and haz-
ardous occupations. There is no protection
whatsoever against workplace injury or occu-
pational diseases.

Countries such as Singapore and Hong
Kong (China) maintain that migrant workers
are well protected by national laws. Yet national
laws are not enforced adequately for the pro-
tection of migrant workers in some countries.
The Bangkok Post (10 November 1999) editorial
stated: “... whether an employee is a Thai or a
foreigner, he must be protected by the same
Thai labour laws — which means a minimum
wage and all other employment benefits”.

There are a number of regional and interna-
tional instruments designed to protect migrant
workers and members of their families. The
ILO has pioneered the development of interna-
tional instruments for the protection of the
rights of migrant workers when employed in
countries other than their own.

The major Conventions are: Migration for
Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No.
97) and Migrant Workers (Supplementary Pro-
visions) Convention, 1975 (No. 143). The latter
represents the first attempt to deal with the
issue of irregular migration at the international
level. More recently, in 1989, the United
Nations General Assembly adopted the Inter-
national Convention on the Protection of the
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of
their Families. In addition, the ILO has adopted
several Conventions pertaining to social secu-
rity rights of migrant workers. These instru-
ments represent vast potential for improving
national migration policies and protecting
migrant workers (Béhning, 1999).

Unfortunately, neither major labour-send-
ing nor labour-receiving countries in Asia have
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ratified these instruments except the Sabah
State of Malaysia which has ratified the ILO
Convention on Migration for Employment
(Revised), 1949 (No. 97). The UN Convention,
which has been ratified by the Philippines, is
not yet in force since it has not yet received the
minimum 20 ratifications.

VIII. Policy implications and options

From the foregoing analysis, it is clear that
the main challenges facing Asean are twofold:
orderly management of migration flows and
protection of migrant workers.

< Management of migration flows

The first point to note is that migration in the
future is likely to increase rather than decrease
and it should not be thought of as a transient or
temporary phenomenon. Therefore, labour-
receiving countries should attempt to formulate
a suitable migration policy based on long-term
considerations of labour market needs rather
than on ad hoc decisions. The long-term issue
before the two Asean members, Malaysia and
Thailand, is whether migrant labour is consis-
tent with economic recovery, sustained growth
and economic competitiveness. In both coun-
tries, there are certain sectors that may experi-
ence chronic shortages of labour given the
nature and conditions of work. At the same time,
certain expanding sectors may need highly
skilled foreign labour. Levies may be placed on
enterprises to discourage the perpetuation of
low productive non-competitive industries
based on cheap unskilled foreign workers.
Other Asean countries may benefit from lessons
learned from migration management policy in
Singapore. At the same time, migrant-sending
countries should attempt to reduce undue
dependence on overseas employment through
efforts to reduce emigration pressures at home.

< Bilateral and regional consultations

Given the international nature of migration
processes, it is imperative to pursue bilateral
and regional consultations. Abella (1995) has
clearly shown that orderly migration policies
are possible only when there is cooperation
between sending and receiving countries. The
Asean forum must be used more directly to
discuss labour mobility issues, although mem-
ber States have been reluctant to do so up to
now. The Bangkok Symposium on Irregu-
lar/Undocumented Migration, which called



for a regional mechanism, is an encouraging
step in this context, although it could not agree
on specific details. The Asia-Pacific Consulta-
tions and the Manila Process — both sponsored
by the International Organization for Migra-
tion — are important initiatives, which have
to be sustained and broadened. The countries
in the region can draw upon international
good practices in Western Europe with guest
worker schemes to identify suitable policies
and practices.

e Protection of migrants

Countries should ensure the basic human
rights of all migrant workers, whatever their
legal status. ILO Conventions and UN Con-
ventions provide ample guidelines for formu-
lating migration policy consistent with work-
ers’ rights and human dignity. Therefore,
priority consideration should be given to sup-
porting and ratifying ILO and UN Conventions
or enacting legislation consistent with the spirit
of these instruments. The recent ILO review of
Conventions on migration has made a number
of important observations in this regard (ILO,
1999b). The submission by the ILO to the
Bangkok Symposium (ILO, 1999a) has high-
lighted the potential of ILO Conventions in
combating various abuses related to irregular
migration. Archavanitkul and Guest (1999)
have also outlined a series of steps at the
regional level to combat irregular migration
problems. More effective regulation of the
recruitment industry is needed to reduce the
costs of migration and other abuses. Govern-
ments should also simplify procedures and reg-
ulations to facilitate migration.

< Greater role by social partners
in migration issues

National and international NGOs already
play an important role in providing protection
and redress to migrant workers, especially
women workers, in receiving countries but the
role of the social partners has been limited. Trade
unions as well as employers’ organizations
should take an active role in migration policies
in their countries. The 1996 study of the ILO
Bureau for Workers’ Activities has provided
concrete guidelines to trade union organizations
in this respect. Employers also need to share
social responsibility for the plight of migrant
workers and provide them equal treatment in
respect of pay and working conditions. Employ-
ers’ organizations can also exert pressure on the

recruitment industry to prevent abuses. Net-
working among employers’ and workers’ orga-
nizations in sending and receiving countries
should be attempted. At the same time, migrant
workers’ associations should be encouraged.

e Control trafficking of women
and children

Asean countries should take a firm stand on
the trafficking of women and children. It is a
major humanitarian issue and the organized
syndicates and traffickers should be harshly
dealt with as accepted by the Bangkok Decla-
ration. To quote: “The participating countries
and region should be encouraged to pass legis-
lation to criminalize smuggling of and traffick-
ing in human beings, especially women and
children, in all its forms and purposes, includ-
ing as sources of cheap labour, and to cooper-
ate as necessary in the prosecution and penal-
ization of all offenders, especially international
organized criminal groups.”

« Information campaigns
and orientation

Public information campaigns on the risks
and dangers of irregular migration and the
phenomenon of migrant trafficking and related
abuses should be launched as a preventive
measure. Asean countries can coordinate infor-
mation networking to generate better informa-
tion on all aspects of migration, both docu-
mented and irregular.
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Notes

* Second Informal Summit in Kuala Lumpur of Asean
Leaders, 15 Dec. 1997. Cited in Charlermpalanupap, 1999.

% The first growth triangle to be established is the Singa-
pore-Johor-Riau Growth Triangle, known as SIJORI, which
involves Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia. The second
major one is the Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Tri-
angle (IMT-GT), covering selected adjacent areas in the three
countries involved. The third growth area (EAGA), initiated
in 1991, covers contiguous areas in Brunei Darussalam,
Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines.

® | have discussed these issues in more detail in relation
to Asia. See Wickramasekara, 1996.

4 See Wickramasekara, 1996, for details.

® Garnier (1997) has discussed features of skilled labour
migration in Asia.

® Another important factor was a diplomatic dispute
with Saudi Arabia which stopped issues of visas for Thai
workers up to now.



" Thailand’s concern about irregular migration is evi-
denced by its initiative in convening the International Sym-
posium on Migration entitled “Towards Regional Coopera-
tion on Irregular/Undocumented Migration”, 21-23 Apr.
1999 in Bangkok.

® According to the editorial of the Bangkok Post, 10 Nov.:
“The forced repatriation has been a terrible failure”.

® This section draws upon Pillai, 1999 in the absence of
official figures.

1 As reported in Straits Times, 5 Nov. 1997. Cited in
Atipas, 1999.

" Bohning has proposed a terminological framework
which distinguishes among different categories of migrants
and brings out the nature of irregular migration clearly (ILO,
1997); see also IOM, 1999.

2 See International Organization for Migration, Migra-
tions initiatives: Bangkok Declaration and IOM Programmes
in South-East Asia, July 1999 (http://www.iom.ch).

¥ Some have voiced concerns about the treatment meted
outto migrant workers, particularly in detention centres, and
possibly involving human rights violations, Human Rights
Watch, 1998.

14226 workers stranded in South Korea for two months
were supposedly recruited as crew for ships in England.
While four firms sent workers, one of them was unlicensed.
Each paid 180,000-200,000 baht as brokerage fees. Bangkok
Post, 17 Nov. 1998.
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