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 Migration for employment and its linkages with development has emerged as a global 

issue which affects most nations in the world. 

 The development contribution that migrant workers and labour migration makes in 

destination and origin countries - in the form of services, skills and competitiveness in 

countries of destination; and employment promotion and financial and flows in 

countries of origin is increasingly recognized. Migration helps to improve the quality 

of life of many migrants and their families. Many migrants are filling a niche in the 

destination labour markets by doing jobs that nationals do not want or cannot fill. 

Nevertheless many migrant workers and their families are subject to labour 

exploitation and abuse, particularly during recruitment and employment. Host 

societies are often resistant towards the immigration of lower skilled workers. 

Developing the right policy and legislative response that balances the different 

interests and effectively governs migration is a relatively complex and difficult 

process particularly where admission policies are concerned. Politicians and policy-

makers face a sensitive and challenging task in convincing and educating national 

populations on the need for foreign labour. 

 The United Nations Population Division has estimated that the world’s stock of 

international migrants (defined as persons residing outside their country of birth) was 

214 million in 2010. Estimates of migrant workers by the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) for 2010 are 105.5 million, out of which a little over 30 million 

(or almost 30 per cent) were in Asia.
1
 Since 2000 Asia added 20 million migrants or 

1.6 million per year - more than any region (UN, DESA, 2013). These numbers still 

do not fully reflect the significance of the migrant work-force in destination countries 

and economic sectors. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, a destination 

for many migrant workers from South and South East Asia, rely on foreign labour to 

fill over 90 per cent of private sector jobs. Migrant workers account for almost a third 

of workers in manufacturing, construction and agriculture in Malaysia. 
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 While labour migration in Asia largely occurs under temporary migration regimes and 

for less-skilled work, migration from Asia is also a major and growing component of 

flows to OECD countries, representing a third of all migrants (in 2011). In mid 2000s, 

more than 50 per cent of migrants from Asia in OECD countries were highly educated 

while this figure was less than 30 per cent for migrants from other regions. 80 per cent 

of these highly educated male migrants and 66 per cent of highly skilled female 

migrants from Asia are employed in OECD countries, and they are making pivotal 

contributions in these countries. 

 Given the central role decent jobs and work play in raising women, men and families 

out of poverty and in ensuring human development, the ILO and others are striving to 

ensure that productive employment and decent work for all is recognized as a stand-

alone goal in the post-2015 UN development agenda and that migrant workers and 

labour migration comprise an integral part of this objective. In this regard, ILO has 

led (with other agencies) on proposing targets for the “employment and decent work 

for all” focus area. In March, the Open Working Group-OWG (government-led 

process to lay the baseline for the post-2015 debates in September) included migration 

in 7 of the 19 focus areas, including in focus area 11 on employment and decent work 

for all. “Protecting the rights of migrant workers and displaced persons in compliance 

with the ILO norms and standards” was one of the themes proposed in the focus area. 

 Following this, the Co-Chairs of the OWG requested the inter-agency technical 

support team (TST) to consolidate the priority sub-areas listed under each focus area 

into five possible target areas. ILO led the inter-agency discussions on “Focus Area 

11 - Employment and decent work for all” and suggested the consolidation of priority 

sub-areas listed by the Co-Chairs in the following possible target areas (references to 

migrant workers in bold): 

 Promoting full employment through macroeconomic policies and supporting 

[enterprise development], especially SMEs, combining the areas of: a. promoting full 

employment through macroeconomic policy and i. supporting small- and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) 

 Decent wages, productivity and transition from informal to formal employment, 

combining the areas of: f. Encouraging transition from informal sector to formal 

sector employment and h. Ensuring decent wages aligned with productivity. 
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 Extending social security and social protection floors, equivalent to the area: d. Social 

security and protection including for those retired from the labour force, persons with 

disabilities, the unemployed, children and youth, and older persons. 

 Eliminating discrimination gender-based discrimination and discrimination against 

persons with disabilities and older persons in the labour markets and protecting the 

rights of migrant workers, combining the areas of: e) Eliminating gender-based and 

other forms of labour market discrimination including against persons with disabilities 

and older persons and n) Protecting the rights of migrant workers and displaced 

persons in compliance with the ILO norms and standards. 

 Improving youth employment combining the areas of: b. Addressing youth 

unemployment through policies and strategies aimed at providing young people with 

access to decent and productive work [including entrepreneurship development] and j. 

Increasing access to credit to the youth, women and vulnerable groups. 

 The need for a target in the area of increasing female labour force participation was 

also identified, but this is to be coordinated/consolidated with the sub-area on 

ensuring equal employment opportunities for women and equal pay for equal work 

under Focus Area 5 on gender equality. 

 However, the selection and delineation of the focus areas is an evolving process, and 

just this month the OWG has moved to merge focus areas with the aim of arriving at a 

more limited number of potential goals. In the working document for the OWG’s 11
th

 

Session on 5-9 May, issued on 17 April, “employment and decent work for all” has 

now been clustered in new focus area 8 on “Economic growth, employment and 

infrastructure” with the overarching objective to “promote sustainable, inclusive and 

sustained economic growth and decent jobs for all”. Moreover, the references to 

migration in the other focus areas have also been reduced. (For more information on 

the OWG’s work and related documents, see 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html.) 

 Focus area 8 and the relevant text on migration, now reads: Economic growth, 

employment and infrastructure. 

 Promote sustainable, inclusive and sustained economic growth and decent jobs 

for all: (h) protect the rights of all workers, including migrant workers, in compliance 

with ILO fundamental rights at work. 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
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 In addition, it is important to mention, the Global Migration Group (GMG), of which 

ILO is the current chair, is also advocating strongly for the inclusion of migrants (with 

a migrant-centred approach) and migration (as an enabler of development) in the post-

2015 development agenda. Before the UN General Assembly High-level Dialogue on 

International Migration and Development (HLD) last October, the GMG prepared a 

position paper on “Integrating migration in the post-2015 UN development agenda” 

which was endorsed by all the GMG Principals. 

 


