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Abstract 

Labour migration is a phenomenon, which is not motionless; rather, it amplifies rapidly particularly from 
superfluous labourer countries to the labourer scarce countries. In the midst of trade liberalization and 
globalization reshaping the world’s economy in toto, the labour migration has multiplied additionally. Labour 
migration has benefited both the sender and recipient countries. Most significantly, the remittances sent by 
migrants from overseas have contributed to the economic development of their countries of origin and the living 
standards of their families have improved progressively. Conversely, the increase in labour migration has 
founded numerous social problems that have threatened the safety of the migrants and their families back at 
home. Consequently, an instantaneous need has arisen for both sender and recipient countries to act 
collaboratively in formulating policies regarding the migrants’ intrinsic needs and therefore ensuring the 
sustainability of labour migration in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

The migration of labourers traces its history from the periods of colonialism (Wells, 1996; Kaur, 2009; cf. 
Baba, 2013). Therefore, labour migration diaspora is not a contemporary phenomenon; rather, it is an evolving 
activity occurring in both developed and developing nations around the globe (Massey, et al., 1993; 
Wickarmasekara, 2000; Tapinos, 2002; Korobkov & Zainochkovskaia, 2004). Wells (1996) pointed out that 
the slave migration from Africa to the Americas was in fact the largest illustration of human migration in the 
annals of the migration history. Approximately 15 million Africans were taken to the Americas as slave workers 
(Wells, 1996). Migration was also a common feature in Europe during the period of industrialization; migrants 
were in search of jobs, leaving behind the agricultural activities (Wells, 1996). The labour migration has further 
amplified as a result of globalization, by then better means of communication and technologies helped people to 
acquire ample information from abroad regarding job opportunities and wages (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Linard, 
1998; Taran & Geronimi, 2002; Tapinos, 2002; Chaudhuri & Yabuuchi, 2007; Wang, et al., 2011; Betran & 
Pons, 2011; Athukorala, 2012; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). The World Bank (2011) estimated that 
there were more than 215 million international migrants in the world by the end of 2010, and the number is 
expected to increase in the future. In addition, the ILO Press release (2012) has estimated 21 million people are 
trafficked as forced labour. 

Labour migration trends emerged in the Middle East in the 1970s with the sudden rise in the price of oil and 
massive construction works that began in between 1970s and 1980s, bringing workers from abroad who were 
in sought of the better wages (Choucri, 1978; Wells, 1996; Edwards, 2005; Kaur, 2010). Towards the end of 
the 1970s, many workers from Asian countries like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Southeast 
Asian countries of the Philippines, Thailand, and Korea began to migrate into the Middle East (Wells, 1996; 
Kaur, 2010). In the 1990s, Thais and Filipinos became expensive and were replaced by much cheaper workers 
from China (Wells, 1996). However, Wells (1996) stated that towards the end of the 1980s, oil prices in the 
Middle East dropped; ultimately affecting the wages of the foreign workers (see Edwards, 2005). The situation 
was further worsened by the Gulf Crisis of 1990, in which about two million Arab labourers lost their jobs in the 
Middle East (Fergany, 2001; Shah, 2007). Because migrating is expensive, migrants would be willing to come to 
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countries that offered better wages (Wells, 1996; Kesztenbaum, 2008). By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
many Indian and Chinese labourers migrated to Southeast Asia, one of the main destinations for workers, and an 
indication of Asian globalization (Wells, 1996; Kaur, 2009; Kaur, 2010). 

Today, most of the Asian countries are growing economically independent; and therefore, the demand for 
workers is also increasing in the continuum (Taran & Geronimi, 2002). Asia is also considered as one of the 
fastest economically growing regions in the world since the 1970s (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kim, 2012; Lee and 
Francisco, 2012). Consequently, tremendous modification has occurred in the patterns of migration, with most 
Southeast Asians migrating within Southeast Asian countries, with a few exceptions in the case of South Asian 
workers still migrating to the Middle East (Wickarmasekara, 2000; United Nations Regional Task Force, 2008, p. 
8; Kaur, 2010). Labour migration further expanded in the 1970s and 1980s after a dramatic fall in oil prices in 
the Middle East (Kaur, 2010). 

According to the common conversation concluded by Asian Migration Centre (AMC), Asian Domestic Workers 
Union (ADWU), Forum of Filipino Reintegration and Savings Groups (FFRSG), Indonesian Migrants Workers 
Union (IMWU), and Thai Women Association (TWA, 2001, p. 14), Asian migrants approximate to 15 million 
worldwide, 10 million of which work in the Middle East, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and 
Singapore. The Asia Migration Yearbook (AMC & AFA, 2005, p. 31) states that Bangladesh has sent about 
4,885,704 migrants to the destination countries Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, Malaysia, India, and South Korea; 
Burma has 921,492 people working in Thailand, South Korea, Malaysia, and Singapore; Cambodia has 
deployed 1,83,817 workers to Thailand, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, and a few in South Korea; China has 175 
million working overseas; India has deployed 549,000; and Indonesia has deployed 1,736,717 workers overseas. 
About 264,663 workers were sent to work in Malaysia and about 18,923 to Singapore; Laos received 179,887; 
Malaysia, 2.6 million, of which Nepalese comprise the second largest migrant group (70,000); in Nepal, 182,141 
labour migrants went abroad, but 77% of its total migrants go to India; the Philippines deployed 1,062,567 to 
197 destination countries; Sri Lanka sent 136,998 overseas; Thailand sent 139,667; and Vietnam sent 70,000. 
The immigration and emigration figures of all these countries have altered over time. For instance, the number of 
Thailand migrants working overseas was 139,667 in 2005, but by 2010 the figure had increased to143, 795 
(McDougall et al., 2011). Hong Kong imported 223,200 workers, mostly from the Philippines and Indonesia. 
Japan had attracted 2,011,555 foreign workers by 2005, and of the total number, South Koreans comprised the 
largest group (598,687).  

However, statistically the numbers of Korean workers in Japan have declined since 1945 (AMC & AFA, 2005, p. 
37). At the same time, the numbers of China and Brazil workers (it means workers from China and Brazil 
migrating to Japan) have been gradually increasing to 519,561 (China) and 302,080 (Brazil). South Korea has 
employed 358,167 labourers, and the number rose to 1,188,000 in 2008 (Kwon & Chun, 2011); Taiwan has 
employed 327,396; and Singapore has employed 575,000, of which 150,000 were female (AMC & AFA, 2005, p. 
24). Recently, the ruling government in Bhutan has decided to deploy approximately 30,000 Bhutanese to work 
in oversea countries like the Middle East to curb unemployment related issues. This clearly states that the mighty 
Himalayan country like Bhutan has very well understood the cumulative benefits of sending people abroad for 
the work. 

The literatures on the labour migration had concluded that the migration has benefited both source and the 
recipient countries (Wells, 1996; Athukorala, 1992; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2010; Battistella & 
Binodkhadria, 2011; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). Most significantly, the remittances sent back home 
by the migrant labourers working abroad from their original homeland have facilitated to improving the living 
standards of their respective family members, educating the children, debt defrayal, and also the remittances 
have helped to plummeting the cost of borrowing remarkably in the arena of international capital market 
(Athukorala, 1992; Jones & Pardthaisong, 1999; Sorensen et al., 2002; Glytsos, 2002; AMC & AFA, 2005, p. 56; 
Ghosh, 2006; Skeldon, 2008a; Jampaklay & Kittisuksathit, 2009, p. 1; Yoeh et al., 2010; Agbola & Acupan, 
2010; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). Additionally, the literatures also mention that the remittance has 
the potentiality to minimizing the poverty in the respective country (Richard et al., 2005; Skeldon, 2008a; 
Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). 

However, some researchers have argued that the remittance can also lead to inequality (e.g., Russel1, 1986; 
Jones, 1998b; Mutersbaugh, 2002; Skeldon, 2008a): poor people are unable to make use of this method for 
earning income because they cannot pay for entry into the destination countries. Yoeh and colleagues (2010) 
also stated that the departure of migrants has an adverse impact on family members, particularly in the role of 
the husband in looking after family matters falling to the wife (see Hugo, 2002). The ILO (2008, p. 8) has 
stated that every year migrant labourers send remittances back to their home country amounting to 



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 10, No. 21; 2014 

188 
 

approximately USD 73 billion (Wickarmasekara, 2000). The World Bank (2010, p. 5) has calculated that 
developing countries received an estimated remittance of USD 325 billion, a six per cent increase from 2009, 
and worldwide remittance was calculated to be USD 440 billion. The beneficiaries of the remittance are 
primarily Asian countries (ILO, 2008, p. 12). Aside from remittance benefits, migrants also put into practice 
those skills acquired from the destination countries, eventually benefiting the countries of origin (Skeldon, 
2008a). 

2. Purpose of Migration: Why do People Migrate? 

There are, in fact, numerous reasons and purposes for migrating; however, it is crucially significant to know and 
understand that, people migrate not solely for self-benefit only but also for the benefit for their country of origin 
and the families (IOM, 2013, p. 31).  
2.1 Better Income Source: A Desire for Higher Wages  

It is very imprudent to generalize the reasons for migration, because all migrants have their own purposes for 
migrating, both economic and non-economic (Wickarmasekara, 2000). Nonetheless, most researchers believe 
that the principal reason associated to labour migration to the oversea destination countries is due to the better 
wages that they are paid comparing to their countries of origin, and this enable them to send supplementary 
money to their families and help them to improve their living standards and the defrayal of the debts 
(Athukorala, 1992; Griffin, 1998 cited in Wickarmasekara, 2000; Jones & Pardthaisong, 1999; Manning, 2002; 
Baka & Laeheem, 2006; Skeldon, 2008a; Yoeh et al., 2010; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). The best 
example comes from the Middle East’s situation in the mid-1980s when oil prices dropped abruptly,  and the 
region lost many of its foreign migrants because the Gulf nations could no longer provide them with better 
wages (Wells, 1996). For instance, in Bahrain the wages of construction labourers decreased by 30% in 1989 
(Wells, 1996). In the beginning of the 1970s, many Asian countries viewed the Gulf countries as a home for 
earning better income (Edwards, 2005; Kaur, 2010). Therefore, the Asian nations of India, Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, China, Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia began to deploy workers, knowing 
the economic benefits they would obtain from the Middle East (Kaur, 2010). 

2.2 Shortage of Labour Force in the Destination Countries 

Shortage of labourers is the primary reason for the migration diaspora (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Manning, 2002; 
Sorensen et al., 2002; Kaur, 2010). Most economically developed and developing countries face the problem of 
domestic worker shortages (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Sorensen et al., 2002; Kaur, 2009; Kaneko, 2009; Kwon & 
Chun, 2011). Such problems were encountered by Middle East countries in the 1970s and also by Southeast 
Asian countries like Singapore, Brunei, Japan, Taiwan, and Malaysia (Wells, 1996; Edwards, 2005; Kaneko, 
2009; Kaur, 2010; Kwon & Chun, 2011). These nations had to depend on those countries having an adequate 
number of workers to meet the demand. For instance, as South Korea grew stronger economically, it also 
demanded a surplus of labourers to achieve the required numbers to work in the country’s industries. Eventually, 
South Korea had to import workers from overseas. Foreign workers in South Korea rose to 1,188,000 in 2008 
from a figure of 308,000 in 1960s (Kwon and Chun, 2011). Similarly, Japan and Taiwan are also facing a labour 
shortage problem due to their aging population and low fertility rate (Yamanaka, 2003 as cited in Kaneko, 2009). 
India and China remained enormous suppliers of labourers because they had the largest populations in the world 
prior to 1940 (Kaur, 2009). 

2.3 Unemployment in the Countries of Origin 

The issue of labour migration diaspora traces close correlation with unemployment of the particular country of 
origin (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Manning, 2002; Sorensen et al., 2002; Kaur, 2010; Agbola & Acupan, 2010; 
Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). According to Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., (2013) the economic 
crisis was a pivotal factor that created unemployment issues in the Southeast Asian nations. The Southeast Asian 
nations implemented various strategies to overcome the economic crisis and the unemployment problem and 
they were indeed very successful (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2009; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). 
Eventually countries like Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, and Thailand were successful in combating the 
unemployment problem resulted in by the economic crisis; however, remaining Southeast Asian countries are 
still working for better solutions to halt the unemployment crisis (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2009; Promsaka 
Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). Similarly, nations like Indonesia, the Philippines, and Bangladesh also adopted 
the policies and their immediate solution was to send their people to work abroad (Kaur, 2009; Agbola & 
Acupan, 2010; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). 
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Initially the Philippines deployed its labourers in the name of the country’s economic development; however, a 
few scholars later argued that the deployment of workers overseas by the Philippines was a strategy to ease 
unemployment problems rather than a development policy (Lindio-McGovern, 2004; O’Neil, 2004; Yang, 
2004, cited in Agbola & Acupan, 2010). Indonesia even included the agenda of sending workers abroad in its 
five-year plan to gain relief from the domestic unemployment issue. Thailand proposed to send 250,000 workers 
away home for similar reasons (Wickarmasekara, 2000). Liberalization of trade as a result of globalization has 
also shown a great impact on easing unemployment rates (Manning, 2002; Hasan et al., 2012; Dawson, 2013). 
The escalating unemployment rate (7%-12%) in Bhutan has compelled her to look for alternatives. Bhutan is 
now sending her people for work in Thailand and the Middle East.  

2.4 Remittances and Its Cumulative Benefits  

The cumulative benefits of remittances and the remittances itself have gained an utmost popularity amongst the 
labourers, policy makers, financial institutions, academics and the migrants association (De Bruyn & Wets, 2006, 
p. 1). The remittances sent back home by overseas migrants is the final fruit cultivated through the hardship 
they experience in the destination countries (Athukorala, 1992; Wells, 1996; Ilahi & Jafarey, 1999; 
Wickarmasekara, 2000; Richard et al., 2005; Hull, 2007; Martin, et al., 2007, p. 2; Skeldon, 2008a; Kaur, 2010; 
Yoeh et al., 2010; Battistella & Binodkhadria, 2011). Eventually, the people in the countries receiving 
remittance benefit greatly from it, although this income might not be channeled properly and might result in 
inequality (Jones, 1998a; Jones, 1998b; Mutersbaugh, 2002; Hull, 2007; Skeldon, 2008a; Skeldon, 2008b). 
Remittance is also considered a means to the growth and development of the nation’s economy (Massey et al., 
1993; Hull, 2007). Consequently, in the past few decades many developing nations have paid massive attention to 
gaining remittances by deploying workers overseas (Blackwell & Seddon, 2004, cited in Agbola & Acupan, 
2010). Blackwell and Seddon (2004) also viewed remittances as a potential factor to bring down the poverty of 
the origin nations (see Agbola & Acupan, 2010). 

2.5 Regional Co-operation: An Example from the Southeast Nations 

Trade unions also help promote labour migration and ensure migrants’ safety while working abroad (Wells, 
1996; Wickarmasekara, 2000). However, according to Wickarmasekara (2000), the formation of these unions 
was prohibited in the Middle East. Although trade unions have been stronger in Asian nations and have thus 
promoted the movement and safety of migrant labourers, the economic crisis has made them weaker 
(Wickarmasekara, 2000). In addition, trade unions in South Korea, the Philippines, and Pakistan have proven to 
be effective and efficient in maintaining safety and promoting labour migration overseas (Wickarmasekara, 
2000). 

The decolonization of communist and socialist regimes and the end of the Cold War eventually lead to the 
formation of Association of South East Asian Nations ASEAN, which brought Southeast Asian nations together 
for economic development (Kaur, 2009). Under the umbrella of ASEAN, free trade links were ventured through 
the anticipation of the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), and large numbers of the ASEAN nations’ workers 
began migrating within the region (Kaur, 2009). The flow of labour migration was enhanced further with the 
establishment of the ASEAN Framework Agreement on Service (AFAS), which helped develop Southeast Asia 
as an economic community (ibid). As a labour-importing country, Taiwan has created policies to recruit 
workers from ASEAN nations for both political and economic reasons. Because most of its workers come from 
ASEAN nations, Taiwan wants them to remain sustainable labourer suppliers in the future and works to maintain 
a rigorous friendship with them (Kaneko, 2009). 

2.6 Factors Facilitating Migration Diasporas 

International labour migration also depends on factors like the information technology (IT) communication, 
high-tech, better transportation, and media (Reitz, 2001; Favell, 2008; Teitelbaum, 2008; Ciarniene & 
Kumpikaite, 2011; Remennick, 2013). Doomernik (2013) considers them as push and pull factors. These 
facilitating factors make migration possible and comfortable (Collins, 1999; Sorensen et al., 2002). The progress 
in communication area has improved the mode of information transfer (Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). 
As a result, the relatives living abroad were able to send information to the county of origin regarding the 
availability of jobs and other mandatory procedures, thereby fostering labour migration (Wickarmasekara, 2000; 
Collins, 1999; Yoeh et al., 2010; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2009; Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, developments in communication and technology have brought countries closer and eventually 
liberalized trade (Collins, 1999). Global commerce has also resulted in the signing of economic treaties between 
nations for free trade, which in return has had a great impact in terms of labourers migrating freely (Weinberg, 
2001). 
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3. Economic Advantages of the Migration 

The tradition of labour migration has greatly benefited both sender and the  receiver countries; however, the 
fact is that most of recipient countries do not mention the positive impact of the migrants (Jones, 1998a; Jones, 
1998b; Jones & Pardthaisong, 1999; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Mutersbaugh, 2002). The jobs that are being 
neglected are being performed by migrants from abroad, and therefore, the benefits of labour migration should 
not be viewed from one perspective. In fact, labour migration shows benefits from both angles 
(Wickarmasekara, 2000; Ghosh, 2006; Glytsos, 2002). Labour migration is indeed a great boon to t h o s e  
countries facing the problem of unemployment, like the Philippines and Thailand, and also to those countries 
experiencing labour shortages, like Singapore, South Korea, and Brunei (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2009; 
Kaur, 2010; Agbola & Acupan, 2010). 

Remittance is an economic relieve for both migrants and their countries of origin (Russell, 1986; Massey, 1988; 
Athukorala, 1992; Durand et al., 1996; Wells, 1996; Ilahi & Jafarey, 1999; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Richard et al., 
2005; Hull, 2007; Skeldon, 2008a; Blen, 2009; Kaur, 2010; Yoeh et al., 2010; Battistella & Binodkhadria, 
2011). Labour migration increases every year, and it will speed up in the future (Weinberg, 2001). Therefore, 
remittances will also increase as more migrants travel overseas, benefiting both the families of migrants and the 
development of their home countries (Weinberg, 2001; De Haas, 2005; Hull, 2007; Yoeh et al., 2010). 

4. Social Impacts of Labour Migration 

Many destination countries have begun to experience the pressure of hostility and violence in the 21st century as 
a result of labour migration of varied cultures, ethnicities, languages, and races (Wickarmasekara, 2000; 
Docquier & Rapoport, 2003; De Haas, 2005; Kaneko, 2009; Lenard, 2012; Baba, 2013; León, 2013). 
Discrimination can have significant repercussions on destination countries because chances are very high that 
foreign workers may not want to work in such an environment (Lowell et al., 1995). For instance, in Taiwan 
many foreign workers are facing numerous social issues such as mistreatment, physical and psycho-physical 
abuses, late payments, discrimination, and improper and unsafe working environments (AMC, ADWU, FFRSG, 
IMWU, & TWA, 2001, pp. 35-41; Cheng, 2003; Yiu, 2003; Loveband, 2004; Yiu, 2005; Huang & Loa, 2009 as 
cited in Kaneko, 2009). 

The crime resulted from labour migration is also a great concern for recipient countries (Hui, 1997; 
Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaneko, 2009; Yoeh et al., 2010). Hui (1997) stated that foreign labourers are more 
likely to be involved in various crimes, which can lead to misunderstandings between the sender and the 
recipient countries (see Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaneko, 2009). 

The ‘crisis of care’ or the ‘care drain’ (Parrenas, 2005, as cited in Hoang et al., 2012) has become a recent social 
concern as a corollary of more female workers migrating to earn a more substantial income (Wickarmasekara, 
2000; Bras, 2003; Hoang et al., 2012). Many children are left unattended by their mothers, and the responsibility 
for their care shifts to other members of the family (Hoang et al., 2012). This issue is very common in the 
Philippines, and children feel uncomfortable with their father after he returns home because of the prolonged 
gap between the parents and the children (Yoeh et al., 2010). Furthermore, the children left behind develop the 
tendency to lose faith, love, care, and respect for parents’ away home for longer periods of time (Moran-Taylor, 
2008a as cited in Yoeh et al., 2010). Studies carried out in the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and China revealed that 
children are likely to change their behaviour and at the same time can adjust to their surroundings even though 
their parents are apart from them (Yoeh et al., 2010). Some researchers, like Xiang (2007) and Battistella and 
Conaco (1998), found that children are also likely to build up negative behaviours (see Yoeh et al., 2010). 

Meanwhile, the rapid increase in female migration has posed risks of spreading sexually transmitted diseases 
because many women are sexually harassed or sexually exploited (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaneko, 2009). 
Foreign migration in Japan during the 1980s was mainly composed of females from the Philippines and 
Thailand who were involved in sex work (Kaneko, 2009). 

5. Trafficking and Its Instantaneous Measures  

Trafficking is categorized as one of the dark parts of the globalization by Cho et al., (2013). It is a growing 
concern to sender and the recipient countries, and more importantly to the International Labour Organization. 
Human trafficking is also considered as the forced labour (ILO, 2005, p. 6; ILO, 2012, p. 13). In 2005, Belser et 
al., (2005, p. 8; ILO, 2012, p. 11) recorded 12.3 million people were trafficked as forced labour, and 2.45 million 
people were trafficked in person (20%). Asia and the Pacific were the leading forced labour traffickers (Belser et 
al., 2005, p. 9). In addition, the recent ILO Press release (2012) has estimated forced labour up to 21 million 
people with the probability of three people from every 1000 being trapped as force labour (Table 1). The rate of 
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trafficking has escalated by 26.1% (n=8.7 million) between 2005 and 2012. ILO (2012) has identified that 4.5 
million (24.1%) of the trafficked labourers were sexually exploited and 14.2 million (75.9%) were forced to 
work in the areas like agriculture, construction and domestic chores (Table 2).  

The number of trafficking might increase alarmingly if instantaneous measures are not in place. A collaborative 
policy among labour sender countries, labour recipient countries and international organization such as ILO is 
deemed essential. In addition, collective measures also must be taken in order to curtail those illegal dealers of 
labour traffickers.  

 

Table 1. Region wise bifurcation of forced labour 

Regions Number in Million Percentage 
Asia-Pacific 13.3 63 
Africa 3.7 18 
Latin America 1.8 9 
Middle East 0.6 3 
North America  1.5 7 
Source: ILO Press release, 2012 

 

Table 2. Number of forced labour by job specification 

Forced Labour in Million Percentage Job Specifications 
14.2 75.9 Agriculture, Construction and Domestic Chores 
4.5 24.1 Sexual Exploitation 
Total: 18.7 100   
Source: ILO Press release, 2012 

 

6. Discussion 

Manpower is indispensable for the economic development, and it has been necessary since the period of 
colonialism and industrialization (Wells, 1996; Hui, 1997; Kaur, 2009). For instance, Malaysia is a traditional 
labour supplier to Singapore, and now it has developed economically, creating better opportunities for 
Malaysians living in Singapore and abroad. Because Singapore is very expensive to live in, there is a growing 
chance that Malaysians and other migrants might leave Singapore for Malaysia in the future, eventually 
depriving Singapore of manpower (Wells, 1996; Hui, 1997). Therefore, a better solution is required to attract 
foreign workers, especially in countries with labourer shortage problem like Japan, Brunei, and Taiwan (Wells, 
1996; Hui, 1997; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaneko, 2009). 

In the annals of labour and migration histories, Asian countries have remained major origins of labourers to 
different countries in the world (Wells, 1996; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kur, 2010; Yoeh et al., 2010). India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka were particularly popular in supplying labour, especially to the Middle East, 
accompanied by countries in Southeast Asia: the Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, South Korea, and China 
(Wells, 1996; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaur, 2009; Kaur, 2010; Agbola & Acupan, 2010). With rapid economic 
progress in Asia, most profoundly seen in Southeast Asia, labour migration patterns have altered a great deal 
in a few decades (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Docquier & Rapoport, 2003; Kaur, 2009; Kaur, 2010; Agbola & 
Acupan, 2010; Hoang et al., 2012; Kim, 2012). 

Illegal migration has been on the rise since labour-migration culture began and the issue still increases today 
(Wells, 1996; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Manning, 2002; Kaur, 2009). In addition, human trafficking is also 
growing (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Manning, 2002; Mahmoud & Trebesch, 2010). It is estimated in the studies of 
Mahmoud and Trebesch (2010) that about 12 million people are categorized as forced labourers, and almost half 
of them resulted from human trafficking (ILO, 2005 as cited in Mahmoud & Trebesch, 2010). Recently, ILO 
estimated that 21 million human were trafficked in 2012. Therefore, the governments of different countries in 
Asia have designed their own migration policies since the 1980s (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Manning, 2002; Yoeh 
et al., 2010). Some policies are very strict to control illegal migrants, like those of Singapore, Hong Kong, and 
Taiwan, while countries like Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, and Thailand have had poor laws that were unable to 
control the massive flow of migrants both skilled and unskilled (Manning, 2002). Since labour migration has 
become essential to the region’s economic development, it is critical to create better policies that guarantee 
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migrants’ safety both at home and away from home (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Yoeh et al., 2010). Furthermore, 
Mahmoud and Trebesch (2010) suggested that illegal migration and human trafficking might be reduced 
through proper awareness campaigns. However, according the ILO (2012), Asia and the Pacific countries remain 
as the leading trafficking zone (see Table 1). 

Problems related to migration are of significant concerns in the pace of economic development, particularly in 
the labour-dependent countries (Wells, 1996; Wickarmasekara, 2000; Kaneko, 2009; Mahmoud & Trebesch, 
2010). Discrimination and harassment of foreign labourers are on the rise (Wickarmasekara, 2000; Docquier & 
Rapoport, 2003; Cheng, 2003; Yiu, 2003; Loveband, 2004; De Haas, 2005; Lowell et al., 1995; Kaneko, 
2009). Therefore, all countries importing foreign labourers must ensure that policies are in place to protect the 
safety and human rights of those workers residing in their land and rendering services. 

7. Conclusions 

This paper has focused on labour migration in Asia with special emphasis on Southeast Asia and the Pacific. The 
sudden downfall in the price of oil in the Middle East and the rapid economic development of Southeast Asia 
changed the labour migration route in the late 1970s, and further in the 1980s. Since then, economically 
developing nations of the Far East like South Korea, Singapore, Japan, Brunei, and Malaysia have imported 
labourers from outside due to labour shortages and their countrymen’s unwillingness to work. 

Various trends in migration have escalated in the past few decades, and many different researchers have studied 
the migration trends. Illegal migration is rising along with human trafficking. Both labour receiver and sender 
countries must create policies to combat such issues. However, little success has been shown. Very recently, 
the feminization of migration has played a leading role in posing further tensions, because many migrant 
women are involved in the sex business or have experienced harassment. Because of this, rates of sexually 
transmitted diseases have drastically increased. In addition, the increase in female migrants going overseas for 
work has had repercussions back home: the ‘crisis of care’ or ‘care drain’. 

Many researchers support labour migration although it is associated with numerous social and ethical issues, and 
yet these issues are of greatest concern to the world organizations such as International Labour Organization. 
The worthy benefit noticed by most of the migrants is the remittance. Migrants and their country of origination 
believe that the remittance can solve many problems like meeting the educational needs of the children, providing 
better shelter for the family, purchasing daily required goods and most importantly the migrant’s family can 
defray the debts they owe to others. In addition, remittances are considered as one of the means to eradicating 
poverty to a certain level though most of the researchers have argued with this avowal stating that it might result 
in the inequality among the people. The most beneficiary outcome of the remittances is the enhancement of 
economic advancement. The countries with surplus manpower take this privilege and send their people abroad 
for the work and solve various problems of the home country. The Philippines is one such nation. 
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