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INTRODUCTION
by Danny Yong, Kiniacademy



● Training arm of Malaysiakini
● Journalism Training
● Investigative Reporting
● ASEAN Collaborations

Kiniacademy



The Institute for War & Peace Reporting (IWPR) is an 
international network of organisations headquartered in 
London with coordinating offices in Washington, DC and 
Amsterdam. 

IWPR supports local reporters, citizen journalists and civil 
society activists in countries in conflict, crisis and transition. 

The Sponsor



● To engage journalists from same reporting desk from 
ASEAN and Timor-Leste to connect on ASEAN topics

● To create a sustainable community of ASEAN and 
Timor-Leste journalists, experts, universities, civil 
societies/NGOs to discuss the major ASEAN issues 

Aims



Programme Structure 

Three (3) components:
● Masterclass Series 
● Reporting Project
● Forum www.seafore.org



SEAFORE Masterclass Series
DATE MASTERCLASS

4 September 2021 Managing and Protecting Labour Migration in ASEAN

11 September 2021 Deforestation, Transboundary Haze and Sustainable Oil Palm Production

25 September 2021 Post-Pandemic Travel and Tourism Recovery in South East Asia 

9 October 2021 Maritime security, Geostrategic Challenges, and The Stability of the 
ASEAN region

23 October 2021 Turning the Tide on Corruption in ASEAN Countries



Mahi Ramakrishnan
A refugee rights activist and 
runs a non-profit 
organisation, Beyond 
Borders

Masterclass 1 Speakers 

Mahi is a multiple 
award-winning filmmaker and 
investigative journalist. She has 
worked with both television and 
print media

Maria Angela Villalba
Founder and Executive Director 
of Unlad Kabayan Migrant 
Service Foundation

Developed the praxis of “Migrant 
Savings for Alternative Investments” 
or “Save and Invest” as a strategy for 
productive return and reintegration 
to countries of origin, 

Pichit Phromkade
Communication Officer, ILO-UN 
Women Safe and Fair 
Programme

Prior to the ILO, he worked in the 
field of communications over 
the past ten years in various 
international organisations 

Didik Eko Pujianto
Deputy Chief of Mission at the 
Indonesian Embassy in 
Singapore

Didik has a background in Law from 
Brawijaya University, Malang and 
International Relations from McGill 
University, Canada. 



Some Housekeeping Rules

● Please keep mics on MUTE
● We encourage you to leave your video ON
● Submit questions and comments via CHAT BOX
● This session is being RECORDED



Poll Results



In your country, have you seen changes in public attitudes 
towards migrant workers in connection with Covid-19?



Which of the following is the greatest concern of migrant 
workers in your country?



To what extent are migrant workers policed by authorities in 
your country?



Do you think the vulnerability of migrant labour has been 
affected by their depiction in the media?



What changes would you like to see in the perception of and 
reporting by the media about migrant workers?



KEYNOTE PRESENTATION:
Displaced, Stranded And Unprotected: 
The Impact Of Covid-19 On ASEAN’s 

Migrant Workers
by Mahi Ramakrishnan



Covid-19 pandemic has hit ASEAN countries severely, 
from Malaysia to Indonesia to Thailand and other 
parts of the region. 

Who are those severely affected 
within the population of ASEAN?



● How have countries in ASEAN responded?

● 2013 ASEAN Declaration on Strengthening 
Social Protection



Migrant workers - similarities in policies 
throughout ASEAN



Before the Covid-19 outbreak there were 10 million 
international migrant workers in ASEAN, out of which 
50% were women. 

How have these governments responded to women 
migrant workers during this pandemic?



Special ASEAN Summit on Covid-19: former Malaysian PM 
Muhyiddin Yassin for ‘a coherent, multi-sectoral, 
multistakeholder, whole-of-ASEAN approach’ to ensure 
an effective response to the pandemic. 

Were migrant workers included 
in this comprehensive approach?



● going back on promises
● immigration raids 
● consequences

Malaysia’s Story 



Exposing ASEAN’s lack 
of an inclusive social 
protection system to 
protect its migrant 
workers



Global Compact for Migration 



Securitisation of 
migrant 

workers/politics of 
insecurity



Access to vaccination





Role of Media



SESSION 1:
Responses In Origin And Destination 
Countries For Greater Cooperation Of 
Migrant Workers In ASEAN Countries

by Maria Angela Villalba



Understanding labour migration in 
ASEAN & Timor Leste is built with appreciation of:

• Shared history and heritage
• Multi-diversity 



No underestimating the role of media 
in migration

● Breaking the silence on Indonesian labour migration –Suparmi story 
● Indignation of a nation - Flor Contemplacion in Singapore

 



Issues & problems 
● Roots of labour migration: poverty, corruption, economic 

mismanagement. 

● Job security and lack of social protection

● Vulnerability of those in elementary jobs, e.g. domestic workers

● Multi-layered discrimination & xenophobia

● Identity Porous borders, statelessness, identity crisis

  



Rights and Roots Movement 
● Rights is about migrant workers claiming their rights and exercising them. 

   Victories:
1. Thai labor attaches were deployed to Hong Kong and Taiwan on the lobby of migrant 

women’s associations. 
2. Indonesian migrant women (TKWs) defied the order of Indonesian Consulate to 

quietly go home if abused. 
3. Migrant domestic workers unions were in the crafting of ILO Convention 181.  

● Roots is about addressing poverty, joblessness and planning an organised   
return and productive reintegration in home communities. 

Actions:
 1. Migrants organised Savings Associations to build capital while in destination countries.
 2. Migrant families and partner organisations prepare the ground to build assets, 
     invest and create their own jobs.



Finding their voice and agency



Impact of Covid 19 Pandemic

● Lack of or no access to health and medical services especially in 
countries of destination

● Loss of jobs, livelihood
● Wage theft – termination of contract without payment of wages, 

service pay and other financial obligations
● Loss of income (remittances) of migrants, household and the 

economy
● Lack of capacity of government to respond to immediate and 

medium term needs of returning migrant workers



Some responses from Government 
● Jobs – a medium-term/strategic response

✔ Singapore starts to allow re-entry and re-hiring of migrant workers and 
other reforms to ease labor shortage, e.g. “Household Services Scheme”.

● Health services & social amelioration - immediate & short-term  

✔ Philippines provides cash assistance to returning OFWs (Overseas Filipino 
Workers); provides vaccination, hotel and meals during quarantine, travel 
expense to final destination and a reintegration fund from OWWA.

✔ Almost 1M Lao returned from Thailand with only meager medical services 
from government and support from IOM.

   



Coming home at last? 
● Exactly how many migrant workers are coming home? Assisted and 

unserved? Are stranded and where? Those unable to leave 
destination countries and why? 

● In Philippines, deployment in 2020 was down by 70%. Clearly it is not 
business as usual. What is the plan of government and/or private 
sector – recruitment agencies, etc. in foreign employment industry?  

 



Return & Reintegration 
● Migrant workers who 

“Saved & Invested” before 
Covid are in much better 
situation especially those 
who invested in agriculture. 

● A Tale of Two Mrs.

✔ In agriculture
✔ In tourism



Some issues to interrogate and as media contribute to 
rebuilding a more equitable, unprejudiced and 

economically robust societies 

● The biggest challenge migrant workers face in this pandemic is reintegration in an 
economy that is in disarray.   

● Living with or without Covid, will the economy and labor migration as we know it be 
the same again? 

● Job creation should be a “whole of society” venture. 
✔ Private business should harness its capital and technology to sustain jobs;
✔ Social sector should engage in entrepreneurial activity and create employment 

in mSMEs;
✔ Public sector must support in terms of financial and policy reforms that lead to a 

rebooting of the economy – especially in origin countries



SESSION 2:
Findings of ILO-UN Women’s Study “Public 

Attitudes towards Migrant Workers in Japan, 
Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand” 

& Key Recommendations

by Pichit Phromkade



Safe and Fair: Realizing Women Migrant Workers’ Rights and 
Opportunities in the ASEAN region

TRIANGLE in ASEAN Programme

Supported by



Overview
● Trends in labour migration in the ASEAN region
● Selected findings
● Recommendations



Trends in labour 
migration in the  
ASEAN region

Source: The Economist, 2017, as cited in UNDP, 2018



Trends in Labour Migration 
in the ASEAN Region

  Main trends

● The ILO estimates that in 2017 the number of documented 
migrant workers residing in the ASEAN region is 11.6 million. Of 
the estimated 11.6 million migrant workers in the subregion, 5.2 
million are women. These figures reveal the near equal share of 
women migrant workers across the region (ILO, 2018).



● From 2012 to 2018, the number of women in the outflows of 
nationals for employment has increased from 57% to 70% in 
Indonesia; from 46% to 52% cent in Lao PDR; from 33% to 
40% in Viet Nam; from 32% to 40% in Cambodia; and from 
24% to 35% in Myanmar (ILO, UN Women, 2021).



● The vast majority, almost 90%, of international migrant 
workers in Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, Singapore and 
Thailand, work in the service and industry sectors, with more 
women migrant workers in service jobs than other sectors. 
Women migrant workers in ASEAN represent 45%, on 
average, of documented migrants in 
the service sector, and 22% of migrants 
in industry (ILO, UN Women, 2021).

Migrant workers in ASEAN countries of 
destination by economic activity, 2018



Migrant workers make up a significant part of labour markets

ASEAN Member State

Migrant Workers Stock

Total
% from  
ASEAN % of women

Malaysia (2019) 1,975,879 (~20%) 50.4 29.1

Singapore (2018) 1,387,000 (38%) N/A N/A

Thailand (2019) 2,788,316 (~8%) 100 N/A

Figure in ( ) marks share of migrant workers in workforce





Selected Findings



Public Attitudes about 
Migrants - Polarisation



What effect do migrant workers have on the national economy?



Migrants and Crime: 
Unfounded Fears



Migrants and Crime: 
Unfounded Fears



Social Inclusion vs 
Social and Cultural Threats

Perceptions of migrant workers as social and cultural threats 

© ILO



Support for issues related to social inclusion 

© ILO



Public Attitudes on Equal 
Treatment with Nationals

Public attitudes on equal treatment with nationals



Public Attitudes on Equal 
Treatment with Nationals

Support for equal wages for national and migrant women who 
are doing the same job



Public Attitudes on Equal 
Treatment with Nationals

Support for maternity leave and pregnant migrant workers



Support for Women 
Migrant Workers Who 
Experience Violence

Support for migrant women having access to shelters if they 
experience violence and stronger law enforcement to reduce 

violence against migrant women

Country
Migrant women having access to 

shelters if they experience violence 
(%)

Stronger law enforcement to reduce 
violence against migrant women 

(%)
 Thailand 85 83
 Malaysia 81 82
 Singapore 79 77
 Japan 68 67



Recommendations & Responses

© UN Women



Raise Awareness with the 
General Public

Public attitudes on equal treatment with nationals

• Promote evidence of the beneficial impacts of migrant workers 
and at the same time debunking common myths.

• Tackle stigma and raise the status of roles and work sectors in 
which migrant workers work.

• Ensure that messaging does not promote migrant workers – 
especially women migrant workers – as “victims” or inherently 
vulnerable



• Address harmful stereotypes, silence on violence and  
harassment, declining attitudes of employers of domestic  
workers. 



Promote Inclusion, Social 
Interaction, and Community 

Engagement with Migrant Workers 
in Destination Countries

Media can shape public attitudes towards migrant workers.
Use non-discriminatory terminology when reporting stories 
about migrant workers. Terms such as “undocumented” 
and “irregular” can be used rather than “illegal”; 
“migrant” can be used rather than “alien”; and “domestic 
worker” should be used instead of “maids”, “helpers” or 
“servants”. 



Inclusive Terminology
Avoid
▪ Alien, economic migrant, or foreign worker
▪ Helper, maid, servant, auntie
▪ Host country, receiving country
▪ Illegal migrant
▪ Labour import/export
▪ Protecting women
▪ Sending country, home country
▪ Slave*
▪ Unskilled work
▪ Victim**

Prefer
✔ Migrant worker
✔ Domestic worker
✔ Country of destination, destination country, State of 

destination
✔ Irregular-status migrant, undocumented migrant
✔ Labour migration
✔ Protection of women’s rights
✔ Country of origin, State of origin
✔ Person in forced labour
✔ Elementary work
✔ Survivor

 *  The term should only be used when there is proof of ownership of a person, per Slavery Convention, 1926
** The term “victim”, however, is often used in the legal and medical sectors, recognizing that many forms of  
    gender-based violence are crimes.

Source: Media-friendly glossary on migration: Women migrant 
workers and ending violence against women (EVAW) edition, 

Safe and Fair Programme  (ILO, UN Women 2020)

https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_767998/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_767998/lang--en/index.htm


Resource and Contact
• Public attitudes towards migrant workers in Japan, Malaysia, 

Singapore, and Thailand
• Media-friendly glossary on migration Women migrant workers 

and ending violence against women (EVAW) edition

Contact:

Pichit Phromkade, Communications Officer, Safe and Fair 

Programme, E:  phromkade@ilo.org 

https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_732443/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_732443/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_767998/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_767998/lang--en/index.htm
mailto:phromkade@ilo.org


SESSION 3:
Enhancing The Contribution Of Labour 

Migration To Stable And Inclusive Growth 
And Development In ASEAN

by Didik Eko Pujianto



Related Issues
● Approximately: 2 million people of ASEAN countries working in other ASEAN member states
● Sending countries: Indonesia, Myanmar, Cambodia, Philippines, Laos, and Vietnam
● Receiving countries: Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Thailand
●  Both, receiving and sending country: Malaysia
●  Sector: agriculture, manufacture, construction, food servers, cleaners, healthcare, public 

transport, domestic worker
●  Role of agency either in the sending or receiving country
●  Certain sectors in the receiving country much relied on foreign workers
●  MoU or free market
●  Pandemic: additional cost of inviting foreign workers 
●  Common cases: illegal, unprocedural, undocumented, over-stay, abuses/miss-treated, different 

scheme of placement, high cost and prolong salary cut, under capacity, married and having 
children in the receiving country, health problem etc.  



Population and Related Data in the Sending Countries 

Table-1



Foreign Workers in ASEAN Countries 
Table-2



Medium and longer-term factors that will shape
labour migration in Asia (the way forward)

1. People in relatively developed countries are not/less interested in certain (low skill) 
sectors, that leave several positions to be filled by foreign workers.

2. Differences in economic growth/development and workers’ skills, that lead to 
movement of workers among countries.  

3. Use of technology, that might reduce manpower, improve unemployment, and look for 
any possibility abroad.

4. Receiving country’s ways in looking after foreign workers’ well-being, that attract them to 
come.

5. Country’s sluggish economic growth/development, increase unemployment and 
encourage people to work abroad.

6. Country’s political instability and/or security problem, that drive its people to move out.  



Foreign workers as part of development’s engine

Palm oil in Malaysia 

● production in 2020 - nearly 38% of the value of Malaysia's agricultural output and 
contributed 3% to its GDP 

● total 5.829 million hectares; peninsula 2.738 million hectares; Sabah 1.543 million hectares 
and Sarawak 1.548 million hectares are heavily relied on Indonesian foreign workers. Most 
of manual works in the sector are almost irreplaceable by any kind of machine.  

Points for further discussion: 
➢ two-year contract vs nature of palm oil plantation that reach 25 years
➢ during contract, foreign workers cannot: marry or bring in their family
➢  tens of thousand children of foreign workers living illicitly and poorly
➢  annual chasing and deportation of illegals   



Foreign workers who are considered irreplaceable

● Domestic workers in Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei are considered as irreplaceable for 
some people, especially for working couple.

● Caregivers for elderly in Singapore are also irreplaceable. 
● Manufacturing and construction sectors in Malaysia are less interesting for locals. 
● Food servers, cleaners, healthcare and public transport sectors in Singapore 

mostly filled by Malaysians 

Points for further discussion:  

➢  high cost of employing foreign workers, prolong and uncertainties of salary cuts
➢  unclear cost structure
➢  minimum wage vs free market
➢  work related disputes that end up with criminal accusation 
➢  excessive role of recruitment/placement agency
➢  converting free/visit/tourist visa – to working permit (direct hiring)



Available Jobs vs Unemployment 

● Economic growth creates job opportunity, and every percent will open certain number 
of employments. 

● However, the number of vacancies created depends on various factors, such as, sector 
and type of industry that leads to “job creation ratio”. 

● For example, every 1% of economic growth in Indonesia during 2019-2020 created 
around 350,000 – 400,000 jobs.

● If the unemployment rate in 2020 is 6.26%, it needs no less than 21% of economic 
growth to employ 8.75 million people (table 1). 

● Hence, it is impossible to reach that growth. People who cannot find jobs in their own 
country are trying their luck to go abroad.
 

Points for further discussion: 
➢ emphasise sector: agriculture, manufacturing
➢ type of industry: SME, labour intensive

    



Coordination between national legislations, policy 
alignment and intergovernmental collaboration platforms

● Role of the national agency that is responsible for placement of 
foreign workers

● Cooperation in addressing issues: legal vs illegal, documented 
vs undocumented, procedural vs unprocedural

● Joint working group on labour issues 
● Bilateral agreements 
● Regional and International instruments on migrant workers



National agency on the placement of foreign workers

● Only several sending countries have such specific agency. 
● For example, the Agency for the Protection of Indonesian Migrant Worker, 

Philippines Overseas Employment Administration, etc. 

Preparation is one of the most important parts for the success of foreign workers. 
Proper education and training, health screening and clear terms and conditions based 
on agreed contract.  

Points for further discussion:
➢ Un-prepared workers (less skill, unhealthy)
➢ Responsibility of private company that arranges the placement 



Issues of illegal, undocumented and unprocedural labour

    ● With the use of technology and better border control, illegal entry from one country to 
another becomes much less likely. However, there are still a number of cases of people 
sneaking into other countries, especially to the adjacent state by either using traditional 
boat or land-based vehicles.  

● Basically, almost all foreign workers are provided with proper documents (passport). 
● Procedural way is referred to compliance to both the sending and receiving countries’ 

regulations. Whereas there are many cases of those working abroad that are not in line 
with the sending country’s regulations (unprocedural).

● Other cases are of persons entering and working legally, however when his/her 
documents expire, he/she does not extends the permit and becomes illegal. It 
continues to happen because many people or companies are harbouring (taking 
advantage of) their existence.



    
There are tens of thousand children of Indonesian and the Filipino workers in palm oil 
sector in Sabah and Sarawak. Basically, contract workers are not allowed to marry or 
bring in their families. By nature, palm oil companies provide base camps for their 
workers to secure the plants’ maintenance that reaches 25 – 30 years.  

Points for further discussion: 
➢ Conversion of free visa to working permit
➢  Sharing data of foreign workers
➢  Providing children’s rights 



Social and political issues
    ● Reliance on foreign workers might raise issues in the receiving country.

● Cultural differences, competition on job opportunity, the use of public facilities, 
relationship of foreign workers from different countries etc. raise public 
attention. 

● On several occasions, foreign workers become hot topics and subject of 
debates both in the parliament of sending and receiving countries. Eg: news of 
domestic workers’ severe abuse.

● Widespread use of social media can be double-edged sword. It helps foreign 
workers to keep in touch with their family, friends, and other related institutions 
whenever they need assistance. On the other hand, it might be used as a tool 
of learning inappropriate content.



    Within a much more open world today, every person has an easier way to 
convey his/her enquiry or complain to any institution, NGO, member of 
parliament or even to the President.  

Points for further discussion:

➢ Social discourse (jealousy) on the reliance on foreign workers
➢ Use of social media in assisting foreign workers 



Cooperation
    ● Managing foreign workers properly should be through bilateral cooperation. So 

far, there are a number of MoUs between the sending and receiving countries on 
the matter. However, several countries are reluctant to make bilateral 
arrangements because of many reasons.

● In the absence of bilateral cooperation, problems of foreign workers will always 
linger. If the problem is not handled properly, it might turn into social and political 
issues. And literally affect bilateral relations.

● ASEAN has been paying specific attention on the matter. During the 12th ASEAN 
Summit on 13 January 2007 in Cebu, Philippines, the leaders signed the ASEAN 
Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers.



    There is also a specific forum to discuss the matter in the ASEAN Forum on 
Migrant Labour (AFML). It is a regional tripartite platform to discuss issues faced 
by migrant workers from and within ASEAN. Annual AFML meeting is hosted by 
ASEAN chairmanship with a specific theme.  

Points for further discussion:

➢  Agreement between private agencies
➢  The imperative bilateral MoU
➢  Role of regional instruments in solving several problems



Summary
    ➢ Under several schemes (substitution, complement, FDI’s requirement etc), there will 

always be foreign workers.
➢  Economic and development disparities among countries encourage people to go abroad.
➢  Disparity of population, unemployment rate, skills etc will make countries complement each 

other.
➢  Better preparation (skill, document, health, language, culture) is very important.
➢  Private company which arranges placement of foreign workers should be fully responsible 

for them.
➢  Bilateral cooperation is imperative to address problems of foreign workers.
➢  Treating foreign workers as part of development engine and irreplaceable workers are 

imperative. 
➢  Regional and international arrangements are best guidance for countries in handling 

foreign worker problems. 



PANEL 
DISCUSSION



    

Moderator: Mahi Ramakrishnan

Maria Angela Villalba
Panelist

Pichit Phromkade
Panelist

Didik Eko Pujianto
Panelist



Question & Answer
Session



CLOSING
by Danny Yong, Kiniacademy


