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Labour migration is a growing trend in the ASEAN region as workers seek better-paid jobs and employers
endeavor to meet employment gaps. Migrant labour forms an increasing source of construction, service
and domestic workers across the more developed ASEAN countries. As mobility of labour increases in the
region, there has been a growing concern about the protection of the rights of migrant workers. As ASEAN
plans to proclaim itself a single market comprising a vision of free movement of capital and labour, it is
important to address issues surrounding migrant workers, who are often underpaid or living in poor
conditions.

Migrant labour in Southeast Asia

The major destinations for migrant labour in the ASEAN region are Malaysia and Thailand. According to the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), there are over 1.5 million foreign workers in Malaysia, which
accounts for 13 per cent of total employment. Half of the foreign labour workforce in Malaysia is from
Indonesia while there are also significant number of workers from Bangladesh, Myanmar and Nepal. Most
of them are employed in the manufacturing and agricultural sector. In 2010, a total of 1.3 million workers,
mostly from Myanmar, were employed in Thailand to fill labour market demands. According to the IOM,
there are an estimated 3 million migrant workers from neighbouring countries in Thailand, most of them
undocumented and more than 80 per cent of them from Myanmar. Other countries in Southeast Asia also
have migrant workers, for example, Singapore is the major destination for skilled migrants from ASEAN
countries.

Protection of the rights of migrant labour

The ASEAN community has recognized the importance of labour migration in the region. In 2007, ASEAN
leaders signed the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers
during the 12th ASEAN Summit held in Cebu, Philippines, and established the ASEAN Committee on the
Implementation of the Declaration (ACMW) in 2008. The ACMW is currently drafting the ASEAN Instrument
on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of the Migrant Worker, which should work towards
preventing the exploitation and discrimination faced by this group. ASEAN'’s legally binding instrument will
facilitate member countries’ national labour laws to provide for better protections of workers’ rights, decent
living and working conditions, and improve social protection.

Nevertheless, there are increasing reports of exploitation in member countries signalling the lack of
effective implementation of the declaration. Migrant workers often face exploitation, low pay, and poor
working conditions. Abusive practices include the withholding of passports and wages. Other common
problems are excessive length of the work day, lack of a weekly rest day, verbal and physical abuse and
lower wages than promised. Consequently, the international media has also highlighted some of the issues
faced by migrant workers in the manufacturing, agriculture, construction, and fishing industries of the
region. As such, the root causes of the ineffectiveness of implementing changes to migrant worker



conditions should be reviewed and mitigation measures should be established. The protection of migrant
workers’ rights, in the legal framework of countries in the region, should become a priority to progress
toward an ASEAN community underscored by social justice by 2015.

The way forward

The 8th ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML) will be held this month, on 26-27 October 2015, in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia and will be hosted by the Government of Malaysia as the current chair of the ASEAN.
The forum will carry the overall theme ‘Empowering the ASEAN Community through Protection and
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers’. This will be an opportunity for ASEAN leaders to review what
has been stated in the 2007 ASEAN Declaration, and address the key issues facing migrant workers in
Southeast Asia. As ASEAN moves towards a joint community with a vision of regional integration by 2015
that includes the vision of the free flow of labour, it is important that member states align their governance
and management of labour migration with regional and international guidance, obligations and best
practice. ASEAN member states would need to get their act together to better manage large movement of
labour across the region and protect their rights.
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September 2015.

e Lina Sinjab, Syria conflict: The close ties behind Russia's intervention, BBC News, 5 October 2015
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National Daily, 28 September 2015.
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HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND DISASTER RESPONSE
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e Thailand declares Pattaya disaster zone after flash floods, Channel News Asia, 19 September
2015.

¢ Thousands evacuated as 'super typhoon' approaches Taiwan, Channel News Asia, 27 September
2015.
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¢ International Disaster Conference and Expo, 1-3 March 2016, New Orleans, The United States.
¢ 6th International Disaster and Risk Conference, 28 August-1 September 2016, Davos, Switzerland.
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WATER SECURITY

News & Commentaries

Junaid Kamal Ahmad, A tipping point for water, The Huffington Post, 9 September 2015.

Guilio Boccaletti, One in four major cities won't be able to provide clean water to residents, The
Guardian, 11 September 2015.

Elliot Sperber, Forget security, Counter Punch, 11 September 2015.

Thinking strategically about water, The Straits Times, 12 September 2015.

Katherine Purvis, Global drought: why is no one discussing fresh water at COP21?, The Guardian,
16 September 2015.

Kelly House, Nestle critics expecting battle over anti-bottled water ballot initiative, The Oregonian,
21 September 2015.

M.S. Swaminathan, Mitigating impact of extreme drought, Financial Chronicle, 23 September 2015.
K. Lakshmi, Water security mission to watch out for city’s needs, The Hindu, 29 September 2015.
Mercy A. Kuo and Angelica O. Tang, Water security in Asia: strong infrastructure for healthy
communities, The Diplomat, 2 October 2015.

Thu Van and Hoang Anh, Water resources, eroding land need saving, VietNamNet Bridge, 4
October 2015.

Oliver Milman, Perth’s water worries: how one of the driest cities is fighting climate change, The
Guardian, 6 October 2015.
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M. Nouar Shamout and Glada Lahn, 2015, The Euphrates in Crisis: Channels of Cooperation for a
Threatened River, The Royal Institute of International Affairs, Chatham House, UK.

Itay Fischhendler, 2015, The securitization of water discourse: theoretical foundations, research
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Economics, Vol. 15, Issue 3, pp. 245-55.

Events & Announcements

Amsterdam International Water Week Conference 2015, 2—6 November 2015, The Hague, The
Netherlands.
2" Asian Irrigation Forum, 17—-19 November 2015, Manila, Philippines.
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