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* The Japanese General Social Surveys (JGS8S) are designed and carried out at the Institute of Regional
Studies at Osaka University of Commerce in collaboration with the Institute of Social Science at the
University of Tokyo under the direction of Ichiro TANIOKA, Michio NITTA, Hiroki SATO and Noriko
IWAI with Project Manager, Minae OSAWA, The project is financially assisted by Gakujutsu Frontier
Grant from the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology for 1999-2003
academic years, and the datasets are distributed by $SJ Data Archive, Information Center for Social Science
Research on Japan, Imstitute of Social Science, the University of Tokyo. The author would also like to
acknowledge the financial support by the scientific grant from the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare
for the FY2002-2004 Rescarch Project on Low Fertility and Policy Responses in Korea, Taiwan and
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Korean data analyzed in this study were collected by the research project for the KNFS (Korean National
Fertility Survey) -2000 sponsored by the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, Republic of Korea. This
research project was carried out by the KIHASA (Korean Institute for Health and Social Affairs), and
directed by Dr. KIM Seung-Kwon. The author appreciates the assistance in providing data by the
institutions and individvals aforementioned. The views expressed herein are the author’s own.

Taiwanese data analyzed in this study were collected by the research project “the Taiwan Social Change
Survey: Year Two Cycle Four” sponsored by the National Science Council, Republic of China, This
research project was carried out by the Institute of Sociology, Academia Sinica, and directed by Dr.
Ying-hwa Chang. The Office’ of Survey Research of Academia Sinica is responsible for the data
distribution. The author appreciates the assistance in providing data by the institutes and individuals
aforementioned. The views expressed herein are the author’s own. The author would alse like to thank
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Introduction

In 1984, Stephen Castles (with Heather Booth and Tina Wallace) came out with the book, “Here
for Good: Western Europe’s New Minorities,” which detailed how temporary labor migration
turned into settlement migration in Western Europe. Between 1945 and 1973, the guest worker
program brought in some 30 million people into Western Europe as workers or workers’
dependents (Castles et al., 1984:1). The best-laid plans designed to transfer workers and to
repatriate them at the end of their work contracts did not work as planned. The oil crisis of 1973
interrupted Western Europe’s economic growth, dampening the demand for workers, thereby
putting an end to the guest worker program. Among others, it is said that the human rights
tradition in Western Europe worked against the idea of forcibly repatriating migrants to their
. countries of origin. For the workers who decided to stay, the states in Western Europe allowed
family reunification. Thus, from the mid-1970s, migration to Western Europe consisted mostly
. of family members joining migrant workers who had preceded them. The experience has been
eloquently surnmed up by the Swiss writer, Max Frisch, who remarked: “We asked for workers
and got human beings.”

The transformation of Western Europe’s guest worker program into de facto settlement and a
more cuiturally diverse society is an eventuality that Asian countries are trying very hard to avert.
Asian countries do not view themselves as having a tradition of immigration — not in the way that
the United States, for example, prides itself as a nation of immigrants, or how Australia and
Canada promote multiculturalism. As such, Asian countries are cautious about settlement for
various reasons: settlement is economically and socially costly; some countries perceive
themselves as homogeneous; some others are concerned with the ethnic balance of their societies.
Thus, when the need for migrant workers cropped up, invariably, receiving countries in Asia
designed and/or carried out temporary labor migration programs. That was about 30 years ago
and to this day, temporary labor migration continues.

Given Asia’s three-decade experience with large-scale labor migration, to what extent can Asia
maintain & migration of workers and not end up with human beings? In other words, can
countries of destination in Asia truly keep migration temporary and limit it only to workers? This
is the major question posed in this article. To answer this question, I will begin by reviewing the
broad strokes of labor migration trends in the region in the last 30 years. I pay particular attention
to state policies on labor migration as they provide the basic framework of how migrants are
received and treated in the destination countries. The second part of the article examines
migration realities and prospects and the challenges that these trends imply in terms of how we
will respond to the impacts of migration in the region. Asia is a vast and complex region and for
the most part, [ shall be referring to international migration in East, Southeast and South Asia.
Also, I will focus on the migration of the less skilled, the migrants who comprise the majority of
workers on the move. This is not to say that the migration of the highly skilled and professionals
is negligible. Since the 1990s, there has been an increasing demand for professionals and highly



skilled workers in many receiving countries, leading to a competition among the latter to attract
foreign talents to maintain their competitiveness. In Asia, all receiving countries welcome
professional and highly skilled migrants and allow them privileges, such as family reunification,
which are denied less skilled migrants. If the highly skilled are generally welcomed, the migration
of the less skilled is highly regulated and restricted. This distinction spells a world of difference
in the working and living conditions of these two types of migrants, and raises human rights
questions surrounding less skilled migrants.

An Overview of Labor Migration Trends in Asia

The Middle East Connection: The Beginnings of Organized Migration

The 1970s was a watershed period heralding many changes, including the beginning of
migrations that are truly global (Massey et al., 1998). Asia did not escape the “globalization” of
international migrations as the following account will show.

If the oil crisis of 1973-74 ended labor migration to Western Europe, it opened up new regions of
destination and origin in other parts of the world, including the Gulf region and Asia. The
infusion of petrodollars allowed the oil-rich countries to initiate massive infrastructure and
development projects. Short of labor, the Gulf countries — Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates — drew workers from Asia. Initially, the Guif countries
imported workers from South Asia (India, Pakistan and Bangladesh) and quickly expanded into
East Asia (particularly South Korea), and Southeast Asia (Thailand and the Philippines). Sri
Lanka and Indonesia joined the ranks of source countries of workers a little later, and when they
did, they carved a niche in the deployment of domestic workers. The participation of the
migration industry — i.e., recruitment and placement agencies that connected workers and
employers — started during the labor migration to the Middle East and has become an inextricable
part of migration in Asia.'

The labor importing countries in the Middie East intended to keep migration temporary. In fact,
one of the reasons why they turned to Asian workers was to reduce their reliance on workers from
other Arab countries, who they fear may stay. They thought that it would be easier to keep Asian
workers from settling permanently. In line with this objective, migrants are hired on a contract
basis, usually for two years, and are required to return to their home countries at the end of their
contract. Family members are not allowed to join the workers, except in the case of the highly
skilled and professionals who meet an income requirement. Thirty years later, the Middle East
countries continue to source various types of workers from Asia. Not only do migrant workers
account for a large percentage of the Gulf countries” workforce, but also, the foreign population is
larger than the local population in the Gulf countries (except Saudi Arabia). The heavy
dependence on migrant workers and demographic imbalance have been a source of unease for the
GCC countries, prompting them to promote the nationalization of their labor force. However, this
policy runs against demographic and social realities. Except for Saudi Arabia, which has a
population of 25 million, the rest of the GCC countries have a small population base. In addition,
these countries do not have enough skilled labor; local workers are not keen in engaging in less
skilled work; and gender role ideology keeps women out of the labor market. In all likelihood, it
will take many, many years before the GCC countries could nationalize their work force.

! The huge demand for workers was too much for governments to handle, a gap which the migrant industry
capiured. India is rather unique as the recruitment and deployment of migrant workers are basically left in
the hands of the private sector.

% In the 1990s, Israel emerged as a new destination, accepting workers not only from Asia but also from
Eastern Europe. The Philippines, Thailand and China are the major source countries of workers from Asia.



Intraregional Migration

Although the Middle East continues to be a major destination of Asian workers, some changes
had been evident since the 1980s. The 1970s migration to the Middle East was largely male-
dominated, dictated by the needs of infrastructure development which drew on a heavily male
work force. By the 1980s, a time which was coincident with a drop in oil prices, most of the
infrastructure projects had been completed and there was a slowdown in new projects. These
developments signaled a change in the demand for workers — workers who will staff hospitals,
offices and commercial establishments. Affluence also led to a demand for foreign domestic
workers, a change which contributed to the participation of women in Middle East destinations.’
These new conditions and demands resulted in the participation of women in labor migration who
filled the need for domestic workers, as well as medical workers (particularly nurses), sales
workers, maintenance personnel and hotel staff. The participation of women in labor migration
became more visible when Asian destinations opened up.

Starting in the 1980s, the high performing economies in East and Southeast Asia appeared as new
labor markets. In the beginning of the 1980s, there were just about a million migrant workers in
East and Southeast Asia (including long-term Korean residents in Japan and Indonesians in
Malaysia); their number grew to more than three million in 1990; and more recently,
conservative estimates of legal and unauthorized migrants in East and Southeast Asia would be in
the vicinity of six million (Battistella, 2002:406). Most of this movement is within the region or
intraregional. most of the migrant workers in Malaysia are from Indonesia; East Malaysia gets
most of its workers from the Philippines; most of the migrant workers in Thailand are from
Burma and the rest are from Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam; Taiwan recruits workers from the
ASEAN; and in Korea, the majority of migrant workers are Korean Chinese. Intraregional
migration, thus, became notable since the 1980s and it became another prominent characteristic
of Asian migration.

In contrast to the demand for male workers in the initial phase of labor migration to the Middle
East, receiving countries in Asia posed a greater demand for women migrants. From a share of
just about 15 percent of all Asian workers overseas in the 1970s, female migrants accounted for
27 percent in the 1980s (Abella, 1995:241), which further increased in the 1990s. Most of the
women migrants come from the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri Lanka — in these countries, women
comprise 60 to 80 percent of legal migrant workers deployed every year. On the one hand, the
participation of women in labor migration suggests that labor migration is not a male domain, but
on the other hand, the concentration of women migrants in unprotected sectors — domestic work
and entertainment — has raised dilemmas and concerns. * For countries of origin, the

* The demand for foreign domestic workers in the Middle East is more associated with the lifestyle goals of
upwardly mobile households; in Asia, the demand is driven by the “caregiving crisis” resulting from the
participation of women in the labor market. Japan and South Korea are exceptions in this regard. Since
their official policy does not allow the importation of less skilled workers, there are no official inflows of
such workers. In the case of South Korea, most of the migration flows are unauthorized and it is difficult to
determine the gender composition of migrants. The Japanese and Korean labor markets, however, have a
specific niche for women migrants in the entertainment sector, who go through both legal an unauthorized
channels. Japan legally admits entertainers, mostly from the Philippines; they are considered “skilled” and
are therefore admissible. A larger number of entertainers come to Japan under unauthorized conditions
(including being trafficked) from Thailand and other countries. .

4 Other countries of origin which actively promote labor male migration are less inclined to promote female
migration because of concerns about protection issues. This rationale could have negative consequences for
women. Some scholars caution that protection issues and the presumption of vulnerability of all women
(especially vis-a-vis men) at all times may lead to control of women’s movement and also perpetuate the
assumption of women'’s lack of agency (e.g., Piper, 2003; UN, 1995).



consideration of protection issues somehow becomes secondary when weighed against potential
economic benefits (e.g., remittances); for countries of destination, there is ambivalence bomne out
of the need to recruit migrants, but at the same time fearing probable social consequences. For
example, there are concerns that foreign domestic workers will pass on the wrong values to their
young wards, or their presence could introduce tensions in mother-child or husband-wife
relationships. |

Intraregional migration in Asia has highlighted some gender dimensions. For one, the patterns of
labor migration underscore that it is not addressing labor shortages per se but is responding to the
demands of a gendered labor market: male labor migration is responding to the labor needs in the
formal/productive sectors while female migration is meeting the labor shortage in the
informal/reproductive sector. The latter points to an oft-forgotten part of development processes
— that families and households are also affected and act upon other changes taking place in the
larger society. In female ]abor migration, families and households in the destination and origin are
linked, although they are responding to different needs. In the destination countries, families
experience a shortage of caregivers, which they meet by hiring a foreign domestic worker; in the
origin countries, families face emigration pressures, which they solve by sending a female
member (in response to demand). In the process, women occupy the center of the transfer of
reproductive or care-giving work: women in the more developed countries pass on these tasks to
women migrants, who in turn, pass them on to other women in their home countries (e.g.,
Parreiias, 2001). The consequences of female migration — protection issues, impacts on the
families left behind, impacts on the families in the destination, impacts on gender roles — raise
manifold questions, which are less salient or are regarded with much more ambivalence than male
migration,

Migration Systems

Even if Asia has become a region in motion, not all of it is equally affected by migration. Some
countries have stood out as major sources and destinations. Basically, the migration flows reflect
the movement of labor from the low income and more populous countries to the high income and
less populous countries. Such patterns give some support to the necclassical view about the
determinants of migration, but advances in theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence
suggest that other factors are at work (e.g., Massey, et al., 1998; ESCAP, 2002). The different
sub-regions — East, Southeast and South Asia — also bear some particularities which are worth
noting.

= Southeast Asia has a very diverse migration profile, including countries of origin (the major
ones being the Philippines and Indonesia,), countries of destination (Singapore, Brunei), and
countries which are both origin and destination (Malaysia and Thailand). Intraregional migration
is very intense in Southeast Asia: for the most part, labor circulates within the sub-region (see
below). The Philippines and Indonesia have emerged as major sending countries, catapulted in
part by the establishment of a state-driven overseas employment program. The Philippines sends
all types of workers not just to other countries in Asia but to all the world’s regions while
Indonesia sends most of its workers to Malaysia and the Middle East, and more recently to
Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong. Legal migration from the Philippines and Indonesia is
dominated by women, most of whom work abroad as domestic workers, and in the case of the
Philippines, entertainers as well. Vietnam embarked on a labor migration program in 1994,
initially sending workers to the Middle East and later expanding to East Asia. Burma, Cambodia
and Laos are also countries of origin, but most migration from these countries is unauthorized and
the destination is mainly Thailand. Prior to the 1980s, Thailand was a country of origin, sending
workers to the Middle East. With economic growth, Thailand became a country of destination.
When the economic crisis hit Thailand in 1997, it resumed the deployment of Thai workers, with



Taiwan as a major destination. While legal migration is male-dominated, female migrants figure
more prominently in unauthorized migration, including trafficking to Japan and other countries.

The configurations of origin-destination countries in Southeast Asia can be grouped into three
migration systems:

One node consists of Malaysia and Singapore as the core countries, attracting migrants from

- neighboring Indonesia and the Philippines, as well as from South Asia.’ These two receiving
countries present interesting contrasts. As mentioned earlier, by anticipating their need for
migrant workers, Singapore was able to establish a system for regulating migrant workers
before their arrival. As a result, Singapore has been able to contain unauthorized migration.
Malaysia, on the other hand, has more unauthorized workers than legal ones. In Malaysia’s
case, the migrants had already arrived before Malaysia came up with policies to regulate labor
migration in 1991.° The inconsistent implementation of policies and frequent policy changes —
some see this as flexibility in managing migration (e.g., Kanapathy, 2001) — have not helped
in addressing the problem of unauthorized migration. Since the 1990s, estimates of
Malaysia’s migrant population hover around 1.2 million, of whom Indonesians are the largest
group. Also, since the 1990s, the running assumption is that some 60 percent of migrants are
in the country under unauthorized conditions (see Wong and Teuku Afrizal, 2003:172).
Several amnesty programs had been carried out as well as innumerable crackdowns vs.
unauthorized migrants, but these have had limited results. The most recent measure was the
introduction of amendments to the Immigration Act in 2002. Aimed at dealing with
unauthorized migration “decisively,” the amendments provided for more punitive measures: a
fine of M$10,000, six months to five years in jail and caning for those who enter Malaysia
illegally.

Another focal point is the BIMP-East ASEAN growth area,’ with the sultanate of Brunei and
Sabah in East Malaysia as the core areas receiving migrants from Indonesia, the Philippines
and the rest of Southeast Asia. Brunei receives mostly legal workers from neighboring
Southeast Asian countries (including Malaysia); in contrast, Sabah’s migrant population is
mostly unauthorized, with migrants originating from the Philippines and Indonesia. As in
Peninsular Malaysia, the migrants had arrived spontaneously in Sabah prnor to the
development of labor migration policies. Also, the long history of exchanges between Sabah
on the one hand, and the Philippines and Indonesia on the other, have created social networks
across the borders which facilitate the flow of information, resources and support that reduce
the risks of migration and the unfamiliar.

In Northern ASEAN or mainland Southeast Asia, Thailand is the hub of migrants from Burma,
Cambodia and Laos. A notable feature of migration into Thailand is the preponderance of
unauthorized migration, largely from Burma, and from Cambodia. The migrants also arrived

5 Malaysia is the traditional source of workers for Singapore. Since 1978, a daily work permit system
signed by the two countries allows thousands of Malaysians 1o cross the border daily to work in Singapore.
5 Farlier, workers from Indonesia arrived in Malaysia spontaneously to work in the plantations and
construction, sectors which experienced labor shortages when Malaysia went through structural changes
from the 1970s. The movement of Indonesians to Malaysia also has a very long history.

7 The BIMP (Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines)-East ASEAN growth area was formed in 1994 to
promote development and cooperation among the members — Brunei; Kalimantan, Maluku, Sulawesi and
Irian Jaya in Indonesia; Sabah, Sarawak and Labuan in Malaysia; and Mindanao and Palawan in the
Philippines. The formation of this growth area is an attempt to reestablish and formalize the traditional
linkages of contiguous areas in this sub-region. The promising start of BIMP-EAGA in 1994 was dimmed
by the 1997 crisis and later by security issues in the area.



