
ASEAN connectivity through labour 
migration? The role of migrant civil 
society for the Decent Work agenda

Stefan Rother

OCTOBER, 2021



1 
 

ASEAN connectivity through labour migration?  

The role of migrant civil society for the Decent Work agenda 
 

Stefan Rother, ABI at the University of Freiburg 

 

Abstract/Executive summary: Labour migration has the potential to become an essential feature of 
people-to-people connectivity within the ASEAN community. It can contribute to the “soft” 
infrastructure of the regional organization by enabling the personal interactions between its citizens 
as well as the formation of transnational networks. It can also contribute to significant economic 
growth and development in the region. For the foreseeable future, though, the majority of 
intraregional labor migrants will fall into the so-called “low-skilled” category which is particularly 
prone to vulnerable working conditions. To address these shortcomings in terms of protection and 
rights and to ensure decent, i.e. “productive work for women and men in conditions of freedom, 
equity, security and human dignity” (ILO) a multi-stakeholder governance approach is needed that 
includes those most directly affected by the policies – migrants and their self- and support 
organizations. Migrant civil society can contribute to the decent work agenda by providing direct 
support and expertise “from the ground”, acting as a transmission belt between migrant workers and 
other stakeholders and formulate policy recommendations. The recent COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the importance of migrant civil society in times of crises.    

 

Labour migration: The missing link in the connectivity paradigm? 
 

The Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity formulates an ambitious vision for rapid economic 

development and has influenced the discourse on this topic far beyond the realm of the regional 

organization; as Rüland (2020) observed, while ASEAN pioneered the “drive towards connectivity”, it 

has now become a paradigm among policy makers across Asia and has been influential in other regions 

of the world as well. The promise of this concept lies in the potential of massive infrastructure projects 

to modernize countries and make them fit for competition in an increasingly interlinked world. While 

the main focus is on “hard” infrastructure projects such as roads and airports and the expansion of 

online access and digital connections, the concept also encompasses “soft” infrastructure in the form 

of people-to-people connectivity.  

It is curious then, that one of the defining features of Southeast Asia (Rother 2018a) has so 

far gained comparatively limited attention within the connectivity paradigm: The physical movement 

of people, primarily in the form of labor migration between the member states.  Only a minor role is 

assigned to that aspect in the major documents on ASEAN connectivity.1 When the first Master Plan 

 
1 This section draws partially from (Rother 2020). 
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on ASEAN Connectivity was published, the first stated goal was to “bring peoples, goods, services and 

capital closer together” (ASEAN 2011, i). But when it came to the connection of peoples it was 

addressed from a rather narrow perspective: While the development of mutual recognition 

arrangements (MRAs) for higher-skilled migrants was a major item on the agenda, the report took an 

otherwise cautious tone on migration, warning against the security issues brought about by “illegal 

immigration”.  Accordingly, it stressed the importance of border management policies and technical 

Customs, Immigration, Quarantine (CIQ) mechanisms. The “Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 

2025” followed in a similar vein, while dedicating even less space to the issue; “mobility” here refers 

primarily to tourism, student and skilled workers  (ASEAN 2016, 61–62). 

One reason for this neglect can be seen in the “pillarization” of ASEAN: The establishment of 

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) and the Master Plan are located within the economic pillar. 

The same goes for medium- to high-skilled migration – while so-called low-skilled migration is seen as 

part of the socio-cultural pillar. And while even the provisions for high-skilled labor remain in a 

nascent stage with MRAs covering only around one percent of total employment in the region (ADB  

and ILO 2014), the broader issue of labor migration is characterized by a governance deficit, recent 

initiatives in this area notwithstanding (Rother 2018a). 

This stands in stark contrast to the increasing scope and relevance of labour mobility within 

Southeast Asia. A recent World Bank report, “Migrating to Opportunity” was published with the 

programmatic subtitle “Overcoming barriers to labor mobility in Southeast Asia” (Testaverde et al. 

2017). It points out that ASEAN was one of the few global regions in which the share of intraregional 

migration increased between 1995 and 2015. There are now 6.89 million intra-regional migrants in 

the region, 96 percent of which reside in Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand. This number is expected 

to further increase, with low-skilled migration continuing to make up the majority of people on the 

move, making a significant contribution to economic development in the region (ADB and ILO 2016). 

While labour mobility has thus significant economic, political and social potential and impact,  

critiques claim that the issue has been a “blind spot in ASEAN’s vision.”2 

 

The institutional infrastructure of ASEAN labour migration 
 

This is not to say that no efforts have been made to tackle this issue on the regional level; 

over the course of the past fifteen years, significant steps have been made towards governance of 

labor migration within ASEAN. The “Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 

 
2 http://verafiles.org/articles/asean-cant-leave-unskilled-migrants-out-integration-report  

http://verafiles.org/articles/asean-cant-leave-unskilled-migrants-out-integration-report
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Migrant Workers” was adopted by the ASEAN heads of state in Cebu, Philippines in 2007, and was 

considered a milestone at the time and a response to the wide-spread abuse and exploitation of 

migrant labor. However, building upon this promising starting point turned out to be a protracted 

process.  It took ten years for a follow-up document to emerge: On 14 November 2017, the Heads of 

State of all ten ASEAN Member States signed the “ASEAN Consensus on the protection of the rights 

of migrant workers” (the “ASEAN consensus”) in the City of Manila, Philippines. To the 

disappointment of those hoping for a legally binding instrument (based on the intention of the 

convention), it turned out to be merely “morally binding”, subjected all major policies to national 

laws, regulation and policies and omitted a monitoring and reporting mechanism. 

This limitation may be well in line with the non-interference principle of ASEAN but might 

prove an obstacle when trying to set standards that are higher than what can be achieved in bilateral 

negotiations between members states. Agreements between countries of origin and destination are 

still the most common form of “migration governance” in the region, usually leading to an informal 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). These agreements tend to reflect a certain unevenness 

between the two states in terms of domestic interests, economic resources and supply and demand 

of migrant labour - tensions which could be addressed by negotiating them  “within the context of 

multilateral or regional agreements that provide a strong framework to ensure that government-to-

government arrangements conform to international standards” (Kneebone 2010, 387). The regional 

level also potentially provides more space to include multiple stakeholders beyond states in the 

policy formulation process such as employer/ industry representatives, trade unions – as well as  

migrant workers and their support organizations, which I subsume under the term “migrant civil 

society”.    

In fact, the regional organization has already established such a space - the ASEAN Forum on 

Migrant Labour (AFML). The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has played an influential role in 

establishing the format of the forum, which to some degree mirrors the fundamental tripartite 

structure of the UN agency where all member  countries have three sets of representatives 

(Government, Workers and Employers) (Standing 2008, 360). Further participants in the process are 

the ASEAN Secretariat and International Organizations, who provide primarily resources, as well as 

civil society which is present not in the form of mere observers but rather as delegates. There is 

contention regarding the openness and transparency of the delegates selection process, though, and 

consequently the representativeness of migrant civil society in the AFML is put into question. This 

has led me to an earlier assessment that while the AFML has significant potential, in particular with 

regards to the monitoring mechanism of its policy recommendations, it so far remains mostly a space 
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for the informal exchange of good practices and would benefit from a more open and inclusive 

selection of participants (Rother 2018b). 

Decent work and the role of migrant civil society 
 

Migration governance is different from other governance fields such as environmental 

governance in the way that the objects of governance can become subjects in the process as well 

(Rother 2013). In the first place, the governance is directed towards the process of migration – 

regulations, technology, hard infrastructure such as border controls, transport visa regimes etc. But 

at is core, it is the people that are the main objects of governance. Migrants and their families are 

directly affected by the governance policies and from a normative (i.e. democratic-participatory) as 

well as a pragmatic (i.e. efficient, comprehensive) perspective, it would make much sense to include 

them in the policy-making process. The ideal of the “all-affected” principle as first defined by Robert 

Dahl (1990, 49) - “Everyone who is affected by a decision of a government has a right to participate in 

that government” – is of course very challenging to implement on the national level – let alone in the 

transnational field of migration. Since labor migration in Southeast Asia is predominantly 

temporary/circular in nature, migrants usually have a nationality different from the place where they 

reside. While the countries of origin might do their best to represent the interests of their nationals 

abroad, the policy field is often complex with many other stakeholders such as governments of the 

countries of destination, local authorities, the “migration industry” consisting of employers and 

recruitment agencies (often also transnationally positioned), trade unions  and families in the 

countries of origin being involved in and/or affected by the migration process. 

Even assuming that all stakeholders have only the best interests of migrants in mind, these 

might still be seen as conflicting with other interests –   destination countries might state that they 

want to protect their workforce and societal cohesion, countries of origin might be dependent on 

remittances and cautious of diplomatic conflicts, the business sector might oppose what it considers 

excessive regulations etc. For well-suited and effective policies, it seems therefore crucial to include 

migrants’ voices in the formulation and assessment of policies. 

This tends to be a challenging endeavor since migrants are naturally far from a homogenous 

group and their interests might differ based on their employment sector, age, gender, nationality, 

educational background etc. Still, there is an obvious commonality of labour migrants in that they are 

all workers and while there are specific circumstances and challenges, their core interests do not 

differ fundamentally from that of all workers. The ILO has summarized theses needs in its Decent 

Work Agenda, calling for work that is “productive and delivers a fair income; provides security 
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in the workplace and social protection for workers and their families; offers prospects for personal 

development and encourages social integration; gives people the freedom to express their concerns, 

to organize and to participate in decisions that affect their lives; and guarantees equal opportunities 

and equal treatment for all” (ILO 2008, 6). It has further specified how these principles refer to 

migrant labor, promotion a “Fair migration Agenda”, stressing human rights, genuine cooperation 

between countries and within regions, furthering mobility, reducing costs of labor migration and 

“making migration a choice by creating decent work opportunities in countries of origin” (ILO 2015, 

4). 

One challenge for the inclusion of civil society in governance processes is the question of which 

organizations to involve. The good news for Southeast Asia is that there is no need to look very far:– 

migrant civil society in the region – and in Asia at large – is already there, visible, vocal and well-

established.  The natural diversity notwithstanding there is a density of networks which is 

unparalleled in many other regions of the world, including Europe. Migrant civil society 

representatives are taking parting part in invited spaces such as the aforementioned AFML, but they 

have also invented their own spaces (Schierup et al. 2019) and participate in hybrid spaces such as 

the ASEAN People’s Forum (APF)/ASEAN Civil Society Conference (ACSC) where migration has been a 

regular part of the agenda. These various levels of engagements and networks can be seen as a form 

of people-to-people connectivity, creating a “soft” infrastructure”´or “alternative regionalism from 

below” (Rother and Piper 2015).  

The network probably closest linked to ASEAN has been formed as a response to the above-mentioned 

Cebu Declaration: The Task Force on ASEAN Migrant Workers (TF-AMW). In comparison to the ASEAN 

Consensus , the output of this network was produced significantly faster and turned out to be a much 

more comprehensive document; the proposal of an ‘ASEAN Framework Instrument on the Protection 

and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers’ (Samydorai and Robertson, Jr. 2009) The document 

was developed in a fairly  inclusive and bottom-up manner by gaining input from trade unions and civil 

society organizations through eight national and seven regional consultations. The proposal consists 

of 192 recommendations divided into obligations of receiving states, obligations of sending states, 

joint obligations and commitments by ASEAN. While the instrument was supported by the ASEAN 

Secretariat and formally proposed to the ASEAN Senior Labour Officials Meeting in Vientiane, Laos, in 

May 2009, its impact on the further deliberations of the ASEAN consensus seems to be limited and it 

is now rarely referred to at the regional level. The TF-AMW has a smaller scope nowadays but is still 

active, though, and it organizes the civil society participation in the AFML. 

Among the networks formed independently of ASEAN, the Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA) stands out. 

According to its annual report, by 2011 the MFA was represented in 15 countries by 47 civil society 
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and trade union groups, as well as 6 key partners in the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region. 

In its own words, ‘(t)he members and partners are also coalitions and networks, bringing MFA 

membership in Asia close to 200, and growing each year” (Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA) 2012, 5).  Its 

scope reaches beyond Southeast Asia, which is fitting for its mission since it also includes countries of 

origin for migrant workers based in Southeast Asia such as Bangladesh and Nepal and major 

destination countries of Southeast Asian migrant workers in East Asia and the Gulf states. It thus 

demonstrates that regional migration governance cannot stop at the borders of a region; MFA is also 

active in global processes at the UN and  ILO level,  the deliberations on the Global Compact for safe, 

orderly and regular migration (GCM) etc. It is also part of a “network of networks”, the Global Coalition 

of Migration.   

MFA can therefore fulfill the civil society function of being a “ transmission belt” gathering information 

and providing support “on the ground” while at the same time keeping its members informed on 

regional and global developments. It is also providing training for migrant civil society organizers in 

cooperation with the Diplomacy Training Program (DTP) and has established partner organsiations for 

multiple stakeholders such as journalists, parliamentarians and lawyers. During the COVID-19 

pandemic where even regions considered to be more integrated such as the European Union have 

resorted to unilateral policies and closed borders, the relevance of migrant civil society has become 

particularly obvious. Besides providing direct social and legal support, the networks have disseminated 

informations among its members, often through webinars, and in the same process learned about 

serious problems on the ground calling for urgent policy measures. Among them is the issue of wage 

theft; as a response, MFA has formed a coalition of civil society organizations and trade unions which 

launched an appeal for an “Urgent Justice Mechanism”, calling for “governments to establish a 

transitional justice mechanism that would specifically address the huge volume of cases of wage theft 

and other outstanding claims heightened in the course of the pandemic” among repatriated migrant 

workers.3 

 

Conclusion/Recommendations 
 

For ASEAN to intensify the inclusion of migrant civil society in its policy making process, there is no 

need to start from scratch – in theory it is all already there: The space (the AFML), the actors (networks 

such as MFA) and the framework (the ASEAN framework developed by the Task Force). To make it 

work in practice a willingness to open up and increase trust among the stakeholders is essential. A 

 
3 https://mfasia.org/appeal-no-2-urgent-justice-mechanism-for-repatriated-migrant-workers-now/  

https://mfasia.org/appeal-no-2-urgent-justice-mechanism-for-repatriated-migrant-workers-now/
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more inclusive AFML could be an ideal platform to feed into the policy making process, since its 

structure is already among the most advanced in comparison with other Regional Consultative 

Processes (RCPs). A more transparent and inclusive selection process could attract a broader 

participation of migrant civil society. In return, these networks could feed their expertise from the 

ground in the policy process and disseminate information among their members and constituencies. 

An updated version of the ASEAN Framework of the Task Force could serve as the framework for such 

an engagement  and strengthen the people-to-people dimension of the ASEAN connectivity paradigm. 
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