
BACKGROUND

The Spotlight on Labour Migration in Asia (the "Report") explores past, current and future trends
of labour migration in Asia, with a focus on regular labour migration. While there are many diverse
factors driving labour migration in Asia, this report focuses on select priority drivers in the region,
shortlisted from a pool of relevant factors based on expert stakeholder engagement. The Report
also explains the risks faced by migrant workers during the migration process and provides best
practices to be emulated and built upon by all stakeholders. 

Migration is a powerful engine of prosperity for individuals and the countries between which they
move. Remittances boost economies and spending power in origin countries and also boost the
transfer of skills and knowledge as well as the networks of migrants. Yet labour migration brings
risks and challenges such as poor and unsafe working conditions, exploitation and human rights
abuses.

Positively, governments in Asia have engaged in the promulgation of policies to support orderly,
safe, regular and responsible migration, as defined in the United Nations’ SDG indicator 10.7.2.
However, data is patchy, adherence is harder to quantify and there are significant regional
variations, with East, South-East and Western Asia at the lowest end as of 2019. Migration cannot
be handled only at the national level—regional cooperation is essential and requires all relevant
stakeholders—governments, the private sector and civil society—to work together to achieve
orderly and safe migration for the benefit of all.

THE REPORT



IOM CREST is a regional partnership initiative that aims to realize the potential of business to uphold the
human and labour rights of migrant workers in their operations and supply chains.

This Spotlight on Labour Migration in Asia Report, produced by Economist Impact and commissioned by the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), is available and can be downloaded on the IOM Publications
Platform here. To learn more, you may also visit https://crest.iom.int/ or contact iom_crest@iom.int.
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KEY FINDINGS

Labour migration has proven essential for both migrant workers and countries of origin and
destination in Asia. Data shows that migrant workers are contributing to economically vital
sectors including agriculture, construction and domestic work, in jobs that nationals commonly
eschew. But migrant workers are continually faced with risks including exploitation, financial and
otherwise; excessive financial debt as a result of migration costs and recruitment fees;
xenophobia; and maltreatment.

Labour migration is set to shift increasingly towards intraregional flows and away from the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC). The economic outperformance of Asia, especially South-East Asian
economies including Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, is one cause of shifting migration patterns.
There has also been a slowdown in flows to the Gulf, as a consequence of reduced government
spending due to lower oil prices; the adoption of new technology which improves labour
productivity and, in turn, reduces the number of required workers.

Technology will reshape labour markets, and have complex impacts on migration decisions.
Technological change, while non-linear, is set to have powerful impacts on the future of work that
are both positive and negative. It will, for instance, reduce human exposure to more dangerous
types of work, while simultaneously reducing demand for workers and therefore job
opportunities.

Governments in the region have taken important steps to improve migration governance, but
more will be needed in the years ahead. The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the need for
governments to improve their focus on living conditions and emergency welfare responsibilities
relating to migrants, such as simplifying formal migration processes to reduce the appeal of
irregular channels; and working proactively with business, especially small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), to improve awareness about and actions in support of migrant workers.

Businesses have stepped up their efforts to protect low-wage migrant workers in recent years,
but will need to shift to a more holistic and proactive approach, with smaller companies needing
to increase their engagement. Companies need to move towards more proactive human rights
due diligence and investigation into migrant worker welfare in their extended supply chains. The
SME sector is considered to be a weaker performer in migrant welfare, as consumer pressure,
regulatory scrutiny and supply chain auditing are less likely to act as a pressure for action.
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