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The GMS is home to more than 240 million people, 
including an estimated 3 million migrants. Thailand 
is the major receiving country for migrants in the 
region, hosting around 2 to 2.5 million migrants, while 
Cambodia and the Yunnan province of China also host 
a number of migrants, including long-term residents.

While much of the migration from within the 
GMS to outside the GMS takes place within the 
context of labour exportation schemes or through 
recruitment agencies, most of the migration fl ows 
within the GMS are spontaneous and through informal 
channels. Through the implementation of the MOU 
on Cooperation in Employment of Migrant Workers, 
Thailand and its neighbouring countries, particularly 
Lao PDR and Cambodia, are attempting to establish a 
legal migration channel. There is also increased policy 
dialogue among the GMS governments with the goal 
of expanding cooperation on migration management. 
Despite some developments, newly established legal 
migration channels are currently not affordable or 
accessible to most of the migrants, and the majority 
of people continue to cross the border through 
informal channels.
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Sources: UN, UNHCR, government statistics
*1  registered migrant workers (2006 and 2007) and refugees (2005), 
     see details in theThailand table
*2  registered migrant workers in 2006 and refugees in 2005
*3  refugees, as of 2005
*4  as of 2005

*5  as of 2006
*6  including undocumented migrants, as of 2006
*7  Ruili has at least 1,500 Burmese, but the total number of Burmese in 
     China is currently not available.
*8  refugees, as of 2005

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

Burma/Myanmar
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total    Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  117,435
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  63,295
 Female     Female  54,140
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers    Documented migrant workers  
 Emigrants/residents     Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants  
 Refugees, 2006  202,826  Refugees  
c. Major destination countries     c. Major countries of origin  
 Thailand  614,590 *1 South Korea   3,374 *6   China   
 Malaysia  102,781 *2 China    >1,500 *7        
 Bangladesh  21,053 *3 India   1,471 *8      
 United States  6,793 *4     
 Japan    5,914 *5     

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Population (million) 50.13 51.14 52.17 53.22 54.3 55.39 56.51
% Population living below poverty line   26.6         
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 13.8   12.0 13.8 13.6 13.6 est. 12.7 est.
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 177.6 129.2 129.9 196.6 est. 198.6est. 219.4 est. 230.1 est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 1,074.2 1,224.5 1,341.4 1,528.6 est. 1,750.1 est. 2,001.3est. 2,160.7est.
     (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average) -0.2 21.2 57 36.6 4.5 9.4  
Exchange rate (local currency per USD: annual avg.) 6.42 6.68 6.57 6.08 5.75 5.76 5.78
Total foreign debt 5,927.8 5,670.1 6,583.1 7,318.5 7,239.3 6,645.2  
      (USD million; as of end of fi scal year)
International reserves 233.5 410.6 481.0 562.3 684.7 782.3 1,247.7
      (USD million; as of end of period)
Foreign direct investment, net infl ows 0.258         0.3  
      (BoP, current  USD billion)
Trade balance -2,337 -1,247 5,045 722 5,359 9,132  
      (Mn Kyats; fi scal year beginning 1 April) 
Labor force (million) 24.3  25.63 26.35      
Unemployment rate (% of labor force)   4.0 4.0 4.0      
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers              
Workers’ remittances and compensation  104         117 117
      of employees, received (USD million)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate   1.99   1.2     1.3
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)   530,000   360,000     360,000
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)   65,000   20,000     37,000

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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Sources: IOM, UN, UNHCR, government statistics

*1  See details in Thailand table
*2  total number for 1998-2006    This data is released from MLVT(Ministry 
     of Labor and Vocational Training) of Cambodia, but NGOs estimate 
     10,000-20,000 Cambodian are working in Malaysia, including 

     undocumented workers.
*3  total number for 2003-2006 
*4  as of 2006

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

Cambodia
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total    Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  303,871
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  147,954
 Female     Female  155,917
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers    Documented migrant workers  
 Emigrants/residents     Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants  
 Refugees, 2006  17,965  Refugees, 2006  99
c. Major destination countries     c. Major countries of origin  
 Thailand  82,251 *1    Vietnam   150,000-1.1 m   
 Malaysia  6,620 *2       China   
 South Korea  2,464 *3        
 Japan  2,353 *4      
       

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
PopPopulation (million) 12.6 12.8 13.1 13.3 13.5 13.8 14.2
% Population living below poverty line       35.0    
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 8.4   6.9 8.5 10.0 13.5 10.8
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 287.9 306.9 324.9 342.1 389.3 449.6 est. 503.3 est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 1,866.6 2,019.6 2,142.9 2,335.5 2,596.9 2,983.3 est. 3,169.7 est.
      (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average) -0.8 0.2 3.3 1.1 3.9 5.8 4.7
Exchange rate (local currency per USD: annual avg.) 3,840.8 3,916.3 3,912.1 3,973.3 4,016.3 4,092.5 4,103.3
Total foreign debt (USD million; as of end of year) 2,627.9 2,696.5 2,900.3 3,193.4 3,439.1 3,515.3  
International reserves 610.9 697.6 913.7 981.9 1,118.2 1,158.6 1,410.7
      (USD million; as of end of period)
Foreign direct investment,net infl ows 0.148         0.379  
      (BoP, current  USD billion)
Trade balance (USD million; calender year) -538.6 -522.8 -590.7 -581.3 -680.6 -1,017.6 -1,046.8
Labor force (thousand) 54.087 65.392    74.960    
Unemployment rate (% of labor force) 2.5           
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers            
Workers’ remittances and compensation of 121         200 200
      employees, received (USD million)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate   2.7   2.6     1.6
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)   170,000   170,000     130,000
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)   12,000   15,000     16,000

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS, UNDP

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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Sources: UN, UNHCR, government statistics
 
*1, *4  the order of these countries does not necessarily refl ect the volume 
     of migrants. 
*2  including undocumented migrants, as of 2006
*3  including undocumented migrants, as of 2007

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

China (Yunnan Province)
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total    Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  595,658
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  303,190
 Female     Female  292,468
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers    Documented migrant workers  
 Emigrants/residents     Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants  
 Refugees, 2006  140,598  Refugees, 2006  301,027
c. Major destination countries*1    c. Major countries of origin*4  
 Russia Lao PDR   Burma   
 Japan  588,439 *2 Singapore     Vietnam   
 South Korea  503,427 *3 Cambodia   North Korea   
 North Korea Burma   Russia 
 Thailand    Lao PDR 

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Population (million) 1,267.4 1,276.3 1,284.5 1,292.3 1,299.9 1,307.6 1,314.5
% Population living below poverty line       4.6   2.3
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 8.4 7.5 9.1 10.0 10.1 10.4 10.7
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 945.61 1,038.03 1,131.81 1,269.83 1,486.02 1,715.94 2001.46 est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 3,913.26 4,309.67 4,753.18 5,307.75 5,974.67 6,743.4 est. 7,597.66 est.
      (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average) 0.4 0.7 -0.8 1.2 3.9 1.8 1.5
Exchange rate 8.2785 8.2768 8.2770 8.2770 8.2768 8.1943 7.9734
      (local currency per USD: annual average) 
Total foreign debt (USD million; as of end of year) 145,729 184,830 186,132 208,452 247,701 281,612  
International reserves (USD million; calender year) 168,856 218,698 295,202 412,225 618,574 825,588 1,072,564
Foreign direct investment,net infl ows 38.4         79.1  
      (BoP, current  USD billion)
Trade balance (USD million; calender year) 24,109 22,550 30,430 25,470 32,090 102,000 177,463
Labor force (million) 739.9 744.3 753.6 760.8 768.2 778.8 782.4
Unemployment rate 3.1 3.6 4.0 4.3 4.2 4.2 4.1
      (% of labor force; refers to urban area only)
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers             
Workers’ remittances and compensation 6.2         22.5 22.5
      of employees, received(USD billion)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate   < 0.1        <0.1
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)   850,000        650,000
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)   30,000         31,000

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS, UNDP

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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Sources: UN, UNHCR, government statistics

*1  See details in the Thailand table
*2  as of 2006
*3  as of 2005

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

Lao PDR
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total    Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  24,646
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  12,774
 Female     Female  11,872
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers    Documented migrant workers   13,210
 Emigrants/residents     Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants  
 Refugees, 2006  26,447  Refugees  
c. Major destination countries     c. Major countries of origin  
 Thailand  76,459 *1    China   80,000   
 Japan   2,478 *2      Vietnam   15,000   
 Number of Hmong resettlement     
 United States  183,265 *3 Australia    
 France Canada                                                  

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Population (million) 5.07 5.17 5.29 5.40 5.52 5.62 5.74
% Population living below poverty line        38.4    
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 5.8 5.8 5.9 5.8 6.9 7.3  
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 328.7 326.0 330.8 379.6 433 est. 487.3 est. 567.1 est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 1,570.2 1,660.9 1,748.6 1,851.6 1,979.6 est. 2,133.7 est. 2,303.9 est.
      (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average)   7.8 10.7 15.5 10.5 7.2 6.8
Exchange rate (local currency per USD: annual avg.) 7,888 9,490 10,056 10,569 10,586 10,655 10,160
Total foreign debt (USD million; as of end of year) 2,502.1 2,494.6 2,948.5 2,197.0 2,523.6 2,690.2  
International reserves  139.6 133.5 194.1 212.7 227.3 239.4 334.2
      (USD million; as of end of year)
Foreign direct investment,net infl ows (USD billion) 0.031 0.024 0.06 0.042 0.234 0.349est. 0.303est.
Trade balance (USD million; calender year) -205 -191 -205 -127 -349 -329 -178
Labor force (million)   2.573 2.622 2.673      
Unemployment rate (% of labor force)     5.0 5.1      
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers            
Workers’ remittances and compensation 1         1 1
      of employees, received (USD million)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate   < 0.10   0.1     0.1
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)   1,400   1,700     3,700
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)   < 150   < 200     < 100

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS, UNDP, UNESCAP

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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Sources: UN, UNHCR, government statistics, Asian Research
     Center for Migration, Kav LaOved, MAP Foundation 
*1  total number for 1998-2005   
*2  as of 2005   
*3  including undocumented migrants, as of 2006 
*4  including undocumented migrants, as of 2007 
*5  as of 2006   
*6  including undocumented migrants, as of 2007  
*7  domestic workers, as of 2008   

*8  116,499 refugees in 2005 and migrant workers including 489,282 registered in February and June 2007. 
     8,809 registered between 15 March and 13 June 2007 under the special scheme in the three southernmost provinces
*9  migrant workers including 24,791 registered in February and June 2007. 56,155 went through the MOU 
     process in 2007and 2008. 1,305 registered between 15 March and 13 June 2007 under the special 
     scheme in the three southernmost provinces
*10 migrant workers including 21,659 registered in February and June 2007. 54,374 went through the MOU 
      process in 2007and 2008. 426 registered between 15 March and 13 June 2007 under the special scheme 
      in the three southernmost provinces

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

Thailand
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total  1,190,525 *1  Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  1,050,459
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  453,744
 Female     Female  596,715
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers    Documented migrant workers   781,025
          *registered in February and June 2007 535,732
           *registered in February and June 2006 under the
             special scheme in the three southmost provinces 10,540
           *went through the MOU process in 2007 and 2008  110,529
           *documented under the Alien Employment Act,
             as of February 2008   124,224
 Emigrants/residents     Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants   >1,000,000
 Refugees, 2006  3,325  Refugees  133,117
c. Major destination countries     c. Major countries of origin  
 Taiwan  98,322 *2 Malaysia   22,835 *6   Burma  614,590 *8   
 Singapore Brunei     Cambodia   82,251 *9   
 Japan  48,078 *3 Hong Kong   4,060 *7   Lao PDR   76,459 *10   
 South Korea  47,813 *4 United Arab Emirates    
 Israel   30,100 *5  United States    

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Population (million) 62.24 62.67 63.14 63.66 64.20 64.76 65.23
% Population living below poverty line        13.6    
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 4.8 2.2 5.3 7.1 6.3 4.5 5.0
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 1,966.8 1,835.8 1,999.3 2,228.5 2,479.2 2,706.5 est. 3,136.5  est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 6,182.3 6,412.7 6,814.8 7,385.8 7,931.0 8,531.6 est. 9,084  est.
      (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average) 1.7 1.6 0.6 1.8 2.8 4.5 4.7
Exchange rate (local currency per USD: annual avg.) 40.11 44.43 42.96 41.48 40.22 40.22 37.88
Total foreign debt (USD million; as of end of year) 79,710 67,181 59,371 51,783 51,232 52,266  
International reserves 32,661 33,041 38,915 42,148 49,831 52,065 66,985
      (USD million; as of end of period)
Foreign direct investment,net infl ows 3.4         4.5  
      (BoP, current  USD billion)
Trade balance (Bahts billion; yearend) 279.7 132.4 149.10 186.90 73.7 -315.3 74.80
Labor force (million) 33.20 34.49 34.26 34.90 35.71 36.12 36.43
Unemployment rate (% of labor force) 3.6 2.6 2.4 2.2 2.1 1.8 1.5
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers 177,709 165,047 160,807 147,769 148,596 139,667  
Workers’ remittances and compensation 1.7         1.2 1.3
      of employees, received(USD billion)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate      1.5     1.4
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)      570,000     580,000
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)       58,000     21,000

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS, UNDP, MAP Foundation

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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Sources: UN, UNHCR, government statistics  
*1  through Labor Export Scheme, as of  2007  
*2  All data is from Ministry of Labour, War Invalids and Social Affairs 
     (MOLISA),  2006 - Vietnam 

*3  According to Minisitry of Justice of Korea, there are 71,074 Vietnamese 
     migrants, including undocumented migrants.
*4  According to Japan Immigration Association, there are 36,444 Vietnamese 
     migrants, including undocumented migrants.

A. Total Stock (Number) of Migrants

Vietnam
Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data

Migrants outside the country   Migrants in the country
   Number of Migrants     Number of Migrants
 Total    Total  (Estimate of people who are born 
           outside the country), 2005  21,105
a. By sex    a. By sex  
 Male     Male  11,351
 Female     Female  9,754
b. By visa status    b. By visa status  
 Documented migrant workers 410,000 *1   Documented migrant workers  
 Emigrants/residents   >3,000,000  Immigrants/residents  
 Undocumented migrants     Undocumented migrants  
 Refugees, 2006  374,279  Refugees, 2006  2,357
c. Major destination countries     c. Major countries of origin  
 Cambodia    China   
 Canada    Cambodia 
      
      
      
Labor Export Scheme, 2006 *2     
 Malaysia  >100,000 United Arab Emirates   1,000    
 Taiwan  90,000 United Kingdom   400
 South Korea   50,000 *3 Saudi Arabia   200  
 Japan   19,000 *4 United States   10

B. Annual Socio-Economic Data and Migration Flow
Indicators 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Population (million) 77.64 78.69 79.73 80.9 82.03 83.11 84.16
% Population living below poverty line            28.9
Economic growth: real GDP (%) 6.8 6.9 7.1 7.3 7.8 8.4 8.2
GDP per capita, current prices (USD) 401.8 413.1 440.9 489.9 555.5 est. 638.8 est. 723.0 est.
Per capita GDP: purchasing power parity 2,037.0 2,199.8 2,365.3 2,555.4 2,794.7 est. 3,077.6 est. 3,367.0 est.
      (current international dollar)
Infl ation rate: CPI (%; annual average) -1.6 -0.4 4.0 4.3 7.8 8.4 6.6
Exchange rate (local currency per USD: annual avg.) 14,168 14,725 15,280 15,509 15,741 15,859 15,994
Total foreign debt (USD million; as of end of period) 12,825 12,585 13,344 15,991 18,027 19,287  
International reserves 3,416.51 3,674.57 4,121.05 6,224.18 7,041.46 9,050.56 13,384.09
      (USD million; as of end of year) 
Foreign direct investment,net infl ows 1.3         2.0  
      (BoP, current  USD billion)
Trade balance (USD million; calender year) -1,154 -1,189 -3,040 -5,107 -5,484 -4,314 -5,065
Labor force (million) 38.4 39.5 41.2 41.9 43 43.6  
Unemployment rate (% of labor force) 1.9 2.8 4.6 2.2 2.1 2.5  
Annual outfl ow of migrant workers  31,500   36,168   46,122   75,140   67,447   70,594   78,855 
      (legally deployed ) 
Workers’ remittances and compensation           4.0 4.8
      of employees, received(USD billion)
HIV/AIDS adult prevalence rate   0.3   0.4     0.5
      (adult PLHA as % of adult population)
# People living with HIV/AIDS (thousand)   130,000   220,000     260,000
# AIDS death during the year (adults + children)   6,600   9,000     130,000

Sources :ADB, IMF, WB, UNAIDS, UNDP

Basic Migration & Socio-Economic Data
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T his third edition in the series: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion: Resource Book 
(1st edition published in 2002; 2nd edition in 2005) is in response to the rapidly changing 
issues relating to migration in the subregion, including changes to legislation and policy 

relating to migration. This edition is an outcome publication of the Mekong Migration Network’s 
(MMN) collaborative research between 2005-2007. Through this research, the MMN has continued 
to keep abreast of migration related policies and issues in the GMS as well as being active in 
conducting primary and secondary research on the issues of arrest, detention and deportation of 
migrants. 

This book contains the following sections.
• Poster of Migrant Registration in Thailand: Timeline of Facts and Figures
• Map of Regional migration fl ows (updated since the previous editions of the resource book)
• Tables of migration and socio-economic data for all six GMS countries.
• Chapter 1: Overview of country situations—provides general country overviews including 

political, economic and social issues pertinent to migration.
• Chapter 2: Overview of migration—Updates migration related policies and issues in the 

subregion.
• Chapter 3: offers an in-depth study on the arrest, detention and deportation (ADD) of 

migrants—This chapter fi rst summersies the international human rights framework relating 
to arrest, detention and deportation. This is followed by sections on ADD in Thailand, China, 
Vietnam and Cambodia. It concludes by providing regional recommendations concerning ADD.

• Appendices—Includes some of the key MOUs that were previously published in earlier 
editions of the resource book, as well as newly signed agreements and statements.

• Directory of MMN organisations—Provides contact details and summaries of projects carried 
out by respective MMN member organizations.

In addition to this resource book, ‘Migration in the GMS: An Annotated Bibliography’ (3rd 
edition published in December 2007), a sister publication of the Resource Book, will be useful in 
fi nding information currently available on migration related issues. Proceedings from the Mekong 
Symposium on Migration: Protecting Migrants’ Rights When They Leave the Host Country, 
30 September-2 October 2004 is also a useful reference for readers who wish to further their 
understanding of the issues related to arrest, detention and deportation in the GMS. Please contact 
the MMN secretariat at info@mekongmigration.org for any inquiries regarding these publications 
or check the MMN homepage at: www.mekongmigration.org.

       Mekong Migration Network
       Asian Migrant Centre
       June 2008
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1. Background to the Research
In 2004, the Mekong Migration Network (MMN) decided that its next collaborative research would 
focus on the issue of arrest, detention, deportation, return and reintegration of migrants in the Greater 
Mekong Subregion (GMS). As existing information regarding policies concerning these issues remains 
scarce, the MMN Steering Committee (SC) suggested a symposium where policy makers from 
respective governments could share information, as well as initiate dialogue between policy makers and 
representatives from civil society. It was with these objectives in mind that the Mekong Symposium on 
Migration: ‘Protecting Migrant’s Rights When They Leave the Host Country’, Chiang Mai, Thailand, 
was organised by MMN and its partners on 30 September – 2 October 2004.   This symposium, 
attended by more than 100 representatives from respective ministries, UN/IGOs, migrant support 
groups and migrant grassroots organisations, provided a unique forum in which open dialogue on issues 
normally viewed as sensitive were able to take place. Information and discussions arising from this 
Symposium served as an important reference when planning and conducting this MMN research on 
arrest, detention and deportation.  

In December 2005, the MMN SC approved a regional research design for the 2006-2007 MMN 
collaborative research on the issues of arrest, detention and deportation of migrants in GMS.  While 
the research will look into the related issues in depth, the MMN SC also agreed that the MMN will 
continue to collectively gather information concerning general migration related policies and related 
issues in the GMS.

MMN’s main research objective aimed to uncover the common situations, issues, needs and 
responses regarding arrest, detention, and deportation (esp. mass deportation) in the GMS.

Specifi cally, the MMN SC agreed that the research will look into the following questions under 
each subheading: 

Arrest
• In what situations are migrants frequently arrested (under the powers vested in national immigration 

laws)?
• Under what circumstances and conditions are migrants arrested?
• What issues arise out of the “rescue” of traffi cking victims Vs the “arrest” of undocumented 

migrants?
• What roles do key stakeholders (e.g. migrant grassroots groups, NGOs, IGOs, INGOs, 

governments, embassies, religious groups etc) play in response to the issue of arrest?

MMN’s research aimed to look into the arrest of both documented and undocumented 
migrants. For example, migrants with registration cards valid for different provinces or different 
employers are frequently arrested, as are migrants who applied for registration but failed to get a 
permit as a result of health screening, etc.. These cases will all be explained and investigated in 
more detail within this research.

Detention
• What conditions are detainees subject to while awaiting for deportation (at immigration holding 
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centres, detention centres, shelters, police stations)? What information regarding their rights and 
access to legal aid do migrants receive? How are detainees treated in detention(e.g. how many 
people are held per room? Are men and women segregated and are gender sensitive policies in 
place.)? What are the psychological/mental conditions faced by migrants and are their issues of 
discrimination based on the nationality/ethnicity that arise?

• What roles do key stakeholders play in response to the issue of detention?

Deportation
• How are deportations carried out and what procedures are followed? 
• What issues do migrants face during the deportation processes?
• How do the home country governments respond to deported migrants? (e.g. along the borders, 

rehabilitation centres, receiving camps, police stations, temples): the procedure including 
identifi cation of citizenship, refusal or punishment, fi nes, arrest, and the ‘re-education’ process etc.? 
(It was noted that some migrants and their families become stateless in the processes.)

• What do migrants do when they are deported to their home countries? (Do they go back to their 
home villages? Stay in a city in their home country? Or do they return to the host countries?)

• How do the societies/communities respond to the return of deported migrants?
• What roles do they play in response to the issue of deportation?

This research held the following objectives in mind: 1) to conduct a collaborative study to answer 
the questions stated above; 2) to jointly analyse and understand the issues across the countries 
within the GMS; 3) to strengthen or consolidate the partnerships among the MMN through this joint 
research; 4) to share the fi ndings and collectively strategise with other relevant action networks;  5) to 
make recommendations addressed at governments, inter-governmental organisations/UNs, and civil 
society; and 6) to disseminate information and fi ndings of the research as advocacy tools especially 
to governments of host and home countries; as public information to raise awareness and reduce 
discrimination; with reference to their institutions and networks.

2. Country Research
Once the regional research design was adopted, the MMN SC went back to their respective country 
where they formed a Country Research Team (CRT). Each CRT then adjusted their research guidelines 
to meet the specifi c conditions found in their respective countries.

In some cases, CRT representatives visited other relevant countries to conduct joint studies. 
In July 2006, CRT representatives held the fi rst research consultation. In October 2006, CRT 
representatives jointly analysed the fi ndings from the country research and drafted regional 
recommendations. The CRT members met several more times (in May 2007, November 2007, 
February 2008) to fi nalise the analysis and update their information. As each chapter is a product of 
joint efforts of more than one CRT, this was a challenging and sometimes tedious process. However, 
this process helped form a collective analysis.

The following are summaries of the research methodologies used in respective countries and a brief 
geographic and demographic summary of migrant populations  interviewed by  respective CRTs. 

Burma
Between May and June 2006, the Burma CRT (consisting of three groups) carried out interviews with 
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79 Myanmar migrant returnees in three major locations. Those interviewed belonged to the Mon, Kayin, 
Shan, and Bama ethnic groups, and were Buddhist, Muslim, or Christian. They were employed mostly 
in fi sheries, manufacturing, agriculture, construction, and domestic work.

The main questions concerned migrants’ methods of entering Thailand as well as the processes 
and issues faced upon return. The vast majority of the migrants interviewed did not cross the border 
offi cially. Those who went to Mae Sot, Tak Province, paid a fee for a day pass to cross the bridge on 
the Moei River which marks the boundary between Myanmar and Thailand and then overstayed. When 
migrants were arrested, interviewed migrants said that they generally spent one night in the local police 
lockup, before being deported either offi cially across the bridge or unoffi cially on a boat across the Moei 
River. However those interviewed were able to pay a small bribe on the Myanmar side of the river in 
order to return immediately to Mae Sot.

Cambodia
The Cambodia CRT conducted interviews with policy makers and carried out Focus Group Discussions 
(FGDs), snow-ball interviews and in-depth interviews with migrants between May-June 2006.  
Locations and profi les of interviewees were as follows:

In Kampong Ro District and Chan Trea District, Svay Reign Province
-  Migrant returnees:  25 children and 15 female (adult) who were in Vietnam to beg
-   Policy makers: two district governors; one district offi cer from the Women’s Affairs offi ce; one 

district offi ce staff from the Ministry of Social Affairs; and three commune council members 
(including one female).  

In Koh Thom District, Kandal Province, the CRT conducted FGDs and in-depth interviews with 13 
Vietnamese migrant workers, and interviewed three border police. 

In Kroch Chma and Tbong Tbong Khum District, Kampong Cham Province they interviewed 10 
male migrant returnees, and policy makers including three members of the commune council (including 
two female staff), and one district governor.

In Prey Veng:
-  11 migrant returnees who had previously worked on fi shing vessels in Thailand. 

China
The China CRT conducted a literature review and fi eld visit interviews, including key informant 
interviews, FGDs and in-depth interviews during the period from February to October 2006. The 
research was carried out in Ruili and Hekou in Yunnan province, and Pingxiang in Guangxi Province.  

The key informant interviews, FGDs and in-depth interviews were held in collaboration with local 
organisations such as the Women’s Federation. In Ruili, fi ve male and 23 female Burmese whose ages 
ranged from 21 to 59 year old, were interviewed. In Hekou, interviews were conducted with 21 female 
migrants from Vietnam, whose age ranged from 21 to 51. In Pingxiang, 14 women from Vietnam were 
interviewed who were between 25-42 years of age. In these three areas, the interviewees were all from 
ethnic minority groups and most of them were farmers. Only a few were traders. 

 The main questions that the CRT asked interviewees included their own and their husbands’ basic 
information, such as name, age, nationality, education, and so on; their life situations and that of their  
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families in their ancestral home; the process of migration to China and marriage; the situation of status 
and life in China; their relations with their spouse; their health situation; plans for the future; and fi nally 
on the problems they face in China particularly issues relating arrest, detention & deportation.

 
Lao PDR
The study covered two main border crossings to Thailand, namely Vientiane (the capital) and 
Savannakhet province. Research was conducted between April to May 2006 and key informant 
interviews were held in Vientiane during May 2006.

50 case studies were selected from 12 villages in six districts within two provinces (Vientiane and 
Savannakhet) including 40 cases from Kaysone, Outhumphone and Champhone district in Savannakhet 
province and 10 cases from Parkgnum, Xaythanee and Sikhottabong in Vientiane. In-depth interviews 
concerning arrest, detention and deportation were carried out with these 50 individuals. 

Lao CRT also interviewed fi ve informants from the immigration division of the Ministry of Public 
Security (MoPS), Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (MoLW), Lao Women Union (LWU) and 
Ministry of Foreign Affair (MOFA), including eight informants from the provincial and district social 
welfare offi ces and heads of villages. The main purpose of these interviews was to collect statistics and 
general information concerning returnees and government policy concerning labour migration.

Lao CRT used both quantitative and qualitative methodology in their analysis.

Profi les of interviewed migrants were as follows: 
Gender: 76% female and 24% male. 
Ethnicity: 86% Lao and 14% Khmu . 
Age: 15-19 year old: 56%, 20-24 year old: 30%; younger than 15 year old: 2% and 
older than 25 years old: 12%. 
Occupations in Thailand:  garment factories (32%), domestic work (24%), sex work (18%), 

agriculture, goods transfer, restaurants, shops and others (22%), and unemployed (4%).
Place of employment: Bangkok (74%), Kanchanaburi (14%) and others such as Ubon Ratchathani, 

Udon Thani, Rayong, Maha Sarakham, Samut Prakan and Samut Sakhon (12%).
Family: single: 66%, married: 30%, others 4%. 
Education: no education: 20%; enrolled but not completed primary school: 60%, lower secondary 

school: 20%, upper secondary school:16% and professional school: 4%. 
Occupation of migrants at home before moving to Thailand: farmer: 66%, labourer: 10%, 

unemployed: 4%, student: 18%, and hair dresser: 2%. 
Occupation of migrants’ parents:  farmer: 86%, worker, state employer, soldier or businesses owner: 

14%. 
Duration of stay: Most returnees have worked in Thailand less than one year (46%, of which 6% less 

than one month), more than one year (54%, of which one year 20%, 2-4 year 30% and more than 
fi ve years 4%). 

Registration: 78% of returnees have no ID registration card, while 22% have registration cards but had 
not been allowed to keep them. Those cards were kept by employers at all times, therefore when the 
police checked their ID they were arrested.

Return home: Returned in 2006 (fi rst quarter of 2006): 6%, between 2000-2005: 78% and before 2000: 
16%. Most crossed the border to Thailand by small boat in the evening or at night and they crossed 
the border in order to return home by car (18%) and by small boat (82%).

Expense for return: Migrants who returned home by themselves (60%) have to meet the cost of travel. 
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The cost of travel depended on the distance, 38% paid less than THB500, 14% paid THB500-2,000, 
and 8% paid more than THB2,000. The remaining 40% were deported home offi cially, therefore did 
not have to pay.

Type of deportation: Among the 52% of migrants who were arrested, 40% were offi cially deported 
while 12% faced unoffi cial deportation. Migrants unoffi cially deported were taken to border 
checkpoints by the Thai police. 

Place of arrest: Most  returnees were arrested at guesthouses, karaoke and massage parlours (18%); at  
garment factories (14%), at hospitals (4%), on the way to or at the bus station (22%); by the police 
during travel (6%), at restaurants while working (4%) and at Lao border check points (2%).

Place of detention: 40% of interviewed migrants were taken to Krettakarn Detention Centre (shelter) 
then sent back offi cially with the cooperation of IOM, Thai and Lao governments, 12% were 
detained at the police station for three days to one week then deported home, and 4% were detained 
in gaol. Sixty-two percent of interviewed migrants did not experience detention. Some of them were 
fi ned and had their money taken by Thai police at the checkpoints before being released.

Thailand
The Thai research was conducted in 2006 in Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Mae Sod, Mae Sai, Ranong 
and Pang Na. The Thai CRT interviewed a total of 59 migrant workers through FGDs and in-depth 
interviews. The interviewers were mostly staff or members of migrant support groups, who had already 
built up trust and good relationships with migrant communities, thus making it easier to engage in open 
dialogue with migrants. 

The profi le of the 59 migrants who were interviewed is as  follows:
Gender: 34 female, 24 male (no answer 1). 
Ethnicity: 15 Burmese, 13 Shan, 10 Laotian, 5 Cambodian, 3 Tavoy, 2 Karen, 2 Mon and others.
Age: 15-19 year old: 6 interviewees, 20-29 year old: 35 interviewees, 30-39 year old: 7 interviewees, 

40-49 year old: 6 interviewees and 50-59 year old: 3 interviewees.   
Occupations: factory work (9), karaoke and bar work (7), domestic work (7), agriculture (6), 

construction (5) and others, including unemployed.  
 The main questions asked were as follows:
1. Profi le of migrants including gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, number of children, 

occupation, accommodation, place of origin, length of stay in Thailand, place of employment, and 
immigration status. 

2. Questions concerning arrest including where they were arrested, in what year, at what time, how 
many other migrants were arrested at the same time, who were the arresting authority (immigration, 
police, solider etc), reasons for arrest (no ID, no work permit, being outside the area of registration, 
illegal entry etc.) 

3. Other questions asked were whether or not migrants experienced the following at the time of arrest: 
fi ngerprinting, confi scation of personal belongings, handcuffi ng, and body searches.

4. Concerning detention, the following questions were asked: in what locations were migrants 
detained, the duration of their detention, the fi nes and bribes paid, whether or not they were allowed 
to make a telephone call, the approximate number of migrants who were detained in the same place, 
condition at the IDC (crowded? Whether men and women were detained separately? Hygiene 
conditions? etc.), rule enforcer (police, immigration, etc), whether or not migrants experienced 
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harassment; physical and/or sexual violence, being asked for bribes, etc. Migrants were also asked 
whether or not they were put on trial.

5. Concerning deportation, the following questions were asked: Whether or not the rule enforcers asked 
migrants their destination (where they were to be deported), if they had to pay transportation costs, 
what kind of vehicle was used for deportation, conditions during the deportation, whether or not they 
were handcuffed during the deportation, who accompanied them during deportation, whether or not 
migrants were asked to pay bribes, etc?

6. The Thai CRT also asked interviewees why they decided to come back to Thailand and how long 
they stayed back in their home country before migrating once again to Thailand?

Vietnam
Country research was conducted between April and December 2006, including literature reviews and 
key informant interviews which were held in collaboration with INGOs and NGOs working on the 
issues of anti-traffi cking, child migration, child labour, HIV/AIDS, and labour exportation (Save the 
Children-UK, Action Aids, CARAM, etc.). 

The Vietnam CRT carried out fi eld visits in order to interview 20 migrants and returnees in Chau 
Phu and An Phu districts of An Giang Province, from May to June 2006. Vietnam CRT and China CRT 
also jointly interviewed another 10 migrants in Pingxiang County of Quang Xi Province of China, close 
to the border with Lang Son province of Vietnam, from August to September 2006.

Since the interviewees lived far away from each other, and getting permission in order to organise 
FDG from local authorities was a complicated as well as time-consuming task, in the end the FDG 
could not take place. 

Regarding the background of interviewees, 
Chau Phu and An Phu districts in An Giang Province (Mekong Delta of Vietnam, close to the 

border with Takeo and Kandal provinces of Cambodia): All 10 interviewees were female, aged 24-39, 
and six Kinh (Vietnamese majority group), two Tay and two Nung. Occupations included small traders, 
street vendors, carriers, agriculture workers, housewifes, etc. 

Pingxiang County, Quang Xi Province of China: Thirteen female and seven male, aged 19-52, 
all are Kinh. Occupations include trade/business, services, house workers, agriculture workers, and sex 
workers, etc.

The questions included profi les of interviewees, their lives in their home countries, their plans for 
the future, fees paid to brokers, the roles of brokers or traffi ckers’ involvement during their migration 
process, how they left their host countries, and suggestions for governments of the sending and 
receiving countries and NGOs/IGOs. 

The Vietnam CRT sometimes faced diffi culty accessing formal data due to the sensitivity of the 
subject matter.  
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Chapter 1: Overview of Country Situations

In this chapter, the highlights of the 
recent political, economic and social 
issues in the GMS countries are 
summarised to give a background 
picture behind migration.

1



Regional Overview
1. Background of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS)
The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) is composed of the six countries in Southeast Asia 
that traverse the Mekong River: Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia, Burma/Myanmar, Vietnam 
and the Yunnan Province of China, together are home to more than 260 million people. Up 
until the latter half of the 1990s, most of the countries (Vietnam, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Burma) 
were embroiled in serious internal strife, subject to repressive regimes, cross-border confl icts, 
recurring political instability and economic stagnation. At the time of writing Burma remains 
under the tight control of a military regime and has recently suffered a humanitarian catastrophe, 
in the form of cyclone Nargis.

Years of social upheavals, including civil and international armed confl icts has decimated 
large sections of the population, caused irreversible physical and psychological damage among 
survivors and rendered vast tracts of land to waste. These circumstances have spurred massive 
internal, cross-border and international movements of the population; Factories, infrastructure, 
productive capacity and the economies of these countries have been destroyed. These events 
have largely isolated the subregion from international trade and commerce. Today, Lao 
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PDR, Cambodia, and Burma remain classifi ed by the UN as being among the world’s Least 
Developed Countries (LDC).1  Since the mid 1980s, as confl ict diminished, these countries have 
increasingly embarked on efforts to encourage development, as they attempt to catch up with 
the rest of Asia. Aggressive economic and social reform have been pursued to liberalise their 
economies, and integrated them into the global capitalist system. All of these countries have to 
varying degrees opened their doors in search of foreign inward investment. These reforms have 
of late begun to show signs of success, registering impressive economic growth.

2. Economic Situation 
The economic discrepancy among the six GMS countries remain large.  In 2006, the GDP 
per capita in Cambodia, the People’s Republic of China, Lao PDR, Burma, Thailand, and 
Vietnam was USD513, USD2,012, USD573, USD232, USD3,166, and USD723, respectively.2  
While Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam experienced single-digit growth rates, at 
9.6 percent, 8 percent, 4.8 percent, and 8.5 percent, respectively, China achieved a double-
digit growth rate at 11.4 percent.  China’s expansion is at a 13-year high, and it was the fi fth 
consecutive year that China’s economy grew higher than 10 percent.  In Burma, offi cial fi gures 
estimate the country’s GDP to have grown by more than 10 percent in recent years.  However, 
variables correlated with GDP suggest that actual economic growth was signifi cantly less.3  

In the Lao PDR, the mining and hydropower industries helped the economy grow at a 
rapid rate in 2007, and the forecast for 2008-2009 is further growth at a more moderate pace.  
The government is hoping to improve trade and investment conditions to join the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) by 2010.  In neighboring Cambodia, increased garment exports, 
construction, and tourism led to strong economic growth in 2007, but the economic expansion 
is expected to slow in 2008 and 2009 due to reduced external demand for domestically-made 
clothes.  Cambodia continues to face the challenges of diversifying sources of growth and 
reducing poverty at a faster pace.  In Vietnam, strong expansion of investment and consumption 
helped the country achieve a GDP growth rate of more than 8 percent for the third straight year.  
In 2009, infl ation is expected to moderate while GDP growth is expected to increase.  Vietnam’s 
economic problems include controlling infl ation, maintaining stability of the banking system, 
and easing infrastructure constraints.4  

In the People’s Republic of China, high domestic and external demand helped the GDP growth 
experience a multiyear high in 2007.  As a result of high global oil and grain prices, domestic price 
pressures of certain foods, and excess liquidity in the banking system, infl ation also accelerated.  
Due to weaker external demand, the Chinese economy is expected to slow in 2008 and 2009.  On 
the other hand, the economy in Thailand is also expected to pick up in the next few years.  In 
2007, exports generated moderate economic growth in Thailand, with consumption and investment 
affected by political instability.  With an elected government taking offi ce in January 2008, 
Thailand is predicted to have revived domestic demand and to embark on large infrastructure 
projects.  In Burma, high prices for natural gas exports, heavy public expenditures, and better 
agricultural performance has led to modest growth rates in recent years.  However, fi scal defi cits 
have threatened macroeconomic stability, causing double-digit infl ation.  The government plans to 
work toward a more market-oriented system in the agriculture and fi nance sectors.5  
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Meanwhile remittances sent by migrant workers and Diaspora communities to the GMS 
countries are signifi cant features of their domestic economies. The World Bank estimates 
that total workers’ remittances and compensation of employees received in 2006 amounted to 
USD117 million for Burma, USD200 million for Cambodia, USD22.5 billion for China,6 USD1 
million for Lao PDR, USD1.3 billion for Thailand, and USD4.8 billion for Vietnam.7 

3. Economic Development in the GMS

The Greater Mekong sub-region Economic Cooperation Program was initiated in 1992 by 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB). It brought together the six GMS countries to enhance 
economic relations through the coordinated development of infrastructure. The Program 
involves the implementation of high priority sub-regional projects in transport, energy, 
telecommunications, environment, human resource development, tourism, trade, investment, 
and agriculture. The majority of existing projects assisted by the ADB through the provision of 
loans and technical assistance relate to the construction of hydropower dams or the upgrading of 
highways and other transportation links.

The GMS countries cooperate through other similar subregional groupings and initiatives. 
In November 2003, based on a proposal from the then Thai Prime Minister Taksin Shinawatra, 
leaders of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Burma and Thailand agreed to the creation of  the cooperation 
framework known as ‘Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy 
(ACMECS)’. A Plan of Action was endorsed, under which 46 common projects and 224 
bilateral projects were listed for implementation over the next 10 years. In May 2004, Vietnam 
also joined ACMECS.8 

Border Economic Zones 
Since its establishment in April 2003, ACMECS has continued to foster economic collaboration 
by promoting the formation of Border Economic Zones.  Examples of these collaboration areas 
include the border between Vietnam’s An Giang province and Cambodia’s Takeo province9, 
China’s Yunnan Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region and corresponding Lao 
Cai (Laojie) and Lang Son (Liangshang) provinces in Vietnam.10  Thailand has been especially 
supportive of Border Economic Zones. It is trying to encourage investment in neighbouring 
countries and has made it their policy to use the human and natural resources of their neighbours 
in border development projects.11  At the time of writing, Thailand is cooperating with its 
neighbours to create Special Border Economic Zones in areas between Trat in Thailand and 
Kok Kong in Cambodia, Mukdahan in Thailand and Savannakhet in Lao PDR, and Mae Sot in 
Thailand and Miyawaddy in Burma.12  

East-West Corridor Project 
Proposed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in 1998, the East-West Transport Corridor 
Project will create a road transportation corridor linking northeast Thailand through Lao PDR 
to the port of Da Nang in Vietnam.  The primary strategic development objective of this project 
is to encourage economic growth, while the secondary aim is poverty reduction.  The project 
actively assists the Government of Lao PDR to improve approximately 78 km of Road No. 9 
between Maung Phin and the Vietnamese border.  The improvements includes transforming 
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the crumbling road that currently exists into a two lane bituminous surfaced highway with new 
bridges, drainage structures, and other ancillary works.  

Central Vietnam has favourable geographic conditions to serve as a gateway for the East-
West Corridor with several existing seaports (Cuo Lo at Vinh, Tien Sa at Da Nang, and Quy 
Nhon) and planned deep-sea ports (green fi eld ports at Dung Quat, Chah May, and Lien Chieu), 
which are close to important international shipping lanes.  These ports currently assist the 
landlocked Lao PDR with some of their international trade needs.  With the planned green 
fi eld ports and the improvement of Da Nang port, the East-West Corridor will allow access to a 
large hinterland covering northeast Thailand, central Lao PDR, and central Vietnam. According 
to ADB, Northeast Thailand has the capacity for agricultural development and production of 
consumer goods while central Lao PDR could potentially develop its agricultural, forestry, 
mineral, and hydropower resources.  Central Vietnam also has land suitable for industrial crops, 
forestry, and the potential to develop its mineral resources.13   

Hydropower projects
Hydropower projects have either started or are being planned in the Lao PDR, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Thailand, and China.  In addition to the ADB fi nancing of these ventures, individual 
governments and the private sector have also contributed to the funding of hydropower projects.  

The Nam Theun 2 Hydroelectric Project in the Lao PDR includes the development, 
construction, and operation of a 1,070-megawatt trans-basin diversion power plant on the Nam 
Theun River. The Project will export 5,354 gigawatt-hours (GWh) of electricity to Thailand, 
supply about 200-300 GWh of electricity to consumers in the Lao PDR, and generate about 
USD1.9 billion of revenue for the Government over the course of its 25-year operating period.  

ADB is supporting the project through a USD20 million public sector loan to the Lao 
PDR Government to help fund the purchase of equity in the Nam Theun 2 Power Company 
Limited (NTPC), a USD50 million private sector loan directly to the NTPC, and a USD50 
million political risk guarantee to NTPC.   Full construction of the Project began in 2005 and 
is expected to be completed in 2009.  The reservoir created for the dam will be inundated by 
2008 and power generation is expected to begin in 2009.  Revenues generated by the Project 
will provide substantial funding for initiatives under the Government’s National Growth and 
Poverty Eradication Strategy, the strategic framework in developing and implementing the 
Government’s future growth and poverty reduction programs.14  

ODA from Thailand
Thailand, a middle-income country, plays an infl uential role in development policies and 
programs in the GMS, while contributing a signifi cant amount of Offi cial Development 
Assistance (ODA), the majority of which is to LDC, in the region.  In the fi scal year for 2003, 
Thai ODA was measured at around USD167 million, or 13 percent of Thailand’s Gross National 
Income (GNI).15  

From 1995 to 2001, Thailand was the largest single investor in Lao PDR (30 percent of all 
FDI).  In Myanmar, Thai investment ranked fourth (6 percent), in Vietnam ninth (2.7 percent), and 
in Cambodia eighth (5 percent).  Thai investments over the same period were equal to 2.8 percent 
of GDP in Myanmar, 1.3 percent of GDP in Lao PDR, and 0.9 percent of GDP in Cambodia.16
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4. Border issues

Many of the countries in the GMS have a long history of border confl icts and disputes, which 
from time to time affect diplomatic relations and can adversely impact upon the safety of 
migrants crossing borders. Some of the border regions that experienced armed confl ict in the not 
so distant past are discussed below.

Cambodia-Vietnam
The improvement in relations between Cambodia and Vietnam, neighbours with a long history 
of armed confl ict, has contributed to the opening of international border gates that had remain 
closed until very recently.  One of these border gates is the Cay Me-Tho Look gate that links 
Tay Ninh province in Vietnam with Svay Rieng province in Cambodia.17  At a meeting of the 
Joint Committee on Land Border Demarcation and Landmark Planting in 2008, Vietnam and 
Cambodia expressed their determination to expedite land border demarcation and landmark 
planting, which is aimed to be completed by 2012.18  

Burma-Thailand
The border areas between Burma and Thailand are littered with landmines, which endanger all 
those crossing the border between the two countries.19  The SPDC army and ethnic minority 
groups in Burma have used landmines throughout their ongoing civil war.20  For example, from 
October 2004 to January 2005, and in March 2005, the SPDC Army reportedly laid mines along 
either side of the Kushaw-Shwekyin road in northern Karen State to prevent insurgents using 
the road.21  During the fi ghting between the Royal Thai Army and the Burmese Armed Forces in 
2003, Burmese soldiers planted landmines on territory claimed by Thailand.22 

China-Vietnam
After the brief Sino-Vietnamese border war in 1979, which occurred following Vietnam’s 
stationing of troops in Cambodia, leaders of China and Vietnam have worked towards 
establishing friendship and cooperation between the two countries.  Recently, some border 
gates, including the one at the Lao Cai-Hekou border, have extended their hours of operation, 
allowing for greater strengthening of economic ties.23  The Vietnamese government has 
approved a project increasing the number of border gate economic zones to 30 by 2020.24  China 
and Vietnam will complete the erection of border markers by the end of 2008.25  

Thailand-Lao PDR
After 1984, when Thailand and Lao PDR clashed over three border villages, relations between 
the two countries have been gradually improving, with the exception of a further border dispute 
in the late 1980s.26  Citizens of both countries cross the border easily,27  however, like Thailand’s 
borders with Cambodia and Burma, the border areas between Thailand and Lao PDR is the 
home to many landmine-impacted communities.28  

Thailand-Cambodia
Thailand and Cambodia have a long history of border disputes, dating back to Cambodia’s 
status as a French colony. One recent resolution of border disputes over the Preah Vihear 
Hindu temple, involved the creation of separate entrances, one on either side of the border.29  
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During the Second Indochina War, Thai soldiers laid defensive minefi elds along the Thai-
Cambodian border to prevent Vietnam’s troops from entering Thailand.30  Likewise, Vietnamese, 
Cambodian, and Khmer Rouge forces placed mines along the border.31   As a result, Thailand’s 
border area with Cambodia is home to the communities most heavily affl icted by the serious 
landmine problem. Landmines along the border routinely threaten the safety of the large 
numbers of migrant workers who cross the border everyday.  More than half of land mine 
incidents in Thailand occur along this border.32
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B urma, offi cially known as the ‘Union of Myanmar’, is composed of 14 states and divisions. 
Seven of these states and two of the divisions share borders with neighbouring countries. 
Geographically, Burma is situated between Bangladesh and India to the west, Lao PDR 

and Thailand to the east, and China to the north and northeast. The country’s population in 2005 was 
estimated to be 54 million.1 
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Along the Burma-Thailand border are four offi cial permanent crossing points between Tachilek 
and Mae Sai, Myawaddy and Mae Sot, Kawthaung and Ranong, and the Three Pagoda Pass and 
Kanchanburi. In addition, hundreds of informal crossing points dot the border where migrants often 
cross on foot.

Following a coup d’état in 1988, the country has been governed by a military junta known as 
the ‘State Peace and Development Council’ (SPDC), formerly known as the ‘State Law and Order 
Restoration Council’ (SLORC).  The country’s democratically elected leader, Aung San Su Kyi, 
whose National League for Democracy (NLD) party won a landslide victory in the 1990 election, 
was placed and remains under house arrest. 

The Global Fund to fi ght AIDS, Tuberculosis (TB), and Malaria withdrew USD98.4 billion in 
funds over a fi ve-year period because of new travel restrictions placed on UN and NGO bodies 
by the regime in 2005. However, in August 2006 the fund reversed this decision on humanitarian 
grounds.

Since March 2002 the SPDC has begun to release some of its political prisoners, including high 
profi le detainees such as student leader Min Ko Naing, who had been held in solitary confi nement 
for the majority of the 16 years in which he was imprisoned. In September 2006, just before the 
convening of the National Convention, Min Ko Naing and other high-profi le student activists were 
re-arrested. This wave of new arrests ensured the continuation of the authority’s policy to constrain  
activities promoting free speech and democracy within Burma.

The authority’s use of forced labour continues to be criticised by the international community. 
The SPDC has been blamed for failing to demonstrate its commitment to its international obligation 
to eliminate the practice of forced labour.

The road map to democracy introduced by the then Prime Minister Gen. Khin Nyunt in August 
2003 moved slowly. The majority has lost all hope in this process and consider the road map merely  
a delay tactic introduced by the SPDC to prolong their grip on power. In October 2006, the National 
Convention resumed, and the chairman of the Convention announced that it would take a further 
three months to fi nalise this road map. 

Another tactic to delay the re-introduction of a democratic system of governance was the 
relocation of the country’s capital city to Nay Pyi Daw at Pyinmana in early 2006. Yangon is no 
longer the offi cial capital of Myanmar and is now only an economic centre. Located in a relatively 
isolated position 300 miles to the north of Yangon, the new capital, Nay Pyi Daw, is the political and 
military centre of the country. 

On 27 March 2006 the SPDC announced an increase in salaries for civil servants employed 
within all government departments. The lowest ranked government employees received fi ve-fold 
increases, while the highest-ranked offi cials received twelve times their previous salary. In contrast, 
the income and quality of life for the majority of the population has worsened due to mounting 
infl ation. The gap between the offi cial exchange rate and the rate obtained on the black market has 
continued to increase. In December 2004 the offi cial exchange rate was USD1.00 to MMK6.5, while 
on the black market USD1.00 was equivalent to MMK 930. In October 2006 the offi cial rate was 
USD1.00 to MMK5.8 while on the black market the rate had climbed to USD1.00 to MMK1,350.

On 15 August 2007, the SPDC suddenly announced hikes in the cost of all basic fuels without 
any prior warning. This caused chaos and hardship among an already impoverished population. 
In response, and despite the very real and serious risk of government retaliation, the people staged  
protests rarely seen in Yangon, leading to the arrests of dozens of activists, including women. 
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Even after the arrest of the protest leaders, the protests spread to other parts of the country. On 
18 September, Buddhist monks, highly respected in the predominantly Buddhist country,began 
holding a series of anti-government protests. These protests gradually grew into pro-democracy 
demonstrations. A small number of monks attempted to march to Aung San Suu Kyi’s house, where 
she was allowed to leave her house to greet the monks, and to make her fi rst public appearance 
since 2003. While monks urged ordinary people to stay away from the protest in order to reduce the 
likelihood that the military would attack, an overwhelming number of ordinary people braved the 
streets in Yangon and other cities to make human chains to protect the monks. Despite the SPDC’s 
warning, the scale of protests rapidly grew into a crowd of more than 100,000 protestors.  Finally, 
on 26 September, the authorities began a bloody crackdown. Monasteries were reportedly raided at 
night, with an unconfi rmed number of monks taken into detention. The SPDC announced that only 
13 people were killed in the unrest, but foreign sources place the fi gure in the hundreds. The UN 
recorded 31 deaths. Foreign sources reported that up to 10,000 monks had been detained,2 while 
the BBC reported on 19 October that a senior UK diplomat was quoted as saying that 2,500 people 
continued to be held in detention. 

Though protests in Burma were violently suppressed, a small-scale resistance continues to 
operate sporadically within the country, while on the outside, a series of demonstrations in support of 
the people of Burma endures. Major protests in support of the democracy movement took place in a 
number of countries including, the UK, the US, Thailand, Canada, Australia, Ireland, Norway, Hong 
Kong and Japan. 

In September 2007, the SPDC announced that 14 years of constitutional talks had been 
completed and that the National Convention could now be closed. 

In an attempt to bring about peace in the country, UN envoy Ibrahim Gambari visited the country 
in September and October 2007 and again in February 2008. During these visits he was allowed to 
meet with the deposed leader Aung San Suu Kyi. 

In February 2008, the SPDC announced that a national referendum on a new constitution would 
be held in May. Pro-democracy groups subsequently urged voters to reject the draft charter as it 
perpetuates military control. 

Despite economic sanction by the US, the EU and Canada, the SPDC has been working to 
promote trade and investment with the remaining countries willing to continue trading with the 
SPDC. Signifi cant trade relationships have been maintained with neighbouring countries and those 
within ASEAN. Burma’s largest trading partners are currently China, Singapore and India. 

Endnotes
1 The Myanmar Alin news paper, 1 October 2006.

2 “More arrests in Burma crackdown”, in BBC News, 4 October 2007.
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1. Geography and Population

C ambodia is bordered by Lao PDR to the north, Thailand to the north and west, Vietnam 
to the east, and the Gulf of Thailand to the south. Cambodia’s total land area covers 
181,035 square kilometres. Phnom Penh is the largest city and capital. The population 

of Cambodia was just under 14 million as of July 2007,1 and the rate of population growth is 
estimated at 1.8 percent.  An estimated 85-90 percent of the population lives in rural areas. 
Ethnically, the population consists of about 90 percent Khmer, 5 percent Chinese, 5 percent 
Vietnamese, and small numbers of hill tribes (e.g. Chams). Khmer is the country’s offi cial 
language, spoken by more than 95 percent of the population. Theravada Buddhism is the state 
religion, and approximately 95 percent of Cambodians are Buddhist.

 At the heart of the country is a saucer-shaped, gently rolling alluvial plain drained by the 
Mekong River and shut off by mountain ranges. Nearly half of the land area of Cambodia is 
covered by tropical forest. Generally, Cambodia has a tropical monsoon climate, with the wet 
southwest monsoon occurring between November and April, and the dry northeast monsoon, the 
remainder of the year. During the rainy season, the Mekong swells and fl ows into the Tônlé Sap 
(Great Lake), increasing the size of the lake almost threefold. The seasonal rise of the Mekong, 
fl oods almost 400,000 acres (162,000 hectares) around the lake, leaving rich silt when the waters 
recede. 

2. Political situation

Cambodia is a constitutional monarchy, headed by King Norodom Sihamoni, who came to the 
throne in October 2004. The Prime Minister and Vice-President of the Cambodian People’s Party 
(CPP), Hun Sen, who has been in power since 1985 as a member of various coalitions, is expected 
to remain fi rmly in control in the coming years. It is likely that the two-party coalition of CPP 
and the National United Front for an Independent, Neutral, Peaceful and Co-operative Cambodia 
(FUNCINPEC) will survive its fi ve-year term, but relations between the two may become strained, 
given its failure to secure a majority in the 2003 general elections and the political deadlock of 
2004. Opposition-leader Sam Rainsy, who left Cambodia for France in 2005 after losing immunity 
from prosecution, received a royal pardon regarding his conviction for defamation and came 
home in February 2006. However, the Sam Rainsy Party (SRP), the sole opposition, appears to be 
sidelined. King Norodom Sihamoni maintained a politically neutral stance, unlike his predecessor 
King Norodom Sihanouk. In October 2006, the FUNCINPEC dropped Prince Norodom Ranariddh 
as its leader, and in March 2007 the prince, who was then living abroad, was sentenced to 18 
months in prison for selling the headquarters of the FUNCINPEC party and earning USD 3.6 
million, a charge that he denies.2

In July 2007 the UN-backed tribunal to bring those responsible for the genocide by the 
Khmer Rouge fi nally began. In November 2007 the genocide tribunal held its fi rst public 
hearings, regarding the prosecution of a former prison chief, Khang Khek Ieu, better known as 
‘Comrade Duch’.3

Overview of Country Situation: Cambodia
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3. Economy

The Cambodian Government’s priorities for development are refl ected in the ‘Rectangular 
Strategy’ developed to address Cambodia’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The strategy 
includes the following four key priorities for growth: enhancement of the agricultural sector; 
improvement of physical infrastructure; private-sector development and employment-generation; 
and capacity-building and human resource development. The Strategy provides the basis for 
the preparation of the National Strategic Development Plan (NSDP) that the Government has 
endorsed as the single development plan for 2006-2010.4

Despite concerns over the pace of reform and the passage of anti-corruption legislation, 
multilateral donors have remained generally supportive of the government. The World Bank in May 
2005 announced a new assistance strategy that will support the government’s Rectangular Strategy. 
The IMF, which in December 2005 announced relief on Cambodia’s outstanding USD 82 million 
debt, has also indicated that it is ready to support the government to implement Poverty Reduction 
and Growth Facility (PRGF).5 

One of the major impediments to economic growth is corruption, an issue that continues 
to perturb foreign donors and investors.  In February 2007 the US Ambassador to Cambodia 
expressed disappointment on behalf of donors that Cambodia had failed to enact an anti-corruption 
law that had been in the works for more than a decade. At the time of writing, the law remains 
under review by the government’s Council of Ministers.6

Nonetheless, during the Cambodian Development Cooperation Forum (CDCF) held in 
Phnom Penh between 19-20 June 2007, and attended by the country’s top donors, including 
representatives from the US, Japan, Europe, IMF, WB, and the UN, donors who together had 
pledged USD 690 million in Offi cial Development Assistance (ODA). This is a 15 percent 
increase since 2006, following the country’s progress in the long-delayed Khmer Rouge genocide 
trials and the prime minister’s promises to battle corruption.7 Currently, around half of the 
country’s budget is made up from ODAs.

Cambodia’s economy has experienced steady growth in GDP: 2004 (10.0%), 2005 (13.5%), 
2006 (10.8%), and 2007 (9.1%).8  These growth rates continue to be bolstered by a strong tourism 
sector, expansion in residential construction and real estate, and the good performance of the 
garment industry, due in part to the temporary measures taken by the US and EU to restrict their 
garment imports from China. The Asia Development Bank (ADB), however, predicts that the 
growth of Cambodia’s garment industry may decelerate as a result of competition from lower-
cost competitors, such as Vietnam, which joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in January 
2007, as well as a more general deceleration in world trade and in industrialised countries such 
as the US, currently Cambodia’s largest export market. Moreover, the removal of the safeguard 
measure against China’s clothing exports to the US is scheduled to end in 2009, leaving the future 
growth of Cambodia’s garment industry uncertain.9 

As mentioned earlier, Cambodia has planned a series of construction projects, including 
bridges across the Tonlé Sap and Mekong rivers, a number of special economic zones, and even 
a new town. The economic zones will be located on Cambodia’s borders with Thailand and 
Vietnam.  While concerned governments see these economic zones as a development strategy, 
critics have raised their concern over the inevitably poor living conditions in the newly developed 
zones and the lack of access by the workers in isolated areas to trade unions or support groups, 
thus leaving them vulnerable to exploitation.
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As the economy has become more commercially oriented and as government expenditure has 
risen, the fl ow of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) has increased from USD148 million in 2000 to 
USD379 million in 2005. The discovery of off-shore oil and gas in 2005 has also attracted inward 
investment. The ADB predicts that the rate of infl ation will reach 4.2 percent in 2007 and fell to 
3.5 percent in 2008.10

Though the country’s economic growth over the past decade has led to a decline in the overall 
incidence of poverty from an estimated 47 percent of the population in 1994 to 35 percent in 2004, 
the incidence of rural poverty remains high at around 39 percent, and income disparities between 
rural and urban areas are also increasing.11 This is largely due to the fact that both the garment and 
tourism sectors, Cambodia’s main source of income, are concentrated in Phnom Penh and Siem 
Reap, respectively, while the economic links between urban centres and rural areas have been 
limited. 

In rural areas, the poorest people derive little benefi t from the country’s macro- economic 
growth. Agriculture employs 70 percent of the working population yet accounts for only 30 
percent of GDP.12  By the end of 2006 agricultural production expanded more strongly than 
expected, 4.4 percent from the record levels achieved in 2005. This was principally a function 
of an increase in arable land under irrigation.13  Nonetheless, growth in the agriculture sector has 
been modest at best, despite considerable assistance from donors over the years.14 Of particular 
concern is ‘the chronic lack of investment in rural livelihoods, persistently high child mortality 
rates, the low levels of secondary education for girls, high cost or unavailability of energy, and the 
unsustainable exploitation of the country’s natural resources’.15

While many young workers in rural areas migrate to bigger cities seeking employment, only 13 
percent of rural households received remittances from family members working in the cities.16 
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1. Overview of China

T here are 56 different ethnic groups in China, while the Han ethnic group makes up 92 
percent of the total population. Currently, the country is divided into four independently 
administered municipal districts, 23 provinces, fi ve autonomous districts and two 

special administrative regions. 
In 2006, China’s economy developed rapidly at a GDP growth rate of 10.7 percent1.  By the 

end of 2005, China’s national international reserves had reached USD825.59 million, the second 
highest in the world.2

Although China has made great strides in economic development, it must be recognised 
that it remains a developing country – a developing country with 1.3 billion people, the 
largest in the world. China’s per capita GNI is only USD1,740 in 2005.3  According to UNDP 
Human Development Report 2006, China ranks 81st in the world according to the Human 
Development Index.4  Economic development has been accompanied by inequalities. Regional 
imbalances in development described in China as ‘the rural problem’ are manifest in three 
distinct dimensions:5 fi rst, the slow rate of modernisation in the agricultural sector; second, the 
underdevelopment of social infrastructure in rural areas; and third, a lack of job opportunities 
to absorb redundant workers in rural areas. These factors pose a threat to China’s continued 
economic development.  

Policies to narrow the regional imbalance of development
During the 1990s China’s agricultural and rural economy faced unprecedented challenges. The 
year 2004 proved to be a turning point, with grain-production reaching 469.47 million tonnes, 
reversing a fi ve-year decline. 

Premier Wen Jiabao said in his government work report of 2004 that stimulating rural 
development was the top priority of his government.6 The Chinese government established a 
plan to abolish agricultural taxes within fi ve years, which amounts to a total of RMB8 billion 
per year, with the aim of reducing the fi nancial burden on farmers. In 2005, the government 
decided to accelerate this process, pledging to abolish the taxes within three years.7

By 2006 China’s GDP reached RMB20,940.7 billion (about USD2,626.3 billion), and non-
agricultural industries accounted for 88.2 percent of gross domestic product.8 The proportion 
of revenue generated through agricultural taxation, which formerly account for 41 percent of 
income in 1950, has now fallen to less than 1 percent. 

To narrow the disparities between the rural and urban populations, as well as between the 
eastern and western regions, the government has increased central fi scal expenditure to support 
the agricultural sector, seeking to strengthen basic development of farmland and to accelerate 
construction of such infrastructure projects as roads, drinking water supplies, biogas facilities, 
power grids and communications. 

Overview of Country Situation: 
Provinces of Yunnan and Guangxi, China
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Labour force 
In 2005, the numbers of people employed in the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors were 
339.70 million (44.8%), 180.84 million (23.8%) and 237.71 million (31.4%) respectively.9 The 
primary industry, despite absorbing the largest number of labourers, makes up only 12.5 percent 
of the GDP, while the secondary and tertiary sectors comprise 47.5 percent and 39.9 percent of 
GDP, respectively.10  In response, China aims to shift the labour force from primary industry 
into the secondary and tertiary sectors.  

Meanwhile, China’s labour force is increasing by nearly 7 million each year. It has increased 
by 7.68 million from 2003 to 2004 and by 6.25 million from 2004 to 2005.11  At the same time, 
there is an excess labour force of about 200 million in rural areas.  With annual economic 
growth at 8-9 percent, eight to nine million new jobs can be created annually. Unfortunately, this 
is insuffi cient to absorb the excess labour force.  As of 2006 the unemployment rate in urban 
areas was 4.1 percent,12 equating to more than 8 million people. 

Increases in the size of the labour force and regional imbalances of development result 
in dynamic patterns of labour migration within China. Currently there are over 120 million 
‘fl oating labourers’ in China, most of whom are rural-urban migrant workers.  Among them 60 
million are cross-provincial migrants, comprising almost half of the total rural–urban migrant 
population. Floating labourers face many serious problems. First, rural migrant workers remain 
in an unstable state on a long-term basis.  Second, due to regional divisions in governance 
between the urban and rural, migrant workers cannot enjoy the same labour rights and social 
protection as urban residents.  Creating a unifi ed labour market and promoting a sustainable 
process of urbanisation is a formidable task for the Chinese government.  

While China has yet to collect statistics regarding workers in the informal sector, initial 
estimates suggest that this sector is substantial.  According to fi gures from a sample survey of 
66 cities conducted by the Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 70-80 million people work in 
various jobs in the informal economy.  These workers face unstable employment prospects, have 
no social security, live outside labour-protection laws and have low incomes, all while working 
long irregular hours. This has resulted in the emergence of a group of working poor.  

Unskilled workers, especially those in the private sector, suffer low pay and will continue to 
do so due to the excess labour supply. This has created a power imbalance between the capital 
and labour markets, which has resulted in a situation where workers are unable to unionise 
effectively or to organise systems of collective bargaining to demand employment rights.  
For example, within the Pearl River Delta, the nominal wages of workers have not increased 
in real terms over the past 20 years. This means that actual income has decreased.  Similar 
situations are common throughout the country.  Consumer spending in 2006 had fallen to 36 
percent, down from 47 percent in early 1990s.13 This proportion is the lowest among the world’s 
largest economies. The share of wages as part of GDP has also fallen from 53 percent in 1998 
to 41 percent in 2005.14  This situation has caused an increase in the income disparity and an 
inequitable distribution of social resources, which have prevented the majority of people from 
benefi ting from economic development.  

In response, the Chinese government has implemented its eleventh Five-Year Plan (2006–
2010), which targets an annual growth rate of 7.5 percent, as well as: 

• Increasing farmers’ incomes;
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• Promoting service sector development;
• Balancing regional development; 
• Building an environmentally friendly society; 
• Deepening structural reform and promoting good governance; and
• Strengthening international economic cooperation.15 
  

2. Overview of Yunnan and Guangxi province

Geography
Both Yunnan and Guangxi provinces share borders with neighbouring countries and have the 
advantage of being important bridges between China and ASEAN countries. 

Yunnan is situated in the southwest corner of mainland China.  It has an area of 394,000 km2 
with mountainous highland planes comprising 94 percent of its topography. To the south and 
west, the province shares 4,060 km of international borders with Burma, Laos PDR and Vietnam.  
Within Yunnan, the Sino-Burmese border measures 1,997 km; the Sino-Laotian border, 719 km; 
and the Sino-Vietnamese border is 1,353 km in length. Yunnan has nine national level ports, eight 
provincial level ports and over 80 customs points.  The construction of the Kunming-Bangkok 
highway and the Trans-Asian railway are hoped to gradually advance the economic development 
of Yunnan.

Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, situated in the southwest extremity of the coast of 
mainland China, borders Beibu Bay to the south, Yunnan province to the west and Vietnam to 
the southwest. Guangxi has a total land surface area of 236,000 km2, and is surrounded by high 
terrain. 

Guangxi lies at the intersection between the central, eastern, and western regions of China. 
It possesses transportation infrastructure, such as roads and ports, and has become a hub among 
the markets of southwest China, south China, central China and the ASEAN. It is also the most 
convenient route to reach the sea from the southwest and northwest of China. 

Currently three major routes connect China to Southeast Asian countries via Vietnam.  Among 
the three routes, the shorter two pass through Guangxi province.  One route goes via Nanning, 
Dongxing and Mangjie to Hanoi, a total length of 538km.  The other passes through Nanning, 
Pinxiang Friendship Gate and Liangshan to Hanoi, a total distance of 419km.  

    
People
The population of Yunnan in 2005 was 44.4 million, while Guangxi was home to 46.5 million 
people.16 Yunnan is home to more individuals belonging to ethnic minority groups than any 
other province in China. Fifteen million ethnic minority people from 25 different ethnic groups 
comprise 34.6 percent of Yunnan’s population and one seventh of the nation’s total ethnic minority 
population.  Among them, the Yi ethnic group is the largest, with a population of over 4 million. 
The Bai, Hani and Dai ethnic groups have populations of more than 1 million.  Fifteen ethnic 
groups, including the Lagu and Hani are unique to Yunnan province. Ethnic minorities from 16 
different ethnic groups mainly populate the border region.

Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region is one of fi ve minority autonomous regions within 
China and is home to 18 million ethnic minorities, as of 2004. The Han population is estimated 
at approximately 30 million and comprises 61.6 percent of the total population.  The Zhuang 
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population numbers more than 15 million, making up 85.7 percent of the ethnic minority 
population in the province.  The twelve main ethnic minority groups include the Zhuang, Yao, 
Miao, Dong, Jing, Yi, Shui and Gelao.  There are some 25 other smaller ethnic groups within the 
province.  

Ethnic groups on either side of the international borders are often related and share a common 
culture and language. There is a deep and abiding relationship between ethnic groups in Yunnan, 
Guangxi and the people of peninsular Southeast Asia. The borders are dotted by numerous border 
crossings, formal and informal, large and small, facilitating visits by migrants across both sides. 

Key indicators of economic and social development
Yunnan is one of the poorest provinces in China. In 2003, it ranked 28th out of the 31 provinces 
in China in terms of the Human Development Index. Guangxi ranked 22nd.  In 2005 Yunnan’s 
provincial GDP was RMB 3,472.89 billion (USD 423.8 billion) and per capita GDP was RMB 
7,835 (USD 956.15), while Guangxi’s provincial GDP was RMB 4,075.75 billion (USD 497.39 
billion), and per capita GDP was RMB 8,788 (USD 1,072.45).17 

Both provinces are rich in natural resources. Yunnan has abundant copper, lead, zinc, tin 
and aluminium reserves, while Guangxi is rich in aluminium and rosin. In terms of agricultural 
production, Yunnan is one of the major coffee growing and processing regions in China, while 
Guangxi produces 60 percent of China’s total sugar production. Despite being rich in natural 
resources, the two provinces remain remote, and have historically had little contact with more 
developed regions of China. The economies of both provinces remain underdeveloped. 

China’s ethnic regions have 11.7 million people living in poverty, accounting for 49.5 percent 
of the country’s poor rural dwellers.18 China offi cially designates 592 counties for state poverty 
alleviation and development, 267 of which are in ethnic autonomous areas.19  In 2003 the average 
per capita GDP of an ethnic autonomous area was just 66.3 percent of the national per capita 
average.20 In 2005 the Chinese government provided RMB 4.84 billion (USD 590 million) for 
poverty reduction projects in eight provincial level regions, including Yunnan and Guangxi. 

 
Cross-border trade 
ASEAN and China have agreed to establish the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA), and 
the Agreement on Trade in Goods was enacted on 20 July 2005.  It aims to eliminate tariffs on 90 
percent of products from ASEAN-6 and China by 2010. 

Since the initiation of the tax reduction process in 2005, trade between China and ASEAN 
countries has increased rapidly.  Between July 2005 and May 2006, China’s imports from ASEAN 
was USD 74.15 billion, 20.6 percent higher than the previous year.  China’s exports to ASEAN 
increased by 23.1 percent, totalling USD 55.57 billion.21

Yunnan has a long history of friendly relationships and trade with countries in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region (GMS).  In the fi rst three quarters of 2006, trade between Yunnan and ASEAN 
amounted to USD 1.595 billion.  Exports from Yunnan to ASEAN reached USD 1.156 billion, an 
increase of 42.8 percent from the previous year. At the same time imports from ASEAN reached 
USD 439 million, an increase of 25.4 percent. The trade surplus between Yunnan and ASEAN 
reached USD 717 million, a 37.6 percent increase on the previous year.22

Guangxi-ASEAN trade has also showed rapid rates of increase due to China-ASEAN free 
trade agreements. The Chinese Council for the Promotion of International Trade (Nanning) sent 
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more than 20 trade delegations to Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar as of 2005. ASEAN has now become Guangxi’s largest 
trading partner.23 

With China’s economic development and an increase in trade with the GMS, a new form of 
migration has appeared in Yunnan and Guangxi provinces.  In addition to sending migrants, these 
provinces have also become a stopover point for outgoing migrants from other provinces of China. 
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Overview of Country Situation: Lao PDR

T he Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) is the second-smallest country in 
Asia, with a total land area of 236,800 square kilometres. This mountainous and forested 
nation is landlocked, has a population of 5.8 million, a population density of 24 persons per 

square kilometre, and is home to around 49 different ethnic groups. The economy is predominantly 
agricultural, currently employing 82.2 percent of the population, the highest proportion among all 
the Southeast Asian countries.1 The country’s labour force aged 15 or older numbered more than 2.6 
million as of 2003. 

Lao PDR shares its borders to the north with China, to the northwest with Burma/Myanmar, 
Thailand to the west, Cambodia to the south, and Vietnam to the northeast. Its longest border is shared 
with Thailand along the length of the Mekong River. Extensive cross-border trade with neighbouring 
countries has taken place for many years. In total Lao PDR has 15 international checkpoints and 55 
border posts. Many of the local border checkpoints were established between 1960-1990, and 2000-
2002. Most of the international checkpoints were created during the 1990s.

In 1997 Lao PDR became a member of ASEAN and, in the same year, submitted an application 
for membership to the WTO. In the context of regional and global integration, the government stressed 
the importance of its border trade while the Asian Development Bank (ADB) saw Lao PDR as key to 
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the success of the GMS Economic Cooperation Program.2 As a member of Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya 
Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS), Lao PDR is involved in several projects involving 
the development of transport infrastructure, and its industrial and agricultural sectors. As part of its 
negotiation efforts to become a member of the WTO, in October 2006 the Lao PDR Government 
submitted its fi rst offer on market access for industrial products to the membership working party 
meeting of the WTO. While the WTO members welcomed the fi rst offer, they asked the Lao PDR 
Government to provide more information on its trading regime as well as its offer on services3.

1. Economy 
Since the Government of Lao PDR adopted the New Economic Mechanism in 1986, the economy 
has moved away from a central command system towards a market-orientated approach. This allows 
the private sector to play more of an active role in the country’s socio-economic development, which 
has seen steady improvements according to key social and economic indicators. For example, during 
the Asian fi nancial crisis, the macro-economic climate remained stable, and the growth rate was 
maintained throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Gross Domestic Product grew by 6.5 percent in 2004, 7. 
percent in 2005 and 7.3 percent in 2006.4 The amount of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Lao PDR 
has drastically increased. In 2000, the total FDI was USD 31 million, which was only 1.78 percent of 
total GDP. In 2007, the total FDI is projected to reach USD 785 million or 19.85 percent of the GDP.5 
Between 2001-2005, the fi ve countries with the highest inward investment were Thailand, Vietnam, 
France, Australia and China.6 

Nonetheless, poverty coupled with high illiteracy rates continue to be issues affecting people’s daily 
lives within the country. Lao PDR remains classifi ed as one of the least developed countries (LDCs). In 
2005 it ranked 130 out of 177 countries on the Human Development Index (HDI), with adult literacy 
rates of just 68.7%.7 According to the Lao Women’s Union, the literacy rate for women is just 59 
percent while for men it is 80 percent.8 According to the Lao Expenditure and Consumption Survey 
2002/2003 (LECSIII), the primary school completion rate for females was just 14.4 percents, while the 
UNDP reports the combined primary, secondary and tertiary gross enrolment ratio was 61.5 percent.9 
UNIFEM reports that almost two thirds of Lao girls aged six and over have not completed primary 
school education and that nearly one third of that same group is illiterate.10 As a result, about 25,000 
youths aged between aged 15-18 years, enter the labour market each year, including those who have 
dropped out of school.11

This rapidly expanding work force is a dictating factor in the country’s macroeconomic growth, 
as 54 percent of the current population is under 20 years of age, while the population of the country 
is expected to double over the next 15 years.12 In order to absorb the rapidly expanding work force 
and move out of its current LDC status by the year 2020, the country will have to raise its per capita 
income to USD 1,000. The country will also need to achieve an annual growth rate of 7.5 percent.  The 
country’s GDP growth between 2004-2006 approached but did not quite meet this target. 

As part of the third National Socio-economic Development Plan (1991-1995), the priority 
development objectives were to consolidate macro-economic reforms in order to ensure a smooth 
transition to a market economy. This was to be achieved by enhancing the effi ciency and performance 
of the public sector, accelerating socio-economic development, improving living standards through 
the expansion of economic and social infrastructure, strengthening social services, and halting the 
degradation of the natural resource base. Within the fourth Plan (1996-2000), the main development 
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goals focused on continuing the structural transformation of the economy and improving the 
population’s quality of life. The National Assembly’s declared priorities under the Plan included 
development of human resources, rural development, food-production, commercial production, 
stabilisation and reduction of shifting cultivation, expansion of foreign economic relations and 
infrastructure development. The main objectives of the fi fth Plan (2001-2005) was to achieve rapid 
economic growth, food production, reduction of poverty, shift away from slash-and-burn agriculture, 
prohibition of poppy cultivation and enhancement of political and social stability. 

While Lao PDR’s economy continues to be predominantly based around the agricultural sector, 
tourism, mining and hydroelectric power generation are seen as the sectors that must be developed in 
order to bring about the structural transformation necessary for future economic growth. Hydroelectric 
power is currently an important export earner, which accounted for 27 percent of total export earnings 
during 2004.13 Currently, under the countries sixth Plan (2006-2010), endorsed in July 2006, the 
National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy (NGPES) has been integrated into the National 
Socioeconomic Development Plan, placing emphases on food-processing, hydropower-generation, 
mining development and greater involvement within ASEAN. As of 2007, exports of hydropower had 
increased and now comprise approximately 30 percent of the country’s total export earnings14. 

2. Rural-Urban Migration

According to an ILO survey, signifi cantly smaller proportions of the total migrating population move 
within the country. Less than 20 percent of the migrating population surveyed stated that it had moved 
within the country. Of these internal migrants 42.5 percent had moved to Vientiane, the Capital.15 
According to the 2005 national census, fewer than 200,000 people have moved to another province 
since 1995. Vientiane is the most popular destination for rural-urban migrants with 72,789 people 
moving to the capital between 1995-2005, of these about 54 percent came from the northern provinces; 
29 percent, from central Laos; and 17 percent, from the south. By far the vast majority of the migrating 
population in Lao PDR migrate to the neighbouring country of Thailand16.

Sources: National Statistic Center, Population Census data 2005

Table 1: Rural-Urban Migration in Lao PDR 1995-2005

Luangphrabang 26,584 Vientiane Capital City 72,789

Xiengkhuang 20,039 Vientiane Province(except Viantiane Capital City) 22,550

Vientiane 19,837 Bolikhamxay 12,771

Houaphanh 19,602  

Champasack 11,773  

Phongsaly 11,655  

Number of migrants from  Number of migrants into
Provinces Number Provinces Number
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Endnotes
1  Followed by Vietnam and Burma where the proportion of the workforce employed in the agriculture sectors are 69.1% 
and 62.7% respectively. See the National Statistic Center of Lao PDR, Population Census Data, Vientiane, 2005 and 
ADB, Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacifi c Countries: Lao PDR. Last accessed at: <http://www.adb.org/
Documents/Books/Key_Indicators/2007/pdf/LAO.pdf>.

2 For background information about the GMS Economic Cooperation Program (“GMS Program”), see MMN & AMC, 
Resource Book: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, pp. 5-6.

3 See WTO, “2006 NEWS ITEMS, 1 December 2006: “ACCESSIONS: Members welcome Laos’ fi rst goods offer” Last 
accessed at:  <http://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news06_e/laos_1dec06_e.htm>.

4 ADB, Asian Development Outlook 2007.

5 World Bank, Lao PDR Key indicators, April 2007, cited in Ministry of Industry and Commerce, “Lao PDR, Country 
note on Trade and Investment Policy Coordination (Lao PDR)”, prepared for ARTNet Consultative Meeting on Trade 
and Investment Policy Coordination, 16-17 July 2007, Bangkok, Thailand.

6 Committee for Planning and Investment, Vientiane, Lao PDR, January 2006, cited in ibid.

7 UNDP, Human Development Report (HDR) 2007/8.  Last accessed on 21 February 2008 at: <http://hdrstats.undp.
org/countries/country_fact_sheets/cty_fs_LAO.html>.

8 Reported in October 2004.

9 UNDP, HDR 2007/8.

10 Inthasone Phetsiriseng, “Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR” a study conducted for UNIFEM, February 2007.

11 ibid.

12 See Annex 1, Economic Indicators for 2003-2004 and Plan 204-2005, from Department of Planning, Committee for 
Planning and Cooperation.

13 Asian Development Bank, Country Strategy and Program 2007-2011: Lao PDR.

14 World Bank, High Level Forum on Lao-Thai Partnership in Sustainable Hydropower Development: Background Note, 
2007. Last accessed on 21 February 2008 at: <http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTTHAILAND/Resources/333200-
1089943634036/475256-1151398858396/2007sept-hydro_background.pdf>.

15 See Inthasone Phetsirisen, Mapping Migration in Lao PDR, prepared for Transborder Migration Policy 
Implementation and Monitoring: Its Effectiveness and Current Policy Gaps in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 15-17 
November, 2007, Khon Kaen, Thailand.

16 See page 85 of this resource book for information about migration from Lao PDR to Thailand.
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T hailand, with a population of more than 65 million,1 and a GDP per capita estimated at 
USD 3136.50,2 is currently the major migrant destination country in the GMS. The country 
enjoyed robust economic growth between the 1980s and the mid-1990s, making it one of the 

fastest developing countries in Asia. The collapse of the Thai baht in 1997 sparked a regional crisis in 
Asia and drove the Thai economy into recession in 1997 and 1998. The economy recovered in 1999, 
recording 4 percent GDP growth. Despite the impact and aftermath of 9/11 on the global economy, 
the tsunami in December 2004, and the ongoing violence in the south, the country’s GPD has 
maintained a relatively steady growth rate, with percent records at 5.3, 7.1, 6.3, 4.5 and 5.0 for the 
years 2002-2006. The GDP growth in 2006 and 2007 was mostly driven by relatively strong exports, 
and was maintained despite the continuing appreciation of the baht against the US dollar. However, 
the rate of economic growth was projected to slow to 4 percent in 2007.3 The manufacturing sector 
accounts for approximately 30 percent of Thailand’s economic output and employs 13 percent 
of the country’s labour force. The agricultural sector, meanwhile, accounts for just 9.9 percent of 
production yet utilises 42 percent of the labour force.4

Politically, 2006 ushered in a year of turmoil for Thailand, with street demonstrations, an 
annulled election and a military coup. Having won a second general term on 6  February 2005, 
Thaksin Shinawatra and his Thai Rak Thai party controlled 374 seats in Parliament’s lower house. 
However, his increasingly autocratic and corrupt style of governmenance, including the appointment 
of family members and cronies to key positions of power and involvement in business deals 
that appeared far from transparent and clean. These allegations prompted people to take to the 
streets to call for his resignation. The public protests against Thaksin in turn sparked pro-Thaksin 
demonstrations, and the country became polarised into camps for and against the Prime Minister. 

On 24 February 2006 Thaksin dissolved parliament and called a snap general election held on 
the 2 April 2006. The opposition parties decided to boycott the election and the Thai Rak Thai party 
“won”. However, this unopposed election victory caused a constitutional crisis, and on 4 April 2006 
Thaksin announced that he would step down as prime minister as soon as parliament had selected his 
successor. The supreme court then declared that the election results were void and that new elections 
should be held on 15 October 2006, with a new caretaker prime minister to be appointed in the 
interim. Within a month, Thaksin was back heading the caretaker government. As the new election 
neared and with Thaksin clearly continuing to hold the reigns of power, the anti-Thaksin factions got 
ready to re-group. Then on 19 September, a six-man army junta led by Gen. Sonthi Boonyaratglin, 
seized control of Thailand’s government, deposing and forcing Thaksin into exile. The military junta 
promised a swift restoration to civilian rule and installed an interim government, headed by the 
well respected, retired general Surayud Chulanont. As part of this promise, the junta vowed to hold 
free and fair elections within a year. Following the coup, martial law was immediately imposed. By 
January 2007 the junta had lifted the martial law in more than half of the country, though in several 
southern provinces it remained in force. Throughout this period issues of national security often 
outweighed basic human rights, resulting in the issuance of provincial decrees restricting migrants’ 
rights in Phuket, Rayong, Ranong, Pang Na, Suratanee, and Samut Sakhorn.5

Following the coup, the military also revoked the People’s Constitution and established a 
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constitutional assembly, composed of 100 members, to draft a new Thai Constitution, to be submitted 
to the electorate in a referendum.

Although there was little opposition to the military coup and the general public showed faith 
that the junta could restore democracy to Thailand, they have faced some major challenges to justify 
their actions and their ability to maintain the initial confi dence shown in them by the public. Former 
Prime Minister Thaksin was charged with corruption and the erosion of democracy, as the military 
looked to take the moral high ground following the coup. However after just a few months in power, 
individuals within the junta were already facing allegations which tainted their moral image. Gen. 
Sonthi Boonyaratglin was accused of having two wives, which, if proven, would violate two articles 
in Thailand’s Criminal Code. While Surayud was said to have made an irregular land deal, building 
his home on property meant for landless farmers. At present, concern is growing among civil 
society that the military may not have such honorable intentions as fi rst assumed. It was revealed 
at the last cabinet meeting of 2006 that the military-appointed cabinet approved to assign THB 556 
million (USD 14 million) of the national budget towards a ‘secretive’ 14,000-strong special security 
force to monitor political dissents in areas of the north and north-east of the country where Thaksin 
enjoys widespread support. Suggestions that the new constitution could make the Prime Minister an 
unelected position and the talk of installing an appointed senate have fanned fears that the junta may 
not hand over power so willingly.

On New Year’s Eve, 2006, eight bombs exploded across Bangkok, killing three people and 
injuring dozens. The prime minister suggested that Thaksin and his allies were behind the bombings, 
Thaksin rejected these allegations and maintained that it was most likely separatist insurgents from 
the south of Thailand that were behind the attacks. Others speculated that the military might have 
been behind it themselves as a way of trying to justify the need for them to remain in power. 

At the beginning of 2007, the economic policies of the Council for National Security (CNS) 
began to hit the headlines. The controls imposed on trading of the country’s currency had resulted 
in a crash in the Thai stock market and restrictions imposed on business were introduced to limit 
property-ownership by foreigners. These measures resulted in a fall in confi dence by investors and a 
fl urry of explanations by the CNS.

In April 2007 a committee appointed by the military administration approved a fi rst draft of the new 
constitution. In May, ousted Prime Minster Thaksin Shinawatra’s Thai Rak Thai party was formerly 
banned. In August 2007, voters in a referendum approved the new constitution drafted by the military.

In December 2007 general elections fi nally took place, and the People Power Party (PPP), a 
party formed by former members of the Thai Rak Thai party and backed by Thaksin, achieved a 
parlimentary majority. In February 2008 the country returned to civilian rule and Samak Sundaraveg, 
an old ally of Thaksin, was sworn in as Prime Minister. 

While Thaksin was in exile, he maintained regular public appearances in the media partly through 
the purchase of Manchester City, the English Premier League Football Club. In February 2008, he 
returned to Thailand although he denied that he had any intention or ambitions to return to politics.

Minimum Wage
According to The Ministerial Regulation of Minimum Wage Rate (No.8), dated 12 November 
2007, the cabinet approved the increases in the minimum wage proposed for 2008 by the Ministry 
of Labour. The regulation was set to come into force on 1 January, 2008. The changes brought the 
minimum daily wage in Bangkok and Samut Sakorn up to THB194, in Chiang Mai to THB159, in 
Phucket to THB193 and in Ranong to THB163. 
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The South
2006 and 2007 witnessed continued unrest in the three southernmost provinces of Pattani, Yala 
and Narathiwat, Thaksin had in the past dealt with the situation through the use of force but with 
little success. The Council for National Security tried a more reconciliatory approach but similarly 
achieved little progress after four months of efforts.  Since January 2004 more than 2,800 people 
have been killed in the region.6 The killings have become increasingly random, arbitrary and cruel 
in nature throughout the separatist-controlled insurgent areas. In the fi rst week of January 2007, a 
Buddhist couple were beheaded; a few days later two Muslims and a Buddhist were shot dead. The 
violence has directly impacted schools and teachers in the south, with arson attacks on schools and 
more than 60 teachers being killed, forcing schools to shut down periodically throughout the year. 
As a result, more than 2,000 teachers have asked to be transferred out of the region, creating an acute 
shortage of teachers.

Other workers have also moved out of the area for their own safety, creating a general labour 
shortage in these provinces. In January 2007, a policy was announced to register migrant workers in 
the fi ve southern-most provinces that have been declared as special economic zones. Migrant workers 
in these areas would be issued a distinct colour-coded work permit permitting them to work only in the 
fi ve designated provinces, effectively imprisoning them in an area of violence and insurgency.

On 15 January 2007, the Cabinet approved the extension of emergency rule in the three southern 
provinces of Yala, Narathiwat and Pattani for a further three months. The emergency rule grants them 
the right to detain suspects without charge for a period of 30 days. 

Avian Flu
According to the Ministry of Public Health website there were fi ve confi rmed human cases of avian 
infl uenza resulting in two deaths in 2005. Three confi rmed deaths caused by the human strand of 
the virus were confi rmed in 2006, in Phichit, Uthai Thani and Nong Bua Lampoo provinces. Since 
the outbreak began in 2003, there have been 17 human deaths in Thailand.7 In the second week of 
January 2007, a new outbreak of the fl u was found in ducks in Phitsanuluk, northern Thailand.8

Endnotes
1  ADB, Key Indicators 2007.

2  Correct as of 2006. See IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2007.

3  World Bank, “Country Brief: Thailand”, October 2007, in ADB, Asian Development Outlook 2007, pp. 232-235. Last 
accessed at: <http://go.worldbank.org/IS43PD1U20>.

4  “Thailand”, in ADB, Key Economic Indicator 2007, p. 348.

5  See page 66 for more details about the provincial decrees. 

6  “Southern Thai violence increases”, in Aljazeera. Net, 15 January 2008. Last accessed on 6 March 2008 at: <http://english.
aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/89D1AEBB-6038-4423-8CDA-FEC89B46E12D.htm>.

7  As of 30 January 2008. “Tracking Avian fl ue”, in Washington Post.com, 30 January 2008. Last accessed on 6 March 2008 at: 
<http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/health/interactives/birdfl u/>.

8  Ministry of Public Health. Last accessed at : <http://thaigcd.ddc.moph.go.th/AI_case_report_070116.html>.
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Overview of Country Situation: Vietnam

V ietnam borders China to the North, Lao PDR to the West, and the Pacifi c Ocean to the East 
and South. Vietnam is divided into 59 provinces and three municipalities, with a total land 
area of 329,141 square kilometres and more than one million square kilometres of sea. 

The rate of population growth has remained relatively stable since 2005, recording a 1.3 percent per 
annum increase in 2006.1 By the middle of 2007 the population had reached more than 85 million.2 
Vietnam is home to 54 different ethnic groups, of which the Kinh majority accounts for around 87 
percent. Other minority groups include the Tay, Moung, Nung, Thai, Hoa (Chinese), and Khmer. 
Most ethnic groups live in the country’s mountainous regions. 

The Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam was offi cially formed in July 1976 when 
the divided country was unifi ed and Hanoi was named the national capital. This followed the fall of 
the Saigon Regime in 1975 and the end of the war with the United States, which lasted from 1954 
to 1975, claiming the lives of an estimated 1.3 million Vietnamese and 58,000 American soldiers. 
Vietnam-US relations were only normalised in 1995. In June 2005, Vietnamese Prime Minister Phan 
Van Khai made the fi rst visit to the US by a Vietnamese leader since the end of the Vietnam War, and 
in June 2007, President Nguyen Minh Trient made the fi rst visit by a head of state to the US. The 
Vietnamese government now sees the US as a potential receiving country for its migrant workers.
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1. Governance

Measures are presently being implemented to reform the functioning of the Vietnamese government, 
with the goal of reducing bureaucracy and improving effi ciency. The main focus of the reforms have 
been the administrative units that are in direct contact with the public on a daily basis, such as the 
departments that process applications for various permits.3 For example, it has been reported that 
the introduction of ‘One-Stop Shops’ to improve the delivery of government services to individuals 
and businesses has been quite successful and has reduced the opportunities available for government 
employees to commit acts of petty corruption.4

The implementation process is guided by principles of decentralisation and delegation, which 
are intended to give greater authority to some government units in managing their tasks. Within the 
scope of this reform, the offi cials of particular government units have greater and more signifi cant 
powers, which allow them to reorganise and restructure their operations by managing their own 
budget. The decentralisation scheme means that many government decisions are now taken at the 
lower levels, such as at the provincial and municipal levels. This is refl ected in the increase of local 
government spending.5 

The process has also included initiatives that encourage civic participation and promote 
grassroots democracy, particularly in areas where there is a public need for information, such as 
current regulations and policies; administrative procedures; local socio-economic strategies; plans 
for land use; formulation of budget and expenditure; programs fi nanced by the government; and 
activities related to poverty reduction. Public consultation and input are sought in infrastructure and 
community development programs and the establishment of funds at the local level and its usage, 
as well as in the drafting of the local authorities’ plans, the activities of the People’s Council, the 
implementation of government decisions, and the treatment of complaints. However, in reality, a 
huge gap exists between policy and practice. According to the Vietnam Development Report 2005, 
the degree of public participation was not equal across the board. The highest degree of participation 
related to activities that require fi nancial contributions, such as the upgrade of infrastructure at the 
sub-ward level in urban areas and at the village level in rural area. 

2. Economy

Since the implementation of the Doi Moi (renovation) policy in 1986, Vietnam has been taking steps 
towards implementing market economy reforms. In January 2007, after 12 years of negotiations, 
Vietnam fi nally became the 150th member of the World Trade Organization (WTO). With the 
continuing trend of industrialisation and modernisation, the Vietnamese economy has been growing 
steadily, and GDP growth is being projected at 8.3 percent for 2007. The rate of unemployment has 
hovered around 2 percent for the past few years.  Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) has increased 
to USD 2.8 billion. Living standards have also improved in both urban and rural areas, and the 
percentage of the population living below the poverty line has declined to 29 percent in 2006 from 
58 percent in 1993. Investment in the public sector has seen a slight increase from 6% of GDP in 
1997 to 8.5% in 2003.6 Public spending focused on modernising the country’s cities and building 
information-exchange networks between such cities and other cities outside Vietnam. 

Doi Moi has accelerated the speed of urbanisation in Vietnam by creating conditions that 
encourage further industrialisation and rural-urban migration. This has led to a rapid growth in the 
population of a number of cities. The total number of urban dwellers increased from 18.8 million 
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(24.2 percent of the population) in 2000 to 21.6 million (26.3 percent of the population) in 2004. 
However, the process and effects of urbanisation have not been evenly distributed across the 
country, but have instead been focused on top-tier cities, such as Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, Da 
Nang, and Can Tho. In Hanoi, the number of inhabitants increased from 2,738,200 in 2000 to 
3,082,800 in 2004 or by 12.5 percent and in reality, the actual number of residents is higher than 
shown by offi cial statistics. The fi gure may be as much as three times more than offi cial statistics 
show, due to a large number of migrants who are not registered with the authorities.7 There is a 
signifi cant gap with respect to social and technological infrastructures between old and new urban 
areas where present conditions are unable to respond to the demands and pressures of population 
growth. If the demand on infrastructure development is not resolved soon to respond to the urban 
population growth, estimated at about 3.5 percent per year, pressure will undoubtedly increase 
on improving the quality of life in the urban areas of Vietnam. Notably, the phenomenon of 
‘urbanisation of poverty’, where poverty becomes more concentrated in the urban areas than rural 
areas, has been intensifying with the migration of the rural population to urban areas at the rate of 
one million people per year as rural dwellers migrate in search of a better livelihood.

Since mid-2005, the Vietnamese government has made efforts to change some regulations 
relating to the permanent residency registration and legalisation of housing and land entitlements8. 
Upon the reform, permanent residency will no longer be determined by house ownership and 
vice versa, which brought hope for many migrants. However, in practice, it has been reported that 
there was nonetheless a very small number of people who benefi ted from this measure, receiving 
approval on applications for permanent residence. Those who are considered ‘illegal’ land users 
or ‘squatters’ – who are in fact long term residents – still experience diffi culties. Migrants are 
unable to obtain legitimate status, which is affecting the efforts to reduce poverty and to improve 
urban management. The large gap between long-term and short-term residents in compensation 
rights and land entitlements has been the subject of discussion by the Vietnamese government and 
international donors on the implementation of the relocation and resettlement projects.

3. Labour Issues in the Country

In 2006, rural-urban migrant workers employed in factories at the large-scale processing zones 
where many Singaporean, Taiwanese and Korean joint venture enterprises are situated, went on 
strikes before and after Tet New Year Holidays. The strikes spread fast with migrant workers’ more 
actively involved as the dispute continued. The main demands of the strikes related to calls for an 
increase in the minimum wage, the implementation of overtime payment and insurance-related 
benefi ts. The strike of migrant workers in large processing zones were followed by strikes in small 
and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) and caused a signifi cant impact on the production during the 
fi rst quarter of 2006. This series of strikes prompted the Vietnamese government to issue a decree 
by which the minimum wage of factory workers was increased by 40 percent from VND600,000 
(approximately USD40) per month to VND850,000 (approximately USD55) per month, excluding 
salary for night shifts or extra shifts. The issuance of the decree took place one week after the mass 
strikes.

4. Avian Flu

Vietnam has been among the countries worst hit by avian fl u. The Ministry of Health in February 
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2008 confi rmed a new outbreak human infection of H5N1 avian infl uenza, bringing the total case of 
avian fl u to 103 in the country, 49 of which have been fatal. 

Endnotes
1   ADB, Key Indicators of Developing Asian and Pacifi c Countries, “Vietnam”, P.410

2   Central Intelligence Agency, CIA Factbook. Last accessed on 22 November 2007 at: <https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/vm.html>.

3   Wong 2004 sited in Vietnam Development Report (VDR), 2005: p.7.

4   “Governance: Executive Summary”: i., in VDR, 2005.

5   VDR, 2005: p.81.

6  “Governance”, in VDR, 2005: p.57.

7   J.M. Cour, “Urbanization and Sustainable Development: A Demo-economic Conceptual Framework and Its Application to 
Vietnam”, Draft Report. 2003.

8   For background information about the restrictive policies toward the rural-urban migrants, please see MMN and AMC, 
Resource Book: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, p. 87.
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Chapter 2: Overview of Migration

In this chapter, recent policy 
developments relating to migration 
as well as the update on migration 
patterns, profi le and statistics are 
summarised.
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Regional Overview of Migration

T his section aims to provide a sub-regional overview of migration while the country 
specifi c issues are discussed more in detail in the country sections that follow. In this 
section, the geographic and demographic background of migration in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion (GMS) is fi rst summarised, followed by a closer examination of the bilateral MOUs on 
Cooperation in the Employment of Workers, policy dialogue among GMS governments on labour 
migration, agreements and declarations signed by the GMS countries, including the ASEAN 
Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. Ratifi cation status 
of UN and ILO conventions concerning migrant workers is also noted in order to provide general 
understanding of the GMS governments’ international commitments in protecting migrants’ 
rights. Finally, the procedures of the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiatives on Traffi cking 
(COMMIT), as well as the sub-regional migration related projects in the GMS carried out by 
various UN and civil society organisations are listed, as they are often linked to country specifi c 
response in the GMS.
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1. Background
The GMS is home to more than 240 million people, including an estimated 3 million migrants. 
Thailand is the major receiving country for migrants in the region, hosting between 2-2.5 million 
migrants, while Cambodia and the Yunnan province of China also play host to large migrant 
populations.1 Accurate data concerning the number of migrants in the GMS is hard to attain. 
This is due to the fact that many migrants are long term residents in their host countries (as 
illustrated in the case of Vietnamese migrants in Cambodia), and most migration in the region is 
spontaneous and through irregular channels. Furthermore, many people in the GMS continue to be 
undocumented in their home countries. It is important to note that the many ethnic groups residing 
along the borders of the GMS countries often have kinship ties with people on the other side of the 
border belonging to the same ethnic nationality, therefore movement across national borders has 
long been a part of their daily lives. 

Until the latter half of the twentieth century, many of the countries in the GMS were embroiled 
in internal strife, repressive regimes, cross-border confl icts, recurring political instability and their 
associated economic diffi culties. Between the 1960s and 1980s, most migrants from the GMS 
were refugees fl eeing wars and repressive regimes. Around 250,000 Vietnamese people fl ed during 
the Vietnam-U.S. War, and hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese fl ed the country as ‘Boat People’ 
after the war. A large number of Vietnamese people also went to Cambodia during and after the 
confl ict between Vietnam and Cambodia.  In Thailand, large numbers of Laotian refugees and 
migrants began arriving as early as 1975. The number of Burmese refugees has increased since 
1984 and further accelerated after September 1988 when the democratic uprising was quashed by 
the military regime.  

Thailand
In the 1990s, population movements were characterised by a mix of refugees and economic 
migrants. Thailand’s economy saw rapid growth, particularly between 1990 and 1995. This 
strong economic growth resulted in a higher demand for labour, attracting large numbers of 
workers from rural areas across Thailand, as well as from neighbouring countries. Undocumented 
migrant workers became a signifi cant feature of the Thai economy and society. In 1992, the Thai 
government introduced a scheme to register migrants who were working illegally in the country. 
However, this registration scheme was only open to Burmese migrants and only those residing 
in certain provinces mostly along the Burmese border. Fewer than 10,000 workers registered for 
the scheme.  In 1996, the fi rst written policy appeared through a Cabinet resolution, which aimed 
to provide work permits to undocumented migrants. This practice of periodically issuing Cabinet 
resolutions has become the government’s standard method of shaping its policy and practice 
regarding migration issues in Thailand. The features of this scheme have changed constantly year 
on year, depending on the economic situation and political temper.  In 2005, a total of 705,293 
migrants registered through the regular registration process and were granted temporary migrant 
worker cards valid from July 2005 to June 2006. In March 2006 a total of 208,562 migrants 
obtained a work permit through the interim registration policy, valid from March 2006 to February 
20072. The number of migrants who registered for work permits in these two periods was then 
913,855.  In July 2006 a total 460,014 migrants registered (card valid from July 2006 to June 
2007), and in March 2007 a total of 141,289 migrants registered (card valid from March 2007 to 
February 2008). The total number of migrants who registered in these two periods then dropped to 
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601,303. In July 2007 the number of migrants who registered dropped further. Only 394,443 migrant 
workers registered during this period (card valid from July 2007 to June 2008). In February 2008 
a total of 68,820 migrant workers registered. The total number of registered migrants in July 2007 
and February 2008 then dropped further to 463,263.  In addition to the July and March registration 
processes, as of December 2007, 10,540 migrants had obtained a work permit in the south of 
Thailand, namely in Satun, Songkhla, Yala, Pattani, and Narathiwat provinces, and about 84,980 
Cambodian and Laotian migrants received legal status through the MOU processes. (See below)

China
The Yunnan province of China shares borders with Burma, Lao PDR and Vietnam and has a long 
history of outward and inward migration. Though it was traditionally a sending area of migrants, 
the direction of  migration has become more of a two–way process following the growth of 
China’s market economy and the normalisation of  diplomatic relations with Burma, Lao PDR and 
Vietnam in the 1980s and 1990s, which included the opening of its borders with these countries 
for trade and communication.

Cambodia
Cambodia is home to an estimated 150,000 - 1.1 million migrants primarily from Vietnam. Many 
of the Vietnamese are long term residents who arrived in Cambodia during the 1970s and 1980s. 
There is a lack of reliable data concerning these migrants in Cambodia. There also appears to be a 
lack of government policies in relation to the migrants in the country. 

Lao PDR
Lao PDR, while being predominantly a sending country of migrants to Thailand, it is also home to 
a small number of immigrants from neighbouring countries such as Vietnam and China.

2. The Bilateral MOUs on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers
In the past, most of Thailand’s migration policies were formulated unilaterally, and the presence 
of migrant workers in Thailand was often not offi cially acknowledged by the governments of 
migrants’ home countries. However, the political climate concerning labour migration has recently 
changed and inter-governmental cooperation concerning this issue has increased.  Thailand signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers with 
Lao PDR, Cambodia, and Burma, in October 2002, May 2003, and June 2003, respectively.  
In order for these MOUs to be implemented, the country of origin fi rst needed to verify the 
nationality of migrants already in Thailand in order to issue them some form of identifi cation or 
travel document.  The Laotian authorities started the process of verifying the nationality of Laotian 
migrants in Thailand in 2005. Between January and October 2005, a total of 33,937 migrants in 
Thailand were interviewed by the Laotian authorities, and 33,908 of them had their nationality 
confi rmed. As of February 2007, about 48,000 Laotian migrants had been interviewed and had 
obtained temporary passports.3 The Lao government has also issued a decree regarding the rules 
and regulations of sending Laotian workers abroad. And by October 2006, 3,090 Laotian workers 
have been issued a ‘passport’ to work in Thailand.4 Similarly, Cambodia has two registration 
processes in operation. Cambodia started the process of interviewing migrants in Thailand in 
2005 to verify their nationality. Between 14 November 2005 and 30 June 2006, the Cambodian 
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multi-ministerial task force in Thailand verifi ed the nationality and issued Certifi cates of Identify 
(CI) to 37,142 migrants, in addition to the 75 migrants interviewed between March and April 
2005, 72 of whom had their nationality confi rmed. In April 2008, it was reported that a total of 
47,982 Cambodian workers had received CI. As for Burma, there have been several proposals 
since September 2005 concerning the methods of implementing the MOU. However, no concrete 
cooperation has taken place to date on this matter, despite a fl urry of new labour recruiting 
agencies opening inside Burma as the Burmese authorities have begun recruiting workers to send 
to Thailand by advertising in local newspapers. 

3. Policy Dialogue among GMS Governments on Labour Migration
The Mekong Institute (MI), inter-governmental organisation working in the GMS to provide 
human resource development activities for government offi cials, members of private enterprises 
and civil society involved in the development of the GMS, held the fi rst Policy Dialogue on Trans-
border Migration in February 2006. The objectives of the fi rst policy dialogue were to promote 
a better understanding among policy makers of the migration process within the GMS and raise 
awareness of the need to implement regional and bilateral policies on migration management 
and to propose solutions and follow up action. The dialogue was attended by representatives of 
various ministries from the GMS countries, IGOs and civil society. The recommendations arising 
from this policy dialogue were: 1) to give strong attention to the family concerns of migrants and 
for sending and receiving countries to fi nd ways to assist families in times of crisis situations 
regardless of their status; 2) to promote regular migration and support migrants so that they have 
access to more accurate and simple information; 3) to clearly identify the role of migration in 
development; and 4) for the GMS governments to take concrete steps to promote development and 
employment in sending countries.5 

In November 2007, the MI organised its second policy dialogue entitled Transborder Migration 
Policy Implementation and Monitoring: Its Effectiveness and Current Policy Gaps in the GMS. 
Among the various recommendations arising out of the dialogue was for GMS governments to 
promote ratifi cation of the UN Convention of Protection of Migrant Workers and Their Families. 

In 2008, the MI and the Mekong Migration Network (MMN) are co-organising a series of 
activities. In May 2008, the MI and the MMN oragnised an expert meeting on Labour Migration 
Management during which the training curriculum for the GMS training on labour migration 
management was discussed. The actual training is scheduled to take place in November 2008, with 
the participation of 24 policy makers from GMS governments.

4. Agreements and Declarations Signed by the GMS Countries
Aside from the above  mentioned MOUs on Employment Cooperation, GMS countries have 
signed a number of statements or MOUs, many of which focus on the cross-border issue of 
traffi cking. GMS countries also signed the ASEAN declarations  in relation to HIV, traffi cking 
and migrant workers.  On 31 May 2003, Thailand and Cambodia signed an MOU on Bilateral 
Cooperation to Eliminate Traffi cking in Children and Women. At the 11th ASEAN Task Force 
on AIDS (ATFOA) meeting on 16-17 February 2004, Burma, Cambodia, China, Lao PDR 
and Vietnam met in Yangon, Burma, and signed the MOU for Joint Action to Reduce HIV 
Vulnerability Related to Population Movement, in which they agreed to further collaborate on 
the Joint Action Program that was extended from the initial stage which commenced in 2001. 
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The ASEAN heads of state signed the Declaration against Traffi cking in Persons Particularly 
Women and Children in November 2004 in Vientiane, Lao PDR. In July 2005, Lao PDR and 
Thailand signed an MOU on Cooperation to Combat Traffi cking in Persons, Especially Women 
and Children. In October 2005, Cambodia and Vietnam also signed an agreement on Bilateral 
Cooperation for Eliminating Traffi cking in Women and Children and Assisting Victims of 
Traffi cking. More recently in January 2007, ASEAN signed the Declaration on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers during the 12th ASEAN Summit held in Cebu, the 
Philippines. (See below)

5. ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers
The ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
was signed by all ten Member States at the 12th ASEAN Summit in Cebu City, Philippines, on 
13 January 2007. Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR are all members of the 
ASEAN.6

The Declaration’s section ‘General Principles’ fi rst addresses the importance of cooperation 
to promote the full potential and dignity of migrant workers in a climate of freedom, equity, and 
stability that is consistent with domestic law.  The second general principle provides that both 
receiving and sending States should cooperate for humanitarian reasons to resolve cases where 
migrant workers have become undocumented through no fault of their own. The third general 
principle implores Member States to take into account the fundamental rights of migrant workers 
and their family members without undermining the operation of domestic law and policy.  The 
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fourth general principle stresses explicitly that the Declaration in no way implies the wholesale 
regularisation of undocumented migrant workers. The General Principles, then, rely upon 
established domestic law and procedure in seeking to protect migrant workers.

The second section, ‘Obligations of Receiving States’, emphasises migrant workers’ rights to 
human dignity and access to judicial remedy. According to the Declaration, these rights include 
fair and appropriate employment, payment of wages, and access to decent living and working 
conditions. Additional rights and remedies available to migrants exist in relation to their access 
to justice, social welfare, and diplomatic assistance in cases where migrant workers are subject to 
arrest and detention by the authorities of receiving States.

While the obligations of receiving States emphasise the protection of migrant workers, 
those imposed on sending countries focus largely on the need to manage domestic labour 
markets and to formalise mechanisms of sending nationals abroad to work. To this end, the 
third section, ‘Obligations of Sending States’, provides for greater government regulation of 
the migration process, fi rst, by ensuring access to opportunities for domestic employment and 
livelihood; second, by managing the entire process of migration, from preparation for departure 
to reintegration upon return; and third, to prevent the unlawful recruitment of migrant labour by 
eliminating recruitment malpractices that exploit their citizens.

The Declaration’s fi nal section, ‘Commitments by ASEAN’, echoes the commitments to 
human rights and resource development prescribed to Member States in earlier sections. The 
central commitments address efforts toward cooperation at the ASEAN level in order to prevent 
traffi cking, to exchange data, and best practices, and to extend consular assistance to migrant 
workers of Member States caught in confl icts outside ASEAN. The fi nal two commitments call for 
the support and cooperation of non-Member States as well as to implement a binding instrument 
on the promotion and protection of the rights of migrant workers in the region 

The Task Force on ASEAN migrant workers, a coalition of human rights and civil society 
groups has broadly welcomed and commended the Declaration, as an important step towards 
rendering the protection of human and labour rights in the region.7 However, given the document’s 
repeated emphasis on domestic law, policy and procedure, the Task Force is concerned that 
differences at the national level will impact the implementation of the rights and obligations set 
out within the Declaration. The Task Force therefore urges all ASEAN Member States to ratify the 
core international human rights instruments, including International Convention on the Protection 
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, as well as the core labour 
Conventions. Effective implementation of the Declaration requires that all domestic law, policy, 
and regulation relating to migrant workers be in accordance with these instruments. 

6. Ratifi cation of UN and ILO Conventions Concerning Migrant Workers
Among the States belonging to both ASEAN and the GMS region, none has ratifi ed the two 
primary conventions of the International Labour Organisation (1949, 1975) or the Migrant 
Workers Convention (1990) [See Table 1]. The 2007 Cooperation Agreement between ASEAN 
and the ILO, therefore, demonstrates an important shift in Southeast Asian labour policy, which, 
at the time of writing, has lacked the international instruments capable of guaranteeing the basic 
rights of migrant workers.

Through the Cooperation Agreement, signed on 30 March 2007,8 the Secretariats of ASEAN 
and the ILO agreed to exchange research and best practices; to cooperate in implementing projects 
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and programmes relating to occupational health and safety, employment implications of trade 
agreements, labour-market reforms, and industrial relations; and to coordinate bi-annual joint 
meetings. This cooperation is a stepping-stone toward developing a stronger political personality 
among ASEAN institutions within their established economic areas.9

Table 1: Status of Ratifi cation of Principle Conventions 
on Human Rights by States of Mekong Region

Convention Cambodia Lao PDR Myanmar Thailand Viet Nam

CSTPEPO [1950] – 14/04/1978a s14/03/1956 – –

CEAFRD [1965] 28/12/1983 24/03/1974a – 27/02/2003a 09/07/1982a

CCPR [1966] 26/08/1992a s07/12/2000 – 29/01/1997a 24/12/1982a

CESCR [1966] 26/08/1992a 07/12/2000a – 05/12/1999a 24/12/1982a

CEFDW [1979] 14/11/1992a 13/09/1981 21/08/1987a 08/09/1985a 19/03/1982

CRC [1989] 14/11/1992a 07/06/1991a 14/08/1991a 26/04/1992a 02/09/1990

MWC [1990] s27/09/2004 – – – –

Note: 

1. Source: Office of the United Nations High Commission for Human Rights, “Status of Ratifications of the Principal International Human 

Rights Treaties, as of 09 June 2004”. Last accessed on 12 June 2008 at: <http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/a_ccpr.htm>.

2. The dates listed refer to the date of ratification, unless succeeded by an ‘a’, which signifies accession, or preceded by an ‘s’, which 

signifies signature only.

3. The following are the full titles of the conventions. 

 *CSTPEPO: Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the 

  Prostitution of Others

 *CEAFRD: International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination

 *CCPR: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

 *CESCR: International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

 *CEFDW: Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

 *CRC: Convention on the Rights of Child

 *MWC: International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members 

  of  Their Families
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Table 2. Status of Ratifi cation of Principle Conventions on Rights of Labourers 
by States of GMS 

Convention Cambodia Lao PDR Myanmar Thailand Viet Nam

C-29 [1930] 24/02/1969 23/01/1964 04/03/1955 26/02/1969 05/03/2007

C-87 [1948] 23/08/1999 – 04/03/1955 – –

C-97 [1949] – – – – –

C-98 [1949] 23/08/1999 – – – –

C-100 [1951] 23/08/1999 – – 08/02/1999 07/10/1997

C-105 [1957] 23/08/1999 – – 02/12/1969 –

C-111 [1958] 23/08/1999 – – – 07/10/1997

C-138 [1973] 23/08/1999 13/06/2005 – 11/05/2004 24/06/2003

C-143 [1975] – – – – –

C-181 [1997] – – – – –

Note: 

1. Source: International Labour Organisation, “ILOLEX: Database of International Labour Standards,” Last accessed on 12 June 2008 at: 

<http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/newratframeE.htm>.

2. While Vietnam has been a member of the ILO since 1992, it first joined in 1950, but subsequently rescinded its membership in 1976. It 

then rejoined in 1980, again leaving the organisation in 1985.

3. Full title of the conventions are the following:

 C-29 Forced Labor Convention

 C-87 Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention

 C-97 Migration for Employment Convention

 C-98 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention

 C-100 Equal Remuneration Convention

 C-105 Abolition of Forced Labor Convention

 C-111 Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention

 C-138 Minimum Age Convention

 C-143 Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention

 C-181 Private Employment Convention
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Pursuant to Article 47(4), the provisions of the ASEAN Charter will enter into force on the 
thirtieth day following the deposit of the tenth instrument of ratifi cation with the Secretary-General 
of ASEAN. Of those States within the GMS which are also Member States of ASEAN, Lao 
PDR, Vietnam, and Cambodia have submitted instruments of ratifi cation; at the time of writing, 
Myanmar and Thailand are yet to submit instruments. Until all Member States have submitted 
instruments of ratifi cation, then, the provisions discussed below cannot enter into force.

With respect to migrant labour, the Preamble emphasises ASEAN’s commitment to the 
principles of democracy and the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms. Article 
I echoes this respect for human rights, adding the provision of equitable access to opportunities 
for human development, social welfare, and justice, previously addressed in the Declaration 
of Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. The article also lists among 
the Charter’s purposes, the creation of a competitive and integrated single market to facilitate 
the free fl ow of goods, services, migrant labour, and capital, alongside greater coordination to 
combat trans-national crime.

Article II establishes the principles guiding the Charter, which include democratic 
governance within the supra-national structures of ASEAN as well as non-intervention in the 
internal affairs of Member States. In conjunction with the various governing bodies described 
in later articles, the Charter, while supporting fundamental freedoms, rests political power 
wholly in national governments, preserving consensus rather than majority voting in its 

Table 3: Status of Ratifi cation of ASEAN Charter

State                              Order    Government   Deposit of  Signed
             Ratifi cation   Instrument

Brunei Darussalam 2 31 January 2008 15 February 2008 Sultan of Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia* 6 25 February 2008 02 April 2008 Foreign Minister

Indonesia –   

Lao PDR* 3 14 February 2008 20 February 2008 Prime Minister

Malaysia 3 14 February 2008 20 February 2008 Foreign Minister

Myanmar* –   

Philippines –   

Singapore 1 18 December 2007 07 January 2008 Prime Minister

Thailand* –   

Viet Nam* 5 06 March 2008 14 March 2008 President
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decision-making processes. Though ASEAN itself supports principles of human rights, the 
Charter explicitly abstains from policies that may infringe the sovereignty of its Member States. 
With respect to procedures to establish protections for migrant workers, then, the Charter is 
noticeably weak.

The maintenance of State sovereignty, though not obvious, is central to the Charter and 
may prove detrimental to the protection of migrants’ rights. Article V, for example, requires 
that Member States take all necessary measures, including the enactment of appropriate 
domestic legislation, to effectively implement the provisions of the Charter and to comply with 
all obligations of membership. Article V appears forceful. Yet, because of the policymaking 
threshold of consensus, or ‘unanimity’, required by Article XX, even one dissenting government 
may prevent the passage of ASEAN legislation. The need to apply Article V, then, may be 
far more infrequent than an initial reading suggests, and the implications for migrants are 
considerable. The success of the Human Rights Body of Article XIV, of direct interest to 
migrant workers, is a clear example of the hazard posed by consensus. The principle of State 
sovereignty colours non-compliance with approved legislation, as well. In such cases, unlike the 
Treaty on European Union, the Charter devolves no power of arbitration to a standing court and 
instead offers ultimate review to the ASEAN Summit. Yet, the very heads-of-state and heads-
of-government who disagree upon policy in such cases comprise the ASEAN Summit. Weak 
legislation, deadlock, and non-compliance, then, are real possibilities under the Charter.

The legal strength of the ASEAN Charter, restricted as it may be by requirements of 
unanimity, lies in Article 52, the Charter’s supremacy clause. It reads, ‘In case of inconsistency 
between the rights and obligations of ASEAN Member States under such instruments and 
this Charter, the Charter shall prevail.’ Once approved, despite the high threshold, policies 
of ASEAN must be enforced. Where ASEAN policy confl icts with the domestic policies of 
Member States, despite the vagueness of enforcement mechanisms, the former is supreme. 

The Charter is replete with opportunities for greater democratic governance and separation 
of powers. With no standing court of justice or consultative assembly, citizens of the Member 
States are left with national governments as their only recourse to justice. Yet, domestic, rather 
than international, actors are most often responsible for violations of basic human rights, as 
refl ected by the State-orientation of the fundamental conventions on human rights. 

7. COMMIT
The fi rst Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative on Traffi cking (COMMIT) meeting was 
held in Bangkok on 28-30 July 2004. Senior offi cials from Burma, Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, 
Thailand and Vietnam discussed a new framework for fi ghting human traffi cking in the region. 
The second COMMIT meeting was held on 27-28 October 2004 in Yangon, Burma, where 
the six countries signed an MOU on Cooperation against Traffi cking in Persons in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-Region and Sub-regional Action Plan in October 2004. COMMIT senior offi cials 
met again in Hanoi, Vietnam on 29-31 March 2005, where they adopted the Sub-regional Plan 
of Action and agreed to collaborate on the investigation and prosecution of traffi ckers and on 
support of repatriation and assistance for victims.

As a part of the COMMIT process, the regional training was launched on 28 August 2006 
at the MI, with the aide of the UN-Inter Agency Project on Human Traffi cking in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region (UNIAP). On the inter-governmental level, China has pledged to strengthen 
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the exchange of information within the GMS by sharing databases of DNA on traffi cked women 
and children as well as suspected and convicted criminals. 

At a meeting of 14-15 December 2007 sponsored by the Chinese Ministry of Public Security 
(MPS), senior offi cials from the GMS signed a joint declaration affi rming their nations’ intention 
to continue bilateral and multilateral consultations and collaborations between and among 
countries in the sub-region as well as with regional bodies such as the ASEAN. Offi cials also 
passed the second-phase action plan, scheduled for 2008-2010. 

8. Organisations Working on Migration Issues in GMS
In the GMS, there are currently a number of organisations working on migration or traffi cking-
related issues. Below are listed some of the main projects that are carried out at the Mekong 
sub-regional level.

• The International Organization for Migration (IOM) has a project entitled Return and 
Reintegration of Traffi cked and Other Vulnerable Women and Children Between Selected 
Countries in the Mekong Region. The second phase of the project started in March 2004 
and has been implemented through to 2007. The IOM also initiated the establishment of the 
inter-agency Thematic Working Group in International Migration in Thailand whose main 
objectives are: 1) to generate a common knowledge base for policy recommendations on 
international migration among member organisations in the Thematic Working Group, 2) to 
provide input to the Thai government’s policy-making process on international migration; 
and 3) to identify gaps in knowledge concerning international migration in Thailand. Its fi rst 
report entitled International Migration in Thailand was published in 2005.10

• The International Labor Organization (ILO) has a Mekong Sub-Regional Project to Combat 
Traffi cking in Children and Women under the ILO-implemented International Programme 
on the Elimination of Child Labor (IPEC). Phase I of the Mekong Sub-Regional Project 
to Combat Traffi cking in Children and Women (TICW) started in 2000 with a three-year 
research, consultation, analysis, and intervention phase (2000-2003). Phase II (2003-2008) 
is focusing on key groups of those aged 10-14 and 15-17, who are at a high risk of being 
traffi cked, and is carrying out continued research, capacity building, awareness-raising, and 
community-empowerment. Since 2005 it has published the Mekong Challenge series, most 
of whose thematic focus is on migration policies and practices in Thailand, and/or issues of 
young migrant workers, and/or issues of traffi cking.

• The UN Inter-Agency Project on Human Traffi cking in the Greater Mekong Sub-region 
(UNIAP) was established in 2000. The functions of UNIAP are to coordinate policy and 
responses to human traffi cking with GMS governments at the central and local levels, 
NGOs, UN and international implementing agencies such as IOM, ILO, UNICEF, UNODC, 
ECPAT and ARTIP. The UNIAP has four objectives: 1) to support governments in the 
institutionalisation of effective multi-sectoral approaches to combat human traffi cking, 2) 
to maximise the UN’s contribution to the overall anti-traffi cking response, 3) to facilitate 
optimal allocation and targeting of anti-traffi cking resources, and 4) to continue to play a 
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catalytic role in the anti-traffi cking response by identifying and supporting special projects 
to address new and emerging issues. These four objectives are to be realised by three main 
initiatives: COMMIT – Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative Against Traffi cking, 
for which UNIAP serves as the Secretariat; SIREN – Strategic Information Response 
Network; and Support to Underserved Victim Populations. Since Phase II (2003-06), the 
UNIAP started the following four new programs:  1) Building the Knowledge Base Within 
the GMS, 2) Strategic Analysis and Priority Setting – identify, raise and support action on 
prioritised issues, 3) Targeted Intervention and Catalytic Research – supporting interventions 
responding to gaps in sub regional response to traffi cking and 4) Advocacy – responding to 
UN concerns related to traffi cking/providing back up advocacy to country offi ces, ministries 
and partners. UNIAP’s work is currently in Phase III (2007-2009) during which the project 
aims to develop, fund and test new ideas, prioritise needs and actions as well as increase 
their monitoring of the sector.

• The UNIFEM East and South East Asia offi ce implements projects under the following themes: 
1) Governance and Transformational Leadership; 2) Economic Empowerment and Rights; and 
3) Women’s Human Rights and Eliminating Violence Against Women in the East and South 
East Asian countries including Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia, Vietnam and China.

• The United Nations Educational Scientifi c and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) supports 
research on the trade in minority girls and women from Yunnan, Burma, and Lao PDR into 
Thailand.  It also maintains a traffi cking database as a fi rst step towards clarifying existing 
knowledge regarding traffi cking.  

• The Mekong Migration Network (MMN), offi cially launched in 2003 stemming out of a 
research network formed in 2001, continues to implement joint research, capacity building, 
advocacy and networking. MMN member organisations include NGOs, migrant grassroots 
organisations, mass organisations and research institutes and work towards promotion of rights 
and welfare of cross-border migrants in the GMS. 

Endnotes
11.28 million migrants registered in 2004. In addition, there are estimated 800,000 to 1.2 million unregistered migrants.

2 In June 2005, 240,297 employers registered requesting 1,881,520 migrant workers. Thus, the number of migrants who 
registered for July 2005-June 2006 was far below the number of workers needed by the employers. In an attempt to fi ll 
this shortage, the Cabinet made a decision to open a new registration period in March 2006 to register a further 500,000 
workers. 
3 Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Lao PDR, cited in Inthasone Phetsiriseng, Feburary 2007.

4 Though it is called “passport”, it does not seem possible for migrants to use this document to travel to countries other 
than Thailand.

5 Mekong Institute, Policy Dialogue Proceedings: Transborder Migration Policy Implementation and Monitoring: Its 
Effectiveness and Current Policy Gaps in the Greater Mekong Sub-region, 15-17 November 2007.
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6 Full text of the Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. Last accessed online at: 
<http://www.12thaseansummit.org.ph/innertemplate3.asp?category=docs&docid=23>. 

7 See, Taskforce on ASEAN Migrant Workers, Statement on the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion 
of the Rights of Migrant Workers (Multilateral Framework Agreements), Feb 19, 2007. Last accessed online at: <http://
www.workersconnection.org/articles.php?more=70&PHPSESSID=10e8c3883e7cbad23b95b106f60a8e1c>.

8 Cooperation Agreement between the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat and the International 
Labour Offi ce. Last accessed online at: <http://www.aseansec.org/ILO.pdf>.

9 Charter for Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Last accessed online at: <http://www.aseansec.
org/21069.pdf>. 

10 Jerrold W. Huguet and Sureeporn Punpuing, International Migration in Thailand, published by IOM, 2005. 
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1. Migration Trends and Policies for Burmese, Cambodian and Laotian 
migrants in Thailand, 2004-2008
Thailand’s booming economy over the past decade has been largely dependent on the labour of 
migrant workers from neighbouring countries. The vast majority of these migrants from Burma, 
Cambodia and Lao PDR entered Thailand illegally and originally lived and worked without 
documentation. In 1996 Thailand implemented a policy to offer temporary registration to 300,000 
migrants for a limited period. As the disparity between economic development and political 
freedom widened between Thailand and its neighbours, more migrants crossed into Thailand in 
search of work. The Thai authorities have renewed the registration periods each year in an attempt 
to regulate those migrants already in the country.1 To understand the position of migrants in 
Thailand in the year 2008, it is necessary to trace back the policies to at least 2004. In addition to 
the annual migrant registration exercises for migrants who entered the country illegally, in 2003 
Thailand signed Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) with Burma, Cambodia and Lao PDR  
on the regulation of migrant labour. The aim of these MOUs is to ensure that the migrant’s country 
of origin provides travel documents to those of its national already in Thailand. The MOUs 
also establish a process whereby new migrants can leave their home country and can migrate to 
Thailand through legal channels.
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1-1. June 2004 Policy

In June 2004, instead of requiring migrant workers to register with an employer for a one - 
year migrant workers’ card, the policy allowed migrants and their families to register for a 
temporary residence identifi cation card (Tor Ror 38/1). This card was completely independent 
of the employer, thus giving migrants an identity beyond that of ‘alien worker’. It also allowed 
dependents of migrants to register. Although the temporary identifi cation card did not confer 
any particular rights to the migrants, by breaking the dependency for legal status from the 
employers, the card gave migrants a degree of freedom to leave abusive employers, to live off-
site, and to participate in mainstream Thai society. In sum, 1,284,920 migrants (921,492 from 
Burma, 179,887 from Lao and 183,541 from Cambodia) registered for this card. These fi gures 
included 93,000 children under 15 years of age and approximately 10,000 migrants over 
60 years of age.  The card was free, and, for a short period, migrants mingled with general 
society, openly spoke their mother tongues without fear of being checked by the police and 
generally relaxed.  However, it was not long before crackdowns and arrests started, and the 
migrants had to return to the anonymity of the work-sites. The speed with which the migrants’ 
freedom were curtailed suggests that the policy was not implemented in an attempt to integrate 
migrants in Thailand or to improve their rights, but rather as a measure to collect information 
on the number, location, gender and age of migrants in Thailand. Another possible explanation 
is that different forces may have been at play, with certain factions within  the government 
aiming to improve the rights of migrants by documenting them and other factors wishing to 
tighten the control of migrants. In either case, the migrants who had registered for the one-
year temporary identifi cation card were then encouraged to apply for a work permit in August 
of the same year. This work permit was valid from August 2004 to July 2005. The total cost of 
the work permit was THB3,800 (USD100). Associated work permit fees are listed in the table 
below.

Of the 1.15 million migrants of 
working age holding a temporary 
indentifi cation card, 814,000 
registered for a work permit. This 
meant that 336,000 migrants of 
working age with the card did not 
register for a work permit. Several 
reasons exist to explain why these 
migrants did not register, the most 
common of which are migrants’ 
inability to afford the registration 
fees or to locate an employer 
with whom to register, and the 
disillusionment of having already 
paid for a migrant workers’ card 
yet being subjected to continued 
harassment, exploitation and 
corruption.

Work permit fees

Health check up   THB600

Health insurance  THB1,300 

One year work permit THB1,800 (THB450 for 

   three months, 900 THB 

   for six months, and 

   THB1,800 for one year 

   were available)

Work permit card  THB100
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‘I have a job here peeling shrimps, I am paid a maximum of 100 baht per day, 
seven days per week.  I want to register but I don’t have any money...I stay with 
friends, we all share one room.’ 

(29-year-old Mon woman from Kyaikto township, Mon State)

Entitlements and restrictions 
All workers in Thailand are protected by the National Labour Laws of Thailand, but employers 
can always make sure that non-registered migrants are arrested and deported by the immigration 
authorities before they can lodge a complaint against the employer. Migrants who register for the 
migrant workers’ card are required to pay into the thirty-baht National health scheme and are then 
entitled to health care in the national system.  Migrants are only allowed to work for the employer 
named on the card, in the place and type of work designated on the card. Migrants are not allowed 
to travel within Thailand, regardless of their registration.

1-2. July 2005 – June 2006 Policy
In 2005 the renewal policy for migrant workers was issued. Only those migrants who had 
registered during 2004 were eligible to apply. All migrants of working age with a temporary ID 
card (Tor Ror 38/1) were required to also apply for or to extend, their migrant workers’ cards. 
Dependents of registered migrants were allowed to retain their temporary identifi cation status.2 
The policy also allowed governors of border provinces to develop appropriate policies to allow 
workers to cross the border for the purposes of seasonal work.

Migrant workers who had a Tor Ror 38/1 card and a work permit for the year 2004 paid 
THB3,800 for the annual extension. Migrants who only had a Tor Ror 38/1 and no work permit, 
had to pay an extra THB450 retrospectively for the last three months. (Total: THB4,250). 

For the fi rst time, the 2005 policy allowed migrants to 
change their place of employment from one province to 
another. The permission to move in this way was an important 
addition to the policy because, in reality, migrants were 
needed in provinces across Thailand, when they previously 
had no lawful way to move sources of demand for labour. 
The process was complicated, however, as the restrictions on 
freedom of movement were not lifted. Migrants were only 
allowed to move from one place of employment to another, 
having offi cially left the employment of one employer in 
one province and offi cially been accepted by an employer 
in another province. Migrants who wished to move because 
they had been exploited or abused needed to be granted the 
approval of their employer, while the associated costs remained 
largely prohibitive.3  In reality, brokers facilitated the process 
of moving, receiving payment from the new employer. This 

resulted in migrants becoming further indebted to their new employers. 
Around this time, the Government announced that it would design a GIS (Geographical 

Information System) to locate factories employing workers and track unregistered workers once 
the period for registration had closed.4 In the event, crackdowns on migrants were carried out 
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Number of migrants 
registering for work 
permit for the period 
July 2005 – June 2006

Burmese  539,416

Laotian  90,073

Cambodian 75,804

Total  705,293 
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before, during and after registration periods, supposedly to block new migrants from entering 
the country, especially into the Bangkok area. The media reported that about 400 workers were 
deported daily and a total of 226,508 were deported to their country of origin.

1-3. Interim Registration Policy March 2006 – February 2007

The number of migrants that registered fell far below the number of workers required by 
employers. A total of 705,293 registered while the demand for labour exceeded 1.8 million. In an 
attempt to fi ll this shortfall, the Cabinet held a meeting on 20 December 2005 to make a decision 
on opening a new registration period in March 2006 to register a further 500,000 workers. The 
goal was to register 200,000 workers through a regular system being organised through the 
MOUs with neighbouring countries, and to register 300,000 through a new registration scheme 
within Thailand.  This registration differed from previous registration schemes, since it required 
the employers to pay a deposit fee for each migrant whom they employed. The employers 
were required to pay a THB10,000 deposit for migrants who had previously registered or a 
THB50,000 deposit for migrants who had newly arrived or who had never previously registered. 
This seemed to be an attempt to control and to track migrants and to curb the number of migrants 
falling out of the system. The policy also stated that it did not have to be implemented within a 
human rights framework, a far cry from the open registration for temporary identifi cation cards 
in June 2004 and even a backlash against their failure to keep those migrants in the system. The 
policy also stated that the long term policy of Thailand was to clear Bangkok of migrant workers 
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within one year, and other non-border areas within two years, effectively relegating migrants out 
to the border regions.

When this registration period started very few employers or migrants came forward to register. 
Employers complained of the high deposit fees and NGOs complained that the system encouraged 
debt-bondage, forced labour and corruption. (See Action Network for Migrants open letter, page 
54). In response, the government agreed to temporarily waive the fee while they set up a committee 
to investigate the problems. After 90 days the committee recommended that the deposit fee should 
be permanently waived and that those who had already paid should be reimbursed. 
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Numbers of migrants registering: March 2006 – Feb 2007

Burmese  168,849  (renewals: 163,499; new registration  5,340)

Cambodian  29,195  (renewals: 23,240; new registration  5,955)

Laotian   22,848  (renewals: 21,653; new registration 1,195)

Total   220,892  ( renewals: 208, 392; new registration 12,490)
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1-4. Regular Registration of Migrant workers July 2006 – June 2007

The caretaker Cabinet on 16 May 2006 approved a decision to allow migrants who had registered 
in July 2005 to extend their registration for a further year with the same employer.

Only workers who were able to prove that they had to change employers for one of the 
following or similar reasons could register with a new employer:  that their employer had died; 
their employer changed or stopped his/her business; or that the employer had forced or abused the 
worker or didn’t pay the worker or dismissed them unfairly.

Total Number of migrants re-registering for July 2006 – June 2007: 460,014 workers 

The decrease in migrant workers registering 
during this registration period may in part 
be due to the lack of cooperation between 
government departments and NGOs. In 
previous regular registration periods, NGOs 
from the Action Network for Migrants 
(Thailand) had actively sought to translate the 
policies into the languages of the migrants 
and to disseminate information on the 
registration via brochures, radio broadcasts, 
outreach programs and providing interpreters 
at the Department of Employment. However, 
disillusionment with the policies, especially 
regarding the interim policy’s total disregard 
for human rights and with the general lack 

Table 1. Number of Documented Migrants in Thailand, as of January 2008

Myanmar  121,448 367,834 489,282 0 0 0       8,809 

Cambodia   10,322 14,469 24,791 8,173 47,982 56,155      1,305 

Laos  9,519 12,140 21,659 6,374 48,000 54,374      426 

       535,732 14,547 95,982 110,529      

Registered in 
Feburary 2007 
(Period of work 
permit: Mar 
2007-Feb 2008)

Registered 
in June 2007 
(Period of 
work permit: 
Jul 2007-June 
2008)

sub-total

Came to 
Thailand 
through 
recruitment  
agencies (per 
process set by 
MOU)

Migrants’ 
nationality 
verifi ed by the 
Cambodian 
government 
and  Laotian 
government

sub-total

Registration 
between 15 
March and 13 
June 2007

                                                                                                                                            Registered through the                                 
                                                                        Through regular registrations                                                  MOU           special scheme in 
                                                                                                                    deep south 

Source: Offi ce of Foreign Workers Administration, MAP, MMN

Table 2. Other migrants who have legal 
status under Article 7 and 10 of Ailen 
Employment Act 1978 and those who 

have permanent residency

Permanent residency  14,423

Work permit under article 7 85,398

Work permit under article 10 24,403

Total    124,224

Source: Offi ce of Foregin Workers Administration, 
as of February 2008
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of enforcement of labour laws, together with a worsening political situation that distanced the 
government from the NGOs, led to the registration’s implementation without any assistance or 
promotion by the NGOs. Other factors for the decrease in the number of migrants registering were 
likely to be the same as previously mentioned for other registration periods.

‘I’m a daily worker here – I earn 70 to 80 baht per day... I don’t work every day. I 
do household jobs, cleaning; cutting fi rewood, gardening... I don’t know much about 
registration in Thailand. I would like to register; it would be safer for me. Yesterday I was 
walking through the jungle and I saw the police - they pointed a gun at me but I ran away.’ 

(A young Karen man)

Once again, no sooner had the registration period fi nished the crackdowns on migrants began. 
On 7 September the Nation newspaper reported that 13,487 migrant workers were arrested for 
entering the country illegally and 7,354 of them were being prosecuted. In October, the police 

February 15th 2005
OPEN LETTER OF CONCERN

Regarding

THE THAI CABINET RESOLUTION OF 20 DECEMBER 2005 

ON

“SYSTEM OF MANAGING BURMESE, LAOTIAN AND CAMBODIAN MIGRANTS 
WHO ENTERED THE COUNTRY ILLEGALLY”

The Action Network for Migrants (Thailand) is deeply concerned that the Cabinet Resolution of 
20 December 2005 violates the basic rights of migrant workers and  will have an adverse effect on  
migrants security, local communities and  the economic stability of Thailand and the region.

We are particularly worried that the system of requiring a deposit fee for the employment of 
migrant workers is contrary to the principle of decent work.

Previous registration policies have charged a fee of 3,800 baht for registration, health insurance 
and the work permit. Most employers have in the past deducted the registration fee from the daily 
wages of the migrants, confi scating their work permits as ‘insurance’ against the workers leaving or 
changing their work place for better conditions before the fee is re-paid. 

An additional deposit of 10,000 baht or 50,000 baht is highly likely to increase this debt-bondage 
of migrants to the employers and increase migrants’ vulnerability to situations of forced labour 
and severe forms of exploitation. Migrant workers will be under unreasonable pressure to work 
excessive hours to re-pay the employer. They will not be able to choose to leave their work or 
negotiate their working conditions, however exploitative or abusive they may be. This in turn will 
seriously impact on the physical and mental health of migrant workers.

Certain employers associations have already publicly expressed disagreement with this 
policy. Therefore we are concerned that employers will refuse to participate, thereby creating an 
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arrested over a 1,000 Shan migrant workers from Burma while they were celebrating the end of 
lent at temples in Chiang Mai.5

1-5. Registration of Employers of Migrant Workers

In addition to migrant workers having to register for temporary ID cards and temporary migrant 
workers’ cards, employers who wished to employ migrant workers also had to register the number 
of migrant workers they needed to fi ll the labour shortages.

In June 2005, 240,297 employers registered, requesting 1,881,520 migrant workers. The 
Department of Employment approved a quota of 1,773,349. The number of workers needed by 
employers can be taken as a reasonable estimate of the total number of migrants of working age 
(registered and unregistered) in Thailand.  In June 2006, employers asked to extend their quotas to 
1,333,703 migrants (Burmese 1,051,577, Lao PDR 154,787 and Cambodian 127,339). In the end 
the Department of Employment approved 1,226,106.

environment where brokers will play a greater role with  increased  power and infl uence and will 
in effect control the systems of employment. This will increase underground employment systems, 
corruption, and traffi cking.

Clearly in denying a human rights framework to one set of people, Clause 17 of the policy 
is against the principle of non-discrimination in the Constitution of Thailand and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

The policy’s proposed industrial zones and contract farming in border areas will likely negatively 
impact on the livelihoods and resources of local people on both sides of the border.  Any such policy 
or program should be formulated in consultation with civil society and especially those affected.  
Since political situations currently exist which do not allow for civil society’s participation, the Thai 
government should refrain from implementing such policies.

The Action Network supports systems for protection of the rights of migrant workers but 
we believe the problems faced in regulating migration stem from the policies of the respective 
countries not from the migrant workers who were not consulted. In respect of this, any policy in 
Thailand should take into account the political situation in the countries of origin. The 2004 policy of 
Thailand which allowed for migrants to register for the temporary residence was an example of an 
appropriate and realistic response to the current  situation of migration in the Mekong region.

For the reasons outlined above, The Action Network for Migrants (Thailand) is deeply 
disappointed by the Cabinet Resolution on the management of irregular migrants and we call for its 
immediate withdrawal. We urge the government to design and implement any consequent policy on 
migration within a human rights framework and in respect of the principle of non-discrimination. 

We call on the Royal Thai Government to formulate further policies on migration in consultation 
with all stakeholders. However, taking into account the restriction of freedom of movement of 
migrants, we call on the Royal Thai Government to organise mobile consultations throughout 
Thailand in the month of March, with migrant workers, migrant support organisations, health and 
employment offi cials and employers.

The Action Network for Migrants is a national network of community organisations, and NGOs working 
with migrants  from Burma, Cambodia and Lao to protect the rights of migrant workers and their families.
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Table 3. Migrant Workers Who Came to Thailand Under the Process                      
Province                       Total               Total             Number of Migrant Workers who came under the with Memorandum of Understanding
                                         Employers    Migrant                             Lao PDR                              Cambodia                                                          Burma
               employers       total            male  female        employers      total        male       female         employers           total               male           female

Source: Offi ce of Foreign Workers Administration

Kingdom of  720 14,547 455 6,374 3,937 2,437 265 8,173 5,926 2,247 0 0 0 0
Thailand (Total)       
Greater BKK 151 1,913 80 702 508 194 71 1,213 710 501 0 0 0 0
Central 130 3,533 78 2,190 1,343 847 52 1,343 967 376 0 0 0 0
Northern 8 13 8 13 6 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
North Eastern 56 1,119 40 888 499 389 16 231 151 80 0 0 0 0
Southern 110 5,065 46 1,833 1,137 696 64 3,232 2,176 1,056 0 0 0 0
Bangkok 265 2,904 203 748 444 304 62 2,156 1,922 234 0 0 0 0
Greater BKK 151 1,913 80 702 508 194 71 1,213 710 501 0 0 0 0
Samutprakan 41 431 18 125 113 12 23 306 230 76 0 0 0 0
Nonthaburi 27 288 15 75 46 29 12 213 161 52 0 0 0 0
Prathumthani 22 252 13 130 97 33 9 122 70 52 0 0 0 0
Nakornpathom 25 202 19 123 73 50 6 79 50 29 0 0 0 0
Samutsakorn 36 740 15 249 179 70 21 491 199 292 0 0 0 0
Central Thailand 130 3,533 78 2,190 1,343 847 52 1,343 967 376 0 0 0 0
Ayutthaya 17 435 7 150 69 81 10 285 96 189 0 0 0 0
Angthong 2 7 2 7 5 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Lopburi 2 65 2 65 41 24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Singhburi 1 21 1 21 9 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chainat 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Saraburi 19 794 18 791 444 347 1 3 2 1 0 0 0 0
Chonburi 18 542 9 159 133 26 9 383 265 118 0 0 0 0
Rayong 12 265 1 8 8 0 11 257 240 17 0 0 0 0
Chanburi 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Trad 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chachoengsao 20 328 6 78 54 24 14 250 232 18 0 0 0 0
Prachinburi 1 2 0 0 0 0 1 2 2 0 0 0 0 0
Nakornnayok 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sakaeo 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ratchaburi 15 174 13 135 54 81 2 39 39 0 0 0 0 0
Kanchanaburi 2 331 2 331 238 93 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Suphanburi 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Samutsongkram 2 12 2 12 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Petchaburi 1 71 0 0 0 0 1 71 38 33 0 0 0 0
Prachuabkirikhan 16 484 13 431 275 156 3 53 53 0 0 0 0 0
Northern 8 13 8 13 6 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chiangmai 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Lamphun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Lampang 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Utaradit 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Phare 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Phayao 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chiangrai 3 5 3 5 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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             Set up by the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), as of January 2008
Province                     Total             Total             Number of Migrant Workers who came under the Memorandum of Understanding
                                        Employers    Migrants                             Lao PDR                              Cambodia                                                          Burma
               employers       total            male  female        employers     total        male       female         employers        total            male         female

Maehongson 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nakornsawan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Uthaithani 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Kampangpet 5 8 5 8 4 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tak 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sukhothai 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pisanulok 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pichit 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Petchaboon 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Northern Eastern 56 1,119 40 888 489 389 16 231 151 80 0 0 0 0
Nakhonratchasima 16 192 7 44 25 9 9 148 97 51 0 0 0 0
Buriram 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Surin 4 6 2 2 0 2 2 4 3 1 0 0 0 0
Sisaket 2 2 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 0 0 0 0 0
Ubonratchathani 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Yasothon 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chaiyaphum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Amnatcharoen 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nongbualamphu 3 77 0 0 0 0 3 77 49 28 0 0 0 0
Khonkaen 26 829 26 829 464 365 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Udonthani 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Loei 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nongkhai 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Mahasarakham 2 8 2 8 0 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Roiet 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Kalasin 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sakolnakorn 2 4 2 4 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nakornpanom 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Mukdahan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Southern 110 5,065 46 1,833 1,137 696 64 3,232 2,176 1,056 0 0 0 0
Nakhonsithammarat 18 357 4 4 1 3 14 353 198 155 0 0 0 0
Krabi 11 156 6 101 94 7 5 55 53 2 0 0 0 0
Pangnga 2 15 0 0 0 0 2 15 15 0 0 0 0 0
Phuket 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Suratthani 5 43 2 9 7 2 3 34 31 3 0 0 0 0
Ranong 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chumphon 11 192 8 158 38 120 3 34 21 13 0 0 0 0
Songkla 44 3,914 20 1,535 978 557 24 2,379 1,702 677 0 0 0 0
Satun 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Trang 19 388 6 26 19 7 13 362 156 206 0 0 0 0
Pattalung 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pattani 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Yala 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Narathiwat 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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Table 4: Number of Thai migrants who legally left the country 
between 1998 - 2007 (top 10 countries)

 1 Taiwan 66,732 101,814 110,753 94,126 79,589 75,849 69,982 18,665 62,068 4,579

 2 Singapore 4,817 18,181 21,273 20,411 15,354 12,480 11,338 5,708 15,115 1,398

 3 Israel 8,071 12,765 8,764 12,163 12,952 6,327 10,611 2,780 9,312 331

 4 Brunei 5,297 6,086 8,607 8,607 7,155 6,118 5,680 2,493 5,141 369

 5 Malaysia 772 1,723 1,579 2,197 14,619 7,479 5,853 3,020 3,418 222

 6 Japan 876 5,033 5,207 5,246 4,701 5,037 5,857 2,681 7,218 892

 7 South Korea 780 1,154 2,089 1,180 2,428 8,631 10,647 4,227 16,456 1,142

 8 Hong Kong 1,247 2,702 5,121 5,488 4,962 4,143 4,126 1,642 3,760 315

 9 USA 221 956 1,520 1,897 1,955 2,331 2,743 1,012 2,799 276

 10 UAE 542 1,310 1,902 1,743 2,171 1,835 1,842 834 3,624 353

No. Destination Year                   
  Countries 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005* 2006 2007**

*as of March 2005 **as of January 2007    
Source : Offi ce of Overseas Employment Administration, Department of Employment, March 2007.

1-6. 2nd Year of Interim Registration Policy March 2007 – February 2008

According to the Cabinet Resolution of 19 December 2006, migrants who had registered in the 
interim registration policy could now renew their work permits for a further year.

1-7. Regular Registration of Migrant Workers: July 2007 – 30 June 2008

Migrant workers who had previously registered for work permits could extend the work permits 
for a further year.

Number of Migrants Registering March 2007 – February 2008           

COUNTRY MALE FEMALE TOTAL
Burma 64,549 workers  56,899 workers  121,448 workers 
Lao PDR  4,280 workers  5,239 workers  9,519 workers 
Cambodia 6,329 workers  3,993 workers  10,322 workers 
 Total of migrant workers   141,289 workers 

Number of Migrants Registering July 2007 – 30 June 2008

COUNTRY MALE FEMALE TOTAL
Burma 199,023 workers  168,811 workers  367,834 workers 
Lao PDR  5,895 workers  6,245 workers  12,140 workers 
Cambodia 9,118 workers  5,351 workers  14,469 workers  
 Total of migrant workers   394,443 workers  
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1-8. Registration Policy 2008

On 19 December 2007, the Offi ce of Administration of Irregular Workers announced the policy 
for the renewal of work permits. The Ministry of Labour noted that following surveys in all 
provinces, employers needed 1.2 million ‘unskilled’ workers for 2008, yet as of 2007, only 
546,272 migrant workers had registered, rendering impossible the effort to locate Thai workers 
to fi ll these positions. A further 600,000 workers were needed, and, although the MOU process 
was on-going, not enough workers from Cambodia and Lao PDR had been provided with travel 
documents and work permits. In order to fi ll the labour shortage, therefore, the Ministry of Labour 
recommended that, fi rst, migrants with temporary identifi cation cards (Tor Ror 38/1) who had 
lost their legal status through not registering for work permits should now be allowed to return 
lawfully and to register for work permits; and, second, migrants with work permits be allowed to 
renew their work permits. Unlike other policies, this policy guarantees migrants and employers 
who register for a two-year work period, although they will initially register for one year then 
renew for a second year.  All periods of work, regardless of the date of registration, will expire on 
28 February 2010. The Ministry of Labour has also called for the authorities to strictly enforce 
the immigration laws to deport any new arrivals before, during and immediately after registration 
periods in order to protect society and national security. In addition, authorities were requested to 
initiate legal proceedings against brokers, employers who did not follow the regulations, and those 
who sheltered illegal migrants.6

Number of Migrants Registering February 2008-28 February 2010

Burmese     126,265 migrant workers 

Lao PDR      4,953 migrant workers 

Cambodian     3,786 migrant workers 

Total registered and applied for work-permit  135,004 migrant workers 

A further registration period for migrants renewing their work permits in the on-going June 
registrations is to be opened in June 2008.

In addition, the 10,540 migrants who had registered to work in the Deep South of Thailand 
(districts in Yala, Pattani, Naratiwet, Satun and Songkla) in June 2007 could re-register for a 
further two years. 

2. The Regularisation of Migrant Workers Following the MOUs 
As discussed above, in 2003 and 2004 the Thai government signed MOUs with Lao PDR, 
Cambodia and Burma/Myanmar regarding the regularisation of migrant labour in Thailand. (See 
appendix, page 183.) For the MOU’s to be implemented, the country of origin fi rst needed to 
verify the nationality of migrants in Thailand and issue them with some form of identifi cation or 
travel document. 
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2-1. LAO PDR

2-1-1. Verifi ed in Thailand
The Laotian authorities started the process of verifying the nationality of Laotian migrants in 
Thailand in 2005.  Between January and October 2005, the Laotian authorities interviewed 33,937 
migrants in Thailand and approved 33,908, refused 28 and put one on a waiting list. 

No information is available regarding the reasons why 28 migrants who presented themselves 
to the Laotian authorities as Laotian but were refused nationality, but at seminars on the process 
in Thailand, Laotian authorities have said that if applicants speak Laotian with a Thai accent or 
have lived in Thailand for a long time and have thus taken on Thai customs, the authorities expect 
Thailand to accept them as its citizens, not as Laotians, as the former are unable to verify Laotian 
citizenship.

Since this process was progressing very slowly, the Laotian authorities started a dual process, 
also setting up a process of regularising Laotians in Lao PDR to go to Thailand as migrant workers. 

Rules and Regulations for Laotians Working Abroad 
(Lao PDR Decree)

Criteria, Rights and Duties of Lao Workers to work abroad

Lao workers who will go to work abroad must have the following criteria:
- Lao nationality
- Age 18 years old and above
- Complete primary education and higher
- Good health
- Good standing as a citizen

Fees and service fees for recruitment/employment of workers to work abroad
Fees for recruitment/employment of workers to work abroad should obliged by the rules and law. 
Prohibit the government organizations in collecting fees and other costs that are not set in the 
rules and law. For the service fees for recruitment/employment of workers to work abroad must be 
under the management of the MOLW.

Lao workers abroad have the following rights:
- receive wages and other bonuses as stated in employment contract
- receive protections of personal benefi ts according to the contract and law
- sign contract with the recruitment agency sending workers abroad

Lao workers abroad have the following duties:
- strictly obey the working rules and regulations of the receiving country
- obey the employment contract that one has signed
- respect the rules, law and traditions of the Lao PDR and the receiving country
- pay income tax to the government in accordance with regulation
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According to an article posted on the Thai Ministry of Labour’s website, by July 2006, 43,788 
Laotian migrant workers in Thailand had had their identity verifi ed, while Thailand still needed to 
recruit a further 27,621 Laotian workers. Only 778 workers had been sent from Lao PDR to work 
in Thailand.7

2-1-2. Process of Regularisation in Lao PDR
The government of Lao PDR issued a decree regarding the rules and regulations of sending 
Laotian workers abroad. (see page 60). The decree specifi es that applicants to work abroad must 
have at least a primary school education. 

The recruitment agencies in Lao PDR enter into a contract (Agreement for the Supply of 
Workers) with an employer (factory, business etc) in Thailand. The quota for the number of 
workers is then approved by the Ministry of Labour in Thailand.

Nine private Labour recruitment companies, approved by the government, have been set up in 
Lao PDR to recruit the workers and have so far sent 25 groups of workers to Thailand.  Laotian 

Criteria, Rights and Duties of the Recruitment Agencies Sending Workers Abroad

The recruitment/employment agency sending workers abroad should have the following criteria:
- must be an authorized recruitment agency for sending workers abroad;
- must be a reliable company, possess liability endowment (warranty) in sending workers abroad;
- an organized company with competent and knowledgeable staff   

The recruitment/employment agency sending workers abroad have the following rights:
- seek for the labour market abroad and sign contract with companies abroad;
- deploy the workers abroad as stated in the contract;
- receive service fee as stated in Article 12 of this decree;
- protect the benefi t of the company as stated by the law.

The recruitment/employment agency sending workers abroad have the following duties:
- manage the Lao workers that have been sent by the company in accordance to the contract;
- respect the tradition, laws and regulation of the country and country where the Lao workers have 

been sent to work;
- provide the information to the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW);
- responsible for the benefi t of the Lao workers that have been sent to work abroad;
- organize training for the Lao workers prior departure as supervised by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare;
- pay income tax as stated by the law.

The recruitment/employment agency sending workers abroad who will send Lao workers abroad must 
fi le the following documents:

- Request letter for permission to send workers abroad send to the MOLSW;
- Business license for sending workers abroad;
- Employment contract between the Lao workers and the recruitment/employment agency sending 

workers abroad;
- Contract to supply the workers between the recruitment/employment agency sending workers 

abroad and the companies that will recruit the Lao workers in the receiving countries.
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migrants began working under the MOU agreement in Thailand in June 2005. The fi rst batch of 
workers, 216 Laotians have already returned to Lao PDR having completed their contract. 

2-1-3. Cost of Regular Migration for Laotian Migrant Workers to Thailand 
According to the Lao PDR decree on procedures for workers going abroad, the service fees for 
recruitment of workers must fall under the management of the Ministry of Labour and Welfare 
(MOLSW). However, currently the agency fees are not regulated by the MOLSW.

Laotian migrants, then, undergo two health check ups: the fi rst in Lao PDR and one in 
Thailand. The health check up in Lao PDR includes an HIV test, and it is understood that people 
testing positive are not allowed to migrate. The information from the health check is to be used to 
check what diseases migrants are contracting during their time in Thailand.

Ordinarily in Thailand, employers, workers and the government contribute to the social security 
scheme monthly. Whether migrant workers from Lao PDR are expected to pay this fee monthly or whether 
it will be demanded as a lump sum is uncertain, though the latter case would beg to know whether the 
employer and the government were also making their respective contributions to the scheme.

It appears that recruitment agencies may practice different methods of employment and 
implement different fees in order to be competitive in the labour market. As a result it is not clear 
where the responsibility will lie in cases of exploitation or abuse.

The decree does not set out clearly the amount of deposit that the employment agency should 
have, this liability endowment may be said to determine the commitment of the employment 
agency in protecting the benefi ts and well being of Laotian migrant workers abroad, since the 
endowment could be used for unforeseen emergencies of migrant Laotian workers.

Currently, there is no organisation or labour attaché at the Lao PDR embassy that is responsible 
for the protection, benefi t and well being of Laotian migrant workers. And if there were, the 
various responsibilities of the different stakeholders have not yet been clearly stated (recruitment 
agency, Laotian embassy, Laotian MOSWL, employer in Thailand, Ministry of Labour, Ministry of 
Justice, Ministry of Interior in Thailand).

Costs in Lao PDR

Passport and authorisation: THB790 (valid for three years)

Health check-up: THB450 

Visa to Thailand:  THB2,000 from Thai embassy 

 (valid for one year only)

Work permit in foreign country: THB37 (LKP10,000)

Training (for pre-departure): uncertain amount; paid by migrant

Travel:  amount varies upon region of 

 employment; paid by migrant

Others: not specifi ed

Minimum Total in Lao PDR:  THB3,277 

Costs in Thailand
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Health check up:  THB600 

Social security card:  THB4,473 

Work permit:  THB3,800 

Total in Thailand:  THB8,873 

 

Combined costs: 

Minimum THB12,150



According to current information, the recruitment agencies are discussing starting pre-
departure programs, but it is not yet clear who will bear the costs of these trainings. On 4 August 
2006, the Thai Minister of Foreign Affairs donated THB2 million to the Vice President of the Lao 
Women’s Union to build the Vocational Training Centre in Vientiane for Laotian women who wish 
to work in Thailand. The Vocational Training Centre is to be set up to enhance the capacity and 
develop working skills of prospective Laotian women migrants. 

On 4 August 2006, the Thai Minister of Foreign Affairs told a press conference that Thailand 
and Lao PDR have successfully legalised 50 percent of all the Laotian labourers in Thailand. 

2-2. Cambodia

Cambodia, like Lao PDR, has two registration processes relating to the regularisation of migrant 
workers to Thailand.

2-2-1. Verifi ed in Thailand
Cambodia has begun the process of interviewing migrants in Thailand to verify their nationality. 
Between March and April 2005, Cambodia interviewed 75 persons, approved 72 and rejected three 
applicants. The process was then put on hold until November.

Between 14 November 2005 – 30 June 2006, the Cambodian Multi-Ministerial Task Force in 
Thailand verifi ed the nationality and issued Certifi cates of Identity (CI) to 37,142 migrants and a 
further 2,508 (708 female) Cambodian documented migrants have been sent to work in Thailand.8 
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The CI is valid for two years and issued by the Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training. It is 
understood that work permit visas will be issued for two years.

The Certifi cate declares:
       This is to certify that the bearer is of Cambodian nationality.
       This CI is only for Cambodian who is working in the Kingdom of Thailand.
The worker pays THB500 for the CI and the employer is required to pay THB1,000 to the 
Cambodian Task Force.

According to the TOR of the Cambodian Multi-Ministerial Task Force for the Verifi cation of 
Migrant Workers, its duties include:
a. Cooperation with the Cambodian Embassy in Thailand, e.g. documentation, issuing CI 

to migrants, requesting the relevant Cambodian authorities to search for migrants not yet 
identifi ed;

The Ranong Incident

On 10 April 2008,  54 of the 120 Burmese migrants travelling in the back of an airtight cold-storage 
truck from Ranong to Phuket suffocated to death when the air conditioning failed.  The migrants 
screamed and banged on the inside of the truck in desperation, but by the time the doors to the back 
of the vehicle were eventually opened, it was too late.  Of the 54 Burmese migrants that suffocated 
to death—37 were women and 17 men.  The driver and his accomplice on discovering their cargo 
of dead bodies fl ed the scene, although both were later apprehended by the police. The 66 migrants 
who survived this tragic journey were all taken into police custody, while arrangements for their 
deportation were made  Twenty-one of the survivors required urgent medical attention while the rest 
were detained by the police for questioning. 

The migrants’ transportation in the truck belonging to Rungrueangsab Co.Ltd. was arranged by  
‘agents’ on either side of the Thai-Burmese border.  According to survivors, most of the migrants 
knew that they were heading to Phuket and many had already paid for their journey.  The human 
cargo that replaced the designated shipment of refrigerated shrimp paid a total of more than 
THB600,000 (around  USD17,650) for their fateful ride.  Some migrants, on the other hand, agreed 
to have their fees deducted from their future earnings.  The container truck driver confessed to 
receiving THB80,000 (around USD2,350) for the four-hour drive to Phuket.  

Following this incident, a number of organisations expressed their sorrow and anger at the deaths 
as well as the manner in which the Thai authorities handled the aftermath. They have urged the Thai 
authorities to allow the families and relatives of the 54 victims to remain in Thailand and receive 
appropriate shelter, medical and psychosocial treatment as well as compensation in accordance with 
the law.  The Kingdom ultimately decided to deport most of the survivors back to Burma. Fifty of the 
survivors were convicted of illegal entry and fi ned THB2,000 (USD59), while the remainder who were 
not charged were either minors or too ill to stand trial. The Thai police has treated the incident as a 
case of smuggling and illegal entry, rather than an incident of human traffi cking. The Thai police and 
others have argued that the Ranong tragedy was not a case of organised human traffi cking, as the 
migrants had not been lured into the country under false pretences, but came voluntarily.  According to 
the police, human traffi cking must involve smuggling of people with the specifi c purpose of employing 
them in slave-like conditions and occupations, such as forced prostitution.  
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 In the aftermath of the incident, the Thai police kept the survivors in immigration detention in 
Ranong, separating those who were minors from the adults. Since most of the migrants could not afford 
to pay the fi ne imposed upon them for illegal entry, they were imprisoned for 10 days before being 
transferred to an immigration detention centre. During this time they had limited access to lawyers and 
non-governmental assistance.  

In May 2008, the Thai and Burmese authorities signed an agreement outlining arrangements for the 
deportation of all but 10 of the survivors who were due to give evidence in court. They also signed an 
agreement to investigate the incident and punish those responsible for the tragedy.  

On 13 May 2008, the Liberty Insurance Co. Ltd. agreed to pay THB100,000 (about USD3,100) as 
compensation to the relatives of the 54 migrants who died of suffocation and THB50,000 (about 
THB1,550) to the injured migrants. However, according to MAP Foundation who have worked on 
securing compensation for relatives of migrants who are the victims of road traffi c incidents,  relatives 
of the migrant victims will need either offi cial documents or costly DNA tests that positively link them to 
the deceased in order for them to receive any compensation.  As no proper autopsy was ever carried 
out by Thai authorities, it is unclear how it can be ensured that the Burmese authorities issue the 
necessary offi cial documents to the authentic relatives of the deceased.

On 19 May 2008 the fi rst 56 survivors were deported to Burma. On 21 and 23 May 2008, 10 migrant 
survivors including four children gave evidence in court as six Thai nationals stood trial charged with 
causing death by negligence. 

On 9 June 2008 the 10 survivors who stayed on to give evidence in court were deported back to 
Burma.

Despite the efforts of civil society groups such as Action Network for Migrants (ANM) and Mekong 
Migration Network (MMN) who have repeatedly called for the facilitation of safe migration channels, it 
is feared that the legacy of the Ranong incident, will be a tightening of ever stricter immigration control. 
In an effort to stem the fl ow of illegal Burmese migrants into Thailand, Thai offi cials have proposed 
reducing the amount of time visitors from Burma can spend in Thailand from one week to a single day.  
Such policies only serve to deepen the dependency of migrants  on ‘agents’ and smugglers who exploit 
migrant’s lack of any legal status as well as the absence of any coherent migration policy. 

b. To move from province to province in Thailand interviewing migrants, comparing and 
checking documents, verifying or rejecting nationality and requesting the certifi cation, 
entering data into a database; and 

c. Making daily and monthly reports to the Cambodian embassy in Thailand.

2-2-2.  Process of Regularisation in Cambodia

There is as yet no fi nal agreement on the costs associated with migrating legally in to Thailand, but 
the following information refl ects the current debates and suggestions.

The Cambodian Ministry of Labour have recommended that migrants going to Thailand will 
have to pay THB23,300 over two years. Understanding that migrants will not have this lump sum, 
it recommends that the amount is deducted from the monthly wages at THB2,000 a month. The 
government approved these cost on 12 September 2006.

Labour-recruitment companies organising the migration of Cambodian workers to Thailand 
have begun to open.  A prospective recruitment company must deposit USD100,000 with the 
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Provincial Decrees in Southern Thailand

Overview
Migrant workers help sustain the country’s national industries, contribute to economic growth, 
and recently helped rebuild vast areas in the South devastated by the tsunami of 26 December 
2004. Nevertheless, under Thai law migrants are offered only minimal legal protection and have 
a limited access to recourse in case of right violation Rather than seeking to redress this serious 
social inequity, the provincial governments in fi ve provinces in southern Thailand have recently 
issued decrees that further strip migrant workers of their fundamental rights.

The fi rst such decree, issued by the provincial government of Phuket in December 2006, 
restricts migrant workers’ freedom of movement and ability to communicate by imposing an 8:00 
p.m. curfew, prohibiting migrants from owning, or even using, mobile phones and motorbikes, 
and banning the public assembly of groups larger than fi ve people.

Employers are furthermore held responsible for (and therefore put in a position of control 
over) the movements and actions of the workers under their employ. The provinces of Ranong, 
Surathani, Rayong and Phang Nga soon implemented similar laws.

It bears repeating that these decrees are applicable to migrant workers who possess valid 
work permits issued by the government. In other words, the Thai government allows migrants to 
work in Thailand but denies their fundamental human rights.
 
Consequences
The many dire consequences of these decrees are being documented by various organisations 
in the affected areas. At the time of the announcement of the decrees, the Action Network for 
Migrants (Thailand) predicted that the decrees would ‘...adversely affect migrant’s ability to 
access healthcare and to practice health.’

Indeed, there have been several instances of reduced access to healthcare for 
undocumented workers too afraid of arrest to seek medical attention, as well as documented 
workers whose employers may choose to withhold from them the permission to travel in order 
to obtain the necessary healthcare.

The decrees have also necessarily impeded the migrants’ access to education, particularly 
non-formal education.

Workers report increased police extortion (particularly of undocumented workers), 
confi scation of mobile phones and motor bikes, and perhaps most disturbingly, increased 
participation by regular Thai citizens in the arrests and confi scations.

The decrees` representation of these minority groups as a threat to national security has 
been leading the Thai society into that with the more nationalistic attitudes and xenophobic 
hatred directed at migrant workers.

It should be emphasised that the decrees specifi cally target migrant workers from Burma, 
Lao PDR and Cambodia, and are therefore blatantly discriminatory, representing a fl agrant 
breach of Thailand’s commitments under the International Convention on the Elimination of All 
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Forms of Racial Discrimination, which it joined in 2003.
These decrees effectively place workers at the mercy of their employers by forbidding 

workers from leaving their place of employment and making contact with others outside of 
their place of employment. The resulting working conditions are akin to forced labour, and 
as such represent a violation of the ILO Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, to which 
Thailand is also signatory.

Despite the series of action taken by the migrant rights advocacy in Thailand, these 
provincial decrees remain effective at the time of writing this report.

For more information about the provincial decrees, please see Mekong Migration Network’s 
homepage (www.mekongmigration.org).
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Ministry of Labour in Cambodia in order to get registration.
Fifteen such companies had registered by April 2006. Currently there are only six of these 

companies active in the process of negotiations with the government. One company, Top Man 
Power, has negotiated permission to charge each migrant THB700 more than the set fee. (i.e. 
charging THB24,000 instead of THB23,300)

Companies have complained that the fi gure is too high, since migrants are not paying the fee 
up front but paying monthly from their salaries. They say they are concerned that the migrants 
may not go as planned or may stop working during the contract. In order to protect their 
investments, the companies are asking for permission to charge the migrants a USD100 deposit fee 
in advance, which they say they will pay back to the migrant in the 11th or 12th month. This is not 
part of government policy.  Migrants also say that individuals within the recruitment agencies are 
taking a further USD20 commission. This is neither government nor company policy.

On 1 September  2005, Dr Kantathi Suphamongkhon, Thai Minister of Foreign Affairs gave a 
live telephone interview with the press in Thailand after his courtesy call on Senior General Than 
Shwe, Chairman of the SPDC and his talks with U Nyan Win, Foreign Minister of Myanmar. On 
the question of migrant workers, according to the Foreign Minister of Myanmar, the delegation 
showed a readiness to exchange views, but he also explained the diffi culties involved in obtaining 
information on the exact identity of each worker. Thailand, therefore, proposed a dual-track 
system whereby the Myanmar authorities would send offi cials to work at the Myanmar embassy in 
Bangkok to verify the identity of Burmese workers in the central part of Thailand and also to send 
offi cials to be stationed at border checkpoints to perform verifi cation of the identity of Burmese 
workers in regional areas in Thailand. 
Thailand also proposed a Working Group to 
be set up, consisting of offi cials from both 
sides to discuss the appropriate modalities.

There was no implementation of these 
proposals and then on 17 August 2006, the 
Federation of Thai Industry, Tak suggested 
creating a ‘one-stop’ department to handle all 
issues relating to migrant workers: registering 
migrants, conducting medical check-ups, 
offering job training, and acting as an employment recruitment agency and providing lodging.

A few days later, the Thai Labour Minister Somsak Thepsutin and Burmese Deputy Foreign 
Minister Maung Myint agreed to set up a temporary visa centre in Mae Sot, Thailand within six 
months to issue visas to 10,000 Burmese workers. The centres would also issue visas within a 
day to migrants already working in Thailand. While Thailand wanted to oversee the process of 
verifi cation, Burma wanted to be in charge of it.

The following month, on 5 September 2006, according to minutes from the Caretaker Cabinet, 
Burma requested that Thailand send the names of Burmese workers in English or Burmese for 
verifi cation to the Burmese embassy. Workers would then be called to three centres in Burma 
(Tachilek, Kawthaung or Myawaddy) to be verifi ed as Burmese. If all documentation were in 
order, they would be issued temporary passports within 24 hours. Burma also requested Thailand 
to send the names of employers to Burma by the end of September, so they could begin recruiting 
workers by the end of October. The Burmese said the centres could also be used as recruitment 

Total number of regularised 
Cambodian migrants, October 2006

Verifi ed in Thailand:   37,214

In Cambodia     0

Total    37,214            
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centres for employers.
The Burmese authorities then advertised for 10,000 workers for Thailand in local newspapers in 

Burma and there sprung up a number of new labour recruitment agencies inside Burma.
During September and October, migrant workers in Thailand were asked to fi ll in a form 

with their details in English and Burmese so that this process could begin. It is understood that 
the majority of migrants from Burma did not dare to do this, as they were afraid it might cause 
repercussions for their families in Burma. This fear has been fuelled by news from migrants’ 
families inside Burma, that the authorities are going house to house in Burma taking details of 
missing persons and requiring families to hang a photograph outside their house of all family 
members so they can check who has migrated. Migrants believe that the Burmese authorities will 
then start to collect taxes from families who have migrants in Thailand or other countries.

According to the Nation Newspaper on 7 September 2006, then-caretaker Labour Minister 
Somsak said that most of the verifi ed Burmese migrant workers would work on fi shing trawlers 
and at seafood-processing factories. Thai employers in need of legal Burmese labourers could 
register as of 1 September. Registration was free, but to speed up the process, employers could pay 
THB3,800 for the workers passports and mandatory medical check-ups. The Burmese authorities 
had requested Thai immigration to reduce the visa fee to THB2,000.

While a few of these temporary passports were issued to migrants from Burma within a few 
hours of their application, three months later, the migrants were asked to return to the centres to 
be fully questioned in order to have the temporary passport replaced by a permanent passport (3 
years).  It is understood that no migrants dared to return for this procedure.

As of writing, no Burmese migrants have been through the identifi cation process or been issued 
the necessary travel documents.

3. Other Migration Patterns in Thailand
3-1. Refugees from Burma

Camp based
Around 140,000 refugees have been housed in camps on the Thai-Burma border for the last 20 
years.  Camp-based refugees are not permitted to work or farm the land, nor can their children 
access education outside the camps.  In recent years, United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) registered the refugees in the camps. Only registered refugees can access 
shelter and food. Nevertheless, following offensives by the Burmese troops in ethnic areas, people 
continue to have to fl ee to Thailand and share the meager resources with the refugees already 
inside the camp. Registered refugees can apply for resettlement through the UNHCR. During 2005 
and 2006 around 3,000 refugees were resettled to third countries, mainly to America, but also 
Scandinavian countries, Canada and the UK. Refugee-protection in Thailand is in crisis after the 
government pressured the offi ce of the UNHCR to stop conducting refugee status determinations in 
May 2007.

 
Shan camps along the border
Since 1996, forced relocations in the Shan state have forced people to fl ee to Thailand for safety. 
However, Thailand does not recognise the Shan as refugees or provide shelter or humanitarian 
assistance. In the March 2005 dry season offensives, the Burmese army burnt down entire villages 
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in the Shan state, forcing 2,000 civilians to seek refuge in camps in Loi Taleng, across the border 
from Thailand’s Mae Hong Son province. On a daily basis, 200 – 500 Shan villagers fl ed to 
Thailand via Fang and Chiang Dao districts of Chiang Mai province, where without any assistance 
they could only live in hiding, working illegally and at constant risk of arrest and deportation.9 
Again in mid-2007, according to the Thai Burmese Border Consortium (TBBC), more than 500 
villagers from areas along the Mekong River in Eastern Shan State were forced to fl ee their 
homes due to abuses by the Burmese army. The families moved to Loi Kaw Wan IDP settlements 
bordering Chiang Rai province of Thailand, already home to more than 3,000 displaced persons. 
According to TBBC, there are four other IDP sites along the border with Thailand housing Shan 
refugees.

3-2. Hmong Camps

In late 2004, an estimated 4,000 – 5,000 ethnic Hmong fl ed from Lao PDR across the Mekong 
River to Petchabun in search of safety from the persecution they alleged by the Lao PDR 
government. At fi rst, they lived in the forest and worked on local farms. In June 2005, the local 
Thai authorities put pressure on the local villagers to stop assisting the refugees and a make shift 
camp was set up at Huai Nam Khao.

Earlier that year, Thai authorities had closed down a community of Hmong who had lived in 
Thailand for several decades and stayed at the Wat Tham Krabok temple in Saraburi. While the 
United States agreed to resettle the refugees, many of them were not accepted or did not want to 
be resettled. They were then moved to join the other refugees in the Huai Nam Khao camp, which 
grew to around 8,000 residents.

In 2005 the UN Human Rights Committee, the expert body that monitors state compliance 
with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, expressed concern about the Thai 
government’s plans to deport Hmong refugees and asylum seekers to Lao PDR, where they 
feared persecution. Since December 2005, more than 370 Hmong have been forcibly returned to 
Lao PDR. Thailand also attempted to forcibly return 149 UNHCR recognised Hmong refugees, 
including 86 children, but when this was not successful, they held them in the Immigration 
Detention Centre at Nong Kai.

Following a September 2007 meeting, the Thai and Lao PDR governments reaffi rmed their 
commitment to repatriate the 8,000 Hmong in the Petchabun camp by the end of 2008.  

3-3. Rohingya

In the past few years, more than 2,000 Rohingyas from Bangladesh and Burma have attempted 
to make their way to Malaysia by boat but have been forced to land in Southern Thailand. On 10 
March 2006, a group of 67 Rohingya refugees and migrants who were arrested in Phang Nga of 
Thailand were sent to Mae Sot in Tak province and then forced back to Thailand. In early 2008, 
reports of Rohingyas dying at sea reached Thailand and those who managed to survive and reach 
Thai shores were arrested. In April, the Thai Prime Minister Samak Sundaravej announced that he 
would detain them on a deserted island to deter new arrivals.
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4. Summary
4-1. Labour Migration Policies

Migration policies in Thailand have mainly been formulated in response to the needs of the Thai 
economy while trying to accommodate the irregular migration fl ows from neighbouring countries. 
While the 2004 policy was by far the most successful in regulating the status of migrants already 
in the country, there has been a reluctance to repeat this policy, resulting in a fairly major decrease 
in the number of migrants with a regular status. The bondage of migrants to an employer appears 
to be a major deterrent to successful registrations. Apart from the diffi culties mentioned in this 
chapter for migrants themselves to re-register, many employers continue to prefer to use irregular 
workers who cannot demand proper wages or working conditions, and even if they do, can be 
immediately deported. While the policies have focused on the implementation of the immigration 
law, both for the registration of migrants and for the arrest and deportation of irregular migrants, 
there has been little focus on the implementation of labour protection laws, occupational health 
and safety standards and rights of workers to organise.  

4-2. Refugee Policies

Thailand has not ratifi ed the Refugee Convention. Refugees seeking asylum in Thailand from 
other GMS countries are rarely allowed to enter a screening process to determine their refugee 
status and therefore have to live in hiding and fi nd work on the labour market under the constant 
threat of deportation to a country they have fl ed from for fear of persecution. While policies 
dealing with labour migration have introduced some fl exibility and made some attempt to respond 
to the situation on the ground, refugee policies appear to have no fl exibility and are enacted with 
little humanitarian protection.

Endnotes
1 The 1996 registration exercise allowed migrants to register for a period of two years. However each subsequent 
registration policy since 1998 has been for a one-year period, partly in response to the Asian economic crisis hitting in 
the middle of the fi rst two year policy. The current policy for 2008, covers a two year period.

2 As per the May 10th 2005  Cabinet resolution.

3 In order to move, the original employer had to return the work permit to the Labour Department in that province, 
and a registered employer of migrant workers had to inform the Labour departments in both the province of origin and 
province of destination. The migrant worker then had to repay the fees for a work permit for the new province.  

4 See <http://www.csr-asia.com/index.php?id=3528>. 

5 Reports from eye-witnesses.

6 Offi ce of Administration of Irregular Workers, Ref 0307/8134, 19 December 2007.

7  “Lao, Thai offi cials resolve illegal migrant issue”, Thai News Agency.  Last accessed at: <http://eng.mol.go.th/related_
jul0506_2.html>.

8 Regional Informal Workshop on “Labor Migration in Southeast Asia: What Roles of Parliaments?” by H.E. Ms. Ho 
Naun, Chairperson of the Commission on Health Care, Social and Veteran’s Affairs, Training, Youth Rehabilitation, 
Labor, Vocational Training and Women’s Affairs of the National Assembly of Cambodia. Available online at: <http://
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www.fes.org.ph/2007%20conferences/reading%20and%20presentations/Intervention%20by%20Ho%20Naun%204%20_
fi nal%20in%20Eng_.pdf>.

9 “Thailand Must Admit Civilians Forcibly Displaced”, Press Release, Human Rights Watch, New York, 26 May 2005.
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1. Background
Myanmar/Burma is the single-largest source country of migrants in the GMS. It is estimated that 
approximately two million Burmese have sought refuge or a livelihood abroad, with over a million 
of them currently living in Thailand. 

Ethnic minority groups such as the Kayin, Shan, Mon and Kachin have been forced to fl ee their 
homes to escape various forms of persecution in their traditional land. In 2006, when the capital 
city was relocated from Rangoon to Pyinmana in the interior of Burma, ethnic Kayin in Toungoo, 
Nyaunglaypin, Kyawtkyi, Thandaung within a 150 mile radius of the new city were forced to fl ee 
to neighbouring Thailand. 

The UNHCR estimates that around 10,000 Rohingyas were granted asylum in Malaysia in 2006.

2. Labour Migration
The State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) has only very recently acknowledged the fact 
that there are millions of Burmese migrants living abroad. Following similar Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOUs) between Thailand and Lao PDR and Thailand and Cambodia, Myanmar 
signed an MOU with Thailand on the Cooperation in Employment of Workers during a meeting 
of the Asia Cooperation Dialogue Forum in Chiang Mai, Thailand in June 2003. In cooperation 
with Thai authorities, sending countries agreed, fi rst, to verify the nationalities of workers already 
working in Thailand who had registered under the Thai government’s periodic registration 
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schemes, and, second, to begin sending workers to Thailand lawfully under the processes 
established under the MOU. 

While the Lao PDR and Cambodian governments have begun carrying out these processes, 
albeit slowly, the SPDC has taken little or no action in this respect. The SPDC has, however, 
conducted further meetings with the Thai authorities concerning the implementation of the MOU. 
On 28-29 January 2004 the fi rst meeting took place between Thai and Burmese senior offi cials 
for the implementation of the MOU on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers between the 
Kingdom of Thailand and the Union of Myanmar, and on 15 December 2005 the Senior Offi cials’ 
Meeting on Myanmar Illegal Workers in Thailand took place in Yangon.1 However, no progress 
has been made regarding the implementation of the MOU on the Burmese side: as of February 
2008, Burmese authorities had not verifi ed the nationality of any migrants from Burma, nor had 
any Burmese lawfully migrated to Thailand under the terms of the MOU. 

On the other hand, since 2005, the SPDC has sanctioned recruitment by overseas employment 
agencies. In October 2006 News Magazine reported that more than 70 labour-recruitment agencies 
operate from Yangon and Mandalay.2 Announcing Thailand’s need for as many as 10,000 workers, 
the labour ministry invited applications from interested parties.  A further positive development 
has been the acceleration of the application process for a passport. Whereas in 2004 a passport 
required three months to obtain, applicants can now expect delivery of the travel document within 
thirty days. 

In regards to sending Burmese migrant workers to countries outside the GMS, the 7 Days News 
reported that demand for Burmese workers in Qatar, for example, is equivalent to that in Malaysia, 

Ph
ot

o 
C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 M

M
N

75Burma 75



while the benefi ts and earning potential for migrants in the former are higher. The impact of policies 
related to the exportation of migrants to countries outside the GMS on policies toward Burmese 
nationals migrating to Thailand and other GMS countries in the future remains to be seen.  

3. Traffi cking
In sharp contrast to the SPDC’s long silence on the issues of labour migration, the country has been 
quite visibly active in responding to traffi cking issues. 

Following the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women, which resulted in the Beijing 
Declaration, the Myanmar National Committee for Women’s Affairs (MNCWA) was established in 
1996. Simultaneously, the Working Plan of Action, which comprises the prevention of traffi cking, 
prosecution of traffi ckers, protection, repatriation, return and reintegration of traffi cked women, 
was created, the elements of which follow the provisions in the international conventions 
concerning traffi cking. The Myanmar Women’s Affairs Federation (MWAF) was formed in 2003, 
and both the MNCWA and the MWAF implement various programs for women aimed at the 
prevention of traffi cking. 

The Department of Social Welfare (DSW) has also carried out tasks related to the repatriation, 
reintegration and rehabilitation of traffi cking victims since 1992, collaborating with the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Home Affairs, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Education, 
the Ministry of the Progress of Border Areas, the Ministry of National Races and Development 
Affairs, MWAF, UNIAP, Save the Children-UK and World Vision.

The country’s recent actions have been focused on exposing and apprehending human 
traffi ckers. Between 2004 and 2006, 1,362 human traffi ckers in 677 cases were arrested, and 
altogether 3,471 victims were rescued.

Following the fi rst Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative on Traffi cking (COMMIT) 
meeting held in Bangkok on 28-30 July 2004, Yangon hosted the second COMMIT meeting on 27-
28 October 2004, where six GMS countries signed a MOU on Cooperation against Traffi cking in 
Persons in the GMS and Sub-regional Action Plan.3

In August 2005, the SPDC passed an Anti-Traffi cking in Persons Law to prevent and suppress 
human traffi cking, particularly targeting acts that victimise women, youths and minors. Persons 
found violating the law can be subject to punishments ranging from a minimum of three years 
imprisonment to the maximum penalty of death. The law also imposes a maximum of seven years 
imprisonment for offi cials who demand or accept bribes in cases related to human traffi cking.4 

Endnotes
1 Ms. San San, Myanmar Department of Labour, Ministry of Labour, “Myanmar Policies on Transborder Migration”, 
presented during the Policy Dialogue on Transborder Migration Policy Implementation and Monitoring: Its Effectiveness 
and Current Policy Gaps in the Greater Mekong Sub-region, Khon Kaen, Thailand, 15-17 November 2007. 

2 News Magazine, 7 October 2006.

3  See MMN & AMC, Resource Book: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2005, p. 19. 

4 Kyodo, “Myanmar enacts anti-human traffi cking law” in Asian Political News, 19 September 2005. Last accessed on 9 
April 2008 at: <http://fi ndarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0WDQ/is_2005_Sept_19/ai_n15403916>. 
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C ambodia is both a sending and receiving country of migrant labour. Thailand is the 
primary destination for Cambodians, while Cambodia is home to a large number of 
Vietnamese migrants. Cambodia is also commonly used as a transit point by criminal 

syndicates involved in the traffi cking of people to third countries, especially en route to the West.  

1. Cambodia as a Sending Country

1-1. Background
According to the Cambodian Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training (MLVT), the country has 
offi cially sent a total of 6,620 Cambodian workers to Malaysia between 1998 and 2006. However, 
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NGOs in Malaysia estimate that there are between 10,000 to 20,000 Cambodian workers employed 
in the country.1  Among the total documented 6,620 Cambodian migrant workers, 4,908 of them 
are female and 1,712 male. In terms of work sector, 3,705 of them, all of whom are women, went 
there to work as domestic workers, while 2,915 were employed in factories. Cambodia has also 
sent a total of 2,462 workers to South Korea between 2003 and 2006.2 

Cambodian workers primarily go to nearby Thailand for employment. Out of the total 394,443 
migrants who registered for a work permit effective from July 2007 to June 2008 in Thailand, 
14,469 were Cambodian.  During the registration period in February 2008 (work permit effective 
from March 2008 to February 2009), an additional 135,004 workers registered, 3,786 of whom 
were Cambodian. 

Thailand is easily accessible to Cambodians. Eight of Cambodia’s 24 provinces – Preah Vihear, 
Uddor Meanchey, Banteay Meanchey, Battambang, Pailin, Pursat, Koh Kong and Sihanoukville – 
border Thailand. There are three formal border crossings at which tourists and traders are required 
to enter Cambodia: 1) Poipet gate in Banteay Meanchey linked to Rong Kleau gate in Sa Gaew on 
the Thai side; 2) Chamyeam gate in Koh Kong linked to Hat Lech gate in Trat on the Thai side; 
and 3) Preah Sihanu Harbour in Preah Sihanu Province. 

An estimated 3,000 to 8,000 people pass through the Poipet-Rong Kleau checkpoint each day. 
People travel from Thailand into Cambodia mainly to visit casinos in the Poipot area as well as 
other tourist attractions such as resorts and temples, but they also conduct their business activities 
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and transport goods and construction materials. Cambodian migrants arrested in Thailand may 
also be deported through this gate. Many migrants going to Thailand through this checkpoint work 
as seasonal or daily labourers, employed as porters, construction workers, and farm labourers. To 
enter Thailand, they must purchase a one-day border pass costs THB10 or KHR1,000 (USD0.25), 
which does not require any forms fi lling. A one-week pass that costs THB700, and applicants 
are required to present their identity card and documents at the migration offi ce in Khbal Spean 
Village, Poipet Commune in O Chrov District before the pass is issued. 

At the Chamyeam-Hat Lech checkpoint, between 100 to 300 people pass through every day. 
Most of the travellers are fruit or vegetable merchants and consumers. There are a few casinos in 
this area, but these attract only a small number of visitors. The border crossing procedure there is 
similar to the one at the Poitpet-Rong Kleau Checkpoint. The border checkpoint in Preah Sihanu is 
primarily for cargo ships and tourist boats. 

According to a military police offi cer in O Chhreuo District interviewed in May 2006, both 
migrants and agents bribe the police force with sums ranging from THB50 to 100 per station at the 
checkpoints. There are six stations on both the Cambodian and Thai sides of the border. According 
to the police offi cial, there are no more illegal entries to Thailand in the populated areas of Poipet, 
which cover the North and South checkpoints. Since 2006, people have bought the inexpensive 
formal border passes which cost KHR1,000 (USD0.25) each to cross into Thailand through the 
international crossing point in Poipet. This area is frequented by traders, porters, and merchants 
who travel daily to Rong Kloeu market. Migrant workers who intend to remain in Thailand to work 
are not supposed to use this border pass to cross into Thailand through Poipet; however, the police 
have acknowledged that they could not distinguish migrants from merchants.3 

In addition to these formal crossing points, there are hundreds of unoffi cial crossing points. 
A number of migrant workers from Prey Veng Province heading to Thailand pass through an 
informal channel called “Banlem.” This informal checkpoint is located in Doung Village, Beaung 
Reang Commune, Kumrieng District in Battambang Province. Malai District in Banteay Meanchey 
Province has the second largest number of informal checkpoints. 

Prey Veng Province is considered to be the province that produces the largest number of 
migrant workers. Migrants from Prey Veng work mainly in the fi shing industry, especially in 
Rayong and Pattani in southern Thailand. Prey Veng Province has 12 districts, 116 communes 
and 1,136 villages with a population of 946,042, of whom 445,140 are female, according to 
the 1998 census. The province has the fourth largest population in the country and is the third 
poorest. More than 55% of the heads of household are women. The districts that produce the 
most migrants include Pearaing, Prey Veng, Kampong Leav, Sithor Kandal, Kamchay Mear, 
Kanchreach, and Mesang. 

In Kampong Cham Province, another major source of migrants going to Thailand, there are 16 
districts, 173 communes and 1,748 villages, with a total population of 1,608,914 of whom 775,796 
are female: it has the second largest population in the country - of whom 775,796 are female.4 More 
than 65% of the heads of household are women. The majority of migrants originating from this 
province have left to work in the fi shing industry. Most of those engaged in farming in Thailand 
migrated through the border areas such as Sa Gaew, Chonburi and Burinam on the Thai side of 
the border. Tbong Khmum District, especially Sralob Commune, reports the highest number of 
migrants moving to Thailand for work.
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Reasons for Migration

In the past, Cambodians decided to go to Thailand because they were convinced by agents’ 
accounts of the benefi ts to be earned from working abroad. Agriculture and the Cambodian 
economy have also played important roles in their choice to move to Thailand. When droughts 
and fl oods caused the land to become infertile, many simply did not have enough to eat, which 
prompted large numbers of people to migrate to fi nd work in Thailand. There are other factors 
infl uencing this decision; for example, in Kampong Cham Province, although the land remains 
fertile, many families own only small plots for farming, which do not produce a large enough 
harvest to feed the household.

‘Because the plots of land they owned were small – six acres per family – they could 
only harvest rice once a year. They made just enough to cover everyday expenses 
and eat. So those men who were the heads of households decided to go fi nd work 
in Thailand. People would work at a farm for 3-6 months or as a fi sherman for 1-2 
years before they returned home’.5

Moving Across the Border

According to interviews conducted by the Cambodia CRT in Prey Veng and Kampong Cham 
provinces, people migrate to Thailand with the assistance of agents as well as family and friends 
who have been to Thailand before. In Kampong Cham, a person typically pays between USD100-
200 to an agent for assistance, and in Prey Veng, less than USD100. Typically, a van picks up 
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the workers at around 2 am and they drive for about one day to the border. A group of at least 50 
people usually cross the border by walking through the Banlem crossing point at night. Many male 
workers who were interviewed stated that they had completed only grade 4 or 5 in primary school. 
Some had been ordained as monks for one or two years before going to work in Thailand. Migrants 
from certain ethnic groups, who moved to Thailand between the age of 17 and 19 could not speak 
the Khmer language.

1-2. Policies Regarding Outwards Migration

Sub-Decree 57(20 July 1995)

The country’s key policy document governing the recruitment and sending of Cambodian workers 
abroad is Sub-Decree 57 on Sending Khmer Migrants to Work Abroad, issued on 20 July 1995. 
The objectives of the Sub-Decree include:
 1. Allowing sending Cambodian migrant workers to work abroad, when the local labour market 

does not meet the demand. 
 2. Improving the national income and increasing the professional skill level of Cambodian 

migrant workers.6  
The Sub-Decree serves as a guideline for the procedural measures of the MOLTV and private 

recruitment agencies. Companies are required to fi rst register with the Ministry of Commerce 
(MOC) before proceeding to apply for a license from the MOLTV.7

There are currently 12 authorised recruitment companies in Cambodia, eight of which actively 
recruit and send Cambodian workers to work in Thailand through offi cial channels. Cambodian 
applicants must be 18-years old or over. The MOLVT works closely with the Ministry of Interior in 
the processing and issuing of passports, and with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation for monitoring overseas work.8 

This Sub-Decree is an outdated policy document, which may not necessarily refl ect the current 
migration dynamics and realities of today’s Cambodia. Only fi ve articles out of 22 refer directly to 
the worker, namely Article 9 on the employment contract, Article 10 on the rights of annual leave, 
Article 14 on pre-departure training, Article 19 on missing workers, and Article 20 on violations of 
provisions. Yet these provisions are so broad that they do not provide much protection to workers.9 

Government’s Rectangular Strategy (16 July 2004)
In its Rectangular Strategy released in 2004, the Cambodian government states that the exportation 
of workers is one of their key strategies to achieve poverty reduction. The government ‘encourages 
offi cial labour exports to increase welfare, improve capacity, reduce unemployment, and increase 
revenue.’10 The Strategy also stipulates that employment and training-related policies and programs 
should aim to improve job mobility, information technology and vocational/skill training, while 
effectively linking them to education programs.

Sub-Decree 70 (July 2006)

In recognition of the limitations of Sub-Decree 57, the MOLVT has issued several Sub-Decrees 
and Prakas that complement Sub-Decree 57.11 Sub-Decree 70 on the creation of the Manpower 
Training and Overseas Sending Board (MTOSB) was issued in July 2006. The MTOSB serves 
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as a public employment agency; one of its fi rst tasks was to recruit, train and send workers to 
South Korea.12  

Prakas 108

Prakas 108 on the Education on HIV/AIDS, Safe Migration, and Labour Rights for Cambodian 
Workers Abroad was issued in May 2006. It aims to promote pre-departure training of migrant 
workers on the above mentioned issues, thus reducing their vulnerabilities.

Prakas 012/07

Prakas 012/07 on the Creation of a Labour Migration Taskforce was announced in January 2007 to 
develop and implement policy and action plans under the Labour Migration Section of the MOLVT.13 

In a recent meeting, a representative from the MOLVT stated that the ministry’s strategic goals 
are as follows:
1. To improve the management of overseas employment services through recruitment agencies.
2. To establish a public system of overseas employment services and protect migrant workers abroad.
3. To establish a management offi ce for workers belonging to the category of daily and seasonal 

cross-border workers.  
4.  To improve the recruitment agencies’ practices consistent with principles and policies of the 

government, national law and other international conventions.
5.  To set up networking services to protect migrant workers and establish effective networks for 

the management of overseas employment data and information.
6.  To improve awareness of HIV/AIDS and protect the rights and benefi ts of migrant workers.

1-3. Implementation of the MOU on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers 

Following the signing of the MOU with the Royal Government of Thailand, the Royal 
Government of Cambodia set up the Inter-Ministerial Working Group to issue Certifi cates of 
Identity (CI) for Cambodian workers already in Thailand. A total of 47,982 Cambodian workers 
have been issued such CIs.14  

The MOU also aimed to establish legal migration channels through which prospective 
Cambodian workers can obtain legal documents prior to departure. As mentioned above, eight 
recruitment agencies are recruiting and sending legal Cambodian workers to Thailand. As of January 
2008, there were a total of 8,173 Cambodian migrant workers who had migrated legally to Thailand 
under the process established by the MOU. Among them, 5,926 were male and 2,247 female.15    

2. Cambodia as a Receiving Country and as a Transit Country
The overwhelming majority of cross-border migrants in Cambodia come from Vietnam.
Estimates of the number of Vietnamese in Cambodia vary greatly, ranging from 150,000 to more 
than a million. Data is not available as to how many Vietnamese are long-term residents who 
moved to Cambodia during the 1970s and 1980s, and how many of them are temporary migrants 
who recently moved to Cambodia.16  
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T he vast majority of Laotian migrant workers within the GMS can be found in Thailand. 
Lao PDR and Thailand share a common border, 1,835 km in length. Journeys across the 
Thai-Lao border can be made from either side of the Mekong River or at the numerous 

offi cial and unoffi cial land crossings. Such journeys are commonplace and casual, especially 
for those who live along the banks of the Mekong. Many Laotian people have longstanding 
relationships with Thai people, including kinship and marriage ties. The majority of Laotian 
migrant workers enter Thailand either by crossing the Mekong River or by walking through the 
forest.

The main reasons for migration are a function of the economic disparities that exist between 
the two countries. Since the enactment of the Lao labour law in 1991, the Prime Minister’s offi ce 
has issued four additional decrees to set and amend the minimum wage for workers employed in 
the private sector. The Prime Minister’s decree on the Minimum Wage of Workers in the Business 
Sector No. 64/PM, dated 21 March 2005, sets the minimum wage in Lao PDR at LKP290,000 
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(USD26.84) per month. Though the minimum monthly salary level in Kips has increased from 
LKP26,000 in 1991 to LKP290,000 in 2005, if compared in real terms to the current US dollar 
exchange rate, the minimum monthly salary in 2005 is the equivalent of only USD26.84, which is 
USD9.78 less than what had been fi xed as the minimum monthly salary 15 years ago (USD36.62). 
Although the minimum wage offers some level of protection, many Laotian workers, particularly 
those working in unskilled sectors, are employed as temporary workers. They typically receive 
payment on a daily or weekly basis and generally lack written contracts or fi xed terms and 
conditions of employment. As such they have little or no job security.1 Many employers only pay 
a monthly wage of around USD11.50. On the other hand, the law on minimum wage in Thailand, 
which entered into force on January 2007, is THB143-191 (depending on province) or USD3.9-
5.2 per day, much higher than the wage in Lao PDR. Although most migrant workers in Thailand 
do not receive the minimum wage stipulated by Thai law, on average their earnings are still much 
higher than what they would expect to receive in Lao PDR. For example, a migrant labourer 
in the agricultural sector earns on average THB1,500-4,500 (USD39-USD118); a labourer in 
the construction sector receives THB2,500-3,900 (USD65-102); workers in private households 
average THB1,000 (USD26); and those in the manufacturing sectors are paid around THB2,300 
(USD60).2

During the March 2007 round of the migrant registration programme in Thailand (as required 
by the Cabinet Resolution, dated 19 December 2006, for those requiring valid identifi cation from 
March 2007-February 2008), a total of 9,519 Laotians registered with the Thai Government. 
During the July 2007 round (as required by the same Cabinet Resolution, for those requiring 
identifi cation valid from July 2007-June 2008), a further 12,140 Laotian workers registered.3 The 
provinces of Lao PDR that sent the most migrants to Thailand were Bokeo, Xayabouly, Vientiane, 
Vientiane Capital, Borikhamxay, Khammoune, Savannakhet, Saravanh and Champassack.4 
According to the registration data in 2007, 43 percent of all the registered Laotian female workers 
were employed as domestic workers while 14 percent worked in agriculture and animal husbandry. 
Among the Laotian male workers registered in 2007, 26 percent worked in agriculture and animal 
husbandry, 11 percent in construction, and 10 percent in domestic work. 

1. Migration-Related Policies in Lao PDR 
In the past most of the migration fl ows from Lao PDR to Thailand were through informal channels 
as there were limited opportunities for offi cially sanctioned cross-border migration. Since 1992, 
the Thai Government initiated a policy to register migrants with irregular status in the country, 
and the policies that have followed since 1996 allow Laotian migrants, along with migrants 
from Burma and Cambodia, to regularise their status. In 1999, the Lao PDR government, along 
with other governments from the Asia Pacifi c region, adopted the Bangkok Declaration on 
Irregular Migration, which was the outcome of the ‘Symposium on Migration Towards Regional 
Cooperation on Irregular/Undocumented Migration’ organised by the Royal Thai Government and 
the IOM in April 1999. From 2000 onward, the Lao PDR government began implementing its own 
policy measures.  

The Lao PDR government set up a fact-fi nding team in 2002 in response to a proposal by the 
Thai government. During the First ASEAN Senior Labour Offi cial Meeting and the 16th ASEAN 
Labour Ministers Meeting of May 2002 in Vientiane, the Minister of Labour for Thailand reported 
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that nearly 1,200,000 undocumented migrant workers had been registered, of which approximately 
59,000 were Laotian migrant workers, and that there were many more undocumented Laotian 
migrant workers who had not registered. 

The Labour Employment Division of the Lao PDR government of proposed regulations 
and procedures for sending Laotian workers abroad, and on 28 May 2002 the Prime Minister 
issued Decree No. 68/PMO on ‘Sending Lao Workers to Work Abroad’. The Decree sets out the 
foundations and guidelines for the legal migration of Lao workers to work abroad.

On 29 July 2002 the Minister of Labour and Social Welfare issued the Directive for the 
Implementation of Decree No. 68/PMO, or No.2417/MLSW. To fi nalise the matter, the Regulator 
for the Minister of Labour and Social Welfare on the Types of Jobs and Regions Prohibited for 
Sending Lao Workers to Work was issued as No.3824/MLSW.

The Lao Ministry of Labour and the Thai Ministry of Labour signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) on Employment Cooperation on 18 October 2002. According to the MOU, 
both governments must take measures to open legal channels for migration.5

Following the fact-fi nding mission of 2002, the Minister of Labour and Social Welfare issued 
a Decree for the creation of a Special Task Force for Solving the Problems associated with Lao 
Migrant Workers in Thailand (No.102/MOLSW, dated 13 January 2003). The taskforce was 
mandated to facilitate cooperation among concerned agencies of the Laotian and Thai governments 
as well as relevant international agencies. 

Although the MOU was signed in October 2002, due to the complexities of the process, the 
verifi cation of nationality of Laotian migrant workers in Thailand only began in May 2005. As of 
October 2005, 33,937 migrants in Thailand had been interviewed and 33,908 had been verifi ed as 
Laotian migrants. Twenty-eight were refused, and one remaining on a waiting list.6 As of February 
2007, approximately 48,000 Laotian migrants had been interviewed and had obtained temporary 
passports. Among the interviewed migrants, more than 70 percent were women, and among these 
women migrant workers, 90 percent worked as domestic workers in private households.7

Other developments following the MOU have included the fresh recruitment of workers 
from Lao PDR and the involvement of recruitment agencies in the migration process, beginning 
in January 2006. As of October 2006, 3,090 Laotian workers had been permitted to work in 
Thailand. Nine private labour recruitment agencies have been approved by the government to 
recruit workers.8 According to the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, by June 2007 the nine 
Laotian recruitment agencies had sent a total of 9,412 Laotian workers to Thailand. The majority of 
workers were sent to work in the construction (296), food-processing (2,386), and industrial sectors 
(2,130), while other migrants were employed in various other sectors (4,600).9

There have been nine meetings between the two governments. The Lao PDR government 
regards the MOU on Employment Cooperation as an offi cial instrument aimed at regularising 
migrant workers currently registered and working in Thailand. It establishes the legal framework 
for future labour recruitment cooperation, and seeks solutions to prevent and combat the expansion 
of undocumented migration and illegal recruitment networks. 

To date, Decree Nos.68/PMO, 2417/MLSW (Directive for implementation of No.68/PMO), 
3824/MLSW (Regulations on the type of jobs and regions excluded from receiving Laotian 
migrant workers) are the main instruments employed by the Lao PDR government to facilitate and 
manage labour migration and the employment of Laotian nationals abroad.
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The government’s role in sending Laotian workers abroad

The responsibilities of the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) are as follows:

- To issue permits for recruitment and employment agencies;
- To establish clear regulations to manage these agencies;
- To monitor the deployment of Laotian nationals employed abroad;
- To contact and cooperate with concerned organisations; and
- To formulate action plans in sending Laotian workers abroad in accordance with the fi ve year 

and annual plans.

While there has been an increase in the number of recruitment agencies, the MOLSW has 
found it diffi cult to carry out inspections to monitor the practices of these agencies, largely due 
to the limited number of staff assigned to this task posted within the Department of Labour. It 
is diffi cult for the MOLSW to make any plans of action, since no labour attachés have been 
appointed in the receiving countries. This makes it diffi cult for the MOLSW to fully understand 
the intricacies of the foreign labour markets. 

The criteria, rights and duties of Laotian workers permitted to work abroad

The Lao PDR government has established the following criteria for Laotian workers to become 
eligible to work abroad:

- They must have full Laotian nationality;
- They must be at least 18 years of age;
- They must have completed primary education or higher;
- They must be in good health; and
- They must be a ‘good’ citizen.

The condition stating that potential migrants must have completed a minimal level of education 
in effect prevents many women from migrating, as the primary school completion rate for females 
in Lao PDR is just 14.4  percent.10

The decrees acknowledge the following rights for Laotian workers abroad:

- To receive wages and other bonuses as stated in their contracts of employment;
- To receive the protection of personal benefi ts according to their contracts and applicable laws; 

and
- To sign a contract with a recruitment agency engaged in sending workers abroad.

Generally speaking, existing labour laws cover Laotian workers abroad, but in practice, 
different recruitment agencies employ different practices. Moreover, domestic work, the sector 
that employs the largest number of Laotian migrants, is not covered by either Laotian or Thai 
labour law. Laotian migrants employed in this sector are therefore left unprotected. In all sectors, 
consistent practices in terms of income tax, service fees, social security, welfare, protection 
strategies and legal benefi ts have yet to be implemented. 
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The decrees create the following duties for Laotian migrant workers abroad:

- To strictly obey the working rules and regulations of the receiving country;
- To comply with the terms and conditions as agreed upon under their contract of employment;
- To respect the rules, laws and traditions of Lao PDR as well as those of the receiving country; 

and
- To pay income tax to the government in accordance with the relevant regulations.

In this context, the migrant workers may have to pay income taxes in both countries, i.e. to the 
government of Lao PDR as well as to the government of the receiving country. 

The criteria, rights and duties of the recruitment agencies sending workers abroad

The recruitment agencies sending workers abroad must be authorised by the government, possess 
liability endowment insurance, and have competent and knowledgeable staff. However, Decree No. 
68/PMO does not clearly outline the amount of liability endowment required, which is important 
for paying legal settlements in the case of labour disputes involving Laotian migrant workers, or 
payments necessary in case of emergency.

Decree No.68/PMO and Directive No.2417/MLSW permit agencies to undertake the following:

- To explore foreign labour markets and sign contracts with companies abroad;
- To deploy workers abroad as per the conditions stated in their contract of employment;
- To receive a service fee; and
- To protect the interests of the company in accordance with the law.

Charging service fees for recruitment to work abroad is explicitly prohibited for government 
organisations, but there is no similar law applicable to service fees charged by private companies. 
The Lao PDR government plans to issue a supplementary decree to close the loopholes that 
currently exist.

According to the decree, the agencies have the following duties:

- To manage the Lao workers;
- To respect the tradition, laws and regulations of Lao PDR as well as the country where the Lao 

workers have been sent to work;
- To provide information to the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare;
- To be responsible for the welfare of the Lao workers that have been sent to work abroad;
- To organise training for the Lao workers prior to departure as supervised by the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Welfare;
- To pay income tax in accordance with the law.

Since there are currently no independent organisations responsible for the protection, benefi ts 
and welfare of Laotian migrant workers, the decree has spelled out that the recruitment and 
employment agencies should be responsible for the protection of workers’ rights. 
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The agencies are required to fi le the following documents:

- A request letter for permission to send workers abroad submitted to the MOLSW;
- A business license for sending workers abroad;
- Employment contracts between the Laotian workers and the agency;
- A contract between the agency and the company in the receiving country that wishes to recruit 

workers.

The Laotian government is aware that contracts can be fraudulently obtained in order to 
smuggle people out of the country. Therefore, additional provisions should clearly spell out which 
government agencies are responsible for certifying the contracts.

There are numerous obstacles in popularising the use of offi cial channels of migration. First, 
the legally sanctioned processes of recruitment and approval are slow, bureaucratic and expensive. 
Second, Laotian migrant workers are required to travel all the way to Vientiane to enlist with 
recruitment agencies to initiate the necessary procedures.  Those who live in southern provinces 
tend to avoid this route, simply crossing the border of their own volition. 

Moreover, as pointed out by a UNIFEM study, domestic work has not been recognised and 
approved as an offi cial sector of employment under the MOU, despite being a recognised sector 
for registration in Thailand.11  As mentioned earlier, more than 90 percent of the 48,000 Laotian 
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women migrant workers already working in Thailand whose nationality has been verifi ed by the 
government of Lao PDR are employed as domestic workers. Laotian migrant domestic workers are 
preferred by employers in Thailand because of similarities in language and culture. However, the 
rights of domestic workers are not properly protected by either Thai or Laotian labour laws, nor is 
it common for domestic workers to possess proper contracts of employment.  Lack of protection 
and lack of access to the newly established legal migration channels are likely to leave the Laotian 
migrants working as domestic workers vulnerable to exploitation. 

2. Counter-Traffi cking Measures in Lao PDR
In response to the issues of traffi cking in children, the Lao PDR government has produced a 
national work plan and established national committees comprising high-level offi cials from 
relevant ministries, organisations and unions. One of these organisations is the Lao Anti-People 
Traffi cking Unit (LAPTU), which investigates cases of human traffi cking and cooperates with 
relevant national, regional and international organisations to assist victims of traffi cking. The Unit 
belongs to the Ministry of Public Security and seeks to strengthen national defences in order to 
keep the peace and develop the nation.

In 2004 a Law on the Development and Protection of Women was passed which criminalises 
traffi cking and aims to protect victims. 

Lao PDR ratifi ed the ILO Convention 182 (concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action 
for Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour) as well as Convention 138 (concerning 
Minimum Age for Admission to Employment). As of March 2005, the ILO provides technical 
assistance regarding the implementation of these two conventions to the Lao PDR government 
through its International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour project (IPEC).12

In July 2005, the Laotian Ministry for Social Development and Human Security and the 
Thai Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare signed an MOU to Combat Traffi cking in Persons, 
especially Women and Children. The MOU aims at the prevention and suppression of traffi cking 
and the protection of victims, in accordance with the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Traffi cking in Persons, especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (2000).13

3. Immigration into Lao PDR
Lao PDR is predominantly a sending country of migrants. However, there are a small numbers 
of migrants in Lao PDR from other GMS countries, including professionals, immigrants, and 
temporary migrant labourers. As of 2003, the number of foreign workers registered at the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Welfare in Lao PDR was 1,731, including 685 Chinese, 319 Vietnamese, 367 
Thai and 360 from other countries. 

The Lao PDR government applies the following strict working regulations for foreigners: 
1) Any foreign company wishing to conduct business in Lao PDR must obtain a license from 

the Government’s Foreign Investment Management Department, Committee for Planning 
and Investment; 

2) Foreign employees must also apply for a license granting them permission to work from 
the Labor Department, Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare;  
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3) They must furthermore apply for a two-year national residents permit; and
4) They must apply for a multiple visa from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Most of the registered foreign workers who satisfy these regulations are businessmen or 
professionals. According to other available data, out of a total of 13,210 foreign workers in Lao 
PDR, 3,257 work in Vientiane, the capital city. The Chinese Association in Vientiane, on the 
other hand, estimates the number of Chinese in Vientiane to be around 11,300, most of whom 
are immigrants.14 Chinese authorities estimate that there are 80,000 Chinese professionals and 
labourers scattered throughout the country, working in architecture, mine development, and 
construction work.15 The Laos-Vietnam Co-operation Agency estimates the number of Vietnamese 
in Lao PDR to be around 15,000 as of 1999. While the majority of the Chinese migrant population 
has obtained Laotian citizenship, only around 5 percent of Vietnamese migrants are known to 
have Laotian citizenship.16  Many of these Vietnamese migrants are employed in the construction 
industry, retail trading sector, and factory production, while others work as street vendors. 
UNICEF and MLSW report that there are Vietnamese women sex workers in Southern Lao PDR, 
mostly serving other Vietnamese migrant labourers.17

Endnotes
1 Inthasone Phetsiriseng, “Gender Concerns in Migration in Lao PDR”, a study conducted for UNIFEM, Lao PDR, 
February 2007.

2 Averages as of the fi rst quarter of 2004. Source: Action Network for Migrants, Passport to Health, July 2004. This 
average wage earned by migrants is much lower than that earned by their Thai counterparts.

3 MAP Foundation, Registration for Migrant Work Permit 2004-2007. Last accessed on 22 February 2008 at: <http://
www.mapfoundationcm.org/Eng/registration.html>.

4 Report on Lao Illegal Migration in Thailand, NO. 909/2003.

5 For full details of the MOU please see MMN and AMC, Resource Book: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 
2005.

6 MAP Foundation, “THE REGULARISATION OF MIGRANT WORKERS FOLLOWING THE MOUs:1.Lao PDR” 
Last accessed at: < http://www.mapfoundationcm.org/Eng/MOUupdate.html>.

7 Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Lao PDR, cited in Inthasone Phetsiriseng, February 2007. 

8 See No. 6. 

9 Kabmanivanh Phouxay, et al, “Whether you go illegally or legally in the end it’s the same, you’re cheated”, A study of 
formal and informal recruitment practices of Lao workers migrating to Thailand, prepared for ILO, Vientiane, January 
2008.

10 See the counry’s overview, page 22.

11 See No. 1.

12 ILO-IPEC, “Where We Work: Lao PDR”, updated March 2006. Last accessed at:  <http://www.ilo.org/public/english/
region/asro/bangkok/child/traffi cking/wherewework-laosdetail.htm>.
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13 UNIAP, “Lao PDR: National  Plans and Policies”. Last accessed at:
 <http://www.no-traffi cking.org/content/National_Plan/national_plan_lao.htm>.

14 MMN & AMC, Resource Book: Migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2005, p. 69. 

15 AMC & MMN, Migration Needs, Issues, and Responses in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 2002. 
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1. Migration into Yunnan
1-1. Vietnamese in Yunnan
Vendors
Hekou county in Honghe Prefecture, Yunnan, is the largest trading route between Yunnan and 

Vietnam. Vietnamese vendors cross the Hekou border checkpoint daily to sell Vietnamese fruits 

before returning to Vietnam with Chinese agricultural products. These vendors and entrepreneurs 

comprise roughly half of all Vietnamese migrants in Hekou.
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Sex Workers
Hekou has numerous places of entertainment that offer commercial sex services to clients. Many 

of the Vietnamese migrant workers who engage in sex work in Hekou originate from villages 

within the Lao Cai, Hanoi and Hai Phong provinces. These sex workers are commonly between 17 

and 22 years of age, and have little profi ciency in Chinese dialects. Typically, Chinese sex workers 

are deducted a fee from their earnings by their pimps but are able to keep a substantial amount of 

their income for themselves. This is not the case for the majority of Vietnamese sex workers, who 

instead receive a monthly salary from their pimps. This difference results in a signifi cant disparity 

between the incomes and earning potential of Chinese and Vietnamese sex workers. Vietnamese 

sex workers therefore on average earn considerably less than their Chinese counterparts.

 

Refugees
The Sino-Vietnam War resulted in many Vietnamese refugees fl eeing across the border into 

Hekou county. These refugees were mainly composed of members of the Zhuang, Miao, Buy 

and Dai ethnic groups. Although the refugees receive assistance from the national Refugee 

Relocation Offi ce and the UNHCR Offi ce, their legal status has not yet been resolved, and they 

continue to live in impoverished conditions.

 

Brides
Since the late 1990s the number of Vietnamese women marrying Chinese men has been rising. 

However, since the majority of these marriages are not registered, reliable statistics are currently 

unavailable.1

 

1-2. Burmese within Yunnan and the Chinese Interior
The city of Ruili lies in the southwest of the Dai-Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture of Dehong, 

in the west of Yunnan. Situated around Ruili are numerous important ports, such as Wanding 

in Luxi county, a capital of the Autonomous Prefecture. Mang City, located north of Ruili, is a 

provincial port.  Zhangfeng is a Burmese national level port. Muse lies to the southeast of Ruili, 

while the important town of Namhkan in Burma is to the southwest. 

The fi elds along the border interlace the two countries, while the peoples of the border 

region share common culture, language and ethnicity. Cross border marriages are commonplace 

and kinship ties are strongly reinforced by business, family and social links. The border is also 

the point where the Kunrui Road and national highway No. 320 come to an end. In addition to 

close relations between the people on the border, the continuing instability within Burma has 

also led to a steady fl ow of migrants into China over the past three to fi ve years.

The large disparities that exist between the Burmese migrant population and the host 

community are apparent in the differences in the quality of life enjoyed by the two groups 

within China.2 Although some Burmese businessmen have regularised their immigration status 

and earn a stable income, many Burmese migrants have neither offi cial immigration status nor  

job security. Many depend on the informal sector for their income. 

Background to fi eld study
In order to investigate further the phenomenon of cross-border marriage, the China CRT in 2006 
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conducted a fi eld study of Burmese spouses living in two villages close to Ruili on the Chinese 

side of the border. Twenty-eight Burmese migrants of Dai and Jingpo ethnicity participated in 

this study, including 23 women and fi ve men between the ages of 21 to 59. Ten participants were 

between 21 and 30 years of age; 13 participants were between 31 and 40, and fi ve were above 41 

years of age. Most of the spouses interviewed were peasants living on farmsteads who had come to 

China many times before entering into marriage. Five of the participants had gotten to know their 

spouses when they worked in China before marrying them and permanently residing there. These 

women had prior knowledge of Chinese society, given their earlier visits to China. Almost all of 

the spouses interviewed in the course of the study regularly returned to Burma to visit their parents 

after marriage.  

Marriage types 

This study documented two main types of marriage: free amative, or love matches; and arranged 

marriages whereby the spouses were introduced by third parties. All of the participants interviewed 

in the course of this study belonged to the prominent ethnicity of the village in which they moved 

to upon marriage. For example, all of the Burmese women marrying into villages where residents 

were predominantly of the Jingpo and Dai ethnicities were of the same ethnicity as their host 

community.  In most cases, the spouse spoke the same language and dialect in addition to sharing 

the same culture and customs of their new in-laws and community.  

The study did not encounter a single instance of mixed marriage where, for example, one of 

the spouses was from the Jingpo ethnic group and the other was from the Dai. As explained by one 

of the villagers, ‘It’s not good for one family to believe in two religions’. Some villagers objected 

strongly to this kind of marriage. The issue of mixed marriages provoked underlying concerns over 

the relationship between the two main ethnicities of the area, as an individual’s identity is closely 

constructed around their ethnicity rather than their nationality. 

  

Family relationships and social interaction 

Most of the participants expressed that they got along well with their spouses and in-laws. It 

was common for them to be involved in the family’s fi nancial decision-making, and they often 

discussed these matters with their spouses. Only one participant stated that her family fi nances 

were solely controlled by her parents-in-law. The participants also conveyed that they got along 

well with other villagers in their new communities. The women all participated in activities 

arranged by the villages’ women’s organisations.    

Over the past few years, the villages studied have been experiencing numerous social problems. 

In particular, drug use has become a serious issue along with associated crimes such as theft and 

robbery. In November 2005, the women, out of concern for their husbands and children, organised 

village-protection teams to patrol their communities in order to eliminate the phenomena of drug 

sale and abuse in the village. After more than a year, the village-protection teams have achieved 

noticeable effects. The women’s local self-saving action has been well received by all members of 

the community. 

Burmese women who had married into these villages all participated in the above-mentioned 

activities. Local women said, ‘We usually don’t feel they are ‘foreigners’ at all.’ These kinds of 

comments imply that Burmese women marrying into these border villages are generally accepted 

as part of the local community. 

98 Chapter 2: Overview of Migration



Expectations and registration issues 
When questioned on their hopes for the future, around 80 percent of the participants hoped that 

their houses could be repaired and that their living conditions could be improved. Of the men who 

have not settled in the villages, their greatest expectation was to gain registration as permanent 

residents, which would permit them to move outward and to search for employment elsewhere in 

China. 

In the study, 14 of the Burmese spouses interviewed explained that they had obtained 

permanent residency in China, while another 14 had not yet been able to register. All of the 

children of the participants, except for those who had been born abroad, had been registered with 

the authorities.

In most cases, Burmese women who were married in China before 1991 had been granted 

permanent residency and had obtained marriage certifi cates. However, due to changes in 

government policy, those who have entered into marriage in China since 1991 have experienced 

diffi culties obtaining legal status or registering their marriage or identity with the authorities. 

Local police and basic civil administration departments predominantly turn a blind eye to cross-

border marriages.

The majority of participants stated that they could freely partake in the community’s public 

welfare activities and social functions without fear of discrimination. However, the administration 

does not permit participants to travel to places such as Mangshi or Kunming to work without fi rst 

obtaining the necessary registration or identifi cation documents. The participants explained that 

they had no access to advice or assistance that would allow them to overcome these obstacles. 

They hoped that their problems with registration could be resolved so that they could travel in 

search of jobs or conduct business in other places. 

National boundaries and border control: exit-entry administration
China has no coherent policy to administer the people living along the Yunnan-Burmese border. 

The current status quo, whereby the authorities turn a blind eye to cross-border marriage, 

allows Burmese spouses to give birth to children in Chinese villages. While the newborn child’s 

registration is accepted by the local authorities, the migrant spouses’ status is often left unresolved. 

The border authorities issue various types of permits and certifi cates to control exit and 

entry along the border. These include border-people certifi cates, local residence certifi cates, 

identifi cation and entry-clearance certifi cates. If a Burmese national wishes to work in China, 

border authorities require a work certifi cate, health certifi cate and labour import-export permission 

from the appropriate government agencies. Many of these certifi cates have overlapping functions, 

while the associated bureaucracy is handled simultaneously by various government departments. 

This is evident in the fact that the border port is the responsibility of the armed border police, 

while the border itself is controlled by the regular land army, and the site belongs to the local 

police. Meanwhile, exit-entry and foreign-affairs issues are the responsibility of the section on 

exit-entry administration and bureau of foreign affairs, respectively. These elaborate systems 

of administration, along with complicated regulations, create serious challenges for border-

people seeking to regularise their immigration status. Moreover, the geography of the border is 

complex, and undocumented exit-entry byways exist everywhere, allowing close ties and everyday 

interaction between border communities to continue, regardless of offi cial policy.
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Burmese spouses in the Chinese interior
Since 2000, the number of Burmese women marrying in mainland China has risen, principally 

in Henan, Hebei, Anhui and Shandong provinces. Recently, this phenomenon has become 

increasingly pronounced, reaching its peak in 2005. The authorities in Henan province have taken 

action to eliminate ‘three kinds of undocumented people’: undocumented entrants, undocumented 

residents and undocumented workers. In some places, the authorities have arrested Burmese 

women in actions against undocumented migrants. Such operations have once again brought the 

issue of cross-border marriage into focus. 

2. Migration from China to other GMS countries

2-1. Chinese in Lao PDR
China and Lao PDR began their formal trade relations in 1992. Following Lao PDR’s joining 

ASEAN in 1997, more and more Chinese nationals have begun to migrate to every part of Lao 

PDR. 

In May 2005, there were three new international transportation links from Yunnan to Vientiane, 

Lao PDR’s Capital City: Kunming-Vientiane, Simao-Vientiane, and the Jinghong-Wanxiang routes. 

The Kunming-Wanxiang railway line is 1,600 km long, traversed by a train scheduled every three 

days. This line connects Simao and Xishuangbanna in Yunnan with Vientiane and the famous old 

city of Luang Prabang. This has promoted trade between the two countries by facilitating the travel 

of Chinese merchants who make several visits each week between the countries.

Most Chinese nationals who choose to enter Lao PDR by land pass through the Mohan 

checkpoint. The Mohan checkpoint lies in Mengla county in Yunnan, adjacent to the Lao 

checkpoint of Moding. Every day,  thousands of people pass through the Mohan check-point, most 

of them merchants.

The Chinese frontier defense police estimate that the number of Chinese nationals in Lao PDR 

exceeds 100,000. The Chinese Association in Vientiane estimates that there are more than 10,000 

Chinese nationals staying in Wanxiang. Chinese merchants have now spread throughout Lao PDR, 

from the north to the interior and to Wanxiang in the south.

The Chinese nationals who enter Lao PDR through Yunnan come from every part of China, 

though the majority originates from Hunan Province. The Chinese in Lao PDR mainly conduct 

business, working primarily in the construction and mining sectors. Many of the workers employed 

in these two sectors of the Lao economy are Chinese nationals. 

Among the Chinese in Lao PDR, undocumented stall-holders and construction workers are the 

most vulnerable, along with the women who engage in sex work, serving the Chinese emigrants. 

Most of the workers are peasants lured to Lao PDR by agents with the promise of the high salaries 

that they can earn in Lao PDR. Illegal agents arrange the requisite border-trade certifi cates. 

However, most Chinese migrants do not recognise that the certifi cate is valid only in the three 

Northern provinces, including Oudomxay Province, and only for a short stay. The certifi cate is 

useless in the capital Vientiane and in Wanxiang, where many Chinese migrants fi nd jobs. They 

therefore face the risk of arrest for not complying with the conditions attached to their border-trade 

certifi cate.
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2-2. Chinese in Cambodia
The neighbouring country of Cambodia has kept good trade links with China since diplomatic 

relations were established in July of 1958. In 1996, the two countries signed a Trade Convention, 

and more recently they have ratifi ed an Investment Protection Convention, which has promoted 

their trade relationship to a new level.

Garment industry
Coinciding with these improvements in trade cooperation, more and more Chinese citizens have 

begun swarming into Cambodia as investors, project contractors and migrant labourers. This is 

exemplifi ed by the numerous Chinese garment-manufacturing and textile workers who have been 

sent to Cambodia in order to develop Cambodia’s bourgeoning garment-manufacturing industry. 

There are approximately 7,000 Chinese workers in Cambodia. Most of them are employed in the 

textile sector, where they are technical workers and skilled operators. The majority are employed 

in the ten or more garment-manufacturing factories that have been set up by Chinese, Hong Kong 

and Taiwanese merchants. 

Presently there are more than 200 garment-manufacturing factories operating in Cambodia.3 

In 2006, the country’s foreign trade export totaled USD 3,693 million,4 with garment-export 

alone accounting for 72 percdent of total exports.5 The rapidly developing local garment-export 

industry employs more than 270,000 workers,6 and has contributed to the country’s economic 

development. Meanwhile, the industry has absorbed large quantities of Chinese migrants into 

Cambodia, mainly as instructors or technical workers. The Chinese migrants originate from 
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several provinces and cities on the Chinese mainland, including large numbers from Zhejiang, 

Fujian, Jiangsu and Sichuan. 

Deceptions  

Due to the lack of established mechanisms for sending Chinese workers abroad, some 

unscrupulous merchants deceive Chinese migrant workers to enter Cambodia unlawfully. This has 

provoked a serious undocumented labour problem. Of the 7,000 Chinese workers in Cambodia, 

just over 2,000 of them have obtained the requisite labour permission certifi cates from the 

Cambodian government, leaving the majority, or nearly 78 percent, entirely undocumented. In 

2002, several workers approached the Chinese embassy in Cambodia seeking help after having 

been misled and abandoned by their employer. In the fi rst half of 2002, the Chinese Embassy dealt 

with six cases concerning the swindling of migrant labourers, with the total number of victims 

reaching one hundred. 

Another common method of deception is for a ‘prospective employer’ to claim that their 

factory is recruiting staff, only to leave migrant workers stranded in Cambodia with no job at a 

non-existent factory after handing over thousands of Yuan. Such scams left numerous Chinese 

migrants helplessly stranded in Jinbian. While some of those deceived approached the Chinese 

embassy for assistance, others were forced to work in the informal sectors in order to survive.

Sex workers 
In addition to the garment industry, the service sector, including restaurants, massage parlors 

and food-processing, is another destination for Chinese migrant workers. Having been deceived 

in a similar way to the garment industry workers mentioned above, many women resort to 

employment in massage parlours, where many are forced to work as sex workers and threatened 

against informing anyone of their situation. Some escape to Jinbian after saving enough money for 

transportation. Others cannot afford the expense and must borrow the necessary money in order to 

redeem their passports, which have been confi scated by their employer. They are then only allowed 

to leave the workplace after they have signed a disclaimer and handed over large sums, sometimes 

called ‘lodging fees’.

2-3. Chinese in Burma 

In the fi rst half year of 2006, the Burmese government repatriated 800 undocumented Chinese 

labourers to China. The rapid development of the Chinese economy has had an enormous impact 

on neighbouring Burma, as China seeks to satisfy its demand for natural resources. At present, 

nobody has earnestly attempted to count the number of Chinese nationals currently working in 

Burma. The substantial outward and inward fl ows at the China-Burma border make accurate 

estimates virtually impossible. Some have estimated that there might well be several hundred 

thousand Chinese migrants in Burma, the majority of whom are in northern Burma. Others suggest 

that 200,000-300,000 Chinese migrants work in the region of Kokang alone.

Chinese migration to Burma can be classifi ed into three distinct categories: 

1) Businessmen partaking in the import-export trade and running factories in the big cities of 

Burma; 
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2) Migrant workers employed in the service sector centralised along the China-Burma border 

areas; and

3) Undocumented migrant labourers. 

 

Skilled workers hired by Chinese corporations
The majority of Chinese workers who migrate to Burma are employed by Chinese corporations. 

For instance, many engineering and technical labourers work on project sites, where their food, 

clothing and daily life are arranged by the companies. While their work situations may be similar 

to those in China, their salaries are relatively higher than what they would expect to receive in 

China. This allows them to return home in a few years with some savings.

Low-wage service jobs
Most Chinese migrant workers in the service sector are employed in Chinese-owned restaurants, 

barbershops, hairdresser salons, casinos, where they earn relatively low wages. Their basic 

monthly salary is between RMB1,000-3,000 (USD125-375), with some employers providing food 

and accommodation. Even so, this income is higher than the average wage in the Yunnan, Guizhou 

and Sichuan provinces of China. Therefore, many of the workers from these three provinces 

of China migrate to Burma for work. Because of the low cost of living in Burma, they are able 

to enjoy a relatively good quality of life, save some money, and have little worry over basic 

necessities.

Casinos
Many Chinese migrants work for casinos in the border areas of Burma. The Burmese border 

is more than 2,000 kilometers in length, and casinos have become a ubiquitous presence in the 

Burmese Shan and Kachin states. This region is part of the ‘golden triangle’, formerly one of 

the three largest opium-producing areas in the world, which is now a major centre for the casino 

industry along the China-Burma border. According to police agencies in Yunnan province, 82 

casinos operate close to the Yunnan border. Casinos began to thrive during the 1990s and were 

commonplace by 2000. Recently their presence has provoked a series of crackdowns by the 

Chinese authorities.7 

In the late 1990s, a few casinos opened in the golden triangle area close to Yunnan. Located 

within the fourth special zone in the East of Burma’s Shan state, the casinos prompted authorities 

to respond with the ‘Trial Measures for Control of the Casino Industry’. As an example of the 

impact that the casino industry has had on the region, the once small town of Mongla, close to 

the China-Burma border, has now become a casino-fi lled city, increasing government revenue to 

RMB200,000,000 (USD25,000,000) over the span of fi ve years.  The obvious earning potential 

from mainland gamblers prompted dozens of casinos to open in the Burmese border areas directly 

opposite Dehong, Ruili, Luxi, Longchuan, Yingjiang, Jiegao, Lincang, Baoshan, Nujiang, and 

Simao. The casino investors and operators are mainly citizens of Burma, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

mainland China. Some Chinese nationals obtain Burmese nationality after opening casinos. Many 

of the staff at these casinos are Chinese citizens, while most gamblers come from Yunnan, as well 

as developed areas in China like Sichuan, Guangdong, Zhejiang and Fujian.8

Burmese nationals are prohibited from gambling. Therefore, all casino operations are aimed 

solely at Chinese gamblers. The signs are in Chinese, the staff speak Putonghua, and the currency 
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changing hands is all in Yuan. The casinos have created numerous job opportunities in the service 

sector for villages along the Chinese border, catering to the large numbers of Chinese gamblers. 

Many people from Ruili work selling pornography within the casinos in Burma. Usually, their 

daily commute involves travelling back and forth across the border.

China has launched a fi ve-month-long special motion on the probation of gambling since 11 

January 2005, with foreign-border casinos being their prime target. This has created ‘the gambling 

prohibition storm’, the most signifi cant action against illegal gambling since new China’s economic 

reforms. On 5 March 2005, the foreign casinos run by people from Simao in China on the Burmese 

side of the border were closed, and nearly ten thousand Chinese citizens working in the casinos 

were repatriated to China.9

Undocumented migrant labourers
Undocumented Chinese migrant labourers in Burma are in most cases the victims of deception 

perpetrated by unscrupulous companies, who promise non-existent jobs in Burma’s textile 

industries. Others are employed in the illegal logging and jade trades that operate in northern 

Burma. The Burmese tropical rain forest is one of the most bio-diverse areas on the planet and is 

abundant with natural resources. There exists a large-scale illegal border trade in timber and jade 

stones between Burma and China. The emerald-green jadeite produced from Burmese mines is 

of the highest quality and fetches millions on the international market. This has resulted in many 

Ruili fortune seekers coming to look for the beautiful and expensive jade deep within the Burmese 

tropical rain forest; this unlawful plundering, along with the illegal lumber trade, is the cause of 

major deforestation. Many Chinese companies involved in these illegal trades have sought to sign 

formal contracts with their employees and to pay them relatively high salaries. However, in most 

cases, the workers do not know that these companies are engaged in the illegal lumber trade in 

Burma. The workers are often arrested by the Burmese police after working only a short while and 

are then sent to prison in Burma. 

2-4. Chinese in Thailand
Chinese nationals also migrate to Thailand, either in transit en route to a third country or to 

work in various sectors of the Thai economy. Most seek employment in the construction and 

service sectors of the Thai economy, including the sex industry. Cases of Chinese migrants being 

arrested at Thailand’s airports for possessing counterfeit travel documents or for working illegally 

in various parts of the country are commonly reported by the Thai media. It was reported, for 

example, that Chinese nationals accounted for more than half of the foreigners arrested in 2003 

for holding counterfeit passports and attempting to use Thailand as a transit destination to travel 

to third countries.10 In January 2005, 57 migrants, 39 of whom were Chinese, were arrested in 

Nakornprathom. They were charged with unlawfully entering and working in Thailand.11 In 

September 2006, the Bangkok police arrested 160 undocumented Chinese migrants working on a 

government construction site to build affordable housing.12 In February 2007, Chiang Mai police 

arrested fi ve undocumented Chinese women migrants working at a Dim Sum restaurant. In yet 

another case, police arrested 12 Chinese migrants working in a bakery. The immigration authorities 

have reported an increase in the number of Chinese migrants coming to work in Chiang Mai.13

 Aside from sporadic news concerning the arrest of Chinese migrants, very little attention has 
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been given to the actual condition of Chinese migrants working within Thailand.14 The fact that 

the registration system in Thailand is only open to migrants from Burma, Lao PDR and Cambodia 

makes it impossible to uncover offi cial statistics that would provide an accurate picture of Chinese 

migrants working in Thailand. 
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V ietnam is both a sending and receiving country of migrants. There is also a signifi cant 

trend of internal rural-to-urban migration. Vietnam mainly receives professional migrants, 

though it is also the destination for a small but not insignifi cant number of Cambodian 

migrants, mostly women and children who go to Ho Chi Minh City for the purpose of begging. An 

unknown number of women are also reportedly traffi cked into the country for sex work.

1. Spontaneous Migration to Neighbouring Countries
A large number of Vietnamese migrants is present in Cambodia, with estimates ranging greatly, 

from as few as 150,000 to more than one million. Many of these migrants come from An Giang, 

Tay Ninh, Kien Giang, Dong Thap, and Long An provinces. The fi rst wave of migration into 

Cambodia took place while Vietnam stationed troops in Cambodia during 1979-1988, following 

the ousting of the genocidal Pol Pot regime.  Family members of the fi rst wave of migrants 

subsequently joined relatives and settled in Cambodia. More recent groups of migrants have 

crossed the border through unoffi cial channels to work as construction workers, wood craftsmen, 
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mechanics, taxi drivers, or sex workers. 

Vietnamese people, mostly from the Northern regions of Vietnam such as Ha Giang, Cao 

Bang, Lang Son, Lao Cai, and Quang Ninh, migrate to the border counties in China to conduct 

business or to work as labourers. Many of these migrants share the same ethnicity or even kinship 

with people living in their host villages in China. Women often cross the border through unoffi cial 

channels to work as hired agricultural labourers during the harvest seasons, and many eventually 

marry local men.

While most of these internal-GMS migration fl ows of Vietnamese citizens are spontaneous, 

the more visible policies from the Vietnamese government concentrate on the promotion of labour 

exportation of nationals to countries outside the GMS, with other policies aimed at the prevention 

of traffi cking.

2. Labour Exportation
Vietnam began exporting labour in 1980. At that time, labour exportation from Vietnam was 

primarily to socialist countries in Eastern Europe, including the Soviet Union, the Democratic 

Republic of Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Bulgaria.1 The mechanisms that facilitated the transfer 

of workers during the 1980s were signifi cantly different from the forms of migration fl ows 

taking place in the 1990s and 2000s. In the 1980s, the government signed ‘labour cooperation’ 

agreements with former Soviet Block countries, who informed the Vietnamese government of 

the number of workers needed, areas of work and wage levels. Since the 1990s, however, the 

recruiting and dispatching of workers has become the role of individual enterprises or recruitment 

agencies. These enterprises are further responsible for monitoring overseas markets, securing 

service contracts, and training workers.2  

The Department for Overseas Labour Management was established under the Ministry of 

Labour, War Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA) to negotiate and to implement labour export 

agreements. MOLISA is also responsible for granting licenses to recruitment agencies that meet 

its criteria for supervising their operation. Workers pay service fees and a large deposit to their 

recruitment agency.  

Since the mid-1990s, the Vietnamese government has regarded labour export as one of its key 

developmental strategies, sending workers to Japan, Republic of Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, Lao 

PDR and some Middle Eastern countries. Nearly 150 labour-export businesses operate in Vietnam 

to send workers principally to Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea and Japan. In 2006, as many as 80 

percent of Vietnamese workers abroad were in one of these four countries. 

Vietnam, however, is encountering greater diffi culty in its exclusive dependence upon these 

four markets. In January 2006, Taiwan banned the importation of nurses and domestic workers 

from Vietnam due to the large number of workers termed ‘runaways’, who absconded from their 

original employment. The rate of runaways reportedly reached 45 percent of all Vietnamese 

migrant workers. Consequently, the number of Vietnamese workers in the country fell from 84,185 

in 2005 to 22,784 in 2006. A similar chain of events has taken place in South Korea and Japan, 

leading the Vietnamese government to fear the permanent loss of the labour-export deals with 

these traditional destination countries.

Since late 2005, Vietnam has been trying to expand its overseas labour market to include the 

United States, Italy, Australia, Brazil, Canada, the United Kingdom and countries in the Middle 

107Vietnam



0 100 200 km

CAMBODIA
DAC LAC

THAILAND

LAO P.D.R.

A

VIETNAMBangkok

Vientiane

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Vinh

NGHE AN

SON LA

Nam Cum LAO CAI

HA
GIANG CAO BANG

LANG
SON

Lao Bao

KIEN
GIANG

DONG
THAP

AN
GIANG

Ha
Tien

Tay Ninh
SONG BE

KRATIE

MONDOL
KIRI

KAMPONG
CHAM

PREY
VEAENG

TAKEO

Ban
Dong

XIANGKHUANG

HOUAPHAN

Jinshuihe

HONGHE
WENSHAN

Malipo TIANBAO

Mekong
River

CHINA

HAI PHONG

DA NANG

HO CHI MINH CITY

Hekou

SVAY
REANG

LONG AN

Ben Luc

V I E T N A M

CHINA

BURMA

THAILAND VIETNAM

CAMBODIA

LAOS

Map detail

©
 M

ekong M
igration N

etw
ork M

ap by Boyet Rivera

108 Chapter 2: Overview of Migration



East. In 2007, Vietnam was expected to send 10,000-20,000 workers to Qatar, Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE.3 Although Vietnam was able to send only ten agricultural workers to the US by the end 

of 2005, MOLISA sees the U.S. as a potentially strong market and has continued its efforts to 

promote labour export to this new market in 2006. Furthermore, the government has been working 

on strengthening relationships with the traditional destination countries by improving the quality 

of labour and promoting its labour export programs. The government aims to realise its target of 

exporting 100,000 migrant workers annually by 2010.

Source: MOLISA, 2006; cited by Dang Nguyen Anh, 2007.

Table 1. The Number of Vietnamese Workers Sent through the Labour Exportation 
Channels to Selected Countries, Type of Jobs, and Average Monthly Income (2006)

Country of Total number Type of jobs Average income 
destination of workers  per month

Taiwan 90,000 Production worker USD300-500
  Construction worker
  Boat worker/sailor in the shipping industry
  Housekeeper
  Assistant Nurse 
Malaysia >100,000 Electronic production worker USD150-200
  Garment worker
  Construction worker
  Service 
Republic of Korea 50,000 Production worker USD450-1,000
(South Korea)  Trainee
  Agricultural sector worker
  Worker/sailor in shipping industry
Japan 19,000 Trainee USD1,000-1,500
  Electronic production worker
  Worker/sailor in shipping industry
United Kingdom 400 Hotel chambermaid USD1,300-2,500
United States 10 Farmer USD1,250-1,600
United Arab Emirates >1,000 Construction worker USD400-1,000
  Electronic production worker
  Services, restaurant and hotel staff
Saudi Arabia 200 Construction worker USD160-300
  Charwoman  (>USD1,000 for 
   an engineer)

109Vietnam



In 2006, a Vietnamese law was drafted at the State level to facilitate work overseas by 

formalising the process of labour migration. The law entered into force in 2007, and now defi nes 

the rights and obligations of recruitment agencies, the relevant government ministries and workers. 

Migrant workers are required to take language, cultural and vocational training prior to departure. 

The law also includes punitive measures for both unlicensed recruitment agencies and workers 

who violate the law, including breaching their contract overseas and running away from their 

employers. The law seems to be a part of government efforts to increase the Vietnamese workers’ 

competitiveness in the international labour markets.4  However, such measures can easily lead to 

the increased vulnerability of migrant workers to practices of labour exploitation by placing them 

under greater pressure to endure exploitative working conditions.

Another response by the government was to station labour attachés in the nine top labour-

export receiving countries to look after the welfare of workers and to assist in resolving disputes 

in the workplace. The government also increased its oversight of labour export companies 

and imposed penalties and sanctions against companies that violate existing labour laws and 

regulations. Vietnam’s revised labour code includes provisions that permit workers to negotiate 

settlement with labour-export companies in cases of fraud or abuse. 

3. Migration through Marriage
Thousands of Vietnamese women, mostly poor and uneducated, are leaving the country to marry 

foreigners, in hopes of improving their lives. According to the Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU), 

since 1998 nearly 87,000 Vietnamese women have married foreigners, and 10,700 women have left 

the country illegally to do so.5   

Vietnamese police say that many of the marriages are being arranged through illegal brokerage 

services and websites. Women also migrate to the Republic of Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, and 

China for marriage. Between 2003 and the fi rst quarter of 2005, 31,800 Vietnamese women left 

the country, 70 percent of whom went to Taiwan. One may also note that that the number of 

mail-order brides marrying Korean men has unexpectedly increased, according to media reports 

and information provided by employees of the Departments of Justice in the Mekong Delta. In 

Bac Lieu province alone, between November 2005 and June 2006, the offi ces received 1,500 

applications for marriage to Koreans, averaging fi ve marriages per day.6

Often these offers of marriage are dubious; some women have been reportedly forced into 

sex work, while others may be treated as domestic workers without pay for their new families. 

Their problems are made worse by the fact that they are unable to speak the language and do not 

understand their adopted country’s culture and law. Very often, they have diffi culty in seeking help 

or returning home.

According to the Deputy Head of Police, marriage-support centres have been founded in fi ve 

urban areas to provide advice on married life and information on living abroad to Vietnamese 

women.7

In response to the increased number of Vietnamese women using marriage as a means of 

migrating abroad, the government has revised a decree on marriage and family concerning 

foreigners contained in the Law of Marriage and Family. Decree 69/2006/ND-CP, issued on 21 

July 2006 to amend various clauses in Decree 68/2002, regulates marriage and adoption between 
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Vietnamese citizens and foreigners, and between foreigners living in Vietnam. The application and 

approval procedure now includes the interview of both parties by the Department of Justice and 

approval by the local authorities. Marriages are deemed unlawful if the interview and examination 

results reveal that the marriage was organised by illegal matchmakers not acting in accordance 

with national customs and morals, or if the marriage will result in the traffi cking of women for 

sexual exploitation or other profi t-making purposes. 

4. Traffi cking in Women and Children 

Vietnam is a source, transit and destination country for men, women and children traffi cked for the 

purposes of labour or sexual exploitation.8 Vietnamese women and girls are reportedly traffi cked 

to Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, Macau, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Taiwan, as well as 

the Czech Republic, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States, where they are sent for 

arranged marriages and, more often, exploited for sex work . A large percentage of the Vietnamese 

women traffi cked to Taiwan are deceived by labour-export companies presenting fraudulent offers 
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of employment or marriage to Taiwanese men. As a destination of human traffi cking, Vietnam 

receives Cambodian children who are forced to work as beggars.

According to UNIAP estimates, 6,000 Vietnamese women and children were traffi cked in 2005 

alone.9 They left the country as tourists or migrant workers, and many crossed borders unlawfully, 

albeit through border gates.10 Many who were traffi cked to Cambodia used fake passports and were 

eventually sent to such third-country destinations as Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore. Another 

source estimates that 4,527 women and children were traffi cked between 1998 and 2006.11 In 

2004-2005, the government’s offi ce crime statistics reported 142 prosecutions and 110 convictions 

specifi cally related to traffi cking in women and children. 

As previously reported, no visible response from the government exists in response to 

spontaneous labour migration from Vietnam to neighbouring countries, especially to China. On the 

other hand, the government has been active and responsive to the issue of traffi cking. The Deputy 

Prime Minister signed a National Plan of Action (NPA) against traffi cking in July 2004, and the 

Vietnamese Government signed an MOU on COMMIT along with fi ve other GMS countries in 

October of that year.12 

In October 2005, Vietnam signed an agreement with Cambodia on the Bilateral Cooperation 

for Eliminating Traffi cking in Women and Children and Assisting Victims of Traffi cking. This 

MOU identifi es the following reasons and purposes behind the traffi cking of women and children: 

prostitution; domestic work (including forced or exploitative domestic labour); child labour; 

bonded labour; servile marriage; false adoption; sex tourism and entertainment; pornography; 

begging; dangerous, hazardous and exploitative labour; use in criminal activities; and the use of 

drugs as a means of enslaving women and children. The MOU identifi es preventative measures, 

such as the protection of victims of traffi cking, cooperation in the suppression of traffi cking, and 

repatriation and reintegration. Vietnam has appointed its Ministry of Public Security (MPS) as 

the institution that will handle the implementation of the MOU while Cambodia has appointed its 

Ministry of Women’s Affairs.

On 14 July 2004, the Prime Minister issued Decision No. 130/2004/QD-TTg, accompanied 

by the National Program of Action to Prevent and Combat Crimes of Traffi cking in Women and 

Children (2004-2010). The Decree and the National Program aim to strengthen law enforcement 

and to increase public awareness of the dangers of illegal recruitment linked to human traffi cking 

and smuggling rings. This move was a successor to a government directive of 1997, which aimed 

to combat the international traffi cking of women and children. The National Program consists of 

eight sections and four major plans submitted through the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) to the 

Prime Minister for approval.13 The four major focus areas are (a) strengthening public awareness 

and education in the community to prevent traffi cking of women and children; (b) strengthening 

anti-traffi cking activities; (c) building a legal framework to deal with the issues that arise; and (d) 

giving more support to the victims of traffi cking.

The main government agencies involved in combating traffi cking are the Social Evils 

Department of the MOLISA and the Criminal Police Department of the Ministry of Public Security 

(MPS), which act in cooperation with the Ministry of Justice, the Vietnamese Women’s Union 

(VWU) and the Border Guards. The Police have taken an increasingly active role in investigating 

traffi cking, including establishing a dedicated anti-traffi cking force.14 In Vietnam, if convicted for 

traffi cking women, an individual may be sentenced to imprisonment for between two and twenty 

years; for traffi cking children, three years to as much as life imprisonment. 
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Vietnam and Cambodia to crack down on human traffi cking
Vietnam and Cambodia are presently conducting a campaign, initiated in July 2006, to boost 

cross-border anti-traffi cking efforts. As part of the campaign and under a cooperation agreement 

with the Cambodian government, Vietnam is planning to release a list of suspects and crime rings 

involved in traffi cking people from Vietnam to Cambodia.

Cambodia is also committed to defi ning key areas, suspects, and rings engaged in traffi cking. 

The campaign program involves the United Nations Offi ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) as well 

as the Ministry of Interior of Cambodia and the Ministry of Public Security of Vietnam. 

The VWU is active in raising awareness concerning the traffi cking of girls from the Southern 

Delta and highland provinces into China for the purpose of sex work, domestic work or marriage. 

MOLISA, the VWU, the Youth Union, and the Committee for Population, Family and Children 

(CPFC), also run active programs aimed at prevention and victim’s protection. 

Cooperation between the Vietnamese organisations with regional and international agencies
Together with Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and the Yunnan Province of China, the Vietnamese 

government has worked with the ILO through its Mekong Project to Combat Traffi cking in 

Children and Women since 2000. In the same year, Vietnam ratifi ed ILO Convention No.182 on 

Eliminating the Worst Forms of Child Labour. 

Government agencies are also working closely with the IOM and other international NGOs 

to provide temporary shelter, medical services, education, credit, counselling and rehabilitation 

to returned traffi cking victims.15 Other regional and international agencies that carry out anti-

traffi cking programs include Asia Foundation, Save the Children-UK, UNICEF, OXFAM-Quebec, 

AusAid, and Union Aid Abroad-APHEDA Mekong.
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