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Abstract 

This paper examines in  detail migration p rocesses and f eminization o f migration in  

the Asia-Pacific region w ithin t he hum an de velopment f ramework. It e xplores 

particular problems faced by female migrants such as policies hindering remittances, 

their s ocial s tatus v is-à-vis ot her m igrants, l ack of  oppor tunities o f c ollective 

bargaining a nd s ocial pr otection. T he pa per f inds t hat the ef fects o f m igration ar e 

context-specific and can be both positive and negative depending on factors such as 

norms a nd i deologies r elated t o g ender, i dentities, s ocio-economic a nd l abour 

conditions, a nd i nstitutional a nd l egal pol icies.  T he a uthor opi nes t hat s upport 

programmes in destination countries have yet t o r espond fully t o t he vul nerabilities 

and ne eds of  f emale m igrants e ven t hough i t i s w idely r ecognized t hat m igrants 

integrate b est w hen t hey h ave a ccess t o s ocial n etworks. T he p aper concludes w ith 

policy pointers and recommendations addressing migrant women’s vulnerabilities and 

challenges faced by them, both in source and destination countries.  
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Gender and migration 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 

In the Asia-Pacific region, the so-called feminization of migration started in the late 

1970s when women began being employed as live-in domestic workers in the Middle 

East. By the mid-1990s women constituted up to 70 per cent of the migration flow to 

both the Middle East, and increasingly in East Asian industrializing countries such as 

Taiwan, Province of  China, S ingapore and Malaysia (UNRISD 2005) . O ver a ll, t he 

estimated s tock of  A sian m igrant popul ations i s c urrently a round 2 5 m illion, 

including bot h w ithin a nd be yond t he A sian region (Hugo 2005) . In J apan, t he 

Philippines a nd T hailand, i n pa rticular, w omen m ake up t he m ajority of i nternal 

migrants (Jolly and Reeves 2005).  

 

Given t he growing feminization of  m igration i n s ome s ending a nd r eceiving 

countries, there is a need to understand the peculiar gendered migration processes of 

female migrants: the types of labour markets that absorb their services and their social 

position vi s-à-vis other migrants, the terms of  employment and working conditions, 

the obl igations they continue to shoulder for families l eft behind, the kinds of  r isks 

they face w hen t hey opt  t o m igrate t hrough i rregular c hannels, t he gender-specific 

impact on their families, the different remittance dynamics, and the vulnerability and 

isolation that they ma y experience as th ey a re s ocially and culturally lo cated at t he 

fringes of their host societies. While a good number of migrant women are able to tell 

how their hard work has enabled them to put their children in good schools, spurred 

new en terprises at  h ome, an d h elped t hem at tain r espectable s tanding within t heir 

communities, t here a re s tories of  e xploitative w orking c onditions, de-skilling, 

discrimination, ‘dirty, dangerous and difficult’ types of work, sexual harassment and 

even f orced l abour.  H eavy r estrictions on m igrants b y r eceiving c ountries f uel 

irregular migration that often endanger and pose enormous risks to female migrants. 

Additionally, industries exploit irregular migrants’ vulnerability and profit from their 

cheap labour with weak labour rights and social protection – a situation where there 

might e ven b e t he c omplicity of  governments. I rregular m igration1 places m igrant 

                                                 
1 “Migration that t akes p lace o utside the norms an d procedures es tablished b y S tates t o manage the 
orderly flow of migrants into, through, and out of their territories.” (IOM n.d). 
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women a t r isk of  s exual ha rassment a nd e xploitation a s t hey are f orced to l ive a nd 

work with unprotected rights.  

 

It is in this light that international cooperation is a key to mitigate the adverse effects 

of female migration, to ensure safe mobility and to create conducive/enabling policy 

and working environments for migrant women. This report is therefore an attempt to 

understand the complex and contradictory conditions that migrant women encounter 

in the migration process from a gender perspective. It also seeks to examine existing 

international, r egional a nd n ational p olicy in struments th at address migration in  th e 

Asia-Pacific region in general and female migration in, in particular. 

 

The report will review the feminized migration patterns in the Asia-Pacific region and 

examine t he t ypes o f o ccupation, i n w hich female m igrants ar e m ost co ncentrated, 

remittance p ractices, an d cu rrent d iscourses o n t he u sefulness o f r emittances f or 

development a s w ell a s th e e ffects o f mi gration o n le ft b ehind f amilies in  o rigin 

places. Finally, th e r eport w ill r evisit in ternational a nd r egional in struments a nd 

platforms that address migration issues in both sending and receiving countries from 

the perspective of the rights and needs of female migrants. 

Regional Gender-differentiated Migration Patterns in Asia-Pacific 

Migration s tock patterns in the Asia-Pacific region over t ime indicate that women’s 

flows a re pos itive, and in a  num ber of  s ub-regions, a lmost e qual m en’s m igration 

stock. E xcept f or S outh a nd W est A sia, a ll U NESCAP s ub-regions2 registered an  

increasing percentage rate of female migrant stock from 1995 to 2005. Figure 1 below 

presents this trend. 

                                                 
2North East Asia: C ambodia, C hina, H ong K ong, C hina ( SAR), M acao, C hina ( SAR), D emocratic 
People’s Republic of Korea, Japan, Republic of Korea, Lao PDR, Mongolia and Viet Nam; South East 
Asia: B runei D arussalam, I ndonesia, M alaysia, M yanmar, P hilippines, S ingapore, T hailand, T imor-
Leste; South & West Asia: A fghanistan, B angladesh, Bhutan, I ndia, I slamic Republic o f I ran, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka; Pacific: Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, 
Federated S tates o f M icronesia, N auru, N ew Zealand, Niue, P alau, P apua N ew G uinea, S amoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu 
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Figure 1: Female migrants as percentage of all international migrants in 
UNESCAP sub-regions, 1995, 2000 and 2005 

Source: U N P opulation Division ( 2006). T rends i n T otal M igrant S tock. T he 2005 

Revision.  

Female migrant s tock in the Asia-Pacific region is s lightly below 50per cent  ,  thus 

men continue to dominate migration flows. The share of women in the migrant stock 

in th e A sia-Pacific r egion h as n evertheless i ncreased b y a m aximum o f 6.8per cen t 

within a ten-year period, from the lowest percentage in South and West Asia in 1995 

(45.1per cent) to the highest percentage in North East Asia in 2005 (51.9per cent).  

Recent demographic estimates also show that migration in Asia has been increasingly 

intra-regional (ILO 200 7). N early one-fourth o f th e e stimated 2 5 millio n A sian 

migrant popul ations w orked i n E ast a nd S outheast A sia i n m id-2000. H ugo ( 2005) 

roughly c lassifies c ountries a nd t erritories i n A sia a ccording t o t he f ollowing 

international mig ration c ategories: ‘ Mainly e migration’ ( Bangladesh, C ambodia, 

China, India, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), Myanmar, Nepal, 

Pakistan, P hilippines, Sri Lanka, V iet N am); ‘ mainly immig ration’ ( Brunei 

Darussalam, H ong K ong, C hina ( SAR), J apan, M acao, C hina ( SAR), M alaysia, 

Singapore, R epublic of  Korea); a nd ‘ both s ignificant i mmigration a nd e migration’ 

(Thailand). Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Philippines and Thailand are also considered 

transit countries. Female migration in  emigration and immigration countries will be 

discussed at length below. 
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Table 1 s hows that the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Indonesia send more female than 

male migrant workers to various destinations (see a lso Ghosh 2009;  Yamanaka and 

Piper 2005; Asis 2005). 

Table 1: Proportion of Women Among Emigrants in Selected Migrant-sending 
Countries 

 
Country of 
Origin 

 
Year 

 
Percentage of Female 

Migrants Among 
Emigrants  

 

 
Sources 

Philippines 2005 65% Department of Labour data 
(Opiniano, Jeremiah 2005.)  

Sri Lanka 2002 75% Weeramunda, (Joe) A. 
J(2004).  

Indonesia Between 
2000 and 

2003 

 
79% 

UN (2006)  

Lao PDR 2005 55% (registered 
migrant workers in 

Thailand) 

Huguet, Jerrold. W. and 
Punpuing, Sureeporn 
(2005).  

Nepal 2005 5% Seddon, David (2005).  
Bangladesh 1999 12% Siddiqui, Tasneem (2001) 

 
 

The increased number of women migrants in the region in the 1990s, “making female 

migrants out number m ale one s i n Indonesia a nd t he P hilippines a t t he end of  t he 

decade”, ha s he ated t he i ssue of  pr otection f or w omen m igrant w orkers a s t heir 

vulnerable s ituation c omes f rom t he f act t hat t hey are bot h “ migrants a nd w omen” 

(Chantanavich 2000). A charya ( 2003) obs erves a s imilar t rend i n C ambodia w here 

women made up 56 per cent of “very recent” migrants to Phnom Penh, as revealed by 

the census.3 This is evidently in response to the opening up of numerous garment and 

shoe f actories i n t he c apital. T hese establishments be gan t o attract r ural w omen t o 

such jobs in the mid-1990s (Acharya 2003).  

 

The t rends s eem t o s how t hat m ost c ountries i n S outh a nd West A sia a re s ource 

countries f or l abour m igrants w ho h ave hi storically m igrated t o w ork i n G ulf 

countries but  a re i ncreasingly m oving t o S outheast A sia. India, i n pa rticular, 

                                                 
3 The demographics i n Cambodia, h owever, i ndicate a slightly higher number of women, especially 
female-headed households, because of the high number of male deaths during the war-torn years. 
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continues to export skilled professional labour to North America and Europe. Cross-

border movements among countries in this sub-region continue to intensify, especially 

to India as a destination country. Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh are major sources of 

migrant workers ( IOM 2005). In Bangladesh, t here h as be en a  r ecent and dr amatic 

rise in female migration, from 2,730 in 2004 to 18,880 in 2006 (Bangladesh Bureau of 

Manpower, Employment and Training 2007). The steep climb in numbers is attributed 

largely to underestimation in past documentation of female migrants (Blanchet et al. 

2008)4. B angladeshi f emale m igrants m ove t o work f or dom estic s ervice i n t he 

Middle E ast, m ost of  t hem c oncentrated i n S audi A rabia a nd t he U nited A rab 

Emirates (Bangladesh Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training 2007). 

 

According t o a  s tudy by t he N epal Institute f or D evelopment S tudies i n 2002,  

approximately 170,000 Nepalese were i n E ast a nd S outheast A sia, 10,000 i n N orth 

America, 36,000 i n E urope, a nd ove r 465,000 were w orking i n S audi Arabia a nd 

Qatar (Seddon 2005). Majority of Nepali female migrants were concentrated in Hong 

Kong, China (SAR) (44per cent) and Japan (9per cent), and with the rest in Southeast 

Asia, the United States, United Kingdom, Australia and Bahrain. Most of them were 

domestic workers or in other areas of the services sector (Ibid).  

 

Hugo ( 2005) e stimates that 8.7 m illion t emporary c ontractual w orkers l iving a nd 

working in the Middle East consisted of Indians (36per cent), Pakistanis (11per cent), 

Bangladeshis ( 21per c ent), S ri L ankans ( 10per c ent), w hile t he r est w ere F ilipinos 

(17per c ent) a nd Indonesians ( 5per c ent). Most w orkers i n c onstruction a nd 

infrastructure projects are migrants from India, Pakistan and Bangladesh in the Gulf 

States, w hile f emale d omestic w orkers come f rom S ri Lanka and Indonesia ( Asis 

2005). Almost 90per cent of Pakistani temporary migrants are engaged in contractual 

semi- to l ow-skilled employment in th e G ulf countries ( Islamic D evelopment Bank 

2006).  

 

Although many migrants from South and West Asia continue to find work in the oil-

rich c ountries i n t he M iddle E ast, be ginning i n the 1990s , m ore w orkers m oved t o 

better-paying j obs i n S outheast a nd East A sia ( Yamanaka an d P iper, 2005). T he 

                                                 
4 This could also explain the low percentage of female migrants in Table 1. 
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attractive de stinations a re H ong K ong, C hina ( SAR), R epublic of  K orea, M alaysia, 

Singapore, Japan and Taiwan, Province of China. A large number of the migrants also 

work i n t he oi l pa lm p lantations of  M alaysia, or as f emale d omestic workers i n 

Singapore, a nd i n t he c onstruction i ndustry i n t he R epublic of  K orea. Sri Lankan 

women w ork i n M alaysia, S ingapore, a nd H ong K ong, C hina ( SAR) as domestic 

workers ( Islamic D evelopment Bank 2006) . S till a  f ew w ork i n f ish f arms `case o f 

Lao P DR a nd T hailand. O ne m igration s tudy r eveals t hat V ietnamese and C hinese 

migrants us e Lao P DR a s a  t ransit poi nt t o other c ountries. T hailand i s a lso a  

buffering station for many Vietnamese female migrant workers who temporarily work 

there to earn enough money to pay for migration fees to higher income countries such 

as Japan or South Korea (Yen 2008). Majority of Indonesian female migrants move to 

Hong K ong, C hina (SAR), M alaysia, T aiwan, Province of  C hina and S ingapore 

(Regional T hematic W orking G roup on I nternational Migration I ncluding H uman 

Trafficking 2008). 

In a  s tudy on w omen and m igration i n t he P acific i sland s tates, C onnell ( 1994) 

concluded t hat w hile m any women m igrate e ither w ith or  t o j oin t heir hus bands, 

women are increasingly traveling as individuals for reasons of their own, such as for 

economic purposes, marriage or to flee from natural hazards. Several country-specific 

and l ocal s tudies s uggest s ome i mportant di mensions of  f emale m igration, s uch a s 

some of those cited below. 

Women l and i n a  va riety of s killed j obs i n t heir c ountries of  de stination. C onnell’s 

study ( 1994) i dentified female m igrants f rom t he C ook Islands and T okelau w ho 

migrated t o N ew Zealand a nd be came dom estic w orkers.  H e a lso s tudied w omen 

migrants f rom P apua N ew G uinea who b ecame em ployed as n urses, t eachers and 

clerks.  

In Fiji, a study by Chandra (2000), noted that more women than men were migrating.  

Immigration da ta f rom A ustralia a lso s upported t his vi ew: Indo-Fijan w omen 

represent a bout 52 -57 p er c ent of a ll Indo-Fijian m igrants for t he p eriod of  1990 -

2001. The same study noted that in Fiji, young women (15-30 years of age) migrated 

more than men in the same age group.  In a more recent study on Fiji, Walsh (2006) 

links the increase in the number of female migrants from 1995 to 2002 (especially for 
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those a ged 15 -24) t o young women e migrating as s tudents, or  f or e mployment, 

especially as nurses in other countries.  

A s tudy o f s killed f emale mig rants f rom Fiji to  K iribati a nd th e M arshall Islands 

noted that they worked as hotel workers, teachers, dentists and dental therapist, and as 

civil s ervants ( Rokuduru 2007) . It i s s ignificant t o not e t hat s ome P acific i sland 

female migrants work as civil servants in other countries in the region. However, the 

majority are nurses who migrated due to the attraction of huge wage differentials in 

the nur sing oc cupation be tween Fiji a nd t he t wo hos t c ountries, K iribati a nd t he 

Marshall Islands.  

Substantial popul ation movements f rom t he r emote r ural a reas t o t he ur ban c enters 

characterizes internal migration in the island microstates in the Pacific. Rural-to-urban 

migration has been pushed substantially since the post-independence establishment of 

urban-centered n ational b ureaucracies and p ublic s ervices i nfrastructures f or 

education, he alth a nd ot her s ervice s ectors i n t he 1960s  ( Khadria 2007a ).  P ublic 

sector e mployment, in  th e p articular context of P acific is land s tates, is  h ighly 

concentrated and oriented towards the urban centers, and has subsequently dominated 

the formal economy everywhere. 

With th e g rowing limita tion o f th e p ublic f ormal s ector to  m eet th e b urgeoning 

demand for employment of migrants in urban areas, the informal sector is beginning 

to em erge as an  i mportant s ource o f employment i n ci ties s uch as  B angkok, K uala 

Lumpur, Kolkata and Dhaka (Yap 2003). Small-scale manufacturing and home-based 

businesses ha ve s purred i nformal s ector j obs s uch a s dom estic w ork, c ooking, 

tailoring, carpentry and handicraft production, cigarette production, food preparation 

and vending. These generate considerable employment for the youth and women. In 

the i nformal m arket s ector i n pa rticular, women pr edominate be cause of  gender 

discrimination in  th e f ormal jo b s ector, limita tions in  e ducation a nd s kill a nd th eir 

ability to  combine informal in come-generating activities w ith d omestic 

responsibilities. These jobs, however, a re seasonal and poor ly rewarded. Today, the 

flip s ide of  t he r ise of t he non -formal e conomy a ssociated w ith unpl anned 

urbanization h as b een t he r ise o f c rime an d a n expanded s ex i ndustry w ith i ts own 

share of health and disease problems in the Pacific island nations (Connell 2002).  
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Hong Kong, China (SAR) and Japan are the topmost migrant workers’ destinations in 

North East Asia (UN 2006). Migrants constitute close to half the population of Hong 

Kong, C hina ( SAR), whereas i n J apan, t hey constitute onl y 1.6p er cent of  t he 

population. The table be low shows the percentage of  female migrants in destination 

countries in the region.  

Table 2: Female Migrants as Percentage of All International Migrants in Major 
Destination Asia-Pacific Countries, 1995, 2005 and 2005 
 

  

 
Percentage (%) 

in 1995 
 

 
Percentage (%) 

in 2000 
 

Percentage (%) 
in 2005 

Australia 50 50.8 51.6 
Hong Kong, China (SAR) 51.5 53.9 54.0 
Japan 50.2 52.9 53.8 
New Zealand 50.3 51.3 52.5 
Singapore 50.3 50.3 50.3 
Thailand 42.1 50.4 56.8 
Republic of Korea 47 50.1 53.5 

Total Percentage Average 
 

48.8 
 

51.4 53.2 
Source: UN Population Division (2006). Trends in Total Migrant Stock. The 2005 
Revision. 
 

The growth rate of the total percentage average of female migrants from 1999 to 2005 

is 4.4per cent. This indicates that the number of migrant women is steadily rising in 

these de stination c ountries. J apan i s t he de stination c ountry of  t he t hird l argest 

number of  overseas F ilipino w orkers ( 285,977), a fter t he U nited S tates a nd S audi 

Arabia, r epresenting on e-third of  a ll f oreign w orkers i n J apan ( Philippine O verseas 

Employment A gency 2 006). A thukorala ( 2006) a dditionally points o ut t hat t he 

Migrant Labour D ependency Ratio5 in J apan, R epublic of  K orea, and China ha s 

increased in recent years, indicating greater dependency of these countries’ economies 

on imported labour. 

 

More than at any other time, current evidence shows that growing numbers of women 

in t he Asia-Pacific region ha ve be en m aking t he m ove. B eyond w hat t he num bers 

actually s how are t he complex pr ocesses a nd pr oblems w omen unde rgo i n or der t o 

                                                 
5 The M igrant Labour D ependency Ratio i s de fined a s t he num ber of  migrant workers pe r 1, 000 
workers in the labour force (IOM 2008b) 
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migrate and en sure t hat m igration i s a b eneficial ex perience f or t hem: d ecision-

making, labour employment issues, sustained remittances and obligations to their left-

behind f amilies, t he pr ospect a nd i mplications of  m igrating for m arriage, s upport 

networks a nd i nstitutions, a nd pol icies i n bot h s ending a nd receiving c ountries t hat 

govern the conduct of their lives as both women and migrants. These will chiefly be 

the concerns of the forthcoming sections. 

III. Thematic Issues on Gender and Migration in the Asia-Pacific Region 

A. Decision-making and the Migration Process 

Migration has become an increasingly important component of  economic and social 

development i n t he A sia-Pacific r egion. M igration i s be ing dr iven b y greater a nd 

widening economic di sparities within and b etween countries, a s w ell a s globalizing 

forces t hat ope n ne w o pportunities a nd r isks. S ources of  hous ehold i ncomes a re 

increasingly mu lti-locational, a s m igrants e ngage i n m ultiple livelihood a nd 

occupational por tfolios t hrough bot h i nternal a nd i nternational m igration 

(Resurreccion and Elmhirst, 2008; Resurreccion and Sajor, 2008). 

 

Internal and international migrations are in fact linked in a number of ways. First is in 

step migration, which is when migrants choose to move first to one or two locations 

within their own country prior to emigration to another country. They move to these 

locations to fill in jobs that had been abandoned by others who have moved to other 

countries (IOM 2008b). Step migration has been observed, for example, in the Indian 

state of Kerala, where the vacuum left by skilled workers who left for Gulf countries 

has been f illed in by migrants f rom neighboring s tates (Rajan and Zachariah 2005) . 

Second, the distinction between internal and international migration blurs with cross-

border m obility o f pe ople t o ne ighbouring c ountries t hat a ssumes t he c haracter o f 

internal mig ration, p articularly i n t hose c ases w here pa ssports a nd/or vi sas a re not  

required by law, say for example, between India and Nepal, or India and Bhutan, or 

Bhutan and Nepal (Khadria 2005).  

 

There a re, h owever, s pecific v ulnerabilities a ssociated w ith in ternational mig ration 

and i nternal m igration. Legal doc uments and processes a ccompany t he pa thway 

towards international migration. Migrants without proper legal documents may drive 

them to seek irregular ways of migrating and in turn, may subject them to abusive and 
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corrupt practices of unregistered recruiters who may charge onerous fees, may be ‘fly 

by night’ entities who do not honor commitments for paid for services, or may traffic 

women and children into slave-like and covert types of exploitative labour. Irregular 

migrants m ay become b onded l abourers t o e mployers w ho t hreaten t o e xpose t heir 

illegal status. Otherwise, state policies may actually encourage bonded labour of some 

kind. For instance, a comparative study on Lao, Burmese and Isan migrants working 

in shrimp farms in Surat Thani Province, Thailand, revealed that Burmese migrants 

more t han Isan or  Lao migrants, a re bonde d t o e mployers not  be cause t hey w ere 

irregular migrants, but because Thai immigration law penalizes employers who do not 

register their migrant employees (Resurreccion and Sajor 2008).  

 

Internal m igration, on t he ot her ha nd, m ay ov erlook pa rticular vul nerabilities a nd 

sidestep r esidence r ights o f r ural mig rants liv ing a nd w orking in  c ities. W ith the 

increasing in flux o f mig rants in to c ities, u rban poor s lums a re on t he r ise due  t o 

insufficient hous ing, and t end t o l ocate t hemselves i n m arginal a reas of bi g and 

medium-size ci ties where they engage in urban petty t rade and in i rregular informal 

sector services, with limited social protection (Resurreccion, Sajor and Fajber 2008). 

Already la cking in  b asic w ater s upply a nd s anitation f acilities, th ey a re mo st 

vulnerable t o di sease and generally l ive und er i nsecure economic, social a nd 

settlement c onditions. Shouldering bot h l ivelihood a nd r esponsibilities o f car e, 

migrant w omen of ten experience pove rty and i nsecurity i n di sproportionate t erms 

(Han and Resurreccion 2008; Moser 1998). 

 

International and internal migration constitute different types of migration with their 

respective benefits and vulnerabilities often contingent on conditions influencing the 

migration process, their linkages with left behind families, and the types of work they 

embark on i n pl aces of  destination. Below a re t ypes of  migration that women, men 

and children may engage in.  
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Box 1: Types of migration 
 
· Orderly pe rmanent m igration, w hich i s l egal m igration f rom one  c ountry or 

area to another without eventual return. 
· Return m igration, w here m igrants r eturn t o t heir c ountry or  a rea o f or igin, 

either voluntarily or involuntarily, after spending a period of at least one year 
in another country.  

· Forced migration, i n which the movement of  t he migrant i s i nvoluntary and 
usually the result of events such as natural disasters, armed conflicts or other 
displacement.  

· Irregular migration, whereby migrants seek to gain a new country or area of  
residence through illegal means. This can reflect individual movement without 
intermediaries; o r s muggling, w hich is  th e a ssisting in  ille gal mig ration to  
another c ountry w ith t he g oal of  r eceiving m aterial b enefit f or t he s ervices 
provided; or  t rafficking, which is the forced migration of  people through the 
use of coercion or fraud.  

· Very short-term or seasonal migration, as a result of the search for livelihood 
and pr oductive i ncome oppor tunities, w hich is an  i ncreasingly p revalent 
feature of many developing societies. This includes seasonal migrants, frontier 
workers and even very long distance weekly commuters.  

 
Source: Ghosh 2009, 10 

 

The de cision t o m igrate i s a  c omplex one . H ousehold r elations a ffect d ecision-

making: w ho m anages t o m igrate, for how  l ong, t o w hich de stinations, na ture of  

networks t hat enable m igration, a nd a c ontinued s ense of  obl igation t o l eft be hind 

families and kin.  

 

A s tudy b y R okuduru ( 2007) s ignificantly not ed t hat w hile m ajority o f F iji f emale 

migrants de cided t o m igrate j ointly w ith t heir s pouses, a  s ubstantial pe rcentage of  

female m igrants ( 31 p er cen t) – mostly nur ses – solely d ecided t o t ravel f or 

employment, partly due to existing spousal differences and domestic tensions. In Fiji, 

while f amily e migration w as c rucial, w idowed, di vorced a nd s ingle w omen a lso 

traveled f or e mployment, f amily r eunions, va cation a nd m arriage. P angerl ( 2002) 

suggested that while men were more likely to migrate due to economic insecurity and 

the desire to improve their family’s lifestyle, female Indo-Fijan migrants, on the other 

hand, a lso l isted pe rsonal a nd ph ysical i nsecurity, a part f rom economic s ecurity, a s 
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reasons f or m igration. In K iribati, C onnell ( 1994) not ed t he pos sibility of w omen 

migration to avoid familial and church pressures on enforced marriages.  

On the other hand, in some contexts, women may have little influence over decision 

making i n t he hous ehold, a nd i t i s pos sible t hat pa rents or  ol der s iblings c ompel 

younger w omen t o m ove to s earch for j ob opp ortunities i n di stant pl aces. Y oung 

women, m ore t han m en, a re generally pe rceived t o be  dut iful a nd t hus t o be  r elied 

upon t o f aithfully r emit t heir e arnings onc e t hey find j obs i n c ities o r in ove rseas 

placements ( Boyd a nd Grieco 2003 ). O ther f actors be yond t he hous ehold a lso 

influence the decision to migrate, such as: community norms and cultural values that 

may c onstrain or  e ven pr event w omen f rom m igrating, di splacements c aused b y 

economic t urns a nd s hifts i n pr oduction t echnologies such as  t he cu rrent f inancial 

meltdown th at th reatens to  r epatriate mig rant w orkers, in creasing c limate c hange 

effects, t he qua lity and na ture of  l abour m arkets i n one ’s c ountry, t he l aws a nd 

policies i n p lace t hat m ediate, en able an d constrain t he m igration pr ocess i n bot h 

sending and r eceiving c ountries ( ; IOM 2 008a). Burmese f emale m igrants, 

meanwhile, c ited t heir p ersecution a s e thnic m inorities, s evere e conomic ha rdship, 

family pressures to marry, and family conflicts as reasons that drove them to migrate 

to Thailand (Punpuing 2007). 

 

Oishi (2002) argues that the migration of women is enabled through macro-state and 

micro-level c onditions. A t t he m acro s cale, s ome c ountries do not  r estrict m ale 

migration but have severe restrictions for female migration. For instance, in Myanmar 

and Bangladesh, women are s till legally required to secure explicit permission from 

father o r husband in order t o apply for a  p assport. A t t he household l evel or  micro 

scale, s ocial n orms an d co ntext m ediate t he cap acity o f w omen to  mi grate. O ishi 

further argues women i n s ocieties a re not  given m uch f reedom of  m obility are 

typically not  s ending c ountries f or m igrant w omen.  S trong r eligious r estrictions 

govern t he m obility of  women i n B angladesh. On t he ot her ha nd, s tate c ontrol in 

Myanmar generally constrains the movement of people and together with patriarchal 

norms, specifically limits and controls women’s mobility. 

 

Additionally, b inary v iews in  migration s tudies often c lassify migration experiences 

as ei ther b eing ‘ coercive,’ or ‘voluntary.’ Growing c onsensus i n m igration s tudies 
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however em phasizes t hat t hese v iews ar e u nable t o cap ture t he co mplexities o f t he 

migration experience, a s i t i s of ten a mbiguous a nd do es not  fall und er any one  

category (Jolly and Reeves 2005).  

 

B.  Gendered Migrant Labour Employment 

Recent t rends show that more women a re making the move. Philippines, S ri Lanka 

and Indonesia de ploy m ore f emale t han m ale m igrant w orkers (Regional T hematic 

Working G roup on International M igration Including H uman T rafficking 2008) . 

Hong K ong, C hina ( SAR) ha s one  of  t he hi ghest pe rcentages of  f emale m igrants. 

Many of these female migrants work as paid domestic helpers for private employers. 

The f ollowing s ub-sections w ill d iscuss th e d iversified a reas6 where f emale l abour 

migrants a re m ost c oncentrated i n hos t c ountries a nd i n pl aces w ithin t heir ow n 

countries. These di scussions will show the pe rvasiveness of  gendered de finitions of 

work in varied places, ‘niche-making’ for migrant women in the global labour market, 

and the implications of gender on migrant women’s employment security. 

(a) Domestic Work 

Globally, most women migrants generate incomes by taking up uns killed jobs, often 

poorly paid and performed in the domestic or private domain of the home. These jobs 

tend t o be  devalued eco nomically an d l ooked d own s ocially as  t hey are as sociated 

with women’s reproductive responsibilities (Piper 2005). Domestic workers are thus 

usually not fully recognized as workers7.  

The major patterns of movement of domestic workers in countries of South East Asia 

alone in volve a t le ast m ore th an tw o millio n w omen ma inly from th e Philippines, 

Indonesia and Sri Lanka (Hugo 2005). A summary table that indicates the number of 

migrant domestic workers that are sent and are received by selected countries in Asia 

                                                 
6 Recent d iscussions on t he feminization o f migration d raw a ttention to  t he d iversified a nd s tratified 
nature of women’s migration: they have several types of employment in different labour markets, and, 
these types of employment are hierarchically positioned according to the social status, skills, and assets 
of female migrants (Regional Thematic Working Group 2008). 

7 Domestic workers work under the employment of private employers, are confined to private homes, 
largely perform domestic tasks, observe flexible working hours, and are usually unregulated in terms of 
state le gislation a nd p olicies f or worker b enefits, t enure and t erms o f e mployment. T hey a re a lso 
unable to organize themselves in the same manner as workers organize themselves in trade unions for 
the redress of low wages and unjust terms of employment. Their contributions to the host country’s 
GDP are also undocumented. 
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is presented below. 

Table 3: Migrant Domestic Workers Sent and Received in Selected Asian 
Countries 

  
Period 

 
Migrant 
Women Sent 
as Domestic 
Workers 

 
Migrant 
Women 
Received as 
Domestic 
Workers 

 
Sources 

Indonesia 1999-2001 691,285  (IOM 2003) 
Philippines 2001-2004 4.2 to 6.4 

million 
 (Wee an d 

Sim, 2004) 
Sri Lanka 2007 102,176  (Dissanayake 

2008*) 
Cambodia 1998-2006 3,703 (to 

Malaysia) 
 (Lee 2007) 

Myanmar 2006 55,496 (to 
Thailand) 

 (Punpuing 
2007) 

Hong K ong, 
China (SAR) 

2000  202,900 (IOM, 2003) 

Singapore 2005  63,000 (from 
Philippines) 

60,000 (from 
Indonesia) 

13,000 (from 
Sri Lanka) 

136,000  

(Human 
Rights 
Watch 
2005**) 

Malaysia 2002  155,000 (IOM 2003) 
Brunei 
Darussalam 

2005  102,176 
(cleaners; 47per 

cent of all 
emigrants) 

(Regional 
Thematic 
Working 
Group on  
International 
Migration 
Including 
Human 
Trafficking 
2008) 

*Official from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Sri Lanka 
** From interviews with Embassy officials 
 

A domestic worker “is a wage earner working in a private household, under whatever 

method and period of payment, who may be employed by one or several employers” 

(Punpuing 2007) . D omestic w ork i s of ten c onsidered t o be  unpr oductive w ork a nd 

economically i nvisible be cause of  t he f ollowing: ( i) i t i s w ork t hat doe s not  c reate 
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value because the immediate products are consumed; (ii) it takes place in the ‘private’ 

sphere of the household; (iii) it is not reflected in national accounts because it is seen 

as lying outside the monetary economy; and, (iv) i t is perceived as ‘women’s work’ 

rather t han a  s hared r esponsibility a mong w omen a nd m en a nd t he State ( Ibid). 

Additionally, female migrants fill in the traditional responsibilities of female nationals 

in hous eholds of  r eceiving c ountries, f reeing t hem up t o e ngage i n s killed a nd 

professional work, which increases household income and enhances the development 

capacity of receiving countries (Khadria 2007b). Piper (2005) adds that the significant 

increases i n f emale l abour p articipation h ave created a n eed for s ocial s ervices, 

especially w here m others of  young c hildren work f ull-time. M igrant d omestic 

workers are hi gh i n l abour s upply and cost l ess t han publ ic care s ervices. T his 

suggests that there is ample supply of domestic workers to address the growing need 

for them. They also have very little and arbitrary labour rights and they often depend 

on the good will of their employers.  

Domestic workers, in particular, are difficult to sample as they are spread throughout 

places a s ‘ invisible w orkers’. A  s tudy on C ambodian f emale m igrants i n M alaysia 

noted t hat dom estic w orkers t ended t o b e m ore vulnerable t han t hose e mployed i n 

factories or  w ho w orked a s r estaurant w aitresses. T heir f reedom of  m ovement i s 

severely curtailed by their employers on w hom they are dependent for food, money, 

shelter and human company (Lee 2007). Most domestic workers are socially isolated 

and t herefore r ely on t heir e mployers a nd t heir f amilies f or c ompany, a lthough i n 

many places such as Singapore and Hong Kong, China (SAR), they meet with other 

domestic workers during weekends. 

Due t o t he  f inancial m eltdown of  2008 t hat c aused an e xport c risis a nd m assive 

unemployment i n C hina, m igrant w omen pr ofessionals i n C hina’s G uangzhou 

Province who earlier moved for employment opportunities in recent years are seeking 

jobs as domestic workers (Foreman and Cao 2009). For example, Home EZ Services 

in Guangzhou’s southern business center that trains and places domestic workers, has 

been receiving university graduates as applicants. Since August 2008, 9 0per cent of  

the 600 w omen w ho have a pplied f or dom estic w ork pl acements have hi gher 

education degrees.  
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(b) Professional Services in Care and IT Industries 

The m igration of  hi ghly skilled p rofessionals has be en i ncreasing s ince t he e arly 

1990s. This appears to be the result of the global labour demand and supply of skilled 

migrants and evolving government policies that enable such movements. About 10per 

cent of  all highly skilled persons from developing countries l ive in either Europe or 

North America (IOM 2008b).  

 

Definitions on h ighly s killed l abour va ry. M ost de finitions c onsider e ducational 

attainment (usually completion of tertiary education), competency and occupation. In 

the EU, highly skilled migrants grew from 15per cent of all migrants in 1991 to 25per 

cent by 2001 (Ibid). Since Asian-born migrants register as the largest internationally 

mobile popul ation, i t i s not  s urprising t hat t he l argest num ber of  hi ghly s killed 

migrants also come from this contingent. In most European Union countries, Canada 

and the United States, Asians are the biggest group of tertiary educated foreign-born 

adults (Docquier and Abdeslam 2006).  

 

Globally, hi ghly s killed w omen h ave t ended t o e nter j obs br oadly defined a s t he 

‘welfare a nd s ocial pr ofessions’ ( education, he alth a nd s ocial w ork), which are 

traditionally f emale j obs ( Piper 2002) . U NESCAP ( 2002) r eports t hat t here w ill be  

more f emale m igration i n t he h ealthcare s ector, s uch as  i n n ursing an d p hysical 

therapy.  T he r ecourse t o r ecruiting m igrant nur ses i n r esponse t o t he c risis i n the 

nursing p rofession h as c reated a global j ob m arket, e specially i n United K ingdom, 

Ireland, Canada and the United States. The Philippines supplies the majority of nurses 

working i n t hese c ountries. Industrializing c ountries i n S outheast A sia do not  yet 

show s igns o f i mporting nu rses f rom ne ighboring c ountries. H owever i n J apan, 

because o f de creasing p ensions, a dmitting m igrant w orkers m ay be  a vi able opt ion 

(UNESCAP 2002). In the recent Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement, 

Japan will accept up to 400 Filipino nurses and 600 caregivers per year for two years 

once t he a greement e nters i nto f orce ( Regional T hematic W orking Group on 

International Migration Including Human Trafficking 2008). Thus, migration oriented 

towards t he h ealth ca re and h ealth s ervices s ector ar e d ominated l argely b y f emale 

migrants e mbedding t hemselves i n t he ‘ global c are chain,’ w hich i n t urn a lso f rees 

other w omen t o pa rticipate i n t he l ocal l abour m arkets ( Van E yck 20 05). P ublic 

Sector I nternational (PSI), a g lobal f ederation of  public s ector t rade unions ha s 



 19 

conducted s tudies on t he he alth s ector. T heir s tudies r evealed t hat t he he alth s ector 

continues t o be  und ervalued, w here female he alth w orkers s truggle with he avy 

workloads, low wages, violence in the workplace and the additional responsibility of 

caring for t heir f amilies. T hey resort t o m igrating for ov erseas j obs as nurses a nd 

health care givers. The PSI researches (Van Eyck 2003, 2005) show that despite their 

status a s “ professionals,” m any nur ses a nd ot her he alth c are w orkers do not  e arn a  

living wage. Poor conditions of work may also be prevalent in both the North and the 

South. T he s tudies on w omen a s i nternational health w orkers doc umented b y P SI 

show that women often shoulder heavy workloads due to understaffing and the lack of 

adequate m edical s upplies. T hey ar e al so v ulnerable t o co mmunicable d iseases t hat 

make h ealth c are w ork extremely p recarious. T hey also f requently en counter r acial 

and gender discrimination in host countries.  

 

In China, emigration rates of all highly skilled individuals with a university education 

for the OECD and non-OECD countries were pegged a t 3.2 pe r cent. This suggests 

that t he out ward m ovement of  hi ghly s killed pe rsons ( estimated a t 1.7 m illion) ha s 

implications on ‘ brain dr ain,’ w hich C hinese p olicy m akers w ill ev entually h ave t o 

confront ( Regional T hematic W orking G roup o n International M igration Including 

Human T rafficking 200 8). M eanwhile, e conomic de velopment i n t he Lao P eople’s 

Democratic Republic is increasingly constrained by the out-migration of 37per cent of 

all highly skilled workers, thus rendering the country the fifth highest level of ‘brain 

drain’ worldwide (Schiff and Ozden 2005) . Nurses f rom Melanesia are increasingly 

migrating to the Marshall Islands, Palau, New Zealand and the United Arab Emirates 

(World Bank 2006a).  

 

In education, Thailand is currently hosting an increasing number of Filipino English 

teachers. T here a re currently m oves t o or ganize g roups o f F ilipino t eachers i n 

Thailand whose population is increasing due to the growing number of international 

schools, a s w ell a s E nglish t eaching pr ogrammes i n T hai s chools. Although no 

official r ecord r egister t hem as  a d istinct p rofessional cat egory, t hese t eachers a re 

estimated t o be  a bout 3000, a nd a re pr obably mostly w omen ( Cadias 2008) . T hese 

groups or ganize a long s hared c oncerns f or pe dagogy, w elfare, e xperiences of  j ob 

discrimination, a nd e xpat l iving i n T hailand. A s t his phe nomenon i n T hailand 

progresses, S outh K orean f amilies ha ve m igrated i n s earch f or l ess e xpensive 
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education a nd e ntrepreneurial pur suits i n t he P hilippines, M ongolia a nd V iet N am 

(Regional T hematic W orking Group on  International M igration Including Human 

Trafficking 2008 ). Moreover, i n S ingapore, an e stimated 90,000 of  foreign workers 

have been classified as highly skilled (Yeoh 2007).  

From 1970s to the 1980s, there was a large outflow of Indian migrants to the Middle 

East ( Chisti 2007) . B eginning i n t he 1990s , hi ghly s killed m igrants w orking i n t he 

information technology (IT) sector constituted the new outward migration flow. Most 

of them migrated to the US as the most popular destination for engineering graduates 

and IT pr ofessionals,. F orty-nine pe r c ent of  3 31,206 H 1B vi sas granted w ent t o 

Indian IT professionals of which 92per cent were IT-related jobs (Hira 2004). Many 

of these migrants moved  to the US largely due to the dearth of IT jobs in India. With 

the IT industry experiencing rapid and s ignificant growth in India, the s ituation has 

reversed, where an estimated 40,000 expatriate professionals have instead returned to 

Bangalore, India’s major IT hub (Vinutha 2005). 

(c) Entertainment, Sex Work and Temporary Wives 

Many areas o f t he T hai-Myanmar bor der ha ve be come a  de stination f or m igrant 

workers. O ne B urmese border t own, T achileik-Mae S ai, i s famous f or commuting 

workers c rossing i nto Thailand, w hich i ncludes w omen working i n entertainment, 

massage and sex work (Chantavanich 2000). Burmese women living near the border 

towns of China also explore employment opportunities in these places. A recent study 

on a  Burmese vi llage a nd m igrant r emittances r evealed t he di versity of  l ivelihoods 

that women (mothers and daughters) have taken as they migrated to Chinese border 

towns (Din 2006).  

According to Din’s study (2006), a broker sold a temporary wife to a Chinese man for 

whom she performed domestic and sex work. She can be  sold to another man after 

living with her earlier temporary husband for some time. A temporary wife s tays in  

the Chinese town with her temporary husband and receives a wage from him which 

she u sually r emits to  h er f amily in  M yanmar. Many o f th e te mporary w ives a re 

married in Myanmar to men who are heavily drug-addicted and are, thus, unable to 

work for a living. The women have become the de facto breadwinners. The market for 

temporary wives are said to be widespread in border towns in these two countries, and 

has been viewed as one of the effects of China’s increasing male population because 
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of i ts O ne C hild P olicy and c ultural nor ms f or s on pr eference. C ases of  trafficking 

women as temporary wives is said to be a pervasive practice as well in these places. 

The s ex in dustry in  C ambodia is  a n imp ortant employment s ector for Vietnamese 

female m igrants ( Regional T hematic W orking Group on International M igration 

Including H uman T rafficking 2008; A charya 20 03). M any women a re e mployed i n 

the sex industry, including massage parlors and dance halls. They are among the most 

vulnerable m igrant w orkers a nd a re s ubject t o e xploitation a nd e xtortion, w hich i s 

worsened because of  their profession and irregular s tatus. After successive wars, by 

2000, close to 120,000 labour migrants from Viet Nam were working in more than 40 

countries ( Regional T hematic W orking Group o n International M igration Including 

Human T rafficking 200 8). W omen num bered l ess t han men a s a  whole, how ever, 

women w ho w orked o verseas w ere of ten e mployed as dom estic workers and 

entertainers . 

Many Filipina workers also w ork i n e ntertainment e stablishments i n J apan, w here 

they ar e r ecognized as  s killed w orkers u nder t he cu rrent J apanese Immigration 

Control A ct a nd t hey are a llowed t o r emain i n t he c ountry up t o s ix m onths ( UN 

2003). In Sabah, Malaysia, a recent study of fourteen female Filipino migrants shows 

that lik e mo st o ther f emale mig rants, th e mu sician, th e ma sseuse and th e ma nager 

constitute part of the feminization of labour in which women have come to dominate 

overseas migration flows working in areas linked with reproductive activities such as 

domestic service, entertainment and sex work (Hilsdon 2007). The study argues that 

both marriage and economic reasons can combine to drive women to migrate. 

An e stimated 100,000 t o 150,000 N epali w omen a re e mployed i n t he s ex i ndustry 

across India (Seddon 2005). In 2004, more than 1,000 Russian women engaged in sex 

work in the Republic of Korea, many of whom entered the country with tourist visas 

(UN 2005). Given the largely unregulated and underground nature of the sex industry, 

actual numbers are difficult to ascertain and are likely higher than available estimates. 

But i n t he 1990s , s ex work a ccounted f or 2p er cent of  t he G DP of  f our S outheast 

Asian countries (UNFPA 2006). 
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(d) Agriculture, Fisheries and Plantation Work 

Couple migrants from rural areas in Northern Thailand, Myanmar and Lao PDR who 

work i n t he s hrimp f arms of  t he c ity of  Surat T hani, s outhern T hailand, r eside a nd 

work in these farms. For monitoring water quality, feeding and guarding the shrimp 

ponds f rom t heft, t hey e arn a  w age t hat i s s maller t han t wo i ndividual w ages, a nd 

have access to lodging and a food allowance. However, migrant wives are expected to 

perform dom estic w ork a part from f eeding t he s hrimps a nd employers r equire 

children older than five years to be sent back to their villages of origin (Resurreccion 

and S ajor 2008) . T his is t he c ase w here t he boundary di viding pr oduction a nd 

domestic work blur b ecause of  t he i nformality of t he employment a rrangement and 

that a migrant wife is governed by social norms of domesticity. It draws attention to 

the flexible nature of work largely associated with female labour. About 60per cent of 

registered Lao workers in Thailand work in construction and agriculture, and a small 

portion in the fishing industries (Regional Thematic Working Group on International 

Migration Including Human Trafficking 2008).  

Records from the statistics department of Brunei Darussalam show that more migrant 

men than women a re e mployed in a griculture, forestry and f isheries, however t here 

was almost gender parity in mining and quarrying (Department of Statistics, Brunei 

Darussalam 2005).  

In t he bor der t owns of  Y angian, C hina, m igrants f rom t he Democratic P eople’s 

Republic of Korea come as male individuals, leaving wives and children behind in the 

North H amgyong P rovince, t he nor thernmost a nd one  o f t he poor est r egions i n t he 

country. The migrants tend to be highly vulnerable to exploitation and many of them 

work in agriculture and forestry (Smith 2005). 

In the late 1990s, Indonesians, many with families, migrated to the Malaysian palm 

oil plantations, among them in the Selangor State of Malaysia to work as plantation 

workers. S ince m igrant l abour was cheaper, i ndigenous Malaysian f emale and m ale 

contract workers were eventually d isplaced especially s ince palm oil became one of 

the country’s chief exports (Teng 2008). 

Rural ar eas i n A sia a re experiencing r apid and f ar-reaching c hanges. S tudies ha ve 

shown that occupations and livelihoods in the countryside are diversifying (Bryceson, 

et a l. 2000;  D e H aan a nd R ogaly 2002;  E lmhirst 2008;  Lynch 2005;  Rigg 1998,  
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2003). Occupational multiplicity is becoming more common and further pronounced. 

The balance of household income is shifting from farm to non-farm. Livelihoods and 

poverty a re be coming d e-linked f rom l and a nd f rom a griculture. Livelihoods a re 

becoming d e-localized a nd mu lti-local, w hile s imultaneously, the av erage a ge o f 

farmers is rising and more young people are seeking work beyond their rural villages . 

Female migrants also respond to similar employment opportunities as those discussed 

in the previous section on transnational migration. Differences may possibly reside in 

the nature and degree of insecurity, vulnerabilities and the exploitation that they face 

and e xperience a t t he ha nds of  e mployers, pol ice a nd i mmigration a uthorities, t heir 

volume o f r emitted earnings, and in  th eir relations w ith th ose t hey l eft behind. For 

instance, in a recent study mentioned earlier by Resurreccion and Sajor 2008, i t was 

discovered t hat i n T hailand’s s outhern t echnology-intensive export s hrimp f arms, 

Burmese migrants were generally more bonded to their employers than Northern Thai 

migrants d ue to  mo re s tringent immig ration p olicies currently in  p lace i n T hailand. 

Moreover, N orthern T hai m igrant w omen ha d g reater l atitude f or e ngaging i n 

multiple liv elihoods ( apart f rom s hrimp farming) compared w ith th eir B urmese 

counterparts. T he f ollowing s ub-sections d iscuss th e r amifications o f f emale r ural-

urban migration in some parts of Asia. 

A World Bank (2006b) report recommended bilateral arrangements and explorations 

with destination and labour-scarce countries for employment opportunities for Pacific 

islanders. S pecifically, t his ha s l ed t he N ew Zealand government t o l aunch a  ne w 

labour scheme in 2007 t hat allows up to 5,000 low and semi-skilled migrants to take 

up seasonal jobs in horticulture and viticulture industries unfilled by New Zealanders. 

(e) Garment and Textile Factories  

The s harp growth of  the tourism a nd m anufacturing i ndustries i n T hailand ha s 

prompted more than 1.3 million women from rural areas to move to urban, municipal 

areas (GDRI 2006). Among the total labourers working in these industries, 57.1 pe r 

cent a re w omen w hile m en a ccount for l ess t han 42.9 pe r c ent ( Royal T hai 

Government2005). P resent-day d isparities between urban and rural ar eas drive rural 

Thai w omen t o m igrate t o ur ban a reas, b ecause of  t he considerable d emand f or 

unskilled a nd l ow-paid l abour p articularly as sociated w ith f emale l abour (Han and 

Resurreccion 2008). A s tudy on s kill development in Thailand revealed that the top 
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three m anufacturing e stablishments t hat c ontributed a  huge s hare of  the K ingdom’s 

GDP were food processing, garment and textile industries where women workers are 

concentrated (Suriyisarn and Resurreccion 2003). Most of these women workers are 

probably m igrants f rom ot her T hai pr ovinces w ho ha ve c ome t o s eek w age 

employment i n B angkok. T he f igures be low d emonstrate t hat f emale labour ha s 

contributed s ignificantly t o T hailand’s G DP a nd t o m aintaining t he l ow c ost of  

industrial production.8  

In a study on the adoption of new agricultural technologies in Cambodia (Resurreccion 

and Sajor 2008), it was found that beginning in their 30s, more men than women work 

away f rom their vi llages to perform non-farm occupations in  construction s ites. It is  

also equally noteworthy that there are more women than men up to age 29 who work 

outside their vi llages. The s tudy discovered that these young women were employed 

by garment factories ow ned b y Chinese bus inessmen in nearby provincial t owns. In 

contrast f rom t he a ge o f 30 onw ards, t here i s a de ep pl unge i n t he p ercentage o f 

women who work as labour migrants. This seems to indicate that in view of preference 

for young female labour by the urban labour market, older women have then become 

the farm mainstays in their villages.  

The gender and age differentials in non-farm employment indicate that new meanings 

regarding the position of women as farmers and factory workers are being re-worked 

along age and life cycle parameters.  

Studies i n T hailand a nd C ambodia de monstrate t he pr opensity of  r ural w omen t o 

respond to urban employment oppor tunities and that their migration may yield both 

positive a nd ne gative c onsequences (De Haan a nd R ogaly 2000 ). W hile f emale 

migrants may work in ke y r evenue-generating i ndustries t hat enable t hem acces s t o 

better incomes, social experiences of living in the city may place them at greater risk. 

A f ew c ases de monstrate t his. T ies w ith ki n a nd t hose l eft be hind m ay pr ovide t he 

informal s upport ne tworks f or c hildcare t hat f emale m igrants m ay ne ed i n or der t o 

sustain l iving a nd w orking i n t he c ity. A dversely, t hese s ame ties ma y serve to  

disfavour Indonesian female migrant returnees to the rural areas over male returnees 

                                                 
8 In manufacturing, women g enerally earn a monthly wage of 6 ,700 THB (US$ 1 85), whereas men 
earn a monthly wage of 8,500 THB (US$ 235) for the same category of jobs (Royal Thai Government 
2000).  
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during the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s (Silvey and Elmhirst 2003). Another 

recent s tudy on f emale m igration a nd dom estic vi olence i n B angkok cited s ocial 

isolation a nd pove rty a s f actors t hat constrained w omen f rom e scaping vi olent 

relationships w ith p artners. T hese w omen h ad s evered tie s w ith f amily members in  

the provinces due to their inability to remit earnings for children they had left in the 

care of  elderly p arents a nd r elatives w hile t hey w orked i n B angkok. T his br ought 

them a sense of social isolation, especially in the face of domestic violence (Han and 

Resurreccion 2008) . In Cambodia, ol der w omen a re i ncreasingly be coming f arm 

mainstays, as younger women a nd m en m ove to w ork out side t heir vi llages. T his 

suggests that farming may assume an increasingly reproductive function by providing 

care, labour safety nets and food security in the countryside for migrant and mobile 

people. Agriculture thus provides a platform for semi-skilled female migrants to enter 

urban labour markets such as in the growing garment industry. It is now possible for 

younger rural women to work in the cities as older women become chiefly responsible 

for agriculture in Cambodia: the aging and feminization of agriculture has then given 

way t o f eminization of  m igrant l abour i n f actory w ork i n t he t owns a nd c ities 

(Resurreccion and Sajor 2008). 

(f) Other Types of Informal Employment 

Informal employment today comprises 63 per cent of total employment in ASEAN in 

2006 ( ILO 2007). This r ise accompanies an alarming decrease of  workers in formal 

employment. Labour c onditions of  m igrant w omen i n t he i nformal e conomy — 

whether in domestic work or in underground jobs ungoverned by a legal contract — 

are particularly adverse since they do not have any legal protection either as a migrant 

or as a worker (Gills 2002). Young rural women work in cities or in peri-urban areas 

under of ten-unprotected working c onditions s uch a s i n e ntertainment s pots as  b eer 

promotion girls (often referred to as ‘beer girls’), escort girls or sex workers. In other 

places, t hey work as  waste p ickers an d r ecyclers an d s mall t ransport o perators 

(Resurreccion and Van Khanh 2007; Ofreneo 2008) 

Lee (2007) points out that rural women dominate rural-urban migration in Cambodia, 

many of whom w ork a s ha irdressers, pe trol and c igarette s ellers, m anicurists, s hop 

assistants, a nd f ruit v endors. T here a re an e stimated 4,000 be er p romotion g irls i n 

Cambodia, most falling between 20-29 years old. They work in beer gardens, karaoke 

bars, ni ghtclubs a nd s oup s hops. B eer p romotion i s a ssociated with s ex w ork, a nd 
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beer promoters as ‘indirect sex workers’ are often subject to verbal abuse and sexual 

harassment. Since they work on a commission-basis earning a basic salary of US$ 50 

per m onth, m ost us ually e nd up s elling be er a t a ll c osts e ven i f i t m eans ha ving t o 

engage in sex work. 

Rural women from the Red River Delta working in the city of Hanoi as waste pickers 

live in crowded hostels, where they sleep on floor mats and where it is unbearably hot 

and dus ty during the summer and ve ry cold i n t he winter. They l ive i n t he c ity for 

eight months yearly and return to Nam Dinh Province during the peak labour periods 

of rice planting and harvesting. The migrant women work within an exclusive and a 

complex network of co-villagers in the waste recycling industry. Their husbands are 

left be hind t o f arm t heir s mall l andholdings. T he younger w omen a re t he w aste 

pickers and scavengers, while the older, more well-off women and men are buyers of 

recyclable waste which, in turn, are sold to bigger recycling plants (Resurreccion and 

Van Khanh 2007) . Waste picking i s considered an exclusively feminine job in Viet 

Nam. 

The diverse employment opportunities that migrant women from Asia-Pacific take up 

are ascribed around feminine attributes and social reproductive functions assigned to 

women. They are usually care-related, irregular and tenure-insecure, low-skilled and 

possibly associated w ith t he s exual objectification of  w omen. A s s uch, t hey e arn 

lower w ages, h ave fewer t enure an d em ployment b enefits, m ay be l argely 

unregistered a nd i solated f rom of ficial s upport s ervices, a nd t herefore m ay be  

vulnerable to forms of exploitation and abuse. For professionals who migrate, migrant 

women may encounter forms of  discrimination with regards to nationality and race, 

and are often slotted into feminine jobs such as nursing and teaching.  

C. Migrating to Marry 

According to Siddiqui (2008), there are four types of female migration: (i) migration 

of women as dependent spouses of male migrants both within and beyond Asia; (ii) 

independent migration of women for labour; (iii) independent migration of women as 

students a nd pr ofessionals a nd, (iv) i nternational m arriage migration. This s ection 

focuses on migration for marriage.  

 

Women a re not  onl y migrating for work, but  a re marrying for e conomic and social 



 27 

reasons, such as a better life elsewhere and an enhanced social status. Within Asia, it 

is not eworthy t hat i n 2003,  one-third o f a ll T aiwanese ma rriages w ere a ll w ith a  

foreign spouse, the bulk of which were local men who married foreign brides (Hugo 

2005). A recent study of these international marriages in Taiwan, Province of China  

revealed t hat V ietnamese b rides p redominantly originate f rom poor  a reas i n r ural 

South Viet Nam, while the grooms originate from rural Taiwan, Province of China ). 

They were married through a system of arranged marriages that operated in the two 

geographical areas within these two countries.  

 

Other de stination c ountries i n N orth E ast A sia, such a s J apan a nd t he Republic of  

Korea, have witnessed a  r ise in  the marriage of local men with mostly Asian wives 

coming from t he P hilippines, T hailand, a nd V iet N am. Female m igration i s a lso a  

response to t he s hortage of  w ives i n t hese c ountries, a s w ell a s t he m ale de sire f or 

‘traditional w ives’ a nd t o be  able t o h ave w ives w ho c ould l ive w ith t hem i n r ural 

areas where l ocal n ative w omen no l onger w ish t o s tay. E stimates i n 2005 ha ve 

already pegged a round 88,000 foreigners have entered the country to marry Korean 

citizens (Asis 2006a; Regional Thematic Working Group on International Migration 

Including Human Trafficking 2008).  

A r ecent s tudy on  dom estic vi olence a mong Korean m en a nd t heir Asian w ives 

documented t he p rocess of  m arriage arrangements ( Song 2008) . M ost F ilipina a nd 

Thai women meet their husbands through religious seminars regarding happy families 

held b y t he U nification C hurch, w hich ha ve br anches i n m ajor c ities i n t he 

Philippines. T he m issionaries of  t his c hurch r ecruit F ilipinas t o a ttend t he ha ppy 

marriage s eminars. T he p articipants o f th e s eminars b ecome mo tivated to  ma rry 

Korean men, expecting an ideal family. They submit their pictures to be paired with 

Korean men who had applied for marriage through this church and thereafter choose 

their partners by looking at the women’s pictures. The women who are chosen by men 

can s ee t heir pot ential husbands’ pi ctures. W hen t he K orean m en arrive i n t he 

Philippines, t he pot ential c ouples m eet pe rsonally. A fter one  d ay, t hey go t hrough 

marriage completion procedures in order to take the women to the Republic of Korea. 

Men return to their country shortly after and women stay in the church waiting for the 

day t hey can t ravel t o t he R epublic of  K orea t o uni te w ith t heir hus bands . U pon 

arriving in Korea, they perform a mass wedding arranged by the church. Soon after 
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the w edding c eremony, the c ouples are compulsorily s eparated f or ove r forty days. 

The br ides l earn K orean l anguage o r K orean c ulture i n t he church w hile t he 

bridegrooms are educated about the doctrine of  the church dur ing this period. After 

the c ompletion of  t he t raining pe riod, t he c ouples c an l ive t ogether. In rural-urban 

migration, r ural w omen may f ind th emselves s ocially is olated a nd d iscriminated in  

their urban workplaces, thus psychologically dependent on male partners and spouses, 

and therefore possibly vulnerable to sexual abuse, gender-based violence and degrees 

of helplessness (Han and Resurreccion 2008).  

In many parts of Asia, there is a rising pattern of ‘bride deficit.’9 Women entering the 

work force have increased, de laying the t rend for early marriage and childbirth and 

thus a  g reater d emand f or t raditional hous ewives t o m ind bot h ‘ hearth a nd hom e.’ 

Strong s on pr eference due t o exorbitant dow ry requirements t hat ha s r esulted i n 

female infanticide and prenatal sex determination has led to the silent decimation of 

girls. In China and India alone, an estimated 40.1 and 39.1 m illion women and girls 

are “missing” respectively (UNFPA 2006). 

 

Men are increasingly seeking b rides be yond their countries to fill the gap. In India, 

villagers a pproach b rokers t o pr ocure B angladeshi a nd N epali w omen a nd girls 

(Regional T hematic W orking Group on  International M igration Including Human 

Trafficking 2008). A  study (Duong, et al in 2005) of 213 Vietnamese migrant women 

who had once lived in China found that close to 30per cent had been sold as brides. 

Many reported that they had entered into the arrangement because of poverty (91 per 

cent reported income insufficient for “survival”, and 69 per cent cited unemployment) 

and t o pr ovide f or e lderly p arents ( 80 p er cent). T hough m any pl anned t o s end 

remittances back home, most found themselves as stay at home wives, or working on 

the hous ehold pl ot. R esearchers a lso unc overed e vidence o f ph ysical a buse a nd 

reproductive rights violations. 

 

D. Migrant Support Programmes in Destination Countries 

Female migrants mostly comprise the unskilled and semi-skilled migrant labour force. 

As s uch t hey a re t he l east pr otected a nd p otentially face in determinable r isks: th ey 

                                                 
9 A shortage of young, single women of marriageable age 
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may be vulnerable to exploitation, unjust and volatile wage and working conditions, 

trafficking and bond ed l abour, and f orms o f s exual ha rassment a nd a buse. 

International arranged marriages may be potentially fraught with problems that result 

in domestic violence, psychological isolation and other disorders.  

 

Support pr ogrammes i n de stination c ountries have yet t o r espond f ully t o t he 

dilemmas, vulnerabilities and needs of female migrants. It is  widely recognized that 

migrants of ten adapt a nd i ntegrate be st w hen s ocial ne tworks e xist t o assist a nd 

support t hem. N GOs a nd c hurch-based or ganizations ha ve pl ayed a n i mportant a nd 

crucial role in assisting migrants especially when they face legal or social dislocations 

within de stination c ountries. N GOs m ay a lso advocate for gender-sensitive a nd 

provide r ights-conscious a ssistance t o m igrants. O ne e xample i s t he P hilippine 

Migrants R ights, w hich he ld a n i nternational c onference c onvening all F ilipino 

migrants groups bot h i n t he P hilippines a nd i n destination c ountries (Asis 2006a ). 

Hometown a nd country-specific mig rant a ssociations a lso f oster s olidarity and 

supportive s ervices t o m igrants. H owever t hese m igrant a nd di aspora associations 

should not be assumed to be innocent of  excluding other migrants such as domestic 

workers and other semi-skilled migrant workers. 

 

These a ssociations a lso a ct t o m obilize r esources f or t hose l eft be hind i n or igin 

countries especially in the wake of crisis, shocks and stress. For instance, a study of 

Bangladeshi d iaspora c ommunities i n t he U K an d U S revealed t he existence o f 

associations f ormed a round vi llages or  c ities of  or igin i n B angladesh. T he 

associations c ollectively r aise f unds t o bui ld or  s upport of  s chools or  mosques, t o 

repair i nfrastructure, t o provide s cholarships f or s tudents a nd t o or ganize r elief and 

reconstruction activities in  th e aftermath o f n atural d isasters a nd h eavy floods 

(Newland and Patrick 2004).  

 

In t he R epublic of  K orea, t he g overnment i s s et t o c reate training p rogrammes f or 

migrant workers to adapt to the local business environment, especially in the IT sector 

(UNESCAP 2003). In Lebanon, Sri Lankan female migrants expressed their lack of 

confidence in t he S ri Lankan Embassy, c iting that t hey were overcharged with f ees 

and often encounter passivity towards migrant workers’ plight in the Middle East. On 

the other hand, groups such as the Afro-Asian Migrant Center, Caritas in Beirut or the 
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Budaya Club in Bahrain assist female domestic workers and serve as social hubs for 

their s ocial a nd cultural i nteractions. A dditionally, t he M igrant W orkers P rotection 

Society provides shelter for distressed Sri Lankan women (UNDP Regional Centre in 

Colombo 2008). Female migrants from Bangladesh interviewed in Dubai, Beirut and 

Bahrain also expressed that they did not know about support services provided by the 

Bangladeshi E mbassy a nd ve ry f ew of  t hem a pproached t he e mbassy f or s upport. 

Pakistani migrants were also not in contact with their embassy in host countries as the 

embassy does not handle cases of human rights violations and HIV and AIDS since 

the government has no explicit pol icy t o address t he conditions of  migrant workers 

(Ibid).  

 

Rural migrants are just as vulnerable as cross-border and transnational migrants. The 

DFID-funded Migrant Labour Support Programme implemented by the Gramin Vikas 

Trust s eeks t o r educe t heir vul nerability i n a  job m arket us ually dominated b y 

intermediaries an d em ployers w ho ar e b etter i nformed an d s ocially co nnected. T he 

NGO provides services to migrants from Gujarat and Rajasthan and the tribal districts 

of M adhya P radesh s uch a s j ob i nformation, r ights a wareness s eminars, a ssistance 

with negotiating for wages and assistance in accessing government programmes (IOM 

2008b). T his pr ogramme e mploys a  t ypically s ocial p rotection mo del f or mig rants 

that r educe pove rty and vul nerability b y l imiting t heir e xposure t o r isks a nd b y 

enhancing their capacity to protect themselves against exploitation, abuse and sudden 

income losses. 

 

Non-government initiatives seem to be fairly advanced insofar as assistance, support 

and r esponse t o m igrant w orkers a nd t heir n eeds a re concerned c ompared w ith 

governments. The initiatives and programmes cited above have however yet to fully 

address female migrants’ gender needs as part of their welfare, security and assistance 

agendas and programmes. 

 

E. The Effects of Migration and Ties with Families and Spouses Left Behind 

The departure of family members in pursuit of work abroad or in the city has diverse 

effects o n the s ecurity of th eir f amilies le ft b ehind a s w ell a s to  c hanging gender 

dynamics. W here me n mig rate, w omen a re left w ith g reater r esponsibility o f 

agricultural or  pr oductive l abour, s imultaneously having m ore c ontrol over c rops, 
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other l ivelihoods a nd a ny earnings t o be  ut ilized. In effect, w omen m ay gain 

economic independence, possibly greater confidence and freedom through their own 

or their spouses’ migration (Rao, 2006. 

 

Migrant women are a lso none theless m others from a  di stance, s ustaining global 

chains of care. This has been referred to as ‘transnational motherhood’ (Hondagneu-

Sotelo and A vila 1997), i ndicating t hat m igrant m others adopt s trategies t o e nsure 

care f or t heir l eft be hind c hildren a nd pa rents a re s ustained ( Resurreccion 2009) . 

Reproductive obligations are often negotiated between migrant women and their left 

behind r elatives. M igrant w omen c ontinue t o s ustain s uch obl igations a nd of ten 

experience conflicting feelings of guilt, resentment and pride at having to provide the 

means for care and social security from afar.  

 

With migrant women away, childcare and domestic work may be relegated to elderly 

parents or  r elatives. Issues s uch as t he d eteriorating he alth of  t he e lderly a nd t heir 

increasing incapacity for domestic work arise and become contentious within families 

and clans as cases below demonstrate. 

 

In China, rural migrants in cities are not eligible to receive social security and social 

welfare be nefits. C hildren of  m igrants, f or i nstance, c annot j oin c are c enters a nd 

public schools, unless parents pay huge fees. Dependent elders cannot have access to 

public health services. This is China’s hukuo system, which requires Chinese citizens 

to be registered, and which ties them to one residential unit in a specific geographical 

location. As a result, they are compelled to leave their children and the elderly in the 

countryside. Luo’s ( undated) s tudy argues t hat t his s ystem aggravates t he c risis of  

rural f amily s upport. Left-behind grandparents a re requested t o r aise t he young 

children of absentee migrant parents. In turn, young migrant couples, remit a portion 

of their earnings to compensate for childcare. Additionally, strong disagreements also 

ensue among siblings over the support and care responsibilities for the elderly parents 

and how this should be divided among them. This is especially difficult for migrant 

siblings who are away and may only remit some extra money but are also shouldering 

the higher costs of being away and living in cities.  
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On t he ot her h and, m igrants i n India h ave b een ab le t o f und care c enters f or t he 

elderly an d f or t hose w ith s pecific d isabilities especially i n t he ab sence o f s tate 

provision. W hereas i n Thailand, t he e lderly continue to care for t heir grandchildren 

often without financial support (Kofman and Raghuram 2007).  In Cambodia, farming 

and childcare are left with elderly women, and they are often the beneficiaries of rural 

development a nd a gricultural t echnology pr ogrammes i nitiated b y N GOs. T his i s 

taking place at a time when the national government does not prioritize agriculture as 

an engine of economic growth. Agriculture has receded in importance and its value is 

premised on its reproductive function for food provision, thus falling on the shoulders 

of older women (Resurreccion and Sajor 2008).  

 

Studies on the plight of left behind husbands and children have revealed contradictory 

findings. H usbands resist t aking up dom estic work a nd r ely on e xtended f amily 

relationships t o f ill i n some of  t he va cuum l eft be hind b y t heir m igrant w ives. 

Children of migrant mothers also show different responses to their mothers’ absence. 

For instance, a  s tudy by Parrenas (2005) found that when Filipino mothers migrate, 

fathers seldom take up caring responsibilities, which they leave to other women in the 

family or with household helpers. Asis (2006b), on other hand, discovered that in the 

absence o f m others, ch ildren i dentified t heir f athers as  t heir p rimary care g ivers. A  

study in the Red River Delta in Viet Nam revealed that left behind husbands are able 

to take up care responsibilities but leave other domestic types of work to mothers in 

law or older daughters (Resurreccion and Van Khanh 2007). 

 

A s ample o f 1,443  c hildren of  m igrant p arents a cross a  num ber of  Philippine 

provinces s howed t hat t he c hildren a ttended m ore e xpensive pr ivate s chools r ather 

than children of non-migrants. They were found to be well-adjusted and perform well 

in their studies compared with children of non-migrant parents (Scalabrini Migration 

Center 2004) . S imilar r esults ha ve e merged f rom s tudies on c hildren of  m igrant 

parents in Bangladesh (Kuhn 2006), in Thailand (Jampaklay 2006), and in Indonesia 

(Hugo 2002).  

 

The P hilippines s tudy a lso f ound t hat l eft be hind c hildren ge nerally find c are and 

solace w ithin t he e xtended f amily s ystem. However, t he a dolescents s tudied 

demonstrated a few trouble spots especially those with absentee mothers. In another 
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related study on male out-migration in Japan, children of absentee fathers had lower 

reading abilities, which was not the case in the Republic of Korea, Hong Kong, China 

(SAR) a nd C hina ( Regional T hematic W orking G roup on International M igration 

Including Human Trafficking 2008).  

 

In S ri Lanka, c aregivers r eported t hat s ome of  t he c hildren l eft be hind b y t heir 

migrant mo thers exhibited c ertain n egative be haviours w hich i ncluded l oss of  

appetite, weight loss for those under five years old and temper tantrums across ages, 

especially among adolescents (Save the Children 2006). 

 

Cases of  r ape a nd a buse of  l eft be hind c hildren in C hina ha ve a lso be en r eported. 

Adolescents felt abandoned, had problems soliciting for help and felt anguished about 

being l eft b ehind. T hey were al so m arginally l ess h ealthy t han o ther ch ildren 

(UNESCAP 2006). 

 

Hugo (2000) notes that migration may lead to women’s empowerment especially in  

instances where they often have minimal decision-making and control over resources. 

This, he says, ‘is influenced by the context in which the migration occurs, the type of 

movement, and the characteristics of the women involved . . . a nd takes place within 

the legal framework for an extended period’ (Hugo 2000, 288). 

 

The study on r ural female migrants from Nam Dinh province to Hanoi showed how 

women were able to purchase consumption goods that a ttributed enhanced s tatus to 

their hous eholds a nd s tratified vi llages on ne w i ndices of  m igrant-acquired w ealth. 

Additionally, hus bands left be hind p erformed domestic w ork w hile wives w ere 

working a s j unk c ollectors. B oth w ives and hu sbands l ooked t owards some f uture 

time when wives would finally return from their prolonged seasonal work in the city, 

accumulate incomes, and resume their care-giving responsibilities at home. There is  

often guilt on t he part of the migrant women at having to leave their households for 

eight to ten months in a year, while their husbands continue to hope that their wives 

will return and take over household domestic work one  da y when enough wealth i s 

accumulated (Resurreccion a nd V an K hanh 200 7). T he s tudy h as s hown t hat w hile 

men take up w ork usually assigned to women a t home, this situation i s regarded as 

temporary, thus gender divisions of labour continue to be governed by deeply seated 
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norms a nd d efinitions o f gendered w ork. T he r esults of  t he s tudy chime i n w ith 

Piper’s ( 2005) vi ew t hat l eft-behind m en do not  a lways easily adjust t o t he ne w 

situation compared with left-behind women. 

 

Box 2: Migrant Women’s Control over Their Intimate Life 
 
Control on the intimate life of women is  their ability to  be f ree f rom sexual, verbal 
and physical abuse, and even violence by their husbands. Many migrant women said 
that t he na ture of  t heir r elations r emained t he s ame c ompared with be fore t hey 
migrated. In some cases, the couple balance power in their relationship, in others, the 
women negotiate sex with their husband from an inferior position.  
  
“We sometimes quarrel, sometimes my husband gives concessions, sometimes me. 
Despite my earning money, our family is the same.” Nguyen Thi T., 37 years old.  
  
“For over a week my husband forces me (to have sex). If he forces me strongly then I 
accept”. Nguyen Thi T., 37 years old.  
  
“We never force each other to do that thing (sex)… However, in our religion, it is not 
permitted that a wife resists her husband. When the husband asks, a wife does not 
dare oppose. If she does, she is guilty. If the wife cannot satisfy her husband and lets 
him go out and have sexual relations with other girls then it is the fault of the wife.” 
Nguyen Thi H., 29 years old, Catholic. 
 
The following case is different. Her opinion about the right to be free from physical 
violence by her husband is influenced by traditional norms.  
  
“When my husband beats me, he only slaps my face. I do not dare to box him. How 
can we hit males? Husband hitting a wife is a normal thing, but when a wife hits the 
husband, this is unacceptable.” Nguyen Thi T., 28 years old.  
  
Despite t he considerable c ontrol t hat m any o f t hese [ migrant] w omen ha ve gained 
over t heir m aterial l ives, d eeply embedded p atriarchal v alues o ften r emain 
unchallenged (Kaur 2006). 
 
Source: Cao Ho Thu Thuy 2009. Social Autonomy of Rural-Urban Migrant Women. 
Masters’ T hesis, G eneva: IMAS i n D evelopment S tudies, G raduate Institute o f 
Development Studies: 39-40. 
 

Research on female migration has often grappled with the question of whether women 

attain a s ense o f au tonomy as a r esult o f t heir m igration ex periences. The r esearch 

results a re c onflicting. A s tudy b y Cao H o T hu T huy (2009) h as e xplored t his 

question at length among rural migrant women in Hanoi. Her s tudy shows that as a  

result o f th eir mig ration e xperiences, mig rant women e xperienced i mproved s elf-

esteem an d s elf-confidence m ost es pecially i n d ecision-making r egarding c rucial 
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household financial matters that husbands usually were more in control of. Freedom, 

money and m obility have i ndeed r endered t hem m ore c onfident t o engage w ith 

husbands a nd p eople o n e qual footing on general i ssues. H owever, t he m igrant 

respondents in this study expressed no change in the control of their intimate lives, as 

shown in excerpts from Thu Thuy’s (2009) research in Box 2. 

 

Filipino dom estic w orkers i n S ingapore, for t heir pa rt, position t hemselves 

pragmatically not as icons of national pride as the Philippine media celebrates them, 

but a s r esponsible m embers of  families who h ave to l eave out  of  ‘necessity.’ Their 

identities a re tie d to  b eing dut iful da ughters a nd m others e ngaged i n m aternal 

sacrifice. T hrough t heir s acrifice, t hey a lso a chieve upw ard m obility i n t heir 

respective hom eland c ommunities ( Yeoh a nd H uang 2 000). T heir s ense of  i dentity 

and a chievement i s f irmly bound t o not ions o f motherhood a nd s acrifice i n t heir 

origin society. 

 

Piper (2005) also notes that migration may have an empowering effect on men. Citing 

evidence from Bangladesh, returning sons may have more latitude in selecting their 

marriage partners since they accumulate resources to offer gifts to prospective wives 

instead of traditionally relying on their fathers’ wishes. 

 

The effects of migration on gender dynamics and on left behind families are context-

specific and are mediated by the conditions governing the migration process and work 

opportunities i n de stinations, t he nor ms a nd i deologies t hat de fine pe ople’s va lues, 

identities a nd be haviour t owards f amily obl igations a nd s exual r elations i n or igin 

societies, a nd in stitutional a nd le gal p olicies in  p lace th at f acilitate o r c onstrain 

linkages between migrants and their left behind kin. 

 

F. Return Migration  

Return migration i s a  major concern for migrants whose i ntention was to work and 

accumulate savings in order to return home one day. For instance, domestic workers 

in S ingapore l ook f orward t o t hat da y – when t hey are able t o s hed t heir s ense of  

dislocation from being away and reunite with loved ones in the homeland for good. 

For t hem, t his s ignifies the r estoration of  t heir full pe rsonhood ( Yeoh and H uang 

2000). On the other hand, many contract workers a re forced to r eturn home having 
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been terminated by their employers. This is an issue that has gained currency due to 

the present global recession leading to the termination of contract workers located in 

the Gulf countries (Trofimov 2009).  

 

It i s a lso c ommon f or migrant w omen t o r eturn hom e due  t o s ickness of  a  f amily 

member, dr ug a ddiction of  c hildren, or  i nfidelity of  a  s pouse ( Villalba 2002;  

Resurreccion a nd Van K hanh 2007) . R ural women m igrants i n P hnom P enh, 

Cambodia, w ho ha ve c ontracted H IV a nd A IDS no l onger w ish t o r eturn t o t heir 

provinces due to the s tigma at tached to their d isease. Excerpts f rom recent research 

below in Box 3: 

Box 3: The Reintegration of Women Migrants with HIV and AIDS in Cambodia 
 
The women migrants do not have any intention to return to their provinces due to the 
lack of  l and, hous e, l ack of  oppo rtunity t o e arn a n i ncome, but  w hat is t he m ost 
interesting is the level of shame or the regard from others in the village.   
  
“Here (Phnom Penh) people are more educated and have access to information and 
do not fear of people like us” (FGD woman # 2)  
  
“In the city, people don’t judge you” (FGD with w oman #1 w ho l eft t he pr ovince 
with her boyfriend and will not go back due to experience of discrimination)  
  
“The knowledge is not the same. Here in Phnom Penh, more people have knowledge 
and do not discriminate against ill people. I feel ashamed to go back. In the remote 
area, they won’t allow their children to play with mine. They don’t even drink in the 
same glass. That is why I don’t want to go back” (Interview with reintegrated woman 
# 6)   
 
Source: Vireak, Hoeung. 2008. Going Back Home? Case Studies on the Reintegration 
Process of Vulnerable Women and Children Including Those with HIV-AIDS to 
Phnom Penh, Kandal and Prey Veng, Cambodia. M aster’s T hesis. International 
Masters i n A dvanced S tudies i n D evelopment S tudies ( IMAS), G eneva: G raduate 
Institute of International and Development Studies: 44-45. 
 

Moreover, m igrant w omen r eturnees m ay unde rgo p roblematic a djustments a s th ey 

re-integrate w ith th eir h ome c ommunities. A  s tudy b y th e Asian M igrant C entre 

(2005, 77 -78) r evealed t hat cr oss-border Lao a nd K hmer m igrant women w ho 

experienced i ndependence w hile w orking i n T hailand f ind i t di fficult t o r eadjust to  

former gender expectations a nd nor ms upon r eturn. W omen s ex w orkers a nd t hose 

suffering from Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs) are likely to be stigmatized by 

their communities. They also face a number of problems upon return, such as: 1) the 
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lack of a referral system from the border to a clinic in their home town; 2) poor health 

infrastructure i n t he or igin c ommunity; 3)  a  di scontinued t reatment pr ocess due  t o 

lack of health service available in the origin community; 3) lack of financial capacity 

to pa y for t reatment; 4)  l ack of  f amily s upport; a nd 5)  be ing hom eless or  l andless. 

Migrant w omen returnees i n Bangladesh s imilarly face d egrees o f s ocial o stracism 

brought about b y a commonly shared view that migration i s ‘ impure.’ Women who 

were employed as migrant domestic workers are believed to have had sexual relations 

with their employers, and thus face the onerous burden of trying to disprove this upon 

return (Oishi 2005). 

 

Migrant reintegration pr ogrammes b y t he governments of  S ri Lanka a nd the 

Philippines i nvolve r emittance m anagement, s ocial a nd e conomic r eintegration a nd 

counseling f or vi ctims of  e xploitation ( Villalba 2002; D ias a nd Jayasundere 2002) . 

However, return migrants are usually not aware of them, and on the contrary, express 

disappointment th at th e c onditions th at p ushed th em to  mig rate in  th e f irst p lace 

basically remain, a nd are t raumatized a nd resentful ove r t he i ntimidation t owards 

them b y immig ration a uthorities u pon a rrival. T his in timidation a ppears to  b e a lso 

true of deported migrants. The Asian Migrant Centre (2005, 47) was able to document 

one e pisode: M igrants who a re c aught a nd d eported from T hailand r eportedly 

experience i nhumane t reatment a nd of ten e xploitation b y t he a uthorities. O ne 

interviewed migrant said that together with other deported migrants, he was forced by 

the Thai pol ice to walk a long distance back to Cambodia. They were then taken to 

the police station in Cambodia, and had their remaining money stolen by officials or 

were made to cut the grass at the station yard for a d ay. Once deported migrants are 

returned to Cambodia, the Cambodian police pick them up and take them to a nearby 

“rehabilitation” c enter, where t hey m ust pa y a  fine of  T HB200 e ach. T hee pol ice 

reportedly h ave cl aimed t hat m igrants, es pecially w omen, b ring “s hame” t o 

Cambodia, thus they need to be punished to prevent other migrating attempts.  

 

When migrants return, they bring with them new skills, ideas and optimism nurtured 

through years of  na vigating t heir l ives i n di stant pl aces. T hese ar e cal led ‘ social 

remittances.’ F or s killed m igrants, a  num ber of  g overnments, s uch a s India a nd 

Malaysia, of fer incentives for their repatriation in order to p ractice their knowledge 

and skills – in the fields of ICT, manufacturing, the arts, science and technology, and 
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medicine – in the home country (Hugo 2005). Migrants therefore have the potential to 

be a gents of  pol itical and e conomic t ransformation. F or i nstance, m igrant w omen 

have be en know n t o a cquire a ttitudes, opi nions a nd know ledge t hat can l ead t o 

enhanced f amily he alth in t he hom e c ountry. A  study on m igrant w omen a ttributes 

improved child health and lower mo rtality rates to  the health education that f emale 

migrants receive while living abroad (UNFPA 2006). However, social remittances are 

not transmitted i n s traightforward f ashion a nd m ay be  governed b y t raditional 

patriarchal and kinship-driven norms that remain resilient in home communities. For 

instance, a  s tudy on female a nd m ale r eturn m igrants i n G uizhou P rovince, C hina, 

showed that male migrant returnees eventually became v illage l eaders and even l ed 

the construction o f n ew infrastructure b y mobilizing collective action. On the other 

hand, f emale m igrant r eturnees w ho a sserted t heir i nterests a nd vi ews on  

infrastructure bui lding were r epudiated a nd c ensured. O ther w omen r eturnees w ho 

were involved in collective action influenced clan groups ‘from the rear,’ since being 

overtly as sertive w ould cau se t hem cen sure b y village ( male) el ders ( Ge J inghua, 

Resurreccion, Elmhirst, 2011). These episodes demonstrate what Ghosh refers to as 

the ‘ disjunctures be tween women’s ow n a spirations a s hi ghly s killed a nd e ducated 

returnees a nd l ocal gendered pe rceptions a nd modes of  di scrimination t hat i nhibit 

their f ull e conomic, s ocial and p olitical p articipation i n t heir ow n c ommunities a nd 

societies’ ( Ghosh 2009, 42). Indeed, return m igration i s f raught w ith pr oblems a nd 

hopes, the outcomes of which are mediated by local institutional, political and cultural 

mechanisms that forebode satisfaction or disappointment for many who have nurtured 

dreams of returning home one day. 

 

G. Remittances 

Between 2000  and 2007 , South and West Asia r eceived the l argest share of  inward 

remittances compared with South East Asia (Ratha et al. 2008). In the Pacific states, 

Tonga appears to be  the largest recipient of  r emittance f lows as shown in Figure 2,  

followed b y India, C hina, t he S olomon Islands a nd t he P hilippines a s t he t op 5 

recipients in the region. 
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Figure 2: Total Inward Remittance in Selected Countries in Asia-Pacific, 2006 

 
Source: Migration and Remittances Fact Book, World Bank, 2008 

 

Tonga, one of two largest countries in the Pacific region with a population of around 

100,000, ha s ha d ove r 40 years of  m igration h istory, and t hus r emittances a re of  

considerable s ignificance. M any ethnic T ongans l ive ove rseas a nd t heir t op 

destinations are the United States, New Zealand, Australia, American Samoa, Chile, 

Fiji, Kiribati, France, United Kingdom and Samoa (World Bank 2006b, 2008). Tonga 

is o ften d escribed as  having a m ature mi gration-remittances eco nomy, w here 

agriculture remains t o be t he c hief dom estic economy, w hich h as s urvived t he 

collapse o f a  s mall-scale m anufacturing economy (World B ank 2006b ). F igure 3  

shows the heavy dependence of the Tongan economy on remittances.  

 

Internal mi grants in  C hina me anwhile comprise th e h uge p ercentage of mig rant 

population. S ince t he l iberalization of  t he C hinese e conomy i n t he l ate 1970s , 

migrants from interior rural villages work in the manufacturing and services sectors in 

the country’s coastal areas as temporary migrants (Walton-Roberts 2004). Moreover, 
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it was estimated that the “floating population” of China was 79 million in 2000 (Hugo 

2008), most of who had rural origins but were living in urban areas. The huge amount 

of remittances recorded in Figure 2  comes f rom these movements and i s generating 

wealth for rural places of origin. Domestic remittances in 2006 a veraged about US$ 

43 m illion, out  of  w hich a bout 75pe r c ent w ere c oursed t hrough formal f inancial 

institutions in 2004. This burgeoning internal migration has seen the number of rural-

urban migrants in  Chinese cities increase from 21 million in 1990 to 121 million in 

2000 (Zhou and Cai 2008).  

Figure 3: Percentage of Remittance to GDP in Selected Countries, Asia-Pacific, 

2006 

 
  Source: Migration and Remittances Fact Book, World Bank, 2008 

Figure 3 also presents the countries that greatly rely on migrant remittances10 to boost 

                                                 
10 Migrant r emittances a re b elieved to  b e b igger a nd more resilient to  v olatile e conomic c onditions 
compared with the fluctuations in development assistance or foreign d irect investments (FDI). In the 
current global financial meltdown, for instance, remittances are being touted as one of the less volatile 
sources o f foreign e xchange earnings for developing c ountries a nd e ven tend to b e counter-cyclical 
relative to the recipient countries’ economic cycles (Ratha, et al. 2008). The reasons for this resilience 
are offered: (i) remittances are sent by the cumulated flows of migrants over the years not only those 
who have recently left; (ii) remittances are a small part of migrants’ earnings and they tend to continue 
to s end r emittances when hi t b y i ncome s hocks; ( iii) several hi gh i ncome OECD remittance s ource 
countries ar e p oised t o u ndertake l arge f iscal s timulus p ackages i n r esponse t o t he f inancial cr isis 
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their e conomies. A mong t he t op f ive a re T onga, N epal, P hilippines, K iribati a nd 

Bangladesh. T he P hilippines i s know n t o e xport a  s ignificant num ber of  f emale 

migrant labourers who contribute significantly to the keeping the country’s economy 

buoyant. 

 

Assumptions a bout r emittances and t heir de velopment pot ential how ever e vince a 

particular t ype o f mig rant ( remitter) an d m ay prove r ather s haky especially w hen 

juxtaposed w ith t he pr ofile of  m any female m igrants w ho ( i) e ngage i n contractual 

and t emporary m igration r ather t han l ong-term o r p ermanent mig ration; ( ii) r emit a  

sizeable por tion of  t heir earnings t o t heir f amilies back hom e and thus do not  have 

huge s avings; a nd ( iii) a re v ulnerable to  p ossible ma ssive la yoffs in  d estination 

countries t hat c ould di spense w ith dom estic a nd ot her ge nder-related i nformal ca re 

services (Sorensen 2005). Additionally, while the macro statistical projections present 

a view that remittances can potentially contribute to short-term poverty alleviation or 

long-term development, a major concern is that the poorest people from the poorest 

countries are generally unable to migrate and that they profit least from remittances 

(Francis 2002;  UNFPA 2006). With the exception of  Tonga, the largest remittance-

receiving countries are middle-income countries like India, China, Sri Lanka and the 

Philippines. Remittances are highly di fferentiated and selective in  terms of who the 

remitter is  a nd th e capacity to  r emit, a nd w ill h ave d ifferentiated and n on-uniform 

impacts on migrant-sending communities, households and overall development. As de 

Haas (2005) emphasizes, the direct benefits of remittances do not  tend to flow to the 

poorest m embers of  c ommunities or  to t he p oorest c ountries, t hus challenging 

remittances as the ‘new development mantra.’ In the case of Asia, countries classified 

as M iddle-Income co untries ar e t he l argest s ending co untries i n t he r egion (i.e., 

Philippines, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, Indonesia)11, 

and a re also th e ma jor r ecipients o f mi grant remittances compared with Least 

Developed Countries (LDCs). Piper (2005) makes a similar point as she observes that 

destination c ountries o ften c reate s tratified p atterns o f mig ration, w here differential 

routes of entry may favour more highly educated and highly skilled migrants rather 
                                                                                                                                            
(Ibid).  

 

11 All are Middle Income countries. Nepal also has a huge emigrant population, but is considered one 
of the Least Developed Countries (LDCs). 
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that t hose f rom poor er, disadvantaged groups i n s ending countries. A  s tudy on t he 

Philippines de monstrates t hat a  great pr oportion of  u rban hous eholds depend on  

remittances a s t heir pr incipal s ource of  i ncome. H ouseholds f rom t he w ealthier 

regions of the country reported that they receive remittances, while households in the 

poorest r egions di d not . W ithin t hese r emittance-receiving regions, hi gher i ncome 

groups were r eceiving r emittances m ore t han l ower i ncome groups. M igrant 

remittances have therefore been creating new social differences and widening the gap 

between the rich and the poor (Go 2002). 

 

Remittances a lso do not  a utomatically l ead t o i mproved de velopment but  a re 

contingent o n t he s pecific an d ex isting s ocial, gender-specific e conomic, p olitical 

conditions i n bot h s ending a nd r eceiving c ountries t hat de termine and s hape t he 

degree and nature of the outcomes of remittances.  

 

Remittance s ending a nd r eceiving be haviour a re a lso g endered. F ocusing s olely on 

the e conomic b enefits o f r emittances lo ses s ight o f th e r emitter h erself or h imself. 

Citing a  P hilippine g overnment s tudy, f or i nstance, K ofman and R aghuram ( 2007) 

point out  t hat F ilipino f emale m igrants s ent a pproximately 1,164,971 U S$ t o t heir 

families i n 2001. W hile w omen pr ivilege i nvestment on t heir children’s e ducation, 

men a re i nclined t o i nvest i n c onsumption g oods, a ssets or  pr operty ( Go 2002) . 

Bangladeshi w omen w orking i n t he M iddle E ast c ountries s ent 72pe r c ent of  t heir 

earnings hom e. M ore t han ha lf of  t heir r emittances w ere us ed t o s pend f or da ily 

needs, health care and children’s education (Kofman and Raghuram 2007). This is the 

same for Burmese young female migrants in Thailand who send money for education 

and to boost hometown livelihoods, and who express obligation towards parents and 

siblings ( UNESCAP 20 06). W alton-Roberts ( 2004) i n he r s tudy on India i ndicates 

that female migrant remittances were used largely for the personal provision of care 

whereas male migrant remittances were used more for infrastructural development of 

care institutions. Remittances therefore provide social security services that are often 

unaffordable o r not  o ffered b y public h ealth institutions i n c ountries of  or igin 

(INSTRAW 2008). 

 

Piper ( 2005) a rgues t hat g ender a ffects t he vol ume of  r emittances, w ith w omen 

generally remitting th eir e arnings mo re th an me n. A dditionally, temporary, s killed 
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and semi-skilled migrants tend to remit more than permanent, highly skilled migrants 

whose num bers a re a lso s maller. S tudies c onducted b y INSTRAW ( 2008) f urther 

show that there is greater effort to remit on t he part of women since their wages are 

relatively smaller in  destination countries. As a  result, they are not able to  improve 

their quality of life in destination countries, or invest in their own career advancement 

through education, but instead may be locked in the domestic and care-giving sector. 

 

The INSTRAW ( 2008) c ases a lso de monstrated t hat i n general, t he i ncreased 

importance of  women as providers through remittances has enhanced their s tatus in 

households a nd c ommunities. H owever, i t w as poi nted out  t hat s ocial perceptions 

were ambivalent: ranging from valuing the contributions of migrant women to well-

being to blaming them for child and family abandonment. One other study noted that 

the am bivalence o f n ewly acquired s tatus l ay in t he r emitter h erself. O lder w omen 

who remitted their earnings home tended to feel empowered since they felt that they 

assumed the traditional male breadwinner role. Remittances from younger women, on 

the ot her ha nd, were f ound t o i ntensify generational a nd gender pow er r elations 

within c lans ( Agunias 2006). Y ounger female migrants a re o ften ex pected t o r emit 

regularly a nd di rectly t o t heir pa rents a nd t hey often l ack t he f reedoms t hat m ale 

migrant relatives and s iblings e njoy. Y ounger migrant w omen w ith a  subordinate 

position in patriarchal families are generally less l ikely to control the allocation and 

spending of  their remittance earnings than older women migrating f rom more equal 

gender positions in origin households (Sorensen 2007). 

 

Remittances f rom in ternal a nd in ternational migration ma y also d iffer. W hen 

migrating internally, those who migrate both generate and disburse their incomes, as 

perhaps in the case of increasing numbers of Chinese internal migrants cited earlier. 

In in ternational mig ration, w here remitted in comes a re u sually h igher, the migrant 

needs a local ‘partner’ to manage the remitted funds. This is where control of remitted 

incomes becomes a s ite of competing interests and power dynamics in the receiving 

household. A  gender analysis of  m igration a nd r emittance c ontrol p atterns m ust 

emanate from an understanding of the household as a site of sometimes contradictory, 

hierarchical and conflicting social relations organized along generational, gender and 

kinship lin es. R esearch in to r emittance c ontrol a nd p ower d ynamics is  s till a t its 

infancy, a lthough t here ha ve be en f orays i nto t his i n e arlier r esearch on m ale 



 44 

outmigration that show left behind women attaining greater clout and decision making 

power from controlling their husbands’ remitted earnings. Much has yet to be known 

about the dynamics of control over migrant women’s remitted earnings.  

 

The growing global and de velopment di scourse on m igrant r emittances – and t heir 

management and investment – tends to lose sight of migrants as social individuals and 

may instrumentalize them as ‘pawns of  development’ without concern for or  action 

on their well-being or human rights in their host societies (Olsen 2008) and eventually 

upon r eturn t o t heir ho me s ocieties. T he e merging r esearch on m igrant r emittances 

demonstrates th at r emittances r egister a s i mportant s ources of  r evenue and boos t 

receiving countries’ GDP; that they have however d ifferential effects on left behind 

families and communities and may exacerbate wealth gaps among them; that female 

and male migrants have different priorities and purposes driving them to remit their 

earnings; and that remittances affect those who both send and receive them in terms 

of gendered status and power within their families, clans and communities. 

 

While remittances are an important source of  improved l ivelihoods, health care and 

education of  c hildren o f l eft b ehind f amilies, a na rrow f ocus on t heir productive 

effects may blur concerns over the welfare and rights of migrant women and men in 

destination places, replace the state’s welfare and social security obligations, as well 

as sidestep changing and unequal relations among members of receiving households 

both as a result of migration and remittances. 

 

IV. Migration Policies and their Gender Implications 

Summing up the Issues Facing Migrant Women 

The preceding s ections unde rscored t he i ncreasingly feminized na ture of  m igration 

through evidence of the growing numbers of women migrating for work in countries 

other t han their own, or  moving to c ities f rom the countryside t o r espond to l abour 

market n eeds for s pecific t ypes of  f emale l abour. M oreover, t he p receding s ections 

draw at tention to the gendered nature o f migration where female migrants are o ften 

subjected to gender-specific forms of  exploitation, i solation and discrimination once 

they r each t heir places o f de stination. T his i s however not  t o pr eclude t he f act t hat 

female migrants have benefited from their migration, although much of the literature 

suggests t hat m igration i s a  c ontradictory e xperience f raught w ith bot h r isks a nd 
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opportunity. 

 

Female migrants face many challenges from the moment that they decide to make the 

move. For instance, female migrants may fall prey to unscrupulous, sometimes illegal, 

recruiters w ho c harge e xorbitant r ecruitment f ees a nd do not  obs erve r egulatory 

mechanisms for the secure movement and occupational placement of migrants. Once 

in their destination places, female migrants may face late, insufficient or total lack of 

payment of agreed wages, non-fulfillment of airfare reimbursements and harassment 

to actual abuse of women workers by employers especially since they are isolated and 

vulnerable i n t hese n ew pl aces. O ther pr oblems a lso i nclude t he l ack of  s ocial 

protection, denial o f collective ba rgaining and o rganization, denial o f human r ights, 

discrimination, sexual harassment, xenophobia and general social exclusion. Extreme 

cases of  female m igrant vul nerability l ead t o t rafficking, e nslavement a nd bonde d 

labour. The most seriously vulnerable among migrants are usually female: domestic 

workers an d en tertainers, t rafficked pe rsons a nd i rregular m igrant w orkers 

(Wickramasekera 2002). Additionally, as return migrants, women face challenges as 

they re-integrate in their home communities where resilient gender norms continue to 

apply. Migrant remitters are also not fully in control of their remitted earnings once 

received, especially if they are stationed overseas or in another country.  To mitigate 

and ad dress p ossible ad verse effects ex perienced es pecially b y low s killed f emale 

migrants, policies in both sending and receiving countries require gender-responsive 

measures.  

 

Existing Migration Policies 

Some c ountries i n A sia obs erve obs tructive po licies w ith r egard t o i nternational 

female m igration. For i nstance, i n N epal, a b an o n o verseas f emale m igrants w as 

lifted in January 2003. The ban lifting however only applies to organized sectors (e.g., 

manufacturing) and does not include domestic work and other forms of semi-skilled 

or unskilled work (Siddiqui 2008) . S ince 2000,  Sri Lanka began sending women to 

export labour markets after the demand for male workers plummeted. After a s econd 

construction boom in the Gulf and Southeast Asian countries, Sri Lanka is currently 

pursuing a policy promoting male labour migration, which has reduced the registered 

number of  female m igrants (Ibid). S iddiqui ( 2008) f urther r emarks t hat s uch 

obstructive p olicies to ward in ternational f emale mig ration ma nifest a  s tate min dset 
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that i s r ooted i n t he t raditional pa triarchal not ion of  family honour t hat i s di rected 

toward control of women’s mobility. 

 

Sending countries, nevertheless, are increasingly becoming aware of the welfare and 

social protection needs of migrant workers and are onl y be ginning to r ecognize t he 

specific gender needs and conditions of female migrant workers and migrant brides. 

Receiving countries, on the other hand, focus on managing immigration flows and set 

in place selective entry mechanisms that favour particular types of migrants through 

state a pparatuses and b ureaucratic i nstruments, but  s imultaneously a re t ightening 

border controls to edge out irregular entrants and employing stratified standards and 

provision of services to semi-skilled and unskilled female migrant workers. 

 

International m igrant-sending c ountries like Sri L anka, Philippines, I ndonesia, F iji, 

Tonga, India, N epal an d B angladesh ar e concerned w ith t he p rotection o f t heir 

nationals a broad j ointly with t he de velopment be nefits of  m igrant r emittances. V iet 

Nam ha s a n a ctive e migration pol icy t o s end s killed a nd uns killed w orkers t o t he 

Republic of  K orea a nd J apan as t arget d estinations unde r on -the-job t raining 

programmes. A  u nique f eature o f V iet N am’s e migration p olicy is  th at it r elies o n 

state-owned organizations to organize emigration (Dang 1998). 

 

The Philippines, Sri Lanka and Indonesia have established overseas labour offices and 

consular services abroad to respond to the needs of migrants, as well as passed their 

respective mig ration p rotection la ws12 (Regional T hematic W orking Group o n 

International M igration Including H uman T rafficking 2008) . M oreover, t hese 

governments ha ve d eveloped m echanisms t o pr omote t he pr otection o f m igrants 

through pre-employment seminars, establishing repatriation funds and appointment of 

staff in overseas consular offices to address their needs. Both the governments of Sri 

Lanka and t he P hilippines ha ve o rganized two-day pr e-departure or ientation 

programmes f or dom estic w orkers l eaving f or H ong K ong, C hina ( SAR) a nd t he 

Middle East. These seminars orient them on the rights of domestic workers based on 

the standard employment contract system, obligations, living conditions and do’s and 

                                                 
12 Philippines: Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 1995; Sri Lanka: Foreign Employment 
Act of 1985; Indonesia: Protection and Placement of Migrant Workers, 2004. 
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don’ts i n r elation t o t he e mployer ( IOM 2008 b). D espite t hese e fforts, how ever, 

female migrants remain largely unprotected and simply have no r ecourse but to rely 

on the kindness of their employers and if able, on on -site networks of other migrants 

(Asis 2006a). The Philippines, for its part, has been active in addressing the problem 

of human trafficking through its participation in various regional forums such as the 

Asian Regional Initiative Against the Trafficking of Women and Children as well as 

the Global Programme Against Trafficking in Human Beings (Wongboonsin 2003).  

 

Three s ending countries ha ve e stablished M igrant W elfare F unds ( MWFs): t he 

Overseas P akistani F oundation, t he P hilippine O verseas W orkers W elfare 

Administration a nd t he Sri L anka O verseas W orkers W elfare F und. A  r ecent IOM 

study (2005) revealed that Pakistan allocated 13per cent of its welfare services budget 

to j ob s ites, s upporting c onsultations, l egal s ervices, t he r eturn of  m igrants an d 

repatriation of  remains s hould t hey pa ss away o verseas. S ri Lanka a llocated 35pe r 

cent for the same purposes. The Philippine MWF operates 28 migrant worker centers 

in c ountries w here l arge popul ations of  F ilipino m igrant w orkers a re l ocated. T he 

fund pa ys for t he l egal services t o de fend m igrants i n f oreign c ourts, p ays f or t he 

repatriation of migrants whose jobs were terminated due to physical abuse, violations 

of contracts, as well as for the repatriation of remains (IOM 2008b). More information 

has yet to be provided on whether the MWFs have responded equitably to female and 

male migrants’ cases and needs, and whether all migrants know how to access these 

MWF-supported services. Altogether the MWFs provide a safety net for migrants in 

distress or in vulnerable situations, but it is unclear whether fund-supported services 

were gender-responsive. 

 

In 1981, t he B angladesh g overnment pr ohibited t he e migration of  uns killed f emale 

workers unless a male guardian accompanied them. Only professional women could 

work ove rseas a s ‘principal w orkers’ ( or pr imary breadwinners). In 2003, t he 

government a llowed Bangladeshi w omen t o w ork a s dom estic w orkers i n S audi 

Arabia provided that they were above 25 years of age, married and accompanied by 

their hus bands. O ther p olicies ma ndate th e g overnment to  d isallow e migration o f 

persons of a particular occupation. In 2002, t he Emigration Rules stipulated the need 

to provide briefing to outgoing overseas employees before issuance of a clearance and 

requires r ecruitment agencies t o ensure t hat m igrant w orkers h ave m edical 
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certifications and attend pre-departure briefings (UNDP Regional Centre in Colombo, 

2008). T he B angladesh m issions i n de stination c ountries are obl igated t o r eceive 

complaints of migrant workers; intervene and negotiate with employers; provide legal 

assistance and a rrange for t he repatriation o f s tranded m igrant w orkers as w ell as 

repatriation of  r emains of de ceased w orkers. T he government of  Bangladesh a lso 

manages a migrant welfare fund (Khadria 2008). 

 

China pr ovides pr e-departure o rientation an d r equires t hat each m igrant s ecure a  

training certificate, including knowledge of the law before they are allowed to work 

abroad. T he M inistry of Labour i s m andated t o a ssist ove rseas w orkers w ith 

documents a nd medical e xaminations, m anage contributions of  m igrants t o s ocial 

insurance schemes and provide legal assistance to migrants in foreign courts (Ibid). 

 

The Government of India recently established the Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs 

that ha s s et up  pr ogrammes t o t race t he r oots of  Indian di asporas o verseas. T he 

Ministry is  a lso e xploring th e e stablishment o f a  u niversity th at w ill educate th e 

children of  r eturn m igrants i n I ndia, f acilitating a  pr ocess of  r e-assimilation f or 

migrant family returnees. Diplomatic missions will also hear complaints of abandoned 

and abused Indian wives abroad, as well as offer services that ensure the protection of 

female migrants against sexual exploitation in the workplace (Ibid). 

Major receiving countries in the Asia-Pacific include Singapore, Hong Kong, China 

(SAR), Malaysia, Republic of Korea, and Thailand. Receiving countries are generally 

concerned w ith m anaging i n-migration, i ssues of  c ohesion, s ocial or der and 

integration, and the perils of irregular migration. They also have a stronger preference 

for skilled migrants. Broadly speaking, in the Southeast and Northeast Asian regions, 

typologies of  r eceiving countries e merge. M alaysia and S ingapore ha ve i nstituted 

fairly s trict immig ration p olicies, r igid la bour c ontract systems an d a v ery l ow 

tolerance for c ivil a ction t hat a dvocates f or m igrant rights. O n t he o ther ha nd, 

countries like the Republic of Korea and Japan are tolerant of civic action and migrant 

associations, but  s imultaneously enforce t ight b order controls. Hong K ong, C hina 

(SAR), m eanwhile, h as p ut i n p lace a s trict l abour co ntracting s ystem an d 

immigration policy but exhibits notably h igh to lerance for collective migrant action 

(Yamanaka and Piper 2005).  
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Additionally, the immigration policies of the receiving countries are generally liberal 

and c onducive t o r eceiving pr ofessional a nd hi gh-skilled m igrants w ho c an a ssume 

managerial and professional positions. They are generally encouraged to settle down 

permanently w ith s pecial tr eatments f or th eir e ntry, e mployment a nd s tay of  

dependents. Furthermore, skilled technicians and workers are allowed to bring in their 

dependents a nd pos sibly i nter-marry. F inally, s emi-skilled a nd uns killed c ontract 

migrant workers are to be  f ielded only in approved sectors and a re repatriated once 

they have terminated their contracts. Female unskilled and semi-skilled workers are to 

be deported if they become pregnant (Wongboonsin 2003).  

 

Singapore ha s uni laterally i ntroduced a pr ocess of  a ccreditation of  r ecruitment 

agencies as well as an Employment Act that sets out working conditions, occupational 

safety an d h ealth arrangements f or all em ployees ex cept d omestic w orkers. Low-

skilled a nd uns killed w orkers i ncluding dom estic w orkers f ace r estrictive pol icies 

such as prohibiting their reunions with dependents, restricting marriage to a Singapore 

national, be ing required to make p re-contract payments o f three months’ salary and 

risking deportation once they get pregnant (Kaur 2007).  

 

In the event that migrants’ contracts have been violated, host country authorities have 

the r esponsibility t o ensure t he av ailability o f l egal r ecourse. F or i nstance, t he 

Department o f Labour in H ong K ong, C hina (SAR) pr ovides t his l egal s ervice. 

Additionally, C hinese l abour l aw guarantees a  m inimum w age, m aternity l eave, 

regular days off, public holidays and a paid vacation period (UNESCAP 2006). 

 

With the i ntroduction o f t ight bor der c ontrols i n A ugust 2002, M alaysia be gan t o 

impose pe nalties t hat i nclude be ating a nd i mprisonment of  bot h i llegal m igrant 

workers and their employers. The government also blacklists employers who mistreat 

domestic w orkers f ollowing complaints of  a buses. B esides, M alaysia has be come 

heavily reliant on migrants for the following three industries: plantations, construction 

and domestic work (Leigh  2007).  

 

In 2003, a  proposed new approach introduced by the Thai government envisaged to 

adopt a  m ore “ open doo r” pol icy t o m anage r ather t han t o r eject m igrant w orkers. 

This a pproach r equires t he r egistration of  e mployers w ho e mploy migrant w orkers 
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and for employers to issue public announcements of job vacancies initially to the Thai 

labour force. This is totally new for Thailand as the policies in the past were geared 

towards r egistering w orkers i n or der t o m onitor t heir pr esence i n the K ingdom – 

rather t han register em ployers. Employers were r equired to pa y government f ees t o 

register their migrant employees. Official records indicate that the biggest number of 

migrant w orkers with w ork p ermits i s t he B urmese. T he n ature o f t he r ecent T hai 

migration registration policy is therefore a concessionary one, ceding to the need to 

redress t he s carcity o f low- and s emi-skilled l abour f or growing i ndustries l ike 

technology-intensive shrimp farming on one  hand, and for a way to control the flow 

of migrant workers through legal means that metes out stiff penalties on violators of 

existing requirements on the other (Muntarbhorn 2005; Chantavanich 2007). 

Internal migration, on the other hand, sidesteps many of the issues duly recognized by 

institutions w orking on international m igration, m igrant r ights a nd w elfare. O ften, 

internal migration is embedded in discussions on urbanization, although experts argue 

that rural to rural migration and urban to urban migration may be equally important as 

rural to urban migration (Bravo 2008). 

 

Consensus is wide that rural migrants tend to benefit economically from their move to 

urban areas. Policy makers recognize this fact but fear that migration may exacerbate 

housing conditions, infrastructure and services and place further pressure on the urban 

economy, thus bloating the urban informal sector and increasing poverty.  

 

Scholars have unpacked migration practices and urbanization from their stereotypes. 

Rural t o urban migration may not  a lways be  p ermanent, but  more o ften i s c yclical, 

seasonal or  e ven da ily (Yap 2003) . U rbanization doe s not  a lways onl y mean t he 

growth of ‘mega cities.’ Towns and suburban areas are created and people may live in 

settlements w ith ur ban c haracteristics, but  n ot ne cessarily i n ur ban c enters. 

Additionally, there is no direct association between rate of migration with increase in 

urban pove rty, a nd i n f act, a  num ber of  m igrants s ucceed, t hus i ndicating t hat t he 

‘urbanization of  pove rty i s not  i nevitable. T he pr oblem i s t herefore not  ove r-

urbanization, but rather incomplete urbanization and inadequate urban management.. 

In C hina, f or example, m igration r esearch h as i ndicated t hat w ith r ural-urban 

migration, i ncome di sparities be tween t he poor  i nland a nd m ore w ell off c oastal 
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provinces narrowed especially since the government began to promote both education 

and migration (Chan 2008). 

 

Rural w omen w ho m ove t o c ities a re us ually t emporary m igrants a bsorbed i n t he 

growing num ber o f e xport-oriented m anufacturing establishments. O thers j oin t he 

urban i nformal s ector as w aste pi ckers, ve ndors a nd s ervice pr oviders. T hey 

contribute to urban economic development as well as their families’ welfare. Security 

is a  m ajor c oncern f or t hem: i n hous ing, c ommunication a nd t ransport, w hich t hus 

have implications on the quality and extent of infrastructure and services in cities. For 

instance, revolving funds in the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh enable rural women to 

obtain micro-loans to purchase mobile phones from Grameen Telecom. These phones 

help lessen the risks involved in the transfer of remittances by daughters working in 

the c ity ( Ibid). T his i s one e xample of  a  non -state in itiative th at e nables p ositive 

outcomes f rom i nternal migration. M ore o f t his s ort ne eds t o b e put  i n pl ace b y 

governments. 

 

Remittance Policies 

Transmitting remittances can  be costly and bureaucratic, such as in Bangladesh and 

India where migrants have to obtain central bank authorization to process remittances 

beyond prescribed ceilings. In many countries, inward remittances have to be reported 

to the authorities. Remittance costs also vary: 6per cent of every US$200 from Kuala 

Lumpur to Jakarta, while vice versa, it is pegged at 13per cent (Khadria 2008). 

 

Asian governments have introduced policy measures that attempt to manage the flow 

and us e of  r emittances l argely i n t he f orm of  i ncentives. F or i nstance i n India, 

repatriable currency accounts with an active interest policy rate and foreign currency 

bonds have been of fered to non-resident Indians to promote cash inflows. Pakistan, 

for its p art, o ffers i ncentives t o O verseas P akistanis ( OPs) r anging f rom s eparate 

immigration and customs airport counters to free renewal of passports and duty-free 

allowances. R emittances ar e n ot s ubjected t o t axation an d t his en courages OPs t o 

remit money freely. Other benefits t o non-resident Pakistanis r emitting US$ 10,000 

through ba nk c hannels s uch a s ba llot of  c hoice pl ots i n publ ic hous ing schemes a t 

attractive pr ices t o be  pa id i n f oreign c urrencies, di scounts i n a uctions, and s pecial 

allocation of shares in privatization schemes. In Bangladesh, the government has yet 
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to a djust i ts l egal f ramework t o a llow t he i ncreasing num ber of  M icro F inance 

Institutions ( MFIs) to  h arness r emittances o r a ccess th em in  d estination c ountries. 

However, t he Bangladeshi government ha s e ncouraged Bangladeshi ba nks t o ope n 

correspondent relationships with financial institutions in destination countries, which 

has liberalized existing financial instruments and tax-free incentives to attract migrant 

remittances ( IOM 2003 ). W hether an d h ow t hese i ncentives af fect t he r emittance 

behaviour of female migrants is a subject for further investigation.  

 

Constraints s uch a s po or i nfrastructure, c orruption, m acro-economic in stability, 

market f ailures, and la ck o f trust in  state institutions m ay deter r emittance t ransfers 

and pr event m igrants f rom i nvesting i n t heir pl aces of  o rigin. C omprising t he m ost 

vulnerable group of migrants, women may also have weak access to the safest means 

of sending remittances, or may feel that they cannot control where their remittances 

ultimately go and how they are spent. There remains to be a paucity of  information 

and r esearch o n f emale m igrant r emittances o r g ender-disaggregated da ta on  

remittance research in general.  

 

V. Conclusions 

The Asia-Pacific region is highly diverse and consists of both major migrant-sending 

and r eceiving countries. A mong t he region’s s ending c ountries – Philippines, 

Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka – female migrants constitute slightly more than 

male migrants and are concentrated in semi-skilled and unskilled occupations such as 

domestic w ork, c are-giving, e ntertainment a nd sex w ork. F emale m igration f rom 

other s ending c ountries in t he r egion r emains l ower t han m ale m igration, but  ha s 

significantly increased over time. 

 

Migrant women’s occupations carry both opportunity and risk. They are able to remit 

substantial portions of their earnings to families left behind. Their children are able to 

attend better schools and care is provided by female kin, sometimes by left-behind yet 

somewhat ambivalent c are-taking f athers, or  b y domestic he lpers, t hus c reating and 

sustaining a  global chain of  care. P ower relations a t t he hous ehold and c ommunity 

level r estrict or  e nable t he e quitable di stribution a nd be nefits of  m igrant w omen’s 

remittances. While migrant women generally feel a sense of duty and fulfillment from 

their f inancial c ontributions, t his c onstrains t heir c areer a dvancements a nd pr ovides 
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them with little to live from in their host societies. There also remains to be a paucity 

of gender analytical research on migrant r emittances despite the growing in terest in  

the role of remittances for enhancing development. 

 

Due to restrictions on female mobility in a number of countries, women may migrate 

through informal channels, rendering them vulnerable to illegal recruiters, trafficking 

syndicates a nd abusive and e xploitative e mployers. F emale m igrants a re not  onl y 

labour mig rants b ut ma ny of th em mig rate to  ma rry. W hile th ere a re in cidences o f 

harmonious m igrant m arriages, i nter-cultural d ifferences an d w eak a ccess t o s ocial 

support networks may isolate migrant brides and render them vulnerable to sexual and 

physical abuse by husbands. 

 

Internal m igrants s uch as r ural w omen m oving t o c ities or  t o ne arby bo rder t owns 

may ex perience p roblems w ith s ettlement, s ecurity an d s ocial s ervices. Many l ocal 

governments s idestep t heir n eeds an d ch oose t o r elegate t hem t o m arginal ar eas t o 

dissuade them from long-term settlement.  

 

Existing mig ration p olicies p atently aim to  ma nage, r egulate a nd control mig ration 

flows. For s ending countries, m igration m eans r emittances a nd economic buo yancy 

especially during economic downturns. For receiving countries, barriers are built for 

full integration of migrants and their human rights, sustain a bias for professionals and 

restrict lo w s killed mi grant la bourers. For f emale mig ration in  p articular, th e 

occupations of  c are t hat f emale m igrants t ake up a re considered e xtensions of  

women’s r eproductive i dentity and obl igations, thus t o a  great e xtent, u ndervalued 

and marginalized. 

 

It then appears that the overriding policy environment on migration in most of Asia is 

not to allow or to limit permanent settlement whether in international or local places 

of de stination, a nd t o g reatly r estrict a nd r egulate non -permanent mig ration o f 

unskilled w orkers ( Castles a nd M iller 2003 ). S everal pr oblematic a ssumptions 

underlie e xisting m igration pol icies di scussed i n pr evious s ections. T hey seem t o 

assume that: 

§ Women’s right to migrate is contingent, not fundamental. In sending countries, 

obstructionist policies to female migration are rooted in patriarchal ideologies. 
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Thus, restrictions are placed on w omen’s international migration, which may 

potentially s ubject t hem t o t he r isks of  i rregular m igration, t rafficking and 

labour exploitation. 

§ Negative costs – such as social ills, job competition, environmental effects and 

racial and ethnic mixes – far outweigh the positive contributions of migrants 

to host societies. There are high societal costs of migration in destination 

places: Thus, the policy response is regulation and t ighter control of internal 

and international migrants, including women. In some contexts, programmes 

addressing the welfare needs of internal migrants are even non-existent or too 

scanty. 

§ The migration of people (and women) is usually permanent and transnational. 

In turn, there are fewer support mechanisms for internal, circular and seasonal 

movements. Each type of migration has i ts own implications on w elfare and 

security of both migrant and left behind families, as  well as  remittance flow, 

benefits and management. 

§ Concern for migration is only relevant for the period during which female 

migrants are about to depart from origin countries and when they are away. 

There i s l ittle co ncern therefore for d ependents an d left b ehind f amilies. 

Support s ervices t end t o be  pi ecemeal a nd t o f ocus l argely on pr e-departure 

and welfare needs of migrants while living and working in destination places. 

§ Remittances are key to development. Therefore states are urged to efficiently 

harness r emittances f or i nvestments a nd pove rty a lleviation b y of fering 

incentives to remitters. 

§ Remittances are being transmitted to families in home communities in 

straightforward manner and in turn, will be managed equitably by left-behind 

families. Therefore most policies ensure efficiency in transmitting remittances 

but do not create control or management mechanisms for the remitter. 

§ Return migration is ‘homecoming’: fostering a sense of settlement and 

shedding one’s dislocation as a migrant, and therefore unproblematic, secure 

and harmonious. Re-integration programmes a re few and overlook women’s 

gender-related and ot her a djustment pr oblems upon r e-joining th eir h ome 

communities. 
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Recommendations 

The general p olicy environment to ward f emale mig rants h as generally n ot b een 

favourable, as evidence has shown. In a fundamental sense, there is need to shift from 

a pa radigm of  r egulation a nd c ontrol – to a p aradigm o f cr eating an  en abling 

environment for women who opt  to migrate. The key principle needs to be holistic: 

that i s, t o e nable s afety, w elfare a nd s ecurity, a nd oppor tunities f or s tronger s elf-

determination i n f avour of  f emale m igrants a nd t hose t hey l eave be hind i n hom e 

communities. In r esponse t o t his ove rarching pr inciple, t he f ollowing a re 

recommendations for policy makers: 

 

§ Lift r estrictions a nd e ase th e le gal imp ediments to  w omen’s mig ration, 

recognizing that migration is one among multiple strategies women and men 

may employ to realize economic, personal and social aspirations. Formalizing 

the m igration of  w omen t hrough gender-responsive pol icies a nd s upport 

programmemes will reduce the risks of irregular migration. 

§ Reduce g ender-specific v ulnerabilities o f mig rant w omen. T his m eans 

strengthening m echanisms f or t he s afe m ovement of  w omen t o pl aces of  

destination alongside more gender-sensitive efforts toward informing migrant 

women not only of immigration and employment regulations in host countries, 

but about their rights as human beings, as migrants, and as women during pre-

departure s eminars. T hey m ust b e pr ovided ample i nformation on legal 

assistance providers, procedures and systems of redress, and centers that offer 

counseling services for migrant women. 

§ Host c ountries s hould honor m inimum l abour s tandards, a pply pr otective 

legislation and measures for all types of work that migrant women might take 

up. 

§ Migrant-receiving c ountries s hould e xplore t he vi ability of  s upporting a nd 

endorsing a  c ircular m igration pr ogramme t hat r esponds t o t heir labour 

demand r equirements a nd o ptimally ma tches migrant ne eds f or e conomic 

welfare and human security. 

§ Receiving countries should reduce the social i solation of  f emale migrants a s 

they w ork a s dom estic he lpers a nd caregivers a nd a llowed t o f oster 

connections with fellow migrants and friends, as well as to support networks.  

§ For internal migrants, local governments should strengthen urban management 
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programmes t o r espond to t heir s pecific ne eds f or a dequate s ettlement, both 

temporary a nd l ong-term, a nd f or a ccess t o ur ban i nfrastructure a nd s ocial 

services s uch a s he alth and e ducation. T heir r ights a s c itizens w ith r ightful 

access to these services should be  equally r ecognized, which requires easing 

the restrictive and exclusionary residence-based policies. 

§ Private-public pa rtnerships i n t ransport, ba nking a nd communication s ectors 

could be  forged t o s hape m ore r esponsive a nd affordable p rogrammes and 

packages f or m igrants, i ncluding w omen. T hese s hould b e d esigned t o 

facilitate and sustain more frequent connections between migrant women and 

their left behind families to strengthen personal ties as well as to enable easier, 

safer an d m ore t ransparent m anagement o f r emittances u p t ill these ar e 

received by the designated manager of remittances in households. 

§ Scholars on migration and development specialists should conduct a thorough 

gender analysis on the phenomenon remittances from migrant senders.  

§ Ensure t hat i nformation on i ncentives for remitting earnings t hrough f ormal 

channels r each a ll m igrants, e specially female m igrants. P rovide t raining 

courses for remittance receivers, especially women, on productive investments 

as well as management of receivables. 

§ Gender-sensitive programmes on re-integration should be purposively created 

to respond to the complex adjustments female migrants have to make upon re-

joining their home communities. 

 

This pol icy environment i s how ever be ing i ncreasingly challenged b y a dvocacy 

groups, civil actions and multilateral bodies.  

 

There have been some bright spots in the international policy horizon with respect to 

female migrants’ welfare and social protection. Much however has yet to be done to 

make governments aware that female migrants’ well-being can contribute both to the 

goals of  de velopment b oth i n s ending a nd r eceiving c ountries, a nd t o t heir ow n 

empowerment – which should n ot be  c onsidered m utually e xclusive, but  opt imally 

beneficial.  O fficializing f emale mig ration a nd r ecognizing f ull h uman r ights o f 

female mi grants w ill guarantee th eir s afety, th e welfare o f f amilies le ft behind a nd 

will pr ovide l ong-term benefits to  th e economies of  bot h r eceiving a nd s ending 

countries, as well as to cities and towns that absorb them. 
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The 1990 UN International Convention for the Protection of All Migrant Workers and 

Members of Their Families is noteworthy for its rights-based approach to migration. 

However, t o da te, onl y sending countries l ike S ri Lanka and t he P hilippines i n t he 

Asian regions have ratified the Convention13. Host countries limit the recognition and 

application of  hum an rights t o t heir c itizens onl y, a nd di stinguish be tween 

documented and undocumented (irregular) migrants, thus the reluctance to ratify the 

convention. The Convention acknowledges both male and female migrants, however 

it does not  address gender-specific i ssues. Truong (1996) not es that the Convention 

does not recognize women migrants in their role as reproductive workers in the care-

taking economy. 

 

The General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) provides liberalization of trade 

in services and offers a  multilateral platform for negotiations designed to enable the 

movement of service providers. A major shortcoming of this platform is that it does 

not provide universal criteria for the admission of specific types of service providers 

and t heir a ccess t o l abour m arkets. T he A greement doe s not  de fine w hich t ypes of 

service providers or the sectoral coverage of country commitments (IOM 2008b). 

 

The Global Forum in Migration and Development (GFMD) appears to be a workable 

platform where r epresentatives f rom both sending and or igin countries c an come to 

the table for straightforward and no-holds barred, yet non-binding and non-normative, 

discussions. T he r ecently concluded G FMD m eeting i n M anila l ast O ctober 2008 

drew a ttention t o t he e normous be nefits t hat m igration c an br ing. T here w ere ope n 

discussions on t he r ights of  m igrants a nd t he n eed t o c reate e nabling environments 

that would optimize migrants’ contributions to development. Migration management 

schemes by receiving countries were also presented and recommendations for follow 

up actions will document more good practices on migrant protection and explore the 

potential o f mo re f lexible a nd lib eral p olicies f or r egular a nd circulatory mig ration 

(Global F orum on M igration a nd D evelopment 2008) . T here w as no s eparate 

roundtable discussion or  side event that discussed the specific nature and conditions 

of female migrant workers. 

                                                 
13 As of September 2008, only 39 out of 191 countries have ratified the Convention (IOM, 2008b) 
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There i s s ome recognition t hat a part f rom non -binding f orums s uch as the G FMD, 

regional a nd bi lateral c ooperation c ould s erve a s m ore w orkable p athways t owards 

more pr otection of  m igrant w orkers. T he Association of  S outheast A sian N ations 

(ASEAN) a nd t he Asia-Pacific Economic C ooperation ( APEC) a re t wo r egional 

formations that have discussed migration issues. 

 

Regional c ooperation be tween S outheast A sian N ations pur sues ambivalent 

perspectives on sub-regional migration. On one hand, the need to provide welfare and 

protection of labour migrants is recognized by receiving countries. Yet on the other, 

this provision is subsumed within the existing national laws and policies of receiving 

countries on immigration and rejects recognition of the rights of irregular migrants. A 

case in point is the ASEAN, a sub-regional body that has signed a Declaration on the 

Protection of  Migrant Workers in January 2007 dur ing the 12 th ASEAN Summit. In 

the Declaration, ‘receiving states have the obligation to promote fair and appropriate 

employment pr otection, pa yment of  w ages, and a dequate access t o de cent w orking 

and living conditions for migrant workers’ (Paragraph 8). They should also ‘provide 

migrant workers, who may be victims of discrimination, abuse, exploitation, violence, 

with adequate access to the legal and judicial system of the receiving state (Paragraph 

9). At the same time , the Declaration is  explicit about its  adverse position v is-à-vis 

irregular m igrants: “ Nothing in  th e p resent D eclaration s hall b e in terpreted as 

implying regularization of  the s ituation of  migrant workers who are undocumented” 

(Paragraph 4 ). M oreover, t he D eclaration d enies acces s t o j ustice an d r emedies b y 

irregular m igrants, a s w ell a s omits any mention o f the r ight o f migrant workers to  

free association or to organize (IOM 2008b). 

 

The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) is  committed to  facilitating labour 

mobility onl y for c ertain c ategories of  pr ofessional a nd s killed pe rsons t hrough 

information exchange on the regulatory regimes of host countries, providing services 

to f ast t rack t ravel doc uments l ike bus iness vi sitor vi sas a nd t emporary residence 

procedures. T here ha s b een no s ubstantial di scussion or  de bate on s emi-skilled or 

irregular migrants, both women and men (IOM 2008b). 

 

Six governments in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) – Cambodia, China, Viet 
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Nam, T hailand, Lao PDR a nd M yanmar – have s igned a  M emorandum of  

Understanding f or t he Cooperation a gainst T rafficking i n Persons i n t he G reater 

Mekong S ubregion i n October 2004 f orming t he C oordinated M ekong M inisterial 

Initiative A gainst T rafficking ( COMMIT). T he U N Inter-agency P roject A gainst 

Trafficking in the GMS (UNIAP) serves as COMMIT’s secretariat and has adopted a 

plan f or a ction. T he M OU a lso c ommits the s ix g overnments t o de velop na tional 

plans of action against human trafficking, as well as calls for the investigation, arrest, 

prosecution and punishment of the perpetrators of trafficking. This appears to be one 

noteworthy mu ltilateral in itiative th at squarely addresses th e p otential r isk o f 

trafficking ex periences s pecifically b y v ulnerable g roups o f f emale m igrants 

(Regional T hematic W orking Group on  International M igration Including Human 

Trafficking 2008). 

In view o f th e w eak r atification a nd imp act o f c urrent in ternational mig rant r ights’ 

conventions, it may be useful to: 

§ Forge bi lateral a greements be tween governments of  s ending and r eceiving 

countries to  r ecognize female mi grant r ights, a s w ell a s p roviding l egal 

frameworks to uphold these rights 

§ Consider e mployment o f ot her hum an r ights i nstruments t hat c ould pr otect 

migrants’ r ights ( e.g., t he U niversal D eclaration of  H uman R ights; t he ILO 

Conventions no. 97 and 143) 
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