
Two fifths the world’s migrants live in Asia and 
the Pacific — the majority of them migrated 
within the region

The drivers of migration within the region are manifold, ranging from 
work, study, or marriage, seeking asylum or generally searching for 
a better life. There are also cases where migrants are accounted 
for by the restructuring of international borders. In 2010, the stock 
of international migrants in Asia and the Pacific comprised about 
53 million — 47 million in Asia, and nearly 6 million in the Pacific, 
which is about 40 per cent of total migrants in the world. Migration 
in Asia and the Pacific is highly diverse and complex. Some countries 
are mainly countries of origin or destination, while others are at the 
same time countries of origin, destination and transit. 

Countries with the highest net out-migration in proportion to the 
overall population are Federated States of Micronesia, Tonga, 
Samoa, Timor-Leste and Fiji, while countries and areas with the 
highest net in-migration in proportion to the overall population 
are Singapore, Macao, China; Australia, New Caledonia and 
Hong Kong, China. Migration occurs to a large extent within the 
region: people from the Pacific islands mainly migrate to Australia 
and New Zealand, people from Central Asia typically migrate to 
Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation and there are significant 
migration flows within South-East Asia, especially to Malaysia, 
Singapore and Thailand. 

International migration and 
development in Asia and the Pacific

Figure 1. Countries and areas with the highest and lowest 
net-migration rates in the Asia-Pacific region 
2010–2015

Source:  United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2013). 
World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision, CD-ROM Edition. http://esa.un.org/
wpp/Excel-Data/EXCEL_FILES/4_Migration/WPP2012_MIGR_F01_NET_MIGRATION_
RATE.XLS. Accessed on 19 August 2013.
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Factsheet: International migration and development in Asia and the Pacific 

A lot of migrants move temporarily for 
employment — sometimes through irregular 
channels

A relatively new phenomenon in the Asia-Pacific region is temporary 
movements for employment, often supported by governments 
in the region. Countries with the largest migrant worker outflows 
are Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the 
Philippines (see table 1). Most temporary labour migrants work 
in low-skilled or semi-skilled professions, such as construction 
workers. Women constitute a large part of migrant workers, most 
of them working as domestic workers in countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council, but also to Hong Kong, China and Singapore. 
Main destinations are countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council, 
but other destination countries in the Asia-Pacific region are also 
becoming more relevant for labour migrants, such as the Republic of 
Korea. Migrant worker outflows have decreased after 2008 in some 
cases due to the global financial crisis, but also due to other factors 
such as a ban on deploying domestic workers to Saudi  Arabia, one 
of the main countries of destination. 

Many sectors in several countries in Asia and the Pacific depend 
on foreign labour, such as the construction sector and some 
manufacturing and services sectors in Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, 
Maldives, Singapore, and Thailand.

A large number of labour migrants also remain undocumented 
either because they had crossed borders through irregular channels 
or their legal status in the country of destination changed. A large 
number of migrants from Myanmar, estimated to be between 3 and 
4 million, lives and works in Thailand – about 800,000 of them have 
recently received work permits through the nationality verification 
process. There are also number of undocumented migrant workers 
in Japan, Republic of Korea, Malaysia and Taiwan Province of China 
who have become irregular migrants through overstaying visas. 

Table 1. Number of migrant workers deployed from selected 
Asian countries in 1990, 2000, 2008 and 2010 

1990 2000 2005 2008 2010

Bangladesh 103 814 222 686 252 740 875 109 390 702

India 141 816 232 182 548 853 848 601 641 356

Indonesia 175 187 a 435 222 474 310 748 825 580 000

Nepal 55 025 * 177 576 152 682 b 298 094 c

Pakistan 113 781 107 733 142 135 430 314 221 321

Philippines: Land-based 337 354 643 304 740 358 975 506 867 242 c

Seafarers 111 212 198 324 247 983 261 614 330 424 c

Sri Lanka 60 168 a 182 188 231 920 250 499 247 119 c

Thailand 63 024 177 211 139 068 160 164b 147 000

Source ESCAP Labour Migration Database, 2013. 
OECD (2012). International Migration Outlook 2012, (Geneva, OECD Publishing), 
p. 169. Available from http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/migr_outlook-2012-en.

a. 1994
b 2007
c 2009
Notes * indicates that data was not available or was not separately reported.
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Migrants contribute to economic and social 
development in both countries of origin and 
destination

The most visible return of international migration is remittances 
sent by migrants to their countries of origin. The region as a whole 
received about USD 237 billion of remittances in 2011, among them 
USD 100 billion going to the countries in South and South-West 
Asia. The countries in the region receiving the largest amounts 
of remittances in the region are India and China, followed by the 
Philippines (see figure 3). In some countries remittances constitute 
a large portion of the GDP — in eight countries it constitutes more 
than 10 per cent of its GDP — even exceeding the level of official 
development assistance of foreign direct investment flows. This 
is particularly the case in Tajikistan, where remittances made up 
46.9 per cent of GDP in 2011. Remittances are instrumental to keep 
current account deficits under control, help to improve health and 
education outcomes through direct spending and contribute to the 
alleviation of poverty by raising households’ income. 

Remittances can be transferred in a number of ways: bank transfers, 
being hand-carried during home visits or by friends or relatives or 
transferred through non-banking sources such as informal money 
changers or other businesses operating in the destination countries. 
Officially reported remittances only include those made through 
bank transfers, and so official figures tend to underestimate the real 
bulk of remittances. Migrants often prefer to use non-bank transfer 
methods because they are cheaper and faster than bank transfers 
and, in addition, migrants as well as remittances-receivers often 
perceive procedures as being too complex. However, efforts 
have already been made to facilitate remittances through official 
channels and official channels are increasingly used. 

Migrants also contribute to economic development in their 
countries of destination, by filling important labour shortages and 

Figure 3 Top 10 Asia-Pacific countries recipients of 
remittances in 2011, in absolute and relative values
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making important contributions to GDP. For example in Thailand, 
according to estimates, migrant workers’ contributions made up 
6.2 per cent of GDP in 2005. They also contribute to the economy 
in countries of destination not only through labour but also 
through consumption in the country of destination. A large bulk of 
remittances is not made monetarily but through goods purchased 
in the country of origin. Many migrants also start small business in 
the country of destination and often even create jobs for nationals. 

Some migrant workers become victims of human 
trafficking and forced labour

In their desire to find work abroad, many migrants are attracted 
by false promises and fall victims to human trafficking and forced 
labour. Because of its clandestine nature, estimates of the number 
of victims of trafficking are imprecise. Data are available only on 
detected cases of trafficking, which accounts for a small proportion 
of actual numbers of persons trafficked. According to the Global 
Report on Trafficking in Persons 2012, more than 100,000 cases 
of trafficking were detected in South Asia, East Asia and the Pacific, 
a large number of victims being women and girls. The majority of 
victims were trafficked from within the region itself. Trafficking in 
persons mainly takes place for forced labour, domestic servitude 
and sexual exploitation – varying by countries of destination. For 
example 60 percent of victims of trafficking detected in Indonesia 
were trafficked for domestic servitude. In Thailand, trafficking for 
forced labour accounted for about 25 per cent of victims detected, 
while about 73 per cent of victims were trafficked for sexual 
exploitation. 

Migrants need access to healthcare in the 
country of origin and destination

Health is widely recognized as a critical enabling factor of social and 
economic development. The conditions in which migrants travel, 
live and work can carry risks for their physical and mental well-
being. Access to healthcare services is a well-established human 
right, from which migrants should not be excluded. Moreover, 
healthy migrants are better able to contribute to economic 
development. Nevertheless, in many countries of destination, 
migrants have only limited access to healthcare often because 
they cannot afford the cost due to absence of health insurance in 
many cases, or due to other barriers such as language barriers or 
their employers not allowing absence from the workplace. Irregular 
migrants are typically reluctant to seek care from public facilities 
out of fear of being reported. 

Migrants are often confronted with negative 
stereotypes

Public attitudes have a great impact upon the status and well-
being of migrant workers. Resulting xenophobia and discrimination 
threatens social cohesion and the overall rights and well-being of 
migrants. Discrimination produces differential treatment in labour 
markets, denies equal opportunity, and can provoke conflict within 
the working population. Day-to-day reactions towards migrant 
workers make a big difference to migrants’ feelings of acceptance 
or rejection. In many destination countries in Asia and the 
Pacific, there is a perception that migrants threaten the country’s 
culture and heritage, even though migrants mainly originate from 
neighbouring countries with similar cultures. 

International migration and development in Asia and the Pacific
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International migration is a challenge and an opportunity for 
countries in the region. Key future directions required should 
harness the potential of migration for development while mitigating 
its negative impacts and maintaining human rights standards. 

Facilitate and promote regular channels for 
international migration
Many migrants seek to migrate through irregular channels either because 
of lack of regular possibilities to migrate or because they are sometimes 
perceived as complicated and bureaucratic. But irregular migrants tend to 
be less protected than regular migrants. Thus, there is a need to facilitate 
and promote regular channels for international migration, for example 
through mutual Memorandums of Understandings between countries 
of origin and destination. By creating regular channels for international 
migration, mutual skills recognition becomes increasingly important, 
which can also raise the skill level of migrant workers. 

Promote access of all migrants to fundamental 
economic, social and cultural rights, including 
health, education and housing 
Healthy migrants are more productive and are less likely to affect the 
health of the local population. Therefore, addressing the health risks and 
vulnerabilities of migrants in all phases of the migration process involv-
ing all stakeholders is essential. Specifically, violations of privacy, confi-
dentiality, human rights, the right to work and discrimination based on 
HIV status should not be permitted. Strengthening information systems 
to track the mobility of health professionals in line with the World Health 
Organization Global Code of Practice on the International Recruitment 
of Health Professionals would ensure that policies on the recruitment of 

Policy 
recommendations

health workers are consistent with national laws and do not counteract 
global development goals.

Facilitate the transfer of remittances and enhance 
the development impact of remitances
Creating arrangements to facilitate the transfer of remittances benefits both 
countries of origin and destination. Reducing costs by the application of 
modern technologies, making more flexible banking agreements between 
countries of origin and host countries and improving the financial literacy 
of migrants would help them reap more benefits from migration. Data on 
senders, recipients and use of remittances should be collected and gen-
der disaggregated. In order to be able to harness the development impact 
of remittances, it is important to design financial products tailored to mi-
grants, particularly women. Moreover, access to banking services for family 
members of migrants, particularly women, should be increased.

Ensure the collection of more timely, reliable, 
comparable and accessible data on migration 
A global programme is needed to improve migration data obtained from 
censuses, registers, administrative records and household surveys. The col-
lection of data should include disaggregated data on the basis of gender 
and age as well as other specific vulnerabilities, such as legal status.

Promote harmony and tolerance to reduce 
prejudice and discrimination towards migrant 
workers in destination countries
A comprehensive strategy is required to improve public attitudes towards 
migrants, including specific campaigns to raise awareness about the actual 
impact of migration on society, involving the media as key actors in por-
traying a positive image of migrants. At the same time, migrants should be 
informed about culture, norms and practices before their departure and 
adequately trained to improve their language skills and smooth their inte-
gration process in the destination country. 
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