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4. 1 Introduction

Respecting, protecting and fulfilling the human 
rights of migrants, and integrating them into host 
societies is an integral part of the Global Compact for 
Migration. Importantly, it not only benefits migrants, 
host communities also benefit, thus sustainable 
development is more extensively promoted.

The human rights Conventions apply to all people, 
including international migrants, regardless of 
status. While chapter 3 highlights the relevance of 
these instruments in managing borders, the present 
chapter considers how they address treatment of 
migrants in destination countries, the protections 
and services migrants are entitled to, and the 
roles they can play in their host societies. Non-
discrimination is an important starting point for 
ensuring the rights of migrants, yet in many cases 
specific actions by authorities and stakeholders in 
both origin and destination countries are needed to 
fulfil the promise of these rights.

4.2 Enhance consular 
protection, assistance and 
cooperation throughout 
the migration cycle 
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 14

A key challenge for migrant protection is their 
interaction with two different sets of authorities, 
those in the country in which they reside and those 
of their country of origin. Furthermore, by being non-
resident citizens, they may not be aware of the rights 
and procedures available to them in destination 
countries and may have lost certain rights in their 
origin countries. These risks create a protection 
gap, whereby migrants are not fully covered by law 
or able to access services and assistance over their 
migration cycle, including upon return.

Objective 14 is key to achieving SDG target 8.7, 
ensuring effective measures to eradicate forced 
labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking 
and secure the prohibition and elimination of the 
worst forms of child labour; target 8.8, protecting 
labour rights and promoting safe and secure working 
environments for all workers, including migrant 
workers; and target 10.7 on orderly, safe, regular and 
responsible migration; as well as SDG 5 on achieving 
gender equality. It also supports the implementation 
of international conventions (box 13 and chapters 
2 and 3).

This chapter addresses the following objectives of the Global Compact for Migration:

14 Enhance consular protection, assistance 
and cooperation throughout the 
migration cycle

15 Provide access to basic services for 
migrants

16 Empower migrants and societies to 
realize full inclusion and social cohesion

19 Create conditions for migrants and 
diasporas to fully contribute to 
sustainable development in all countries

20 Promote faster, safer and cheaper 
transfer of remittances and foster 
financial inclusion of migrants

22 Establish mechanisms for the portability 
of social security entitlements and 
earned benefits
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BOX 13 Protection of migrants under international law

Several provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights are germane to protecting 
the rights of migrants. Article 8 states that no one shall be held in servitude or required to perform forced 
or compulsory labour. The Covenant also provides for freedom of association, including the right to form 
and join trade unions; it states that “All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any 
discrimination to the equal protection of the law”; and declares the right of minorities, in community with 
the other members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own religion, or 
to use their own language (United Nations, 1966a).

The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families (United Nations, 1990) was adopted by the General Assembly in 1990 and entered into force in 
2003. It takes into account the principles embodied in the United Nations human rights instruments as well 
as the principles and standards set forth in the relevant instruments elaborated within the framework of 
ILO (see annex table 11 for lists of member States in Asia and the Pacific that have ratified this, as well as the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights and key ILO Conventions on migration for employment; see also chapter 2).

The Convention further spells out the rights of all migrant workers, regardless of their documentation status. 
These include the right to non-discrimination, the right to equality with nationals before courts and tribunals, 
prohibition of the confiscation of a migrant’s identity documents, prohibition of collective expulsion, and 
the right to treatment not less favourable than that which applies to nationals of the State with regard to 
remuneration, conditions of work and terms of employment. It is not lawful to derogate by contract from 
this principle of equality with nationals. As regards members of their families, entitlements of each child of 
a migrant worker include, amongst others, the rights to a name, registration of birth and to a nationality, and 
access to education on the basis of equality of treatment with nationals of the State concerned.

The Convention also elaborates on other rights of migrant workers and their family members who are 
documented or in a regular status. These rights include the right to liberty of movement within the host 
country; the right to form and join associations and trade unions; and the right to equality of treatment 
with nationals in relation to educational institutions, vocational training, access to housing and access to 
social and health services. As regards members of their families, entitlements include, among others, that 
States shall take appropriate measures to ensure the protection of the unity of the families of migrant 
workers.

Migrants are furthermore supported by the provisions of the 1963 Vienna Convention on Consular 
Relations (United Nations, 1963), which, among others, provides a framework for the protection of the 
interests of nationals abroad and assistance to nationals abroad (including supporting their access to 
tribunals or representing them during legal proceedings). Consular officers and nationals have the right to 
communicate freely, and consular officers have the right to visit detained nationals. 

Both origin and destination countries can put in 
place administrative structures and practices to 
support migrants (ILO, 2019d). For origin countries, 
human rights-based, gender-responsive and 
child-sensitive consular protection, assistance and 
cooperation are valuable means of support. For 
example, embassies and consulates often support 
migrants in cases of disputes with employers, 
including non-payment, late payment or partial 
payment of wages. Embassies and consulates can 
also facilitate migrant voting from abroad, when 
permitted by the origin country.

Provision of consular services is constrained by the 
number of consular officers posted in a host country, 
often with only a few responsible for many migrants 
from the origin country. Migrants may further fear to 
report complaints to consular officials if employers 
confiscate their documents or issue threats against 
them. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
demands on consular officials, as thousands of 
migrant workers have become unemployed, not 
received wages and are either stranded or forced to 
return to their origin countries (chapter 6).
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4.2.1 Regional good practices

Countries of origin in the region have explored 
complementary modalities to consular services for 
assisting migrants abroad, such as working with 
CSOs in the host country. They have also developed 
significant infrastructure for the protection of 
their nationals abroad; the following are selected 
examples of such issues. The Philippines has 
developed a large network of Philippine Overseas 
Labour Offices to administer and enforce policies 
of the Department of Labour and Employment in 
regard to migrant workers. Each Office is staffed by 
a minimum of a labour attaché from the Department, 
a foreign service officer, a welfare officer and a centre 
coordinator, with the latter two assigned by the 
Overseas Workers’ Welfare Administration of the 
Department. Currently there are 34 Offices around 
the world: 11 in Asia, 13 in the Middle East, 7 in Europe 
and 3 in the Americas (Philippines, Department of 
Foreign Affairs, 2020a).

The purpose of the Offices is to enhance and 
protect the general welfare of Philippine workers 
abroad. They promote understanding and support 
between the host Government and the Philippines, 
and between Philippine workers and management 
in the country of assignment through, among 
others, information dissemination concerning 
Philippine policies and programmes on labour and 
employment. They act as a representative abroad of 
the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration 
with the authority to enter into contracts with foreign 
employers. The Offices also accredit employers and 
employment placement agencies, only issuing exit 
clearance for Filipino workers who have contracts 
with accredited employers. Exit permits serve as an 
exemption certificate from payment of travel tax 
and airport terminal fees for departing workers, 
as well as a guarantee of worker coverage by the 
Philippines Government systems of social protection 
and benefits. The Offices also work with destination 
countries to address key issues such as reforms 
to uphold and protect the rights of Philippine 
migrants (Philippines, Department of Foreign Affairs, 
2020a). They further assist Philippine workers in the 
preparation of contracts and all other documents 
relating to employment, certifying or attesting the 
same, collecting relevant fees and designing model 
contracts of employment suitable to their areas of 
assignment (Philippines Department of Foreign 
Affairs, 2020b). This approach aims to proactively 
prevent exploitation before migrant workers leave 
their country.

Sri Lanka enters into MoUs and bilateral agreements 
on labour migration with foreign Governments which 
include measures to protect fundamental labour 
rights as well as physical, mental and health rights, 
and address contractual violations. Responsibilities 
are shared between the Ministry of Foreign 
Employment and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on 
the basis of an agreed framework that articulates 
the roles, responsibilities and functions of Sri Lankan 
diplomatic missions in host countries. In this regard, 
an operational manual has been developed for 
handling migrant worker grievances (ILO, 2018h). In 
order to protect and assist migrant workers, Myanmar 
has stationed five labour attachés in Thailand, two in 
Malaysia and one in the Republic of Korea. Migrants 
may file complaints with the labour attachés or with 
other Embassy officials in countries where no labour 
attaché is posted (Myanmar Delegation, 2020).

Several Asia-Pacific destination countries have 
reformed policies to increase protection for 
migrants. In the Republic of Korea, for example, 
migrant workers receive post-arrival training that 
covers an additional two hours on Korean language, 
two hours on Korean culture and customs, six 
hours on Republic of Korea immigration, labour 
and grievance procedure laws, and six hours on 
industrial safety and skills. Migrant worker rights 
are protected in accordance with labour laws in the 
country. According to the terms of the Employment 
Permit System, migrant workers can access the 
human rights institutions and channels enjoyed by 
Republic of Korea nationals, such as the National 
Human Rights Commission and its complaints 
mechanisms. To ensure that these legal protections 
effectively cover System workers, the Government 
maintains 36 Foreign Workforce Support Centres 
throughout the country where System workers can 
lodge complaints or grievances against employers, 
receive labour consulting services free of charge, 
and enrol in Korean language and culture classes. 
The entire extent of System protection and oversight 
mechanisms are underutilized, however, with an 
apparent lack of full enforcement of the labour 
standards which are integral to the System (Kim, 
2015). Migrant workers in the country have been able 
to form their own labour union and have the right to 
join other unions.

Singapore has instituted numerous policies for 
the protection of migrant workers. In addition 
to health insurance provisions highlighted 
above, employers must post a bond of SGD5,000 
($3,700) per migrant worker to ensure prompt 
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payment of salaries, required medical expenses 
and repatriation. Employers are required by law 
to provide and maintain proper housing and 
safe working environments for migrant workers. 
Singapore employment agency fees are capped 
at two months’ salary and they must refund half of 
their fee if employment is terminated within the 
first six months. Information materials are provided 
to migrant workers prior to departure, upon arrival 
and registration for their work permit, and during 
their stay. Migrant workers may seek advice or 
report complaints to a Ministry of Manpower 24-
hour hotline and Services Centre, the police, their 
Embassy and numerous CSOs. Migrant workers with 
verified disputes or grievances are allowed to find 
a new employer in Singapore (Singapore, Ministry of 
Manpower, 2019).

The good practice examples cited above are from the 
region but, as indicated in chapter 1, the majority of 
migrant workers from South and South-West Asia, 
as well as large numbers from Indonesia and the 
Philippines, move to Western Asia for employment, 
so GCC country policies are crucial to the protection 
and well-being of those workers. Bahrain’s Flexi 
Permit system encourages regularization and 
inclusion into social systems, as it allows migrant 
workers to live freely within the country and work in 
any non-specialized occupation without a sponsor 
for a renewable period of one or two years. The 
system is one of the few in the region readily 
transitioning irregular workers to regular status.

As a substantial proportion of migrants to Western 
Asia are women domestic workers, formal protections 
for them are of great importance. In 2017, the United 
Arab Emirates enacted a law on domestic labour 
based on the premise that the relationship between 
employer and domestic worker is an employment 
relationship. The law confirms that the employment 
must be voluntary and based on mutual consent; 
that the employment contract may be terminated 
either during or at the end of the term of the contract 
by either party, thus, neither party can be forced to 
remain in the employment relationship against their 
will; that the worker is free to leave the country at 
any time; and that the worker is eligible to transfer to 
another employer upon termination of the contract 
without the consent of the current employer (ILO, 
2019f ). In this regard, the law on domestic work offers 
greater protection to the worker than legislation in 
many other host countries or in many countries of 
origin. Yet, the ILO (2019f ) also notes that migrant 
workers in GCC countries, especially women and 
temporary migrants, face significant challenges in 

accessing social protection, including maternity 
protection, health care and employment injury 
benefit, partially due to employment periods often 
too short to meet eligibility criteria. Women in GCC 
countries also have difficulty accessing justice and 
support services.

4.3 Provide access to basic 
services for migrants
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 5

Migrants’ access to basic services are often 
constrained by laws, fees, language barriers, and 
restrictions on housing and movement. The gaps 
in provision of such services have been highlighted 
by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (chapter 6; also 
United Nations Network on Migration, 2020c). The 
following sections describe how this plays out with 
regard to access to basic services for migrants in 
destination countries.

4.3.1 Health

Ensuring migrants enjoy access to health services is 
critical. Crowded and unsanitary living conditions, 
working conditions without adequate occupational 
safety and health protections, and a lack of social 
protection, such as health insurance and access 
to health care, put migrants at heightened risk of 
occupational injury and contracting communicable 
diseases (chapter 1). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has underlined the need for Governments to 
take a proactive and rights-based approach in 
cooperation with other States and international 
partners in addressing health needs of all people 
irrespective of nationality, migrant status, age, 
gender or other characteristics (chapter 6). The rights 
of all migrants to health are laid out in international 
human rights law (box 14).

Despite recognition of health as a basic human 
right, ensuring health care for all migrants, including 
those in an irregular status, is problematic in 
a region where health services are sometimes not 
fully developed. Yet, under human rights law, States 
have immediate obligations in relation to the right 
to health, as outlined in box 14. In practice, migrants 
are often excluded from public health-care schemes, 
with responsibility for providing health insurance 
being placed on employers who often do not fulfil 
this duty. Where systems do include migrants, 
language, knowledge and geographic barriers 
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BOX 14 Migrant rights to health in international human rights law

Article 12.1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights affirms that States parties 
recognize “the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health” 
(United Nations, 1966b). States have recently reaffirmed this right of every human being, without distinction of 
any kind (United Nations, 2019c).The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in its general comment 
No. 14 (United Nations, 2000a) articulates that the right to the highest attainable standard of health includes the 
right to timely and appropriate health care, and recalls that “States parties have a duty to respect the right to 
health by ensuring that all persons, including migrants, have equal access to preventive, curative and palliative 
health services, regardless of their legal status and documentation”. Similarly, in its General Comment No. 20 
(United Nations, 2009) on non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural rights, the Committee affirms that 
“all children within a State, including those with an undocumented status, have a right to receive education and 
access to adequate food and affordable health care”. The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 
in its General Recommendation No. 30 (United Nations, 2004), recommends that States should respect the right 
of non-citizens to health, among others, by refraining from denying or limiting their access to preventive, curative 
and palliative health services.

In the joint general comment No. 4 (United Nations, 2017b) of the Committee on the Protection of the Rights of 
All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families and No. 23 (United Nations, 2017b) of the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child on State obligations regarding the human rights of children in the context of international 
migration in countries of origin, transit, destination and return, the Committees recalls that every migrant child 
“should have access to health care equal to that of nationals, regardless of their migration status” and details the 
holistic approach to the right to health that States parties should take. However, they note that migrants face 
specific obstacles in this regard, as documentation and proof of ability to pay may be required from those seeking 
access to health care. Migrants, particularly those who do not speak the language of the host country, may not 
be aware of their entitlements. Migrants in an irregular situation may also fear being detained for deportation, 
particularly in countries where public officials have a duty to report on irregular migrants. Discrimination can 
often exacerbate insufficient financial and legal protection, and may force migrants and their families, including 
children, to postpone treatment until they are seriously ill. In addition to ensuring access to health care without 
discrimination and ensuring an intercultural approach to health policies, programmes and practices, strict firewalls 
should exist between health-care personnel and law enforcement authorities, and adequate information should be 
made available in the languages commonly spoken by migrants in the host country, in order to ensure that such 
situations do not result in migrants avoiding seeking and obtaining health care (IOM, WHO and OHCHR, 2000).

The Special Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical 
and mental health has reported to the Human Rights Council on, among others, access to health facilities, goods 
and services, especially by irregular migrant workers, and the right to sexual and reproductive health (United 
Nations, 2013c). The Special Rapporteur has also highlighted the importance of family unity for the mental health 
and well-being of children and adolescents on the move (United Nations, 2018g).

The obligations in the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of Their Families are more restrictive (United Nations, 1990). Its article 28 entitles all migrant workers and 
members of their families to urgent medical care, which must be granted on the same basis as to nationals and 
cannot be refused because of any irregularity with respect to stay or employment. The Committee on Migrant 
Workers, in its general comment No. 2 (United Nations, 2013a), acknowledges in this connection that, when read 
together with other international human rights instruments, this article may create broader obligations for 
State parties to both instruments. Binding and effective firewalls between public health service providers and 
immigration enforcement authorities and other security actors enable all migrants to access health services and 
are also of significant public health benefit. Immigration authorities should not carry out enforcement operations 
in or near medical facilities or premises.

The right of migrants to access sexual and reproductive health is guaranteed as part of the broader right to health. 
Gender inequalities and multiple forms of discrimination mean that women and transgender migrants, who 
have specific health needs, require special attention from sexual and reproductive health-care services (United 
Nations, 2016c). Often women migrant workers may not be able to access health services, including sexual and 
reproductive health services, owing to barriers to access in laws, as well as lack of insurance or social protection 
(Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2008).
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limit access to these systems. Migrants living with 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) face specific 
constraints (box 15).

Access to health services, including sexual and 
reproductive health services, can be challenging 
for women migrant workers having experienced 
violence and discrimination based on both gender 
and migration status. Regardless of availability of 
essential services for survivors of violence, women 
migrant workers may be unaware of these or face 
challenges accessing them. Further, separation 
from family and isolation due to language barriers 
contributes to risky behaviour, such as unsafe sex 
or drug use, and vulnerability to sexual violence 
and other human rights abuses. This increases risks 
of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections, of 
concern given inadequate access to HIV prevention, 
treatment and care services, as well as stigma, 
discrimination and social exclusion.

In reality, migrants employed in lower-skilled jobs 
within manufacturing, domestic service, personal 
care or entertainment sectors (where women 

often predominate) are frequently undocumented, 
with little access to health services, and thus 
their accompanying dependents can only access 
emergency care, compromising their right to enjoy 
the highest attainable standard of health outlined in 
human rights law. At worst, this lack of health-care 
access causes preventable deaths among migrants; 
yet, even where impacts are less extreme, this lack 
of access cascades beyond poor health to adversely 
affect poverty, access to education and gender 
inequalities. Migrants in an irregular status are 
often reluctant to seek health care and other social 
services for fear of being reported to immigration 
authorities.

4.3.1.1 REGIONAL GOOD PRACTICES

Several host countries have comprehensive 
schemes to ensure migrant workers have health 
coverage (ILO, 2018g), although in practice they 
face challenges. In Thailand, registered workers in 
the formal sector should be enrolled in the Social 
Security Scheme, operated by the Ministry of 
Labour, in which workers and employers each pay 
5.00 per cent of worker’s earnings into the fund and 
the Government contributes 2.75 per cent. The Social 
Security Scheme covers, among others, sickness, 
child delivery and HIV treatment. However, it does 
not cover informal work such as in agriculture, 
fishing or domestic services, excluding migrants in 
these sectors, especially affecting migrant women as 
they are overrepresented in domestic work. Migrants 
not eligible for the Scheme may purchase health 
insurance through the Migrant Health Insurance 
Scheme, operated by the Ministry of Public Health, 
which includes antiretroviral treatment for HIV, and 
costs workers THB500 ($16) for a health examination 
and THB1,600 ($50) for one year of coverage. 
Children under age seven may be enrolled for only 
THB365 ($11) per year. While these health insurance 
costs are not high, many low-wage migrants do 
not choose this insurance. Financial and language 
barriers are common challenges, as is a lack of 
awareness of the Scheme. Although 1.4 million 
migrants were covered by the Scheme in 2014, the 
Ministry of Public Health estimates only 64 per cent 
of registered migrants eligible for one or the other 
of these schemes are enrolled. In 2018, an estimated 
811,000 migrant workers were in an irregular status 
in Thailand, presumably with no health insurance 
(Moungsookjareoun and Kertesz, 2019). This lack of 
coverage prevents many migrants, and women in 
particular, from seeking care when needing health 
services or being subjected to violence. It must be 

BOX 15 Travel restrictions for 
migrants living with HIV

At least five countries in the region, and major 
destination countries outside it, impose HIV-
related travel restrictions on people living with 
HIV. In these countries, applicants for some 
visas or residency permits are required to have 
an HIV test, and people who test positive are 
automatically denied the relevant visa or permit 
because of their HIV status. Migrants found to 
be living with HIV during testing undertaken 
for the renewal of their study, work or residence 
permits may be confined in immigration 
detention centres, without access to HIV-related 
care, before being deported. In at least 11 other 
countries in the region, HIV tests are mandatory 
for some entry, residence and travel permits. 
This usually involves a mandatory declaration 
of HIV status and/or testing, often conducted 
without appropriate counselling, confidentiality 
or referral to HIV prevention, treatment, care 
or support services, in violation of rights: all 
migrant HIV testing should be voluntary, on the 
basis of informed consent.

SOURCE: UNAIDS and UNDP, forthcoming; Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS, 2014.
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noted, however, that Thai Government hospitals 
near borders with other countries routinely treat 
migrants and other foreigners even if they cannot 
afford the full cost of treatment.

Migrant workers in the Republic of Korea’s 
Employment Permit System (for other aspects of this 
system, see chapter 2) can access universal national 
health insurance and the same occupational accident 
insurance as Korean workers. Insurance addressing 
workers’ specific needs (such as delayed payments 
or repatriation costs) is also available (Cho and 
others, 2018). More broadly, though, the Committee 
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination has 
raised concerns about the lower rate of enrolment 
of migrants, including migrant children, in the health 
insurance scheme and that proposed plans to widen 
access would lead to migrants paying higher fees 
than Korean nationals (United Nations, 2019b).

In Singapore, migrant employers are legally required 
to provide health insurance. Under the Employment 
of Foreign Manpower Act, employers of low-wage 
migrant domestic and non-domestic workers are 
to provide medical insurance coverage of at least 
SGD15,000 ($11,200) a year for inpatient fees and day 
surgeries. In addition, employers of low- and semi-
skilled migrant workers are required to bear the 
costs of adequate medical treatment. This should 
include outpatient care, and employers are expected 
to cover expenses in excess of insurance coverage 
for inpatient care. Co-payment by migrant workers 
may be permissible if certain conditions are met, an 
option explicitly stated in employment contracts 
or collective agreement with workers’ full consent. 
Health-care costs due to injury sustained during 
work are covered by the Work Injury Compensation 
Act, mandating employers to purchase work injury 
compensation insurance for workers doing manual 
work (regardless of salary level) and those doing 
non-manual work with salaries of SGD1,600 ($1,200) 
or less, with a minimum medical expense coverage 
of SGD36,000 ($26,800) a year. Despite these 
provisions, a survey of physicians conducted by Ang 
and others (2019) found that language and culture, 
and the perceived cost of medical care constituted 
barriers to migrants seeking treatment.

The above examples mostly involve migrants with 
work contracts of two or three years. Providing 
adequate health care for seasonal migrant workers 
presents other challenges. Such workers in Australia 
(Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 
2020) and New Zealand (Kumar, 2012) (chapter 1) are 

provided with health insurance and health care; 
however, studies show that screening for existing 
health conditions prior to employment has been 
inadequate and workers sometimes have not 
sought available treatment because of language and 
cultural barriers (Bailey, 2020). Thus, while countries 
in the region have provisions for health insurance, 
much migrant access to timely, appropriate and 
adequate care is limited by not knowing about 
procedures, and language and cultural barriers, or 
time constraints imposed by their jobs. Moreover, 
health service providers may doubt their ability to 
pay costs not covered by their insurance. Even where 
national health insurance schemes include non-
nationals, they may exclude the numerous informal 
workers across the region, particularly in agriculture 
and domestic work, where migrants, especially 
women, are concentrated. In failing to uphold 
migrant rights to health care, receiving countries 
contribute to suboptimal outcomes for migrants 
as well as host populations, in terms of health and 
a range of important socioeconomic dimensions that 
cascade directly and indirectly from this deficiency.

4.3.2 Right to education and training

Migrants’ education is critical for their empowerment, 
enabling them to access decent work, contribute to 
development and fulfil their rights, while supporting 
social cohesion and integration. This is especially 
true for migrant children, but also for adult migrants, 
who benefit from upgrading their skills to progress 
in their careers and contribute to skills exchange 
and development in origin countries. The right 
to education for all, regardless of nationality, is 
well-established in international human rights 
instruments (box 16).

Data on migrant childrens’ enrolment, though scarce, 
suggest that, in 2015, there were large proportions 
of 15-year old students with an immigration 
background in Malaysia and Georgia (around 
10 per cent); Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation 
(around 20 per cent); and Australia, New Zealand and 
Singapore (over 40  per cent) (UNESCO, 2019b). Yet, 
without further data, knowing if numbers of migrant 
children accessing education are proportionate 
is hard. UNESCO (2019b) notes that Governments 
are increasing access to provide education 
to immigrants, but many barriers remain to 
accommodating the needs of migrant and displaced 
children. Countries face challenges fulfilling the 
international commitment to respect the right to 
education for all. Needs change quickly, especially 
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BOX 16 Migrant rights to education

Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recognizes the right of 
everyone to education directed to the full development of the human personality and the sense of its 
dignity, and which strengthens the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms (United Nations, 
1966a). The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights affirms that the right to education 
applies regardless of the child’s migrant status in its General Comments No. 13, para. 34 (United Nations, 
1999b) and No. 20 (United Nations, 2009). The Convention on the Rights of the Child guarantees the 
right to education including compulsory and free primary education for all (United Nations, 1989). The 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, in its General Comment No. 6 (United Nations, 2005), affirms that 
every unaccompanied and separated child, irrespective of status, shall have full access to education in 
the country they have entered. Similarly, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women, in its General Recommendation No. 36 (United Nations, 2017b), advises that migrant women 
and girls should have access to universal, free and compulsory education from preschool to secondary 
school, regardless of socioeconomic status. The Committee also notes a barrier for some students of 
migrant backgrounds where applying a mandatory dress code and banning specific clothing can hamper 
access to inclusive education.

Article 30 of the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of Their Families states that “Each child of a migrant worker shall have the basic right of access 
to education on the basis of equality of treatment with nationals of the State concerned. Access to 
public pre-school educational institutions or schools shall not be refused or limited by reason of the 
irregular situation with respect to stay or employment of either parent or by reason of the irregularity 
of the child’s stay in the State of employment.” Article 43 of the Convention provides for equality of 
treatment of documented migrant workers with nationals concerning educational institutions, and 
access to vocational guidance and placement services, vocational training, and retraining facilities 
and institutions. Article 45 states that members of the families of documented migrant workers, in the 
State of employment, shall enjoy equality of treatment with nationals concerning access to educational 
institutions and services, subject to admission requirements and other regulations (United Nations, 1990).

In joint General Comment No. 4 of the Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of Their Families and No. 23 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on 
State obligations regarding the human rights of children in the context of international migration in 
countries of origin, transit, destination and return (United Nations, 2017e), the Committees have affirmed 
that all children in the context of international migration, irrespective of status, shall have full access 
to all levels and aspects of education, including early childhood education and vocational training, on 
a basis of equality with nationals of the country where those children are living. The Committee on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, in General Comment No. 
2 recommends that administrators, teachers and parents should never be required to report or share 
data on the migration status of pupils or their parents, and immigration authorities should not carry out 
enforcement operations in or near schools or other education premises (United Nations, 2013a). These 
firewalls would allow migrant children and children of migrants to enjoy their right to education without 
fear of repercussions from immigration enforcement.

In addition, the Convention against Discrimination in Education of UNESCO requires States “to give 
foreign nationals resident within their territory the same access to education as that given to their own 
nationals” (UNESCO, 1960).
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when there are large numbers of immigrant children, 
and in contexts of scarcity, provision of education 
to migrants may not be a priority. Teachers need 
special skills to deal with migrants in potentially 
unstable situations, multilingual classrooms and 
children having faced trauma, and whose previous 
educational experience may be incompatible 
with existing systems. Curricula may need to be 
adapted to be more inclusive of migrants. From 
the migrant side, distrust of authorities, especially 
among migrants in an irregular situation, may lead 
to them withdrawing children from schools for fear 
of deportation.

Statelessness can also affect school enrolment. 
Some 26 per cent of the population of the State of 
Sabah in East Malaysia are non-citizens, mostly from 
Indonesia and the Philippines, while 49.0  per cent 
of primary school age non-citizens were out of 
school in 2015, compared with 1.4 per cent of citizen 
children. At lower secondary school age, 69.0 and 
1,8  per cent of non-citizen children and citizen 
children, respectively, were out of school (Malaysia, 
Ministry of Education and UNICEF, 2019).

4.3.2.1 REGIONAL GOOD PRACTICES

Although migrant children have the right to 
schooling, immigration regulations may prevent 
or hinder their enrolment. Teachers and schools 
with many migrant children may not be adequately 
prepared for their special requirements. Teachers 
often do not feel sufficiently supported to teach 
students with multilingual and diverse learning 
needs, particularly in building the local language 
proficiency of migrant children, communicating 
with parents/guardians, and dealing with frequent 
and prolonged absenteeism and high drop-out 
rates. Other challenges schools and teachers face 
relate to educational systems’ expectations of 
schools to demonstrate academic achievement, and 
attitudes of local parents towards migrants. In some 
cases, children may be specifically excluded from 
accessing education, as documented in Malaysia, 
where Malaysia-born children of migrant workers are 
often excluded from education, and in the Russian 
Federation, where school administrators, through 
lack of understanding, may exclude migrant children, 
despite policies that are inclusive of such children. 
In order to address the latter point, administrative 
regulations to clarify the right of migrant children 
to access schools, as issued in Turkey, can be of 
assistance (UNESCO, 2019b).

In Thailand, the enrolment of migrant and stateless 
children in public schools has increased markedly 
since the adoption of the Education for All Policy, in 
1995, and the 2005 Cabinet Resolution on Education 
for Unregistered Persons. The country now mandates 
15 years of free education for all children whether 
they are Thai nationals, undocumented migrants 
or stateless. More recently, the Equitable Education 
Fund, aiming to support education of poor and 
disadvantaged students, has benefited migrant and 
stateless children, and boosted their enrolment rate 
in public schools. Migrant learning centres run by 
CSOs also provide education to tens of thousands of 
migrant children in Thailand (UNESCO and the Korea 
Educational Development Institute, 2019). Despite 
progress, migrant children remain one of the largest 
groups of children out of school in Thailand. Local 
school authorities may not publicize enrolment 
procedures that facilitate access of migrant children 
to enter public schools. Migrants may also be 
reluctant to send their children to public schools 
due to language barriers, fear of discrimination, 
costs of uniforms and books, or their immigration 
status. Achievements in providing educational 
opportunities to migrant children, including through 
migrant learning centres, have often benefited 
from local CSO engagement (Nawarat, 2017). 
A disadvantage of the informal education given by 
migrant learning centres is that the certification they 
provide is not recognized by the Government of 
either the origin or the host country.

Within EEU, children residing with a migrant worker 
from a member State are entitled to attend pre-
school institutions and receive education in the 
State of their parents’ employment (EEU, 2015). 
Although most migrant children in Kazakhstan 
and the Russian Federation are enrolled in primary 
and secondary education, they experience barriers 
to access. These include migration status, gaps in 
legislation and policies related to the rights and 
obligations of migrant worker family members, 
and prejudice and discrimination among school 
administrations with regard to admitting migrant 
children. Some older migrant children work outside 
of home or have domestic obligations interfering 
with school attendance. Migrant childrens’ scholastic 
achievement can be impeded by multiple school 
transitions, risk of school segregation, and limited 
professional ability of school staff to work with 
migrant children. Despite such obstacles, migrant 
families interviewed in a study tended to perceive 
their children’s (especially daughters) academic 
success as high both in Kazakhstan and the Russian 
Federation (UNICEF, 2019a).

125

ChAPTER 4: SUPPORTING MIGRANTS’ PROTECTION, INTEGRATION AND CONTRIBUTION TO DEVELOPMENT



ASEAN has adopted the ASEAN Declaration on 
Strengthening Education for Out-of-School Children 
and Youth. The Declaration includes migrant and 
stateless children, by which member States “strive 
to establish programmes and practices to ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all, 
through but not limited to incentives to enable 
all girls and boys to complete (not less than) free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary 
education” (ASEAN, 2016).

Myanmar and Thailand created the First Joint High-
Level Education Working Group Meeting on Migrant 
Children and Education, with its first meeting 
in Bangkok, in August 2019, to initiate dialogue 
between the countries’ Ministries of Education 
on potential collaboration and action plans to 
support transitions and access to quality, accredited 
education for migrant children in both countries. The 
two Governments agreed to cooperate on three key 
priority areas: (a) reduce language barriers for migrant 
children and provide assistance to teachers in school; 
(b) support educational transitions in both countries; 
and (c) strengthen data management mechanisms. 
The initiative is supported by IOM, UNESCO and 
UNICEF (UNESCO, 2019c). Improving education for 
migrant children would also benefit from developing 
inclusive curricula with linguistically, culturally and 
developmentally appropriate teaching and learning 
materials (ESCAP, 2018).

An obstacle to migrant children’s access to education 
is that most temporary labour programmes of Asia-
Pacific countries make no provision for dependents 
to accompany low-skilled migrant workers, thus their 
children are often in an irregular status, unsure of 
their rights. Local government and school officials are 
sometimes also unaware of national education-for-
all policies or how to accommodate children lacking 
legal status or identity documents.

4.3.3 Other services

Basic services for all, including migrants, extend 
beyond health care and education to cover, 
among others, housing, clean water and sanitation 
(box 17). In practice, many migrants are forced 
to live in inadequate housing, including shared 
accommodation, in employers’ homes, and informal 
areas.

Many migrants, especially low-skilled migrant 
workers, are housed in temporary and shared 
accommodation not meeting international 
standards. In Thailand, workers on construction 
sites are provided with accommodation; yet, there 
is little oversight to ensure that it meets standards 
of decency, and concerns about safety for migrant 
women (Napier-Moore and Sheill, 2016b). The 
risks of shared accommodation have been further 
highlighted by the rapid spread of COVID-19 
among migrant workers in such accommodation 
(chapter 6). In other destination countries, such 
as the Russian Federation, where migrants have 
a freer choice about where they live, they may, 
nonetheless, be compelled to rent informally and 
share small accommodation due to high prices and 
discrimination by landlords (Michigami, 2018).

4.3.3.1 REGIONAL GOOD PRACTICES

Qatar, a major destination country for migrant 
workers from the Asia-Pacific region, has taken 
special measures ensuring migrant workers engaged 
in projects related to the 2022 Football World Cup 
are housed in adequate conditions. The country 
developed a set of Workers Welfare Standards, 
ensuring housing provides a safe and healthy 
environment (Supreme Committee for Delivery and 
Legacy, n.d.). Regular monitoring occurs, including 
surveys among workers, to ensure compliance and 
adjustment of standards.

The discussion above refers to actions taken by host 
countries to ensure migrant access to basic services, 
but the 2008 National Labour Migration Policy for Sri 
Lanka also gives specific attention to the children who 
remain at home when a parent migrates overseas 
for employment. The policy framework includes 
a monitoring system stemming from registration 
and tracking all children of migrant workers through 
house-to-house visits, and provides support services 
to children in distress, caregivers in distress and 
neglected and abused children of migrant workers. 
A 2018 evaluation of the labour migration policy 
found that migrant worker children were tracked by 
home visits and by checking their school attendance. 
The evaluation found, however, that the children of 
women migrant workers were given special attention 
and that less information was available on children of 
fathers who migrate (ILO, 2018h).

126

ASIA-PACIFIC MIGRATION REPORT 2020



BOX 17 Rights to basic services for migrants

Article 11 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recognizes 
the right of everyone to an adequate standard 
of living, including adequate food, clothing and 
housing, and to the continuous improvement 
of living conditions (United Nations, 1966a). The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child recognizes 
the right of every child to a standard of living 
adequate for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, 
moral and social development (United Nations, 
1989).

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights in its General Comment No. 4 (United 
Nations, 1991) affirms that “the right to adequate 
housing applies to everyone” and that ensuring 
the right to adequate housing is essential to 
the inherent dignity of every human person. In 
addition, the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
provides for “the right of everyone, without 
distinction as to race, colour, or national or ethnic 
origin, to equality before the law, notably in the 
enjoyment of ... the right to housing” (United 
Nations, 1965). The Committee on the Elimination 
of Racial Discrimination states, in its General 
Recommendation No. 30 (United Nations, 2004), 
that State parties must “remove obstacles that 
prevent the enjoyment of economic, social 
and cultural rights by non-citizens, notably in 
the [area] of ... housing” and that they must 
“guarantee the equal enjoyment of the right to 
adequate housing for citizens and non-citizens, 
especially by avoiding segregation in housing 
and ensuring that housing agencies refrain from 
engaging in discriminatory practices”.

The right to housing is also further developed 
in regional frameworks and international labour 
law. The ASEAN Consensus on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
recognizes “migrant workers have the right 
to adequate or reasonable accommodation” 
although this is then subject to national 
regulations in the destination country (ASEAN, 
2017a). ILO Recommendation 115 on Workers 
Housing (ILO, 1961) applies to the housing of 
manual and non-manual workers, including 
self-employed workers, older workers, retired 
people and workers with disabilities. The 
Recommendation states as a general principle: 

“the competent authority should, in order to 
ensure structural safety and reasonable levels 
of decency, hygiene and comfort, establish 
minimum housing standards in the light of local 
conditions and take appropriate measures to 
enforce these standards”.

In its General Comment No. 15 (United Nations, 
2003), the Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights specifies that States have 
a particular obligation “to provide those who do 
not have sufficient means with the necessary 
water and water facilities and to prevent any 
discrimination on internationally prohibited 
grounds in the provision of water and water 
services”. The Committee explicitly lists migrants 
among the groups to be considered particularly 
vulnerable or marginalized concerning the right 
to water requiring special attention by States. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child requires 
State parties to combat disease and malnutrition 
“through the provision of adequate nutritious 
foods and clean drinking water” (United Nations, 
1989).

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights highlights in its General Comment No. 12 
(United Nations, 1999a) the close link between 
the right to food and the inherent dignity of the 
human person and recognizes that the right to 
food is indispensable to the fulfilment of other 
human rights enshrined in the International 
Bill of Human Rights. The Committee further 
states that any discrimination in access to food 
constitutes a violation of the Covenant. Core 
obligations related to the right to health asserted 
by the Committee in its General Comment No. 
14 (United Nations, 2000a), for example, include 
access to “the minimum essential food which 
is nutritionally adequate and safe, to ensure 
freedom from hunger to everyone”. The right to 
food is also recognized in the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, which requests State parties to 
ensure that all children have access to adequate 
nutrition, including through material assistance 
and support programmes, where necessary.
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4.4 Empower migrants 
and societies to realize 
full inclusion and social 
cohesion 
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 16

Migrants practise their cultures and religions, and 
interact with citizens of destination countries, often 
creating new, hybrid cultures, integrating elements 
of origin and destination countries. International 
migration, therefore, brings change to countries 
of destination. Even migrants with shared cultural 
origins, such as the ethnic Japanese Nikkeijin from 
Latin American countries who moved to Japan, 
brought cultural differences to their destination 
country and caused questioning of concepts relating 
to belonging and citizenship (Sharpe, 2017).

For most migrants in the region, migration is 
temporary. Countries of destination must, thus, 
address how to include these temporary migrants in 
their societies, enabling them to enjoy the right “to 
take part in cultural life” recognized in international 
law, benefiting from the changes that they bring, 
and ensuring social cohesion. Social cohesion may 
be defined as “the extent of trust in government 
and within society and the willingness to participate 
collectively toward a shared vision of sustainable 
peace and common development goals” (UNDP, 
2020). In this understanding, social cohesion is 
composed of vertical and horizontal dimensions. The 
vertical dimension concerns trust between society 
and state institutions, including political, social and 
economic leaders, processes and services. People’s 
perceptions and behaviour along variables such as 
loyalty, legitimacy, trust and confidence in public 
actors, from the national to the local level, are key 
to this dimension. The horizontal dimension deals 
with “the trust, relationships and interactions among 
people in a society across divisions such as identity 
or other social constructs, including race or class” 
(UNDP, 2020). As such, it is about a dynamic and 
evolving sense of interdependence and common 
destiny within society, founded on equality of 
individuals, mutual recognition of dignity and worth, 
and belongingness of all groups.

Each dimension contains objective and subjective 
elements, such as practised cooperation and 
participation at various levels, including the 
marketplace, organizational life or political and 
interpersonal processes, and attitudes and beliefs 
of social actors vis‑à‑vis the State and other societal 

FAO has issued Voluntary Guidelines to 
support progressive realization of the right 
to adequate food in the context of national 
food security. In particular, Guideline 12.5 
invites States “to take appropriate steps 
and suggest strategies to contribute to 
raise awareness of the families of migrants 
in order to promote efficient use of the 
remittances of migrants for investments 
that could improve their livelihoods, 
including the food security of their families” 
(FAO, 2005).

The New Urban Agenda, adopted by the 
United Nations Conference on Housing 
and Sustainable Urban Development 
(Habitat III), held in Quito, in October 2016, 
envisions cities and human settlements 
that fulfil their social function. Paragraph 20 
of the Agenda recognizes the need to give 
particular attention to addressing multiple 
forms of discrimination faced by several 
groups in society, including migrants, 
regardless of their migration status (United 
Nations, 2016d).

BOX 17 continued
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groups, such as religious or ethnic communities 
(UNDP, 2020). Although not specifically related to 
migration, strengthening subjective and objective 
elements of social cohesion in both vertical and 
horizontal dimensions, and between migrants and 
non-migrants, are important considerations for 
meeting this objective of the Global Compact for 
Migration.

Social cohesion requires a degree of mutual 
adaptation on the part of both the host society 
and migrants. Countries with sizeable numbers 
of international migrants have mostly adopted 
approaches toward their inclusion based on 
assimilation, multiculturalism and/or integration. In 
the assimilation model, migrants adapt to the host 
society, whereas in the multiculturalism model, 
the host society adapts to include migrant groups. 
Integration models fall in between assimilation 
and multiculturalism; they entail a medium level of 
adaption from both sides, but may also result in less 
overall cohesion. At the local level, an inter-cultural 
approach to inclusion has developed, emphasizing 
the importance of contacts and bonds between 
both migrant and national individuals of different 
backgrounds (IOM, 2019e).

Social cohesion approaches, policies and practices 
differ for groups of migrants, for instance, contract 
workers, marriage migrants, international students, 
asylum seekers and permanent residents or settlers. 
Diasporas or groups of earlier migrants can play 
a significant role in the integration of more-recent 
migrants. Integration and social cohesion have also 
been considered from the perspective of urban 
planning.

The success of migrant inclusion can be assessed 
in terms of outcomes in areas such as language, 
education, labour market inclusion, health, housing, 
family reunification, political participation and 
naturalization. OECD and the European Union have 
undertaken an evaluation of the integration of 
migrants in OECD countries, which include Australia, 
Japan, New Zealand and the Republic of Korea 
in the Asia-Pacific region. The results are greatly 
determined by the predominant type of migration 
to those countries, as the cases of Australia and the 
Republic of Korea show. Australia employs a points 
system for the admission of permanent settlers, 
giving priority to migrants with higher education, 
who are proficient in English and who have a job 
offer; as such, migrants to that country score highly 
on measures of integration, including educational 
level, income and self-reported health status. On the 

other hand, most migrants to the Republic of Korea 
are low- and semi-skilled workers, many of whom 
are temporary. Thus, migrants there have a higher 
employment ratio than among nationals but also 
are substantially underemployed for their level of 
education. It is notable that Japan, the Republic 
of Korea and the Russian Federation lack data on 
many of the indicators of migrant integration (OECD 
and EU, 2018), which is also true of the non-OECD 
countries in Asia and the Pacific.

Decent work is a fundamental aspect of social 
cohesion. The United Nations Division for Social 
Policy and Development has suggested that the 
well-being of international migrants largely depends 
on availability of work generating a decent income, 
a clear and secure legal status, access to social 
services and to social and health protection, and their 
participation in society (UN DESA, n.d.b). A secure 
legal status largely depends on a valid visa and work 
permit; components of a system of safe, orderly and 
regular migration, as outlined in chapter 2; and the 
right to social services and practices to ensure that 
right, as described earlier in this chapter.

A major challenge to labour market integration is 
matching the occupational skills of migrant workers 
with demand in the host country. Language ability 
can also be a factor in successful integration in 
the workplace. The designated skill visa recently 
introduced in Japan and the Republic of Korea 
Employment Permit System (described above) 
represent efforts to ensure that migrant workers 
have the requisite skills and language proficiency 
(OECD and others, 2016) (see also chapter 2 on skills 
partnerships). Other challenges to effective labour 
market integration include ensuring fundamental 
principles and rights at work and decent working 
conditions, especially when work permits are tied 
to a single employer; and tackling discrimination in 
the labour market and negative public perceptions. 
Overcoming these challenges requires an effective 
legal and policy framework as well as programmes 
to support behaviour/perception change. Migrant 
workers contribute to development, so improving 
labour market integration should be seen as 
an essential element in economic and social 
development strategies (OECD and others, 2016).

Ensuring the participation of migrants in society is 
more difficult in the context of temporary labour 
migration, which accounts for most of the migration 
within the region. Because migration is generally 
perceived to be temporary, both host societies and 
migrants are less inclined to strive for full migrant 
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inclusion. In reality, policies and practices regarding 
migrant workers often include degrees of exclusion 
or deliberate attempts to separate migrant workers 
from the communities they live in. For example, 
temporary migrant workers have difficulty exercising 
their right to freedom of association (chapter 2). The 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
the International Convention on the Protection of the 
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families and several ILO Conventions affirm the right 
of migrant workers to join trade unions, yet most 
major countries that receive migrant workers from 
Asia and the Pacific deny that right.

As with all aspects of migration, migrant labour force 
integration is highly gendered. Migrant women are 
more likely to suffer discrimination: first as women, 
then as migrants. They face gender bias in hiring 
processes and are generally engaged in lower-paid 
jobs. Jobs for migrant workers are often gender 
segregated, perpetuating pay gaps between male 
and female migrants. Even when performing the 
same tasks, men usually earn more, as women are 
considered dependents and thus not requiring as 
high earnings (ASEAN, 2017b). For women migrant 
workers, limited inclusion has particular impacts 
reducing access to essential services when they are 
subject to violence or exploitation, as they may not 
know about those services or how to access them, or 
face language barriers. Limited inclusion also means 
that service providers do not tailor their services to 
migrants by providing translation or disseminating 
information in migrant communities. Measures to 
integrate migrants may be of even greater importance 
for marriage migrants, most of whom intend to remain 
permanently. Children of such migrants may be 
vulnerable, especially in the case of parental divorce. 
If the children are young at the time of divorce, they 
can become virtually stateless, without nationality in 
either their mother’s or father’s country.

Thus far, addressing migrant inclusion and social 
cohesion has been considered more in the context 
of societies accepting migrants for long-term 
residence. However, as even short-term migration 
becomes a structural part of the economies and 
societies of the Asia-Pacific region, there is a need 
for further consideration of how temporary migrants 
may be included, and social cohesion achieved, to 
help manage the changes brought by migration in 
a constructive fashion. In addition, inclusion and social 
cohesion of return migrants has to be considered.

4.5 Create conditions for 
migrants and diasporas 
to fully contribute to 
sustainable development 
in all countries 
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 19

International migration generally contributes to 
economic and social development in both origin 
and host countries. Workers move to where there 
is demand for labour and wages are higher. The 
movement of both low- and highly-skilled migrants 
improves economic efficiency and reduces disparities. 
Skills developed by migrants in destination 
countries can aid development when they return 
(chapter 1). Current and former migrants often 
develop important economic and social links between 
countries. Remittances improve the circumstances 
of families and contribute to local development 
(chapters 1 and 2).

Migration is an integral part of broader 
transformational processes and thus its impacts 
are heterogeneous, including negative and 
positive effects. The emigration of workers may 
harm development prospects of the communities 
they leave and reinforce structural imbalances, 
potentially leading to greater inequality rather 
than development. Furthermore, migrants’ positive 
contributions require a conducive policy environment 
to have a positive impact; alone, their efforts are 
unable to overcome structural barriers to sustainable 
development (de Haas, 2010).

Key to creating conditions for migrants and diasporas 
to fully contribute to sustainable development 
in all countries is to mainstream migration into 
development planning; this entails including 
“migration as a cross-cutting issue in all relevant 
policies and programmes” to ensure whole-of-
government approaches and policy coherence 
(Wickramasekara, 2015b). Mainstreaming outcomes 
should reflect that sustainable development is 
about enhancing peoples’ freedom, choices and 
capabilities, and that development is dependent 
on the realization of human rights of all persons 
including migrants. Mainstreaming exercises should 
go beyond considering remittances, return migration 
and diasporas to understanding the complex relation 
between migration and development in all its 
dimensions.
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Avenues for incorporating migration into 
development strategies include national 
development plans, national human resource 
development strategies, national labour migration 
policies and cooperation agreements with 
international organizations (Wickramasekara, 
2015b). They can also be included in subnational and 
local development plans and the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Cooperation Frameworks 
in place to guide the work of United Nations Country 
Teams in support of achievement of the 2030 
Agenda, as well as larger subregional and regional 
frameworks. For example, the Regional Roadmap 
for Implementing the 2030 Agenda in Asia and the 
Pacific calls for regional cooperation to “Strengthen 
the linkages between international migration and 
development, including through more effective 
management of migration.” Work toward achieving 
the Global Compact for Migration’s objectives and 
the 2030 Agenda will also furnish opportunities 
for mainstreaming migration into development 
strategies.

4.5.1 Regional good practices

An example of mainstreaming migration into 
development strategies is Bangladesh’s Seventh 
Five-Year Plan (2016–2020), which cites remittances 
as a main factor in poverty reduction and recognizes 
multiplier effects leading to rural transformation, 
diversified employment and creation of an income 
base for the rural poor. The Plan especially urges 
a strengthening of overseas employment and 
remittances strategies through institutional reforms 
for Bangladesh’s diaspora.

The National Labour Migration Policy for Sri Lanka, 
adopted in 2008, explicitly calls for “The State …
to incorporate labour migration into all its policy 
frameworks, including the policies on development, 
decent work, and employment” (ILO, 2018h, p. 10). 
In the 10-year review of the Policy, it was noted that 
it takes into account foreign employment, that 
the National Action Plan on sexual and gender-
based violence prevention has a chapter on foreign 
employment, and that the Strategic National Action 
Plan to Monitor and Combat Human Trafficking has 
initiatives under labour migration. A revised policy 
is currently being drafted for adoption. Efforts to 
mainstream migration into national development 
strategies often consider the situation of return 
migrants. In this regard and in accordance with 
the National Labour Migration Policy of Sri Lanka, 
in 2015, the Government developed a sub-policy 

and National Action Plan to support return and 
reintegration of migrant workers, and a Reintegration 
Coordination Unit was set up at the Sri Lanka Bureau 
for Foreign Employment (ILO, 2018h).

Kiribati and Tuvalu adopted national labour 
migration policies to support the welfare of overseas 
workers and maximize the development impacts of 
migration. They further seek to harness the benefits 
of migration in adapting to climate change impacts 
(Kiribati, n.d.; Tuvalu, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.).

Mainstreaming migration into national development 
strategies can also be valuable for host countries. 
Japan, the Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation 
and Singapore all decide how many lower-skilled 
migrant workers to admit each year and the skills 
they must possess, and set quotas for industries 
and/or regions. These actions do not constitute full 
migration mainstreaming but reflect efforts to align 
international migration with national development 
objectives.

Besides addressing remittances and return 
migration, mainstreaming of migration often 
includes harnessing the beneficial effects of a nation’s 
diaspora. Diasporas can promote development in 
their home country by “virtual return”: the transfer of 
knowledge and skills without a physical return.

Several countries in the region have established 
agencies at national and subnational levels to 
engage their diasporas. In Bangladesh, India, 
Indonesia, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, ministries have 
been established to maintain relations with their 
diasporas, including temporary migrant workers 
and long-term emigrants. These countries have set 
up programmes to attract human capital back to the 
origin country by paying moving costs, subsidizing 
salaries or providing funds for starting a business. 
India has developed a comprehensive system to 
engage with Non-Resident Indians, with specific 
support offered for consular services and voting, 
and opportunities for highly skilled professionals 
and students. Countries also try to tap into their 
diaspora’s savings by permitting special bank 
accounts for them (in foreign currency, for example). 
India and Sri Lanka have sold diaspora bonds 
to promote investment in the country of origin. 
Diaspora organizations may raise funds that can be 
channelled to the country of origin for philanthropic 
purposes (Agunias and Newland, 2012).
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In North and Central Asia, Armenia has been 
working on diaspora engagement for several years. 
In 1998, the Armenian Development Agency was 
established to promote foreign direct investment 
and exports, and to provide complete services 
for foreign investors. To encourage diaspora-led 
development, the Ministry of Economy launched 
an “Open Doors” investment policy, including free 
economic zones for diaspora investors. In 2007, the 
Government amended the nationality law to accept 
dual citizenship and eased travel and residence 
requirements, allowing diaspora to participate 
in local elections, if resident in the country, and 
invest in land. In 2008, the Ministry of Diaspora 
was established to actively promote initiatives 
for cooperation and rapprochement between the 
diaspora and Armenian citizens (Gevorkyan, 2016).

The Indonesian diaspora has been estimated to 
number about 8 million people. In response to 
demands from the diaspora, the Government 
plans to set up an office for diaspora affairs. 
Presidential Regulation Number 76/2017 put into 
law the “Diaspora Card” that provides Indonesians 
abroad with special entitlements, such as long-
term visas and property ownership rights. The 
Indonesian diaspora has the potential to make 
a large contribution to their home country in terms 
of capital investment and human resources if the 
Government can develop the modalities to attract 
those resources (Setijadi, 2017).

Pakistan’s Yaran e Watan Diaspora Health Initiative is 
a joint initiative by the Government and the Pakistani 
diaspora health communities, with the objective 
of facilitating voluntary two-way engagement 
that addresses the gaps in the health needs of the 
country by coupling them with the expertise of 
Pakistani and foreign health professionals practising 
abroad. The two-way engagement relies on Pakistani 
health-related institutions posting professional 
volunteer opportunities on the platform to which 
overseas health professionals can apply. Similarly, 
overseas health professionals can post about their 
availability, and Pakistani institutions registered 
with the organization can connect with them. The 
scheme has been particularly valuable and relevant 
within the context of the ongoing global COVID-19 
pandemic (Yaran e Watan, 2020).

Often a gap exists between the promise of diaspora 
programmes and their delivery of benefits. Rivalries 
can exist between diaspora groups, Embassies 
may underestimate the time and resources 
required to maintain active engagement with 

diaspora communities, local institutions may 
not be flexible enough to deal with returning 
migrants, and rigid visa requirements in destination 
countries can interfere with diaspora engagement 
(Wickramasekara, 2015b).

The government plans cited above essentially target 
members of the diaspora who are well-educated and 
earning high salaries. In contrast, the Government of 
Myanmar has built into its Sustainable Development 
Plan, Strategy 4.5 to protect the rights and harness 
the productivity of all, including migrant workers. 
Most migrant workers from Myanmar are employed 
in low-wage jobs in Malaysia, Singapore and 
Thailand, and many are in an irregular status. Actions 
to be taken under the Strategy are to provide 
a legal identity for all, including birth registration 
for children of migrants born abroad; promote legal, 
affordable and secure migration services; provide 
improved cross-border financial services for migrant 
workers; and develop measures to encourage the 
diaspora’s contribution to the domestic economy 
(Myanmar, Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018).

Despite these initiatives, mainstreaming of 
international migration has proceeded only to 
a very limited extent in most countries in the region 
for a number of reasons. The process involved in 
mainstreaming is laborious and time-consuming. 
International migration is still for many countries an 
issue affecting only a small population, reducing its 
perceived importance. Incorporating international 
migration in the development policies of origin 
countries can be precarious since much depends 
on policy directions and changes in destination 
countries. International migration trends can be 
volatile, and well-crafted plans can collapse through 
no fault of those preparing them.

4.6 Promote faster, safer 
and cheaper transfer 
of remittances and the 
financial inclusion of 
migrants 
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 20

As chapter 1 shows, personal remittances contribute 
significantly to GDP in many countries in the 
region. Remittances include cash and non-cash 
items that flow through formal channels, such as 
electronic wire, or through informal channels, such 
as money or goods carried across borders. They 
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largely consist of funds and non-cash items sent or 
given by individuals who have migrated to a new 
economy and become residents there, and the net 
compensation of border, seasonal or other short-
term workers who are employed in an economy 
in which they are not resident (IOM, 2019b). They 
are often one of the most tangible benefits of 
international migration and a key motivation for 
migration. However, although much progress 
has been made in reducing remittance costs and 
bringing them into formal transfer channels, they 
remain stubbornly high in some parts of the region, 
especially the Pacific, while many migrants still 
feel constrained to use informal channels to send 
remittances.

In considering the impact of remittances on 
development, the non-pecuniary impact of 
remittances, such as on health, education, gender 
and social structures should not be overlooked. 
Beyond the financial aspect of remittances, social 
remittances may affect social and cultural change. 
Data on financial transfers are easier to access for 
nearly all countries and are relatively comparable; 
however, while trends in remittances are measured 
with these data, they do not capture informal 
transfers, which are estimated to be significant.

Remittances are sent directly to the families of 
migrants, thus assisting those whom migration 
is intended to benefit. In most cases, remittances 
are used for immediate family needs, such as food, 
clothing, paying debts, paying for funerals, buying 
land or building a house. Although the proportion 
of remittances set aside for “productive” use, such 
as saving and investment, is small, it should not be 
overlooked that so-called “non-productive” use, 
such as construction, has multiplier effects in the 
community by depending on it for most materials 
and labour, while use of remittances for school fees 
may be considered as a form of investment (ILO, IOM 
and Rapid Asia, 2017). The volume of remittances 
has frequently been seen as counter-cyclical in 
that they often increase when the economy of the 
home country takes a downturn, as after a natural 
disaster; for example, remittances to Nepal surged 
following the 2015 earthquake. Remittances have 
been credited with significant contributions to 
the reduction of poverty levels in Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan (Prokhorova, 2017).

Connell and Brown (2005) note a partial transition 
from using remittances for consumption to using 
them for investment in the Pacific. At early stages of 

migration from Pacific island countries, remittances 
were used largely for food, including for imported 
tinned food and for community feasts. The second 
most important use was for education, often for 
the specific purpose of gaining the skills needed for 
migration. The use of remittances for investment 
was limited and usually focused on opening shops, 
providing transport or building a house which could 
be rented out. While the use of remittances for 
saving was traditionally low and their volume was 
insufficient to influence national development, more 
recent studies suggest that households experience 
a higher per capita income driven by remittances, 
increased subjective economic welfare, improved 
ownership of assets, higher rates of financial 
inclusion and savings, and improved educational 
attainment and school attendance rates at primary 
and tertiary levels (World Bank, n.d.). Remittances 
have also contributed to business development 
and support for disaster risk reduction initiatives. 
A recent assessment by IOM in Vanuatu indicated 
that the top three priorities for remittances were: 
a) building a cyclone resistant home; b) school 
fees; and c) enterprise/livelihood options at home 
(Bailey, 2019). In Samoa and Tonga another study 
concluded that inward remittances led to growth in 
economic activities by adding to the liquidity of the 
banking system, which promoted financial sector 
development and in turn resulted in a rise in credit 
to the private sector (Jayaraman, Choong and Kumar, 
2011). Prokhorova (2017) notes that the development 
impact of remittances to North and Central Asian 
countries is mostly felt at the level of recipient 
households which are able to escape monetary 
poverty; however, wider impacts are limited due to 
a lack of financial development in these countries, 
and a lack of trust in financial institutions.

High levels of remittance dependence can have 
adverse effects: from an economic perspective, 
recipients of remittances may consider them 
to be a form of rent, potentially causing public 
and private moral hazard. When remittances are 
spent on imports, they may inflate exchange 
rates to uncompetitively high levels, harming 
export-oriented industries in countries of origin. 
Furthermore, countries with high levels of 
dependence on remittances are extremely sensitive 
to economic downturns and currency fluctuations, 
especially where remittances come from one main 
country of destination. For example, remittances to 
Kyrgyzstan dropped by almost a quarter between 
2014 and 2015 due to recession in the Russian 
Federation. The economic impacts of the COVID-19 
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pandemic are particularly harmful in countries in 
which large numbers of households are dependent 
on remittances (chapter 6). The act of sending 
remittances can place burdens on migrant workers, 
as they might be required to make sacrifices in order 
to be able to send remittances; this is especially true 
for women migrant workers who tend to send higher 
shares of their income as remittances (UN Women, 
2017a). Moreover, remittance receipts are not equally 
distributed, leading to mixed evidence as to whether 
they diminish inequality, or exacerbate it (Imai, 
Malaeb and Bresciani, 2017).

The impact of migrant remittances is further reduced 
by the costs associated with sending them. While 
relatively low by international standards, remittance 
costs are a concern in the region, especially in the 
Pacific, where recent legislation to combat money 
laundering and the financing of terrorism has caused 
some banks to close their remittance operations 
because of the added scrutiny required and poor 
compliance by some money transfer operators 
(UNDP, 2017). As such, many migrants use informal 
transfer systems which, while not as reliable as 
formal channels, are often fast and inexpensive.

Transfers through banks are frequently not feasible 
for migrants because many migrants do not have 
a bank account at home and find it difficult to open 
one in the host country. Visiting a bank during 
business hours may also be difficult for migrant 
workers. A survey of 1,808 migrant workers from four 
countries of origin in South-East Asia (Cambodia, 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar and 
Viet Nam) found that only 15 per cent of them used 
a bank to send remittances. Some 32 per cent used 
a broker system, 20 per cent had money hand carried 
by others and 19  per cent used a money transfer 
organization. The average transfer fee for migrants 
working in Thailand was only 2.2  per cent of the 
amount transferred, mostly because of the efficient 
broker systems that have developed (ILO, IOM and 
Rapid Asia, 2017, p. 64). This contrasts with World 
Bank (2020b) calculations that indicate that sending 
remittances via formal channels from Thailand to 
Cambodia costs 11.4 per cent, while from Thailand to 
Myanmar it costs 12.0 per cent.38

An ILO, IOM and Rapid Asia (2017, p. 66) survey found 
that migrants working in Malaysia had paid an 
average transfer fee of 5.1  per cent. This is actually 
higher than the cost of sending remittances from 

38 Surveys of migrants on cost of remittances probably underestimate them because respondents are aware of the fee that they pay but not the amount 
that they lose on the exchange rate.

Malaysia to Myanmar calculated by KNOMAD (2020), 
which ranged between 2.2 and 4.1  per cent. Thus, 
while the formal channels of sending remittances 
appear to be less expensive, presumably many 
migrants are not able to utilize them because they 
are not as convenient or because the migrants do 
not have bank accounts in the country of origin. 
In the survey cited, male migrants remitted and 
average of $187 per month, while female migrants 
remitted an average of $166. This mostly reflected 
the wage gap between men and women as they 
tended to remit nearly the same proportion of their 
earnings (ILO, IOM and Rapid Asia, 2017, p. 65).

In practice, brokers may use banks to transfer 
funds to a city in the migrants’ home country. Kubo 
(2017) found that as more banks opened branches 
in Myanmar, informal money transfer operators 
working in Thailand were likely to make use of 
those branches, having the paradoxical effect 
that the expansion of the banking system actually 
fostered and supported informal money transfers. 
The expansion of branch banks is also conducive 
to competition among informal money transfer 
operators.

One reason that remittances are not used as 
effectively as they could be is that most migrant 
workers lack financial literacy. If programmes of 
financial education are available in the host country, 
language is likely to be a barrier. A study of Filipino 
migrant workers in the Republic of Korea found that 
most of them were only passive users of financial 
services, they lacked financial literacy and they did 
not adequately discuss financial management with 
their families in the Philippines (Jang and others, 
2019).

Digital financial services are increasing at a rapid 
rate in the region. Expanding access to digital formal 
remittance services, as well as products linked to 
those services, can increase financial inclusion for 
underserved populations, especially those in rural 
areas, which can in turn contribute to inclusive 
growth in countries in Asia and the Pacific. In the 
ASEAN region, where women comprise about 
48  per cent of all migrant workers (ASEAN, 2017b), 
it is critical to ensure that access to digital financial 
services is responsive to the specific needs of women. 
As sending and receiving remittances are often 
the primary type of financial activity for families 
of migrants, they can serve as the entry point for 
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learning about other products that will bring them 
into the formal financial ecosystem (Gravesteijn 
and Last, 2019). They may also help overcome high 
remittance sending costs in the Pacific (box 18).

While the Global Compact for Migration and the 
2030 Agenda mention only monetary remittances, 
social remittances are also important in some 
cases. In an evaluation of the impact of New 
Zealand’s Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme 
on communities of origin in Vanuatu, respondents 
reported they and their communities had benefitted 
not only in terms of remittances sent but also 
by transfer of new skills, greater productivity 
consciousness, improvements in education and 
housing, and the start-up of small businesses in the 
community (Kumar, 2012).

4.7 Establish mechanisms 
for the portability of social 
security entitlements and 
earned benefits 
RELATED TO OBJECTIVE 22

Social protection is a vital tool for fighting poverty, 
decreasing inequality and empowering people. 
However, migrants are often excluded from social 
protection systems in both origin and destination 
countries. As they are not working in origin countries, 

39 Cross-border portability refers to migrant ability to preserve, maintain and transfer acquired social security rights and rights in the process of being 
acquired from one social security scheme to another, irrespective of nationality and country of residence (Holzmann and Jacques, 2019). Social security 
schemes migrants are potentially eligible for include health insurance, work accident insurance, maternity and delivery rights, old-age pensions and, 
rarely, unemployment insurance.

they may be excluded from paying into systems in 
these countries, while they may also be excluded 
from participating in or benefiting from schemes 
in destination countries through de jure or de facto 
restrictions. Barriers to eligibility for social protection 
include exemptions for certain categories of workers 
(such as domestic workers or those in agriculture), 
the exclusion of smaller employers, or migrant 
inability to meet eligibility requirements for long-
term benefits such as old-age pensions. In some 
cases, enrolment in national social security schemes 
is voluntary, resulting in many low-wage migrants 
not enrolling. In the short term, migrants do not have 
access to benefits such as for unemployment, while 
in the long term they are excluded from paying into 
pension schemes, leaving them at risk of involuntary 
work in old age, or old-age poverty.

Meanwhile, even if they are able to access social 
protection systems in origin or destination countries, 
the benefits of these schemes may not be portable.39 
Thus, even when migrant workers are enrolled in 
social security schemes, they might be unable to 
collect any benefits because they will eventually 
leave the country at the end of their contract (ILO, 
2018g). If documented migrants are required to 
contribute to a social security scheme without 
portable benefits, they may have an incentive to 
work in an irregular status (Hagen-Zanker, 2018).

BOX 18 Fintech for remittances in the Pacific

Remittance costs to the Pacific are among the highest in the world. Small but frequent remittance amounts 
mean the minimum fee charged by remittance service providers constitutes a greater proportion of the 
transaction than elsewhere and distribution channels are also expensive due to the small and dispersed 
nature of populations in Pacific SIDS, which limits economies of scale. Financial technology (Fintech) 
companies combine innovative business models with digital technology to combat these constraints. 
Reduced operational costs and diminished intermediaries in transactions lead to lower remittance fees 
charged by fintech companies. Fintech companies also offer a means of improving financial inclusion and 
increasing transparency in remittances.

Fintech options need to progressively meet conditions of availability, accessibility, awareness, literacy and 
trust to be widely adopted. Mobile money is the most readily accessible Fintech remittance service in the 
region. Fintech is not prevalent in many Pacific countries, but online platforms exists in Fiji, Samoa and 
Tonga.

Adapted from Hahm, Subhanij and Almeida (2019).
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Holzmann and Jacques (2019) estimated the 
distribution of all migrant workers over four regimes 
of portability of social security in 2013, including full 
portability (benefits can be earned and paid out 
across borders); exportability (migrants can export 
benefits earned in destination countries); no access; 
and informality (irregular migrants are excluded). 
They found only 7.9 per cent of migrants from East 
Asia and the Pacific, and 0.4 per cent of migrants from 
South Asia enjoyed full portability of benefits. In East 
Asia and the Pacific, the number of migrants enjoying 
full portability had actually fallen by 5.7  per cent 
since 2000. As destinations, 17.8 per cent of migrants 
in East Asia and the Pacific, and no migrants in South 
Asia, enjoyed full portability. This was below the 
global average of 23.0 per cent. Migrants had greater 
access to exportable benefits: 71.5 and 50.5 per cent 
of migrants from East Asia and the Pacific, and South 
Asia, respectively, could potentially export benefits, 
while 73.0 and 68.0 per cent of migrants in East Asia 
and the Pacific, and South Asia, respectively, could 
export benefits.

The most common means of ensuring cross-border 
portability is through bilateral social security 
arrangements, but it is also possible through 
regional frameworks, multinational providers and 
benefit redesign. An example of the latter would 
be the payment of a lump sum to migrants leaving 
the host country for contributions they have made 
if benefits cannot be accessed outside the country. 
These approaches are both substitutes for and 
complements to portability (Holzmann and Jacques, 
2019). However, in the region, neither host nor origin 
countries have social security schemes designed with 
portability in mind. Furthermore, coverage of social 
protection systems in countries of origin is limited; 
a great many migrant workers were never enrolled 
in such schemes in their home countries and so are 
poorly informed about their workings, and ineligible 
for transfers of benefits between schemes.

Some innovative approaches are being trialled in 
the region to ensure access to and portability of 
social protection. The Treaty on Eurasian Economic 
Union gives migrants equal rights to social security 
as national workers, with the exclusion of pensions. 
The Union has signed a treaty on pensions, which 
ensures that all work within different EEU member 
States will be counted for pension calculations (EEU, 
2019).

The 2007 ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers and 
the 2017 ASEAN Consensus on the Protection and 

Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers call on 
ASEAN member States to promote the full potential 
and dignity of migrant workers, and place certain 
obligations on receiving and sending States. Some 
progress in the area of social protection has been 
made, embedded in the operational activities 
of mandated ASEAN institutional frameworks, 
in particular the ASEAN Committee on the 
Implementation of the Declaration on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (ILO, 
2019f ).

The Philippines has signed several bilateral 
agreements on social security, most with countries 
outside of the Asia-Pacific region, while the Republic 
of Korea is also actively concluding agreements in 
countries of origin. At the 5th Senior Labour Officials 
Meeting on Labour Cooperation, in Cambodia, 
in September 2019, the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam endorsed 
the Siem Reap Roadmap toward the Labour 
Ministerial Declaration on the Portability of Social 
Security for Migrant Workers in those countries. 
In general, however, bilateral social security 
agreements remain rare in the region.

Several countries of origin, including Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Viet  Nam have 
adopted unilateral approaches to providing some 
social security coverage to citizens abroad (ILO, 
2018g). The Philippines, in 2018, made enrolment 
in the national social security system compulsory 
for all Philippine migrant workers. They may pay 
a monthly contribution from their bank account 
in the Philippines. Their benefits are the same 
as for persons residing in the Philippines and 
include coverage for sickness, maternity, disability, 
retirement, death, funeral expenses, unemployment 
and compensation for work-related sickness or 
injury (Philippines, Social Security System, 2019). 
Similarly, Sri Lanka has established a contributory 
pension scheme for migrant workers abroad. They 
may make lump sum or monthly payments and the 
Government subsidizes costs. The scheme provides 
a pension at age 60 and survivors’ benefits for the 
spouse of the migrant worker (ILO, 2018h).

4.8 Conclusion

This chapter highlights that migrants are rights-
holders in destination countries and constituent 
parts of host societies, contributing to development 
in origin and destination countries. Origin countries 
have strengthened consular services to assist 
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migrants in destination countries, while some 
destination countries have also reformed policies to 
improve protection of migrants. Yet, significant gaps 
remain which prevent migrants from being fully 
protected while in-country.

Countries in the region have improved the provision 
of health and education services to migrants; 
but further progress is needed, such as removing 
de facto and de jure barriers to access, with 
employment in the informal sector of particular 
concern. Even when migrants are entitled to social 
services, they often find access difficult due to 
language barriers, not being aware of procedures, 
or inability to take time off from work. Migrants 
are sometimes denied services because employers 
have not complied with registration requirements. 
Migrants often live in congested and substandard 
units, increasing risk of infection by communicable 
diseases, as demonstrated in many countries during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this may relate 
to certain capacity limitations, specific elements 
especially prevent migrants from enjoying their 
rights. Hence, further action to overcome diverse 
barriers to access to services is required. The greatest 
gains in integrating migrants in host societies have 
occurred by including them more fully in labour 
markets. Migrants are often perceived (and see 
themselves) as temporary sojourners, with resultant 
Government efforts to integrate them in host 
countries social and cultural spheres much weaker 
than efforts to promote labour force integration.

Migrants contribute to development in origin and 
destination countries through remittances and 
skills and knowledge transfer. Importantly, the 
benefits are experienced by both migrants and 
their immediate families, and often by the entire 
community. Although remittances are substantial, 
relatively few policies seek to strengthen their 
developmental impact, while mainstreaming 
migration into development approaches has not 
progressed beyond a few countries.

Coverage of migrant workers by social protection 
systems in host countries is often far from complete, 
both because their systems are not adequately 
developed, and administrators and employers 
consider that migrants are not meant to be included 
in the programmes. The portability of social 
protection benefits remains almost non-existent 
due to many migrants not having accrued any 
benefits and the lack of bilateral frameworks for such 
portability.

Thus, going forward to ensure the full 
implementation of the Global Compact for Migration 
in the Asia-Pacific region requires countries to 
strengthen migrant access to basic services, address 
protection gaps, focus on greater social cohesion 
for migrants, mainstream migration into sustainable 
development strategies and increase portability 
of social protection. As this chapter shows, 
while unilateral approaches by countries help, 
strengthened bilateral and multilateral cooperation 
can be particularly effective. Furthermore, 
strengthening capacity to implement adopted 
policies is essential to ensure changes in policies 
make a real difference to migrants.

4.9 Recommendations

The following recommendations, listed according 
to each Global Compact for Migration objective 
covered by this chapter, are for action by Asian and 
Pacific Governments, in partnership with all relevant 
stakeholders and through a collaborative approach:

14 ENhANCE CONSULAR PROTECTION, 
ASSISTANCE AND COOPERATION 
ThROUGhOUT ThE MIGRATION CYCLE

• Consider strengthening consular services through 
increased numbers and capacity of consular 
officers in key countries of destination.

• Cooperate to ensure that effective consular services 
are extended to migrants while abroad and explore 
modalities beyond consular services to assist 
migrants abroad, such as collaboration with CSOs 
to work in the best interests of migrants.

15 PROVIDE ACCESS TO BASIC SERVICES 
FOR MIGRANTS

• Erect firewalls between social service providers 
(particularly health care, education and housing) 
and immigration and law enforcement to not deter 
migrants from accessing services to which they are 
entitled.

• Expand national health-care schemes to cover 
migrant workers and other migrants, including 
through strengthening of outreach on services 
such as provision of information in appropriate 
languages, while reassuring irregular migrants that 
seeking health care will not lead to their detention 
and deportation.

14

15
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• Strengthen the capacity of education and health-
care systems to provide comprehensive care and 
access to services to migrants and their families.

• Review laws, regulations, and practices related 
to restrictions on entry, stay and residence based 
on HIV status, with a view to eliminating such 
restrictions, and support migrant access to HIV 
prevention, treatment, care and support.

• Undertake proactive measures to ensure that 
migrants are aware of their entitlements and how 
to access services, and collaborate with civil society 
in these efforts.

• Review and reform services to ensure that they are 
accessible to migrants.

16 EMPOWER MIGRANTS AND SOCIETIES 
TO REALIZE FULL INCLUSION AND 
SOCIAL COhESION

• Promote policies grounded in multiculturalism and 
transnationalism as means of promoting migrant 
inclusion and social cohesion, including through 
greater recognition of educational qualifications 
from other countries, more flexible visa 
arrangements and allowance of dual nationality.

• Grant permanent residence permits to migrants 
who have married nationals independent of their 
citizen spouses, and subsequently a clear path to 
citizenship. Children of mixed-nationality marriages 
should be permitted to hold dual citizenship at 
least to the age of 18 years.

• Reform industrial trainee schemes to ensure they 
provide actual training and are not a hidden form 
of importing low-paid foreign workers. Trade 
unions and CSOs could play a role in such reforms.

19 CREATE CONDITIONS FOR MIGRANTS 
AND DIASPORAS TO FULLY CONTRIBUTE 
TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN ALL 
COUNTRIES

• Collaborate with all stakeholders to mainstream 
migration into sustainable development strategies 
at all levels, including through incorporating 
migration into national development plans, 
national human resource development strategies 
and national labour migration policies.

• Strengthen efforts to engage diasporas in 
development activities, including by means of 
dedicated government agencies and programmes, 
as relevant.

20 PROMOTE FASTER, SAFER AND ChEAPER 
TRANSFER OF REMITTANCES AND 
FOSTER FINANCIAL INCLUSION OF 
MIGRANTS

• Promote greater competition for remittance 
services, especially in the Pacific, to bring remittance 
costs below the SDG target of 3 per cent.

• Increase access to appropriate digital remittance 
services, particularly for migrant women.

• Ensure that anti-money laundering efforts provide 
efficient channels so the transfer of personal 
remittances by migrants are not obstructed.

22 ESTABLISh MEChANISMS FOR ThE 
PORTABILITY OF SOCIAL SECURITY 
ENTITLEMENTS AND EARNED BENEFITS

• Engage in greater bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation, including through regional economic 
communities such as ASEAN and EEU, to promote 
full portability of social protection between 
countries of origin and destination.

• Inform migrants about the social security benefits 
to which they are entitled and how they may claim 
them.

• When social protection measures, such as old-
age pensions or life insurance, are unavailable to 
migrants in the host country, establish remedial 
procedures for migrants to maintain and pay into 
country of origin systems while abroad.

16

19

20
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