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PART III 

The changing role of Asia 
in international migration

Part III looks at emerging issues around migration within Asia and from Asia to
OECD countries, asking three key questions: will OECD countries continue to be able
to attract and retain skilled migrants from the region? Will Asian destination
countries manage the transition from restrictive policies to selective policies, as well
as the challenges posed by the integration of immigrants? To what extent will
consolidated models for managing labour migration in the region continue to
function effectively? It begins with an overview of Asian migration, then looks at
the competitive challenge Asian countries are presenting as migration destinations,
and considers the specific difficulties in managing low-skilled and family migration
faced by OECD and non-OECD Asian countries.
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1. Introduction
Migration in, from and to Asia is of growing importance to OECD countries and will

likely become more important in the future.1 Asia contains most of the world’s population
and has recently become the motor of global economic growth and is likely to remain so for
the next decade.

OECD countries have long-standing migration ties with Asia. In recent years, Asia has
provided a large part of the more skilled migration inflows to OECD countries, even as
competition to attract skilled and talented workers intensifies. The skilled migration and the
employer-driven labour migration favoured in many OECD countries are particularly reliant
on flows from Asia. A number of apparent trends, however, are transforming migration
dynamics in the region, with implications for OECD countries in and outside the region.

Most Asian countries are undergoing a transition to low-fertility, higher-educated
societies. While the region will provide a large proportion of the world’s low and
high-skilled workers in upcoming years, it will also start to compete to attract migrants,
draw returning migrants, and subtract skilled workers from OECD countries.

The distinct challenges faced by Asian countries in managing labour migration, in
negotiating with other countries, and with addressing integration will affect their
relationship with OECD countries. The integration of Asian countries into the global
economy, where they are both partners and competitors, will affect patterns of mobility
and the use of migration as a human resource strategy in OECD countries.

This part addresses three key questions. First, in light of the rapid development of
many Asian countries, and their smaller, better educated, higher-earning youth
populations, will OECD countries be able to compete to attract and retain skilled migrants
from the region? Second, can Asian destination countries of migrants manage the
transition from restrictive policies to selective policies, with the consequent challenges for
integration of immigrants? And finally, to what extent will consolidated models for
managing labour migration in the region continue to function effectively?

The third section of the part, following the main findings, provides an overview of the
importance of Asian migration to the OECD and within Asia. The fourth section looks at the
challenge OECD countries are facing of competing with Asian countries to attract highly skilled
migrants. The fifth section examines the specific difficulties in managing low-skilled and
family migration faced by OECD and non-OECD Asian countries. The part then looks at the
priorities in origin countries of migrants in Asia, before concluding with a discussion of
future issues.

2. Main findings
● Migrants from Asia account for 17% of all migrants over age 15 in OECD countries in the

mid-2000s, and 30% of migration inflows in 2010.

● Asia provides a large part of skilled migration to OECD countries, with India and China
playing an especially predominant role. Asian migrants are, on average, better educated
than other migrants, and, for recent migrants, than natives of OECD countries.
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● A large and growing share of the international students in OECD countries are from Asia,

although more and more are studying within the region and many are returning from

OECD countries after study.

● While the emigration rate from the region to the OECD is low (0.6%), due to the enormous

population in Asia, for some countries it is higher (the Philippines, 4.4%), and it is higher

for the tertiary-educated (3.8%), with the poorest countries seeing the highest

emigration rates of the tertiary-educated.

● A number of key socio-demographic and economic changes are occurring in the region

which will affect migration in the future: fertility has fallen and is below the replacement

rate in a number of countries; many countries are in a period of “demographic dividend”

with few older and few younger people relative to the working-age population; and

youth cohorts are increasingly educated. As Asia develops, it is producing more skilled

workers. It is also fostering conditions that not only make migration less attractive for

Asian workers, but even draw skilled workers from other parts of the world. It is thus

uncertain whether OECD countries will be able to rely on this steady stream of skilled

workers from Asia in the future.

● The policies to attract and retain skilled workers in a number of Asian non-member

economies are converging with those common in the OECD, although some have not yet

revised their policy.

● Specific policies to encourage return migration have had little success, yet the booming

local economies have attracted quite a large number of return migrants.

● Mobility within the region is facilitated through bilateral agreements for low-skilled

labour migration and increasing bilateral and multilateral agreements to facilitate the

mobility of skilled workers.

● Management of less-skilled migration in the region is difficult because of a large surplus

of labour and limited opportunities, leading to frequent rent-taking and raising

migration costs for the less educated to a significant portion of expected overseas

earnings. Some schemes, such as Korea’s Employment Permit System, have succeeded in

reducing the costs of migration and the risk of exploitation. Other countries in the region

are contemplating this experience as a model.

● Currently, most of the temporary foreign workers from the region are working in the Gulf

countries, with Malaysia, Chinese Taipei, Singapore and Hong Kong, China, the main

destinations within the region. Policies towards low-skilled workers are generally

restrictive, with limited duration of stay and measures to discourage their employment.

Irregular migration is more common in recent destination countries bordering origin

countries.

● Marriage migration is the main form of family reunification in Asian countries, with men

from more developed economies marrying women from less developed economies.

Problems with the integration of marriage migrants and their children are driving the

development of integration policies in some cases. Profound changes in the marriage

market in Asia – due to a growing marriage deficit exacerbated by a prenatal gender

selection favouring males – can be expected in upcoming decades, with implications for

migration.
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3. The importance of Asian migration to the OECD and within the region
Asia is the origin of a growing share of migrants in OECD countries. Within the region,

however, growth in migrant stocks is occurring at a lower rate than in the rest of the world.

The region’s share of the world migrant stock fell from 14.7% in 2000 to 12.9% in 2010,

equivalent to almost 28 million migrants.

Asian migration to the OECD: An overview

In the mid-2000s, there were 15.5 million emigrants over the age of 15 from Asian

countries living in OECD countries (Table III.1). Migrants from Asia accounted for about 17% of

all those born abroad in the OECD, and more in major receiving countries: 33% in Canada; 29%

in the United Kingdom; 28% in Australia; and 19% in the United States. Further, international

migration from the area to the OECD is primarily directed to just a few destinations:

the United States, to which half of all those born in the region and living in the OECD in 2005/

2006 had migrated; Canada (14%); the United Kingdom (10%); and Australia (8%).

The distribution of migrants from Asia reflects, to some extent, economic and

geopolitical factors such as long-lasting historical ties. This is reflected in the main

destination countries for specific Asian origin countries. The United States first received

Chinese migrants in the 19th century, then from the Philippines from the time of its

administration of that country, from Korea especially after restrictions were lifted in 1965,

and lastly from Viet Nam following 1975. The United Kingdom is, for reasons related to

Table III.1. Migrant stock of persons born in Asia (including Japan and Korea) 
living in OECD countries, 2005/06

Country of residence
Population aged 15 and over

Share among total immigrant 
population

Share of high-educated 
among Asian migrants

Thousands Percentages

United States 7 760 20 52

Canada 2 143 35 52

United Kingdom 1 557 29 39

Australia 1 155 28 42

Japan 546 42 25

France 436 7 30

Italy 266 9 7

Netherlands 264 18 25

New Zealand 225 29 37

Germany 222 2 19

Korea 179 78 32

Spain 119 3 18

Sweden 99 9 25

Switzerland 93 6 32

Denmark 70 19 18

Norway 68 21 16

Belgium 63 5 31

Austria 61 6 20

Ireland 44 8 59

Czech Republic 43 8 13

Israel 34 2 31

Other 71 5 13

Total 15 518 31 40

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.
Source: DIOC 2005/06. 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617151
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historical ties, the main destination for migrants from Pakistan and Bangladesh, and a leading

destination for Indians. For Indonesia, most emigrants are in the Netherlands. France is the

second destination for emigrants from Cambodia and Laos, after the United States, and also

has a large community from Viet Nam. Afghans are principally in Germany.

Yet recent years have seen the range of destination countries for Asian immigrants to

the OECD expand beyond those to which they historically migrated. Southern European

countries attracted large numbers of immigrants for employment in the late 1990s and

early 2000s, and Asian countries were included in this. Asia has become an increasingly

important source for international students, with growing numbers coming to Japan, Korea

and Australia, some of whom stay on after finishing their studies. Canada’s selection system

for skilled migrants attracted increasing numbers of Asians in the past two decades, as did

other programmes such as its live-in caregiver and its investor schemes. This was especially

true for residents of Hong Kong, China, in the mid- to late-1990s. Migration for family

formation – or “marriage migration” – increased, towards Korea, Japan and some

Scandinavian countries. Bilateral agreements for labour migration with Korea, and investor

programmes in the Czech Republic, also created new channels from some Asian countries.

Migration from Asia was a major and growing component of migration flows to

OECD countries over the course of the 2000s: it rose from 27.3% to 31.3% of total flows

(Table III.2). In absolute terms, total legal flows to OECD countries from non-OECD countries

in the region rose from 2000 to 2008 from 950 000 to 1.49 million. In 2010 they reached

1.55 million. Migration from the region reacted less to the global economic crisis than that

from other regions.

Flows to OECD countries in the period 2006-10 largely reflected prior migration

patterns. China, India and the Philippines have been leading source countries for migrants

to the OECD for the past decade, consistently ranking in the top ten, with China and India

usually leading the list. Flows from China to the OECD topped 500 000 in 2010, a decline

from a record peak of 542 000 in 2008. China accounted for almost 10% of total flows to the

OECD in 2010.

Table III.2. Inflows from Asia to OECD countries, by country of origin, 2000-10

Origin
2000 2002 2004 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Thousands

China 283 334 369 506 522 534 464 507

India 114 161 194 206 213 216 227 252

Indonesia 29 33 27 31 27 32 23 25

Philippines 165 196 212 172 168 158 164 167

Viet Nam 52 64 66 82 88 98 77 88

Other Asia 309 319 359 453 431 454 480 507

Total Asian non-OECD 951 1 107 1 227 1 450 1 450 1 492 1 435 1 546

Japan 35 41 38 36 33 30 36 32

Korea 59 63 58 70 73 81 80 76

Total Asian OECD 94 104 97 106 106 111 116 108

Total Asia 1 045 1 211 1 323 1 556 1 556 1 603 1 550 1 654

Total all migration flows 3 834 4 357 4 868 5 428 5 809 5 689 5 209 5 278

As a share of all migration (%) 27.3 27.8 27.2 28.7 26.8 28.2 29.8 31.3

Source: OECD, International Migration Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617189
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India was in third place for total flows to OECD countries in 2010, after Romania, with

252 000 migrants (4.8% of all migration). Flows were at roughly the same level as previous

years. The Philippines ranked fifth among origin countries in 2010, with 167 000 migrants,

(3.2% of all flows). Migration flows from the OECD Asian countries, of 108 000 in 2010,

represented only 6.5% of total flows from Asia.

Asian migrants are more educated than other migrants, more are women 
and more have come recently

Migration from Asia to OECD countries is associated with more educated migrants,

more recently arrived migrants, and more women (Table III.3). About 3 million – or 1 in 5 –

of the Asian migrants living in OECD countries in 2005/2006 had arrived since the

year 2000. The proportion of recent migrants was slightly higher among those from Asia

than among those from other regions, reflecting the increasing share of flows from Asia in

the first half of the 2000s.

Nearly half the migrants from Asia are highly educated (49%), and this proportion has

in general been rising since 2000. This rate is about twice that of migrants from other

regions, and is substantially higher than that of the native-born. Recent Asian migrants

tend to be even more highly educated: 56% of Asian men who migrated within the previous

five years had some tertiary education, and 52% of Asian women. The stock of high-educated

Asian migrants in OECD countries rose sharply between 2000 and 2005/2006 (e.g. +67% for

Indians). However, there is a significant variation according to both country of origin and

country of destination. To some extent, this reflects the overall education level in the

country of origin and the selectivity in the country of destination. Some of the main OECD

destinations for Asian migrants are Australia, Canada and New Zealand, all of which apply

selective criteria, favouring high-skilled migration. The United States also attracts the highly

skilled, through labour and student migration – but also family migration, where no selective

criteria are applied. As the education levels of spouses are positively correlated, family

members accompanying or joining selected migrants are also likely to be highly educated.

Table III.3. Migrants from Asia in OECD countries by place of birth, 
gender, education level, and recent migration, 2005/06

Thousands

OECD Asian migrants Non-OECD Asian migrants Other migrants

All migrants

Men Women Men Women Men Women

Emigrant population 333 511 6 748 7 492 36 626 37 261

Low-educated (%) 11 14 21 25 38 39

Highly-educated (%) 51 45 49 45 25 25

Gender (%) 38 41 47 53 50 50

Share of recent migrants 49 41 20 20 18 17

Recent migrants only

Men Women Men Women Men Women

Emigrant population 164 212 1 319 1 493 6 608 6 508

Low-educated (%) 9 9 19 22 38 35

Highly-educated (%) 61 58 55 51 27 29

Gender (%) 44 56 47 53 50 50

Source: DIOC 2005/06. 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617170
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Recent destination countries for Asian immigrants – especially those, such as Italy,

where no selection was made on the basis of education – have attracted migrants with

proportionally lower education. Countries with past historical ties also have

proportionately fewer educated migrants. For example, less than 30% of Indonesians in

the Netherlands are highly educated, compared with more than 50% of Indonesians in

Canada and the United States. Finally, the educational level may also reflect the epoch of

migration, with older migrants tending to be less educated; this is the case, for example,

among the Indonesian-born in the Netherlands.

The percentage of recent emigrants from the region – those with less than five years

stay in the host country – was about 18% in 2000 and 20% in 2005/06. In 2005/2006, about

29% of Indian and 24% of Chinese migrants were a recent migrant. The figure was 22% for

Bangladeshi and Pakistani migrants, 17% for the Philippines and 9% for Viet Nam. The

proportion of recent migrants was slightly higher among women overall. For Thailand, for

example, this reflects the increasing feminization of flows through family formation. For

Nepal and Bangladesh, it also reflects the effect of family reunification in migration

channels where the migration pioneers were men.

Overall, migration from the region to OECD comprises slightly more women (about

53% of the total), although the gender composition of the migrant population varies by

country of origin, and reflects the determinants of flows (Table III.A1.1). The high share of

women among migrants from Thailand, for example (67%), is related to the frequency of

international marriages with men in OECD countries. This is particularly evident for some

of the main destination countries – Australia, Japan and Sweden, for example. For the

Philippines, from which 61% of migrants are women, labour demand in disproportionately

female occupations – especially nursing and care – play an important role. Some countries

tend to have more male emigrants: Nepal (61%), Pakistan and Bangladesh (56%), India

(53%). For Pakistan and Bangladesh, this reflects to some extent the large proportion of

men among recent migrants to new destination countries (Italy and Spain, particularly)

where demand for labour in specific sectors such as construction and agriculture has been

more male-oriented.

Emigration rates from Asia to OECD countries are higher for the highly educated

While migrants from Asia comprise a large share of migration to OECD countries, for the

region as a whole the emigration rate is very low. For those over 15 years of age in 2005/06, the

emigration rate was less than 0.6% (Figure III.1). However, the rate varies by place of birth,

with very low rates in large countries such as China and Indonesia (0.2%). One of the

highest emigration rates is recorded for the Philippines, with 4.4% of its population in the

OECD, and 5.9% of its female population over 15 years of age.

Across the region – as is generally the case around the world – the emigration rate to

OECD countries is higher for the highly educated than for the low educated. For

non-member economies in the region, the overall emigration rate for the highly educated

is 3.8%, while for the medium and low-skilled it is 0.3%. Again, there is a wide range among

origin countries. Some of the highest emigration rates for the tertiary educated are in poor

countries such as Cambodia (43%), Laos (26%) and Papua New Guinea (19%).2 Emigration

rates for highly-educated women are systematically higher than for men, except for

Bangladesh.
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Underlying factors of migration from non-OECD Asian countries

The non-OECD Asian countries, with 3.6 billion inhabitants, represented 53% of the
world population in 2010, and produced 16.6% of the world GDP. Since 1990, Asia has
represented more than half (53%) of world population growth and 22% of world economic
growth. GDP in these countries increased by 311% over the two decades, compared with 55%
for the rest of the world. Asian countries rode through the recent economic crisis much
better than most OECD countries. The growth rates in China and India, especially, remained
robust in the late 2000s, and second-tier Asian economies, such as Malaysia, Thailand and
Viet Nam, continued to grow. Wages in these countries rose an average of 8% through
the 2000s, compared with wage growth rates of less than 1% in developed countries.

Population and economic growth in Asia has been faster in non-member economies.
The OECD countries in the region, Japan and Korea, at 2.5% of the world population in 2010,
represented only a marginal contribution to world population growth over the period but
contributed about 5% and 3%, respectively, to world GDP growth.

Within the region, wide differences in wages between countries have induced
incentives for migration, that may increase due to persisting differences in growth rates
between countries. While fertility rates have fallen across the region, most countries are in
a period of demographic transition, with burgeoning cohorts of young workers providing
an excess labour supply which increases pressure to move abroad. Rapidly rising education
levels in certain economies have led to less willingness to work in unskilled and manual
labour, and increased demand for services such as domestic work.

Fertility rates have been falling in almost all Asian countries (Figure III.2), and a
number of countries have seen fertility rates drop below replacement rate. China is the
most noteworthy example, where decades of a one-child policy have led to smaller birth
cohorts and one of the most rapidly aging populations. Other countries where the number
of young people entering the working-age population is already shrinking, and expected to
diminish further in upcoming years, are Japan, Korea and Singapore. Both Thailand and
Viet Nam have fertility rates which have recently fallen below replacement level.

Figure III.1. Emigration rates to OECD countries, by place of birth and gender, 
total and tertiary educated, 2005/2006

Source: DIOC 2005/06; Barro and Lee (2010). 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615783
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The number of working-age individuals has increased at all educational levels, but

overall the average educational level has increased. A number of these Asian economies

are benefitting from a “demographic dividend” which occurs during a demographic

transition: the elderly population is still small, and shrinking youth cohorts reduce the

number of children (Figure III.3). While this is associated with economic growth in most

economies, it also places pressure to create employment at different skill levels and may

increase pressures to migrate where opportunities are insufficient.

Figure III.2. Total fertility rate, by Asian region, 1970-2010

Source: UNESA, World Population Policies 2009, unweighted averages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615802

Figure III.3. Age structure of the population in Asian and OECD economies, 2010
Age groups in the population

Source: UNESA, World Population Policies 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615821
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Educational attainment is increasing overall

Figure III.4 shows the distribution of population by education level. In a number of

economies, the adult population is highly educated: tertiary education rates are about 35%

in Korea and Japan, and about 25% in the Philippines. In the most developed economies,

tertiary education rates for young people 25-29 are very high, reaching 71% in Korea and

Chinese Taipei. Upper-middle-income countries also have high and growing rates of highly

educated residents. The proportion of young people in this age bracket with tertiary

education is 36% in the Philippines, 28% for Malaysia, 25% for Thailand, 22% for Sri Lanka,

and 15% in China. Limited opportunities for high-skilled workers in some developing

countries however push them to seek employment abroad.

Intra-Asia labour migration

While labour migration to both Japan and Korea has increased in the past two decades,

foreign workers still make up a very low proportion of total employment – 2.1% in Korea,

and 1.3% in Japan – much lower than in non-member Asian economies receiving labour

migrants. Further, in these two countries, the systems in place for governing labour

migration have evolved separately and distinctly from those in other Asian countries.

Exchange of information and experience remain however essential to respond to existing

policy challenges (see Box III.1).

In non-member Asian destination economies, labour shortages developed rapidly in
the late 1980s, especially in low-skilled productive industries, as education levels for the
native population rose. Recruitment of low-skilled workers for temporary stay began in
Singapore as early as the 1970s and Chinese Taipei from 1989. Malaysia, which long
employed Indonesians in its plantations, saw the expansion of low-skilled labour
migration in other sectors from the 1990s as well. Asian OECD countries began to employ
foreign workers as well, Japan in the early 1990s, and Korea from 1994. Thailand and the
Maldives are more recent destination countries.

Figure III.4. Educational structure of the population aged 15 and over in Asian 
economies, 2010

Source: Barro and Lee (2010). 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615840
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Migration to Asian OECD countries is limited

Relative to other OECD countries, Japan and Korea have proportionally limited inflows

of migrants, reflecting the recent history of migration flows to these countries and policies

which remain restrictive for permanent migration of less skilled workers. In Japan,

permanent-type inflows – most of which were from Asia – were the lowest, after Mexico,

among OECD countries in 2010, at less than 0.05% of the population; family migration

comprised more than 42% of inflows. Temporary flows were also around 0.1% of the

population, and largely comprised trainees staying no more than several years. In Korea,

permanent-type inflows – including foreign workers, who comprised more than two-thirds

of the inflow – were 0.3% of the population, below the OECD average of 0.5%. In recent

years, a large part of permanent flows to these countries have been migrants admitted

under ethnic-priority schemes. Such schemes, which grant foreign descendents or

members of the main national ethnic group access, are not unusual in OECD countries:

Greece, Germany, Hungary, Finland and Israel3 have all granted residence to foreigners on

this basis, although in most cases – except Israel – it is less important than in Asian

OECD countries.

Migration to non-member Asian economies is mostly for employment 
and intra-regional

Migration to non-member Asian economies comes almost entirely from other

countries in the region, and in most countries where flows are reported, it is largely related

to employment.

While statistics on permanent migration, or family migration, are generally lacking,

for a number of economies in the region figures are available on the stock of authorised

labour migrants. These figures vary widely according to destination (Table III.4).

Brunei Darussalam and the Maldives have the highest proportion of foreign workers,

exceeding 40% of total employment. Singapore follows; the share of foreign workers in its

labour force rose from 3% to 35% between 1970 and 2010, to reach almost 1.2 million

non-Singapore workers.

Box III.1. The ADBI-OECD Roundtable on Labour Migration in Asia

Since 2011, the Asian Development Bank Institute (ADBI) and the OECD have organised an
annual Roundtable on Labour Migration in Asia. Participants in the three-day discussion are
drawn from the government authorities responsible for labour migration management –
outgoing or incoming – from non-member economies including Bangladesh, India,
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines, China, Sri Lanka, Chinese Taipei,
Thailand and Viet Nam. OECD countries are represented (Australia, Japan, Korea, Turkey,
Canada) along with International Organisations including the ILO, ADB and the World Bank,
and expert researchers. Both immigration and emigration economies exchange perspectives
and identify migration and policy trends. The inaugural Roundtable, held in January 2011,
focused on Recent Trends and Prospects in the Postcrisis Context. The second Roundtable, in
January 2012, was on Managing Migration to Support Inclusive and Sustainable Growth. This
part draws on the contributions of participants in the Roundtable.

Note: More information, including Roundtable programmes and presentations, is available at www.adbi.org. 
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Table III.4. Foreign workers, total and as percentage of total employment 
in different Asian economies, 2010 or most recent year, by selected sectors

Number of foreign workers As a share of total employment

Thousands Percentages

Brunei Darussalam 88 46.3

Manufacturing/Mining/Oil 16 69.3

Construction 32 88.8

Non-government services 35 56.8

Maldives 74 40.5

Construction 12 45.7

Tourism 32 48.9

Singapore 1 157 36.0

Manufacturing 166 44.6

Construction 190 60.5

Services 313 21.6

Domestic work 196 94.1

Malaysia 1 941 16.7

Manufacturing 671 20.9

Construction 301 39.5

Agriculture, fishing 500 35.9

Service 227 3.6

Hong Kong, China 275 7.5

Chinese Taipei 404 3.8

Manufacturing 198 6.7

Construction 4 0.5

Agriculture, fishing 8 1.5

Health and social services 193 47.0

Thailand 1 335 3.5

Construction 223 10.5

Agriculture, fishing 360 2.1

Domestic work 130 31.7

Korea 507 2.1

Manufacturing 6.0

Construction 9.1

Restaurants 5.0

Housekeeping 16.3

Japan 694 1.1

Manufacturing 265 2.5

Restaurant and hotels 75 1.9

Notes: Brunei Darussalam – 2008, Maldives – 2010, for sector distributions 2009. Singapore – mid-2011 for the total,
and 2006 for the sector breakdowns, except for domestic work, February 2011. Malaysia – 2009, excludes 242 700
“other” foreign workers from sector counts and denominator. Chinese Taipei – June 2011: Health and Social services
includes Home nursing, which accounts for almost all the foreign employment. Thailand – 2010, adding legal and
registered foreign workers. Korea – Totals refer to 2010. Percentages by sector refer to 2008. Other estimates put the
total proportion at 2.9%. Japan – October 2011. Hong Kong, China – March 2010. Foreign workers include Foreign
domestic helpers (273 600) and Supplementary labour scheme (1 600).
Sources: Brunei Darussalam – Dept of Econ. Planning and Development, Prime Minister’s Office. Maldives – Maldives
Monetary Authority, Ministry of Human Resources, Youth and Sports for sector distributions. SNG – Comprehensive
Labour Force Survey, MOM. Malaysia – Department of the Treasury. Chinese Taipei – NSO. Thailand – Department of
Employment, Ministry of Labour. Korea – Korea Immigration Statistics, Nho and Hur (2010). Japan – MHLW, NSO.
Hong Kong, China – Immigration Dept. of Hong Kong, China; China Statistical Yearbook 2011.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617208
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After Singapore, the second major Asian receiving country is Malaysia. Its agricultural

sector, especially its plantations, has long drawn on foreign workers and remains

dependent on their labour (36% of employment in the sector in 2010). It was, however, the

high growth rate over the past decade (an average of 4.7% annually), that led to increased

migration in a broader range of sectors, including manufacturing and household work.

In terms of sectors, construction and manufacturing are reliant on foreign workers in a

number of Asian countries. In Brunei Darussalam, Singapore, the Maldives and Malaysia,

foreign workers represent a large share of construction employment. While some countries

do not report the number of foreign workers in domestic employment, they comprise most

of employment in Singapore, and a large part in Thailand and Korea. In Chinese Taipei, half

of home-nursing employees are foreign workers. India does not publish comparable figures

on foreign workers, although estimates of the number of undocumented foreigners are as

high as 18 million.

Almost all of the foreign workers in these countries are from Asia. While stock data are

not available by destination country, a number of Asian countries managing outward

labour migration – which largely concerns the less skilled – provide information on

destinations of workers (Table III.5). These figures suggest intraregional flows of about

1 million workers annually. Malaysia is the principal destination in most cases, and

Indonesia, the Philippines and Nepal the main countries of origin.

For most Asian countries, however, the main destination of outgoing foreign workers

– over 3 million annually – is not other Asian destinations, but the countries of the Gulf

Co-operation Council (Table III.A1.2).

Table III.5. Foreign workers from selected Asian countries, by destination, 2010-11
Thousands

Destination
Source country

Nepal Bangladesh Indonesia Sri Lanka Thailand India Pakistan Philippines  Viet Nam

Year 2010/11 2010 2011 2010 2011 2010 2008 2010 2010

Brunei Darussalam 2 11 3 1 66 8

Chinese Taipei 76 48 37 28

Hong Kong, China 50 3 22 101

Malaysia 106 1 134 4 4 21 2 10 12

Singapore 39 48 1 11 16 70

Non-OECD Asia 107 42 323 10 78 21 2 264 49

Japan 1 0 2 0 9 – 45 6 5

Korea 4 3 11 5 11 – 2 12 9

OECD Asia 4 3 14 5 20 – 2 18 14

Gulf Co-operation Council 241 287 204 228 18 610 421 661 8

OECD non-Asia 1 7 19 2 23 0 4 73 0

MENA1 1 37 5 16 3 4 1 22 0

Other 0 15 15 1 5 6 1 82 14

Notes: Figures are for overseas workers whose departure is recorded by the government agencies in the origin country.
Coverage of individual departures for employment may be partial or limited to employment under bilateral
agreements. Some countries (e.g. India) do not record departures for employment to OECD countries. Data for Indonesia
include both formal and informal placements. Sailors are excluded from the data for most countries. 
1. MENA refers to Middle East and North Africa, according to the World Bank definition; for this table, MENA

excludes OECD member and GCC countries.
Sources: Nepal – Dept. Foreign Employment. Bangladesh – BMET. Indonesia – BNP2TKI. Sri Lanka – SLBFE. Thailand – Office
of Overseas Employment Administration, DOE. India – MOIA. Pakistan – Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment.
Philippines – POEA. Viet Nam – MoLISA. 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617227
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4. Can OECD countries continue to compete with Asia for highly skilled 
migrants?

A number of non-OECD Asian countries with high growth rates have become

consolidated destinations for labour migration in the past decades, even as Asia has been

the source of many of the high-skilled migrants to OECD countries. A number of

developments in the region raise the possibility that more skilled migrants will move

within the region, and that more skilled migrants will be attracted from elsewhere in the

world.

Asia has been a main and preferred source for high-skilled migrants 
to OECD countries

Asians are overrepresented in employer-driven and selective migration

Skilled migration channels to the OECD have drawn heavily on Asia as a source region

(Figure III.5). These skilled migration streams vary among countries, between temporary or

permanent streams, and between those requiring a job offer and those selecting

candidates.

Figure III.5. Share of Asian recipients of selected permanent and temporary 
skilled worker visas/permits in selected OECD countries, 2009-11

Percentage of total permits/visas

Notes: United States: Fiscal year 2010, H-1B initial employment. Canada: Other Asia includes all of Asia-Pacific.
Australia: General Skilled July 2010-June 2011, Other Asia category includes Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Nepal,
Philippines and Korea only; Long-term Business, July 2009-June 2010 primary applicants only, Other Asia
category includes Japan, Korea, the Philippines, Malaysia, Myanmar, and Viet Nam only. United Kingdom: 2009.
Denmark: 2010. Germany: 2010. Sweden: Permits for workers in SSYK occupational classification 1 and 2.
New Zealand: 2010-11. Permanent residence for professionals and managers, work permits for skilled workers.
Korea: Arrivals with E-3 (Research) and E-5 (Professional) visas, 2010. Korea, Netherlands: Other Asia category
contains Japan only.

Sources: National governments.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615859
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Asians, for example, are among the main recipients of the United States’ “First

Priority” Green Cards, issued to those with extraordinary ability, outstanding researchers,

and top executives. Chinese and Indians each received about one in six of these visas.

Asians also received 61% of the “Second Priority” Green Cards, issued to those with

post-graduate degrees or outstanding ability who have a qualifying job offer, with Indians

receiving 37% of the total. 35% of the Third Preference visas went to Asians. Citizens of

Korea and Japan together received 7, 10 and 9%, respectively of these three visa categories.

The employment-based Green Cards have been subject to a ceiling by nationality, and high

demand kept Indians and Chinese in long queues relative to most other nationalities.

Indians are the main recipients of temporary “specialty occupation” H1-B visas – 45%

in 2010.

In Canada, in 2010, the three top source countries for economic immigrants were the

Philippines (17%), China (12%) and India (10%). India accounted for 21%, and China 20%, of

visas granted in 2010-11 under the Economic Class. Sri Lanka, Malaysia, the Philippines

and Nepal comprised a further 15% of recipients. In the United Kingdom, in 2009,

non-OECD Asians represented more than two-thirds of entries under the Tier 1 channel for

highly skilled foreigners and the Tier 2 channel for those with a qualifying job offer.

Other OECD countries’ labour migration channels are used disproportionately by

Asians. In 2010, 73% of the recipients of Denmark’s provisional “Green Card” for qualified

foreigners with university degrees came from just four Asian countries: Pakistan, India,

Bangladesh and China. These countries comprised almost three out of five entries to

Denmark under its salary-based scheme, as well. In Belgium, Asian citizens received about

three in five of all permits issued to highly qualified migrants in 2010.

Regarding the occupations of migrants from the region, they play an important role in

health care professions (see Box III.2) and in science, technology, engineering and

mathematics (STEM). In the United States, for example, in 2001-02, Asian-born immigrants

were more than twice as likely to work in STEM professions as natives.

Box III.2. Asian health professionals in OECD countries

The region is a major source for health care professionals in OECD countries. In 2000, out
of about 400 000 foreign-born doctors in OECD countries, 127 000 (32%) were from Asia. Out
of 710 000 nurses, 180 000 (25%) were from Asia. One country supplies most of these
nurses: there were more than 110 000 Philippine-born nurses in OECD countries in 2000.

The emigration rate for health care professionals varies across countries. The
Philippines, where training in health care professions is often a precursor to emigration,
the emigration rate reaches 26% for doctors and 47% for nurses. In Malaysia, another
traditional origin country, it is 23% and 20%, respectively.

Asian-born workers account for more than 6% of the life-science and health workers in
OECD countries. The figures are higher for certain countries: one in eight workers in life
science and health professional occupations in the United Kingdom and in Australia, and
more than 7% of the workforce in these professions in Ireland and New Zealand, and
healthcare practitioners in the United States.
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Asian migrants have better labour market outcomes than other migrants

Migrants from Asia have a higher employment rate (62%, on average in 2005/2006) in

OECD countries than migrants from other regions (58%). Much of this difference lies in

their overall higher education level. In fact, men from Asia with tertiary education have an

employment level (80%) comparable to that of other tertiary-educated male migrants (78%)

and natives (79%). A larger difference is visible for women: both Asian and non-Asian

tertiary-educated women have lower employment rates than tertiary-educated

native-born women, about 65% compared with 73%. The employment rates for

low-educated Asian women are similar to those for other migrants – about one in three –

but there are fewer low-educated women among migrants from Asia to OECD countries.

Asians predominate among international students

The region is a major and growing source for international students in

OECD countries. From 2004 to 2009, the number of international students from the

region increased from 753 000 to 1.07 million, an increase of 42%, almost twice the rate

of increase for other international students. The increase was due to non-OECD

nationals studying in OECD countries, for whom the rate of increase was 56%. The

number of Chinese students rose from 215 000 to 368 000, and the number of Indians

from 114 000 to 180 000.

Box III.2. Asian health professionals in OECD countries (cont.)

Table III.6. Share of native-born, foreign-born Asians and other foreign-born 
in life science and health professional occupations

Native-born Foreign-born Asians Foreign-born other

Share
2005/06

Share
2005/06

Change in share 
2000-05/06

Share
2005/06

Change in share 
2000-05/06

Australia 66.6 12.3 44.9 21.1 5.8
Austria 85.1 2.6 604.8 12.3 –13.4
Denmark 89.2 2.7 399.2 8.0 17.6
France 83.8 2.5 266.6 13.7 –1.3
Ireland 76.9 9.6 92.6 13.5 10.2
Netherlands 89.6 3.2 173.3 7.2 –21.2
New Zealand 68.4 7.5 51.3 24.1 4.3
Sweden 84.5 3.3 483.8 12.2 –6.2
Switzerland 63.3 2.9 190.0 33.9 29.9
United Kingdom 70.6 13.2 19.6 16.2 5.9
United States 84.6 7.3 30.6 8.1 5.0

Total above countries, weighted average 83.4 7.3 33.3 9.3 2.4
Total above countries, non-weighted average 78.4 6.1 70.6 15.5 5.5

Notes: “Life science and health professionals” correspond to the ISCO category 22. Data for the US are based on
the classification of the US Census Bureau Occupation codes “healthcare practitioner and technical
occupations”.
Source: DIOC 2005/06.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617246
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Three countries, the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom, account for half of

all international students and three-quarters of Asian international students (Figure III.6).

While the United States remains the main destination, with 405 000 international students

from the region, other countries accept a proportionately larger number of students: in

Australia, Asian students comprised 16% of total enrolment, and 6% in the United Kingdom

(Figure III.7). International students represent an important target for universities in these

countries, where education is a major export industry.

Figure III.6. International students from Asia (including Japan and Korea) 
in OECD countries, 2009

Thousands, and percentage change from enrolment in 2004

Note: For Germany, percentage change is not available as there is no comparable data for 2004. For “Other”, the
countries in the category are different in 2004 and 2009.

Source: UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat (UOE) Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615878

Figure III.7. International tertiary education students from Asia 
(incl. Japan and Korea) in OECD countries, 2009, as a percentage 

of international students and of all students

Source: UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat (UOE) Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615897
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Student migration from non-member Asian economies is also directed towards Japan

and, increasingly, Korea. Both countries have a policy of increasing the number of international

students. Japan, which set its goal at 300 000 students, has seen less increase in enrolment

from Asia in the past five years, as most of the increase occurred between 1999 and 2003.

Korea, in contrast, has seen sharp growth in the number of international students, especially

from China, which accounted for 87% of its 45 000 international students in 2009. The Korean

government aims to have 100 000 students, and figures for enrolment in 2011 – 88 000 –

suggest it is approaching that goal. In both countries, international students may be authorised

to work, and many do so; the restrictions on the maximum work hours for students are

difficult to enforce. Both countries have implemented provisions for graduating students to

remain. Japan allows graduates up to six months to seek qualifying employment. Korea does

not grant a job-search period to graduating students, but does allow them to change status for

a qualifying job offer, and lifted restrictions on the field of employment in 2011. Employers,

however, are not broadly targeting international graduates for recruitment, as they may be

unsure of their language and workplace skills, and students themselves may prefer career

opportunities abroad.

Intra-Asian migration is becoming more attractive for skilled workers

Skilled migration to OECD countries has benefited from flows from non-member

Asian economies over the past decade. However, the development of many of these

countries makes them increasingly attractive for their own residents, who are less likely to

depart, and more likely to return for those who have already emigrated. Science and

engineering students are increasing quickly in numbers, providing a broader base for R&D

and innovation in the region. The region is attracting more international students. More

students and skilled workers are returning from OECD countries, in response to rising

wages and more opportunities at home. These trends are starting to be reflected in the

bilateral and multilateral agreements negotiated within the region.

Asia is producing more science and engineering graduates

The higher education systems in Asian countries, especially in China and India, are

expanding rapidly. In China, the number of university students continues to increase, with

more than 6.4 million enrolling in 2009, a 27% increase from 2005. The number of Chinese

higher-education technology institutes rose by 27% between 2005 and 2009, to over 1 000.

In India, there were fewer universities, but about 2 900 engineering and technology

colleges in 2009. Science and technology, especially engineering, remains the most popular

field of study for Chinese and Indian university students, with far more graduates than in

the largest OECD system, the United States (Table III.7). In India, for example, there were

more than 4 million undergraduates and more than 500 000 graduate students enrolled in

Science and Engineering programmes in 2009; the number of graduates was estimated at

less than 1 million degree-holders.

The growing number of science and engineering graduates in Asia suggests that the

region could become a new pole for innovation to compete with OECD countries as a

location for high value-added production and employment for the educated. However, a

simple comparison of the reported number of science graduates, especially when

compared with figures on science and engineering graduates in OECD countries, may

overestimate this potential. The official statistics on engineering graduates in China, for

example, cover many degrees which would not be considered in OECD countries, and for
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both countries the training in many cases may not be comparable (Gereffi et al., 2008).

Many graduates in India and China are not considered employable in the field of study. For

example, an Indian HR screening company found that of 40 000 final-year engineering

students taking its standardised test, only a small fraction had the language and

quantitative skills sought by companies (Aspiring Minds, 2010). The same firm found that

the proliferation of technical colleges was also associated with lower quality of graduates.

University enrolment in China may also be approaching its peak. The number of

Chinese students sitting for the annual National College Entrance Examination has been

falling since 2008, and was about 9.3 million in 2011. As university places have not been

reduced, selectivity has declined.

In addition to training in Asia, Asian students are an increasing proportion of

engineering graduate students in OECD countries, often compensating for falling

enrolment of residents. In graduate engineering programmes in Canada, for example,

international enrolments grew by 36.6% between 2006 and 2009, more than making up the

decline in Canadian enrolment. Their contribution to innovation in OECD countries

depends on how many of them remain and how many return to Asia.

Intra-Asian international student enrolment is rising

Asian higher education is not only expanding, it is also taking a small but rapidly growing

share of international students. Several non-member Asian economies attract a large number

of students from within the region, especially Singapore and Malaysia. Singapore had

86 000 international students in 2008,4 while Malaysia had 87 000 international students

in 2010, half of whom were from Asia, with the largest groups coming from Iran (12 000),

China and Indonesia (10 000 each). Both Singapore and Malaysia see international students

as a source of economic growth, especially for the contribution their tuition makes to the

public and private university systems. In these countries, OECD universities are also

opening local campuses. In 2010, there were nine campuses of foreign universities in

Singapore, and five in Malaysia.

Table III.7. Engineering and science graduates for selected countries, 2009

Engineering Science

Undergraduates Graduates Undergraduates Graduates

Australia 13 5 20 7

Canada 14 6 23 7

China 164 131 52 42

France 41 13 35 22

Germany 44 6 57 11

India (2010) 440 . . 520 . .

Japan 94 35 19 12

Korea 74 15 33 5

United Kingdom 29 20 52 22

United States 95 53 157 54

Notes: For China, figures exclude undergraduate enrolment in non-degree specialised programmes. For
OECD countries, Undergraduates represents tertiary type A first degree. Graduates represent tertiary type A second
degree and advanced research programmes. Engineering includes Engineering and engineering trades (ISC 52),
Manufacturing and processing (ISC 54) Architecture and building (ISC 58). Science includes Life sciences (ISC 42),
Physical sciences (ISC 44), Mathematics and statistics (ISC 46) and Computing (ISC 48).
Sources: China: Chinese Statistical Yearbook 2010, India: NASSCOM. OECD countries: UNESCO/OECD/EUROSTAT (UOE)
Database.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617265
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China has also been attracting growing numbers of international students, with

107 000 degree-programme students in 2010, a 15% increase from the previous year,

although the comparability of the degrees is limited. China has a stated objective of reaching

a half-million international students by 2020. Other Asian economies also attract a growing

number of students. Hong Kong, China, had more than 10 000 international university

students in 2010, almost all from within Asia, with numbers rising annually. Chinese Taipei

has also seen a sharp increase in recent years, with the number of international students in

degree programmes doubling from 5 000 to 10 000 between 2007 and 2011, and the total

number of students approaching 50 000. The Ministry of Education has set a target of

130 000 international students by 2020, in part to compensate for expected declines in the

local youth cohorts entering university. Education costs are generally lower than in

OECD countries, and Asian countries may attract students who would have otherwise

studied – and perhaps remained – in OECD countries.

Rising wages and growing opportunities make Asian countries attractive 
for the high-skilled

Asia’s growth rate has outstripped that of the developed world over the past decade

and is likely to continue to grow much more rapidly over the upcoming decades. According

to projections by Maddison (2008), non-member Asian economies represented 31% of

global GDP in 2003, but will represent 47% of GDP in 2030. Over the same period, the share

of OECD countries will fall from 54% of world GDP to 41%. Other OECD projections (OECD,

2012) put China and India as increasing from 11% and 3% of global GDP5 to 25% and 7%,

respectively. The same projections see China, India and Indonesia maintaining growth

rates well above those of OECD countries for decades to come.

It is not just a shift in total GDP which will occur, but also the expansion of the middle

class in Asian countries. Middle-class consumption in OECD countries is expected to

increase by just 9% over the next decade, while middle class consumption in Asia is

expected to more than double (Figure III.8). China and India alone are projected to see their

middle-class consumption rise from 6.6% of the global total to 22.3%. Rising salaries in

these countries (real wages in China grew by more than 10% annually over the past decade)

will make emigration less attractive for many professionals, and attract more intraregional

migration. It may, however, also allow more people to migrate or to study abroad.

Figure III.8. Global middle class consumption, in 2005 USD PPP, 2010-20

Source: Kharas (2010). 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615916
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Much of this growth will occur as China and India move up the value chain, although

the rate at which progress will be made is not clear. The transition in both China and India

to onshore technologically advanced services is likely to be a long process (Coe, 2008). Coe

cites infrastructure, English-language skills, property rights, intellectual property rights

enforcement, and rule of law in China as obstacles to moving up the value chain. The

conditions in China for outsourcing lag far behind India (Van Welsum, 2006).

More recent analysis (OECD, 2010) suggests that despite increasing investment in R&D,

China’s R&D intensity – especially in industry – remains far below that in OECD countries

and China is not reaping the same benefits in terms of innovation as OECD countries do.

While the pace of progress is unclear, Asian countries are moving up the value chain and

integrating into the global R&D infrastructure. The expansion of R&D brings more

opportunities for employment of the highly skilled, as well as intracorporate mobility

within the multinational corporations involved in investment in R&D infrastructure.

Free trade agreements, trade in services, and intra-Asian ICTs increase the mobility 
of skilled workers…

Most agreements on international labour migration in Asia are bilateral, reflecting the

wide variety of national priorities in the area of labour migration management. One

important regional body, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),6 has

addressed international migration since the 2000s, although it lacks a standing ministerial

body specifically addressing labour migration. It adopted a Plan of Action in 2002 on

co-operation in immigration, largely devoted to border control procedures.

ASEAN decided in 2007 to achieve a regional Economic Community (AEC) by 2015. In the

blueprint for achieving the AEC, five pillars are identified, the fifth of which is the free flow of

skilled labour. The objective is to facilitate the issuance of visas and employment passes for

ASEAN professionals and skilled labour, engaged in cross-border trade and investment-related

activities. Skilled labour has so far been defined as seven professions: engineers, architects,

nurses, doctors, dentists, accountants and surveyors. The facilitation of the free flow of skilled

labour has been agreed through a consensus process, rather than through a vote by individual

countries, avoiding reluctance from potential future receiving countries.

The achievement of free movement, even for this restricted list of professions, is subject

to a number of conditions, most notably the recognition of professional qualifications, and

will require time. While mutual recognition arrangements (MRAs) have been signed among

ASEAN countries, implementation has yet to occur, and may represent an obstacle to free

movement. For example, the Philippines restricts the practice of professions to its own

nationals, and would have to pass a law specifying exemptions for ASEAN countries. Current

licensing requirements for these professions vary among countries.

Another multilateral body in the region is APEC (Asia Pacific Economic Co-operation)

which concentrates on trade and investment. In order to facilitate travel by businesspeople

in the region, APEC introduced a “Business card” in 1999. The card substitutes a visa for

extended visits (two-three months) in a three-year period, issued to high-level executives

and business people in firms with trade and investments in APEC countries. The card

applies to up to 18 countries – the United States and Canada do not participate. There were

more than 88 000 cards in circulation in 2010, a four-fold increase since 2006.

Increasing facilitation of mobility within the region will grant more local opportunities

to skilled workers, possibly subtracting from the flows towards OECD countries.
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… as does the development of bilateral agreements between Asian countries

Bilateral agreements between Asian countries also facilitate the mobility of

high-skilled workers. While most bilateral agreements for skilled workers in Asia have

focused on less skilled workers, agreements for mobility of the skilled are starting to

appear. Japan’s Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with the Philippines and with

Indonesia, which are first and foremost agreements on trade, also include provisions on

labour migration of health care workers. Japan’s EPAs with India and Thailand also contain

reference to labour migration. India assigns a high priority to ensuring that Free Trade

Agreements open opportunities for its skilled service providers to work in other countries.

Bilateral agreements on co-operation or mutual recognition may also indirectly affect

labour migration. The proposed mutual recognition agreement on higher education

between Malaysia and China, for example, moves in this direction.

Asian OECD countries have introduced policies to encourage high-skilled migration

Both Japan and Korea have recently introduced facilitations for skilled migrants,

allowing faster access to permanent residence. In 2012, Japan introduced a “points-based

system” allowing permanent residence after five instead of 10 years to those who meet

certain salary, experience, education, age and language-ability requirements. The scheme

is open to academic researchers, high-skilled technical specialists and management/

business professionals. As an employment offer is required, the scheme does not introduce

a new channel for skilled migration, but provides several facilitations for foreigners who

would have in any case already been able to obtain a permit under the current system.

Since 2010, Korea has introduced a points-scheme for skilled foreigners who are

already resident in Korea. Points are awarded based on their age, academic qualifications,

Korean-language proficiency, and income. Additional points are attributed for social

integration courses and work experience. The points-scheme grants accelerated access to

extended residence status (the F-2 permit), and acquisition of permanent residence after

three instead of five years. Here as well, the scheme is not meant to open a new channel

for migration, but to facilitate the stay of skilled workers who already have residence.

Asian non-OECD countries are adopting policies to attract high-skilled migration

There has been a convergence in OECD countries around certain strategies to attract

and retain skilled workers, and these strategies are being adopted in many non-member

Asian economies. Provisions for international students to stay after graduation are

appearing. The introduction of points-based selection systems for admitting qualified

foreigners, are also being imitated.

Barriers, such as language and qualification barriers, and employer reluctance to

recruit from abroad or even from among graduating international students, have limited

the impact of these measures in Asian OECD countries. A number of non-member Asian

economies, however, face fewer barriers, and may be better positioned to benefit from

policies favouring skilled immigration. The use of the English language – and, in some

Asian countries, Chinese – in both universities and the workplace reduces barriers. The

expansion of mutual recognition agreements for education and professional qualifications

facilitates movement. Active recruitment policies and simple and transparent permit

regimes, along with relatively favourable prospects for growth, suggest that non-member

Asian economies will increasingly benefit from policy convergence in this area.
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A mostly open door for skilled workers

Most non-member Asian economies do not place specific obstacles to the recruitment

of skilled workers, and several (Singapore, Chinese Taipei, Malaysia) have specific policies

to support their immigration. Singapore grants permits to qualified employees, with

several categories according to qualifications and salary level, and allows accompanying

family and transition to permanent residence. Malaysia has introduced a permit open to

qualified workers with several years experience to acquire a 10-year permit granting labour

market mobility; qualified workers may also apply for permanent residence.

Singapore draws heavily on its skilled migration programme, with 176 000 permit-holders

in 2010.7 The relative contribution of skilled migration is much lower in Malaysia and

Chinese Taipei, with 32 000 skilled workers (“expatriates”) in Malaysia and 27 000 skilled

workers in Chinese Taipei in 2010. In Hong Kong, China, a special scheme introduced

in 2006 uses a points system, the “Quality Migrant Admission Scheme”, to issue visas to

qualifying skilled migrants; the annual quota of 1 000 visas, however, has been

undersubscribed. Hong Kong, China, also admits more than 20 000 foreign qualified

professionals annually.

These economies also allow international students to remain if they find employment.

In addition, Singapore grants graduating students up to one year to find qualifying

employment, and Malaysia sets aside up to 1 000 work permits annually for graduates in

ITC. Hong Kong, China, since 2008, has annually granted more than 3 000 non-local

graduates a 12-month job-search permit. Most of the non-local graduates, who are largely

Chinese, receive this permit.

China, in contrast, has no official policy for attracting skilled foreigners. The current

legal framework for issuing residence permits, put in place in 1996, has not been modified

to reflect China’s new role in the world economy. While the categories admitted appear

relatively few and restrictive, the complex procedure has not represented a barrier for

mobility of skilled foreigners working for short periods in China. In principle, recruitment

of foreign employees is contingent on the employer receiving an employment permit,

which is only issued if the position “has special requirements, for which there is a

temporary shortage of suitable candidates inside China and which does not violate

relevant state regulations”. In practice, this restricts permits to a temporary duration, and

imposes a qualifications threshold, considering foreign workers only if they are “experts”.

The requirement that employers hold Foreign Employment Licenses, issued by municipal

Labor and Social Security Bureaus, has not been an obstacle to the employment of foreign

experts. Nonetheless, recent figures on the number of permit-holders in China suggest

that China’s economic growth has not led to a boom in the number of foreign experts

holding permits. At the end of 2010, the number of foreigners holding an Alien

Employment Permit was 231 700, up from 180 000 in 2006. The enormous expansion of

international trade and the growth of the Chinese economy is not reflected in these figures,

which show a largely stable stock of foreign workers.8 The official statistics do not cover

undeclared and irregular foreign workers, including those working under business visas or

other visas which do not allow employment. The 2010 Chinese Census also counts only

1 million foreigners, of whom more than half were from China’s Special Autonomous

Regions and Chinese Taipei.
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Policies for returning overseas nationals are in place…

A number of Asian countries have put in place specific policies to attract skilled

workers back from overseas.

Tax exemptions on foreign income are a common incentive. Malaysia offers a two-year

tax holiday on foreign income. China, India, the Philippines and Singapore also offer

different forms of tax exemptions for foreign income.

A second strategy is to offer salary top-ups or cash grants to returning experts. The

“Hundred Talents” programme of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) grants overseas

Chinese studying abroad in science and technology financial support and employment

opportunities in domestic research institutes, and other regional authorities offer cash

grants to returning entrepreneurs. China has put in place a range of policies to attract

educated Chinese home from abroad, to invest or to bring back technology (Zweig, 2006).

India has a programme offering a five-year salary top-up to academics who return to an

Indian institution. Singapore focuses on medical professionals, with a pre-employment

grant to attract overseas-trained Singaporean doctors to return home since 2010.

Recognition of foreign qualifications is another area for support to returnees. The

Philippines offers a programme for returning professionals, who may acquire recognition

of their qualifications through certification rather than examination.

Finally, a number of countries offer additional services to returnees, especially those

related to families and residency. The Chinese programme includes housing assistance

and children and spouse settlement. Non-citizens of Indian origin may acquire “Overseas

Citizenship of India”, which allows them to work in India. The Philippines allows

reacquisition of nationality. Malaysia offers accelerated permanent residence for spouses.

Despite these incentives, return programmes often have low participation. Malaysia only

attracted 400 returnees in ten years, although a government agency (Returning Experts

Programme), claimed almost 600 returning experts in 2011. Evaluation is difficult, as it is rarely

clear how many expatriates would have returned in the absence of these programmes.

… but opportunities are drawing Asians home from OECD countries

Increasingly, migrants from Asia are returning to their country of origin from

OECD countries. In some cases, this is part of the process for students who have gone

abroad to study. For China, the main sending country for international students, the

number of returning students is particularly high: more than 186 000 in 2011, according to

official Chinese statistics (Figure III.9). This was also the first year in which the number of

returning students was more than half the number of outgoing students.

Some traditional destinations, such as the United States, have seen the highly-qualified

less likely to remain after graduation. According to the National Science Board (2010), the

proportion of science and engineering doctorate students from China, India, Korea and

Chinese Taipei – planning on staying in the United States fell between 2000/2003 and

2004/2007. While this may reflect fewer possibilities to obtain a visa to stay in

the United States, it also testifies to the growing opportunities at home.

Return migration from OECD countries has helped fuel growth in non-OECD Asian

economies. Almost one in three companies in Chinese Taipei’s Hsinchu Science-based

Industrial Park, for example, which produces semiconductors and accounted for 10% of

exports in 2007, was founded by a returnee from the United States, and returnees

accounted for more than 5% of the total workforce (Chiu and Hou, 2007). Return migration
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has contributed to the development of advanced technology in India as well; half of the

leading Indian software firms in 2000 were founded by non-resident Indians returning

from the United States (Hunger, 2004).

Looking forward, OECD countries will face more competition for skilled Asian workers,

even as the total pool of skilled workers increases. Real wage growth in the region is likely

to continue to outstrip that in OECD countries, and although parity is a long way off in

most countries, improving conditions for professionals, along with more opportunities as

advanced industries expand, will give the region greater weight as a destination as well as

an origin for skilled workers.

5. Key challenges for managing low-skilled and family migration
While different countries’ policies to attract and retain skilled migrants tend to

converge around the same objectives and measures cited above, a number of Asian

economies face complex challenges of managing low-skilled labour migration and family

migration. Management concerns finding means to protect the local labour market,

channel irregular flows into legal schemes, and reduce rent-taking. It also focuses on

ensuring the rotational and temporary nature of labour schemes. Family migration, on the

other hand, is a relatively new phenomenon, driven by marriage migration in a number of

economies, with implications for integration policies.

Management of low-skilled labour migration in Asian non-OECD countries

Asia contains some of the most important origin countries for labour migrants. Table III.8

shows the placement of workers, or overseas employment outflows, by origin country

for 2005-10. For most countries, these outflows comprise unskilled employment, with the most

qualified workers not subject to the overseas employment management schemes. Intra-Asian

migration is a predominant part of flows in Indonesia, Thailand and Viet Nam, but represents

only a minimal part of flows from Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka. Flows peaked in 2008 with

almost 5 million outgoing workers from these countries. The Philippines is the largest origin

country in absolute terms. Relative to the total active population, outflows are small for China

and India (Figure III.10). For Sri Lanka, Nepal and the Philippines, however, annual outflows are

equivalent to more than 3% of the total active population.

Figure III.9. Inflows and outflows of Chinese students, 1996-2011

Source: National Statistical Yearbook of China. 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615935
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Most intra-Asian managed migration has been low-skilled. From Sri Lanka, for
example, in 2009, 46% of departing workers were housemaids, and a further 20% were
unskilled. Only 6% were clerical, mid-level and professional workers. From Indonesia, the
government estimated that almost 70% of its overseas workers in 2011 – including irregular

Table III.8. Outflows of overseas workers, 2005-10, by origin country

Origin country
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

% women % within Asia
Thousands

Bangladesh 253 382 833 875 475 391 7.1 11.5

China 343 351 372 427 395 411 . . . .

India 549 677 809 849 610 641 . . 3.2

Indonesia . . 680 697 645 632 576 64.3 58

Nepal . . 205 249 220 294 355 2.9 31.4

Pakistan 142 183 287 432 404 365 . . 1

Philippines 740 788 811 974 1 092 1 124 54.5 23.6

Sri Lanka 231 202 218 250 247 266 49.1 5.8

Thailand 140 161 162 162 148 144 17.8 60.5

Viet Nam 71 79 85 87 73 86 . . 62.9

Notes: Figures are for overseas workers whose departure is recorded by the government agencies in the origin
country. Coverage of individual departures for employment may be partial or limited to employment under bilateral
agreements. Some countries (e.g. India) do not record departures for employment to OECD countries. Data for
Indonesia include both formal and informal placements. Sailors are excluded from the data for most countries.
China: “labour service co-operation”. Nepal: data for fiscal years. Gender and destination ratio is for most recent year
available (2011 for Indonesia and Thailand, 2008 for Pakistan, 2010 for other countries).
Sources: Nepal – Dept. Foreign Employment. Bangladesh – BMET. Indonesia – BNP2TKI. Sri Lanka – SLBFE. Thailand –
Office of Overseas Employment Administration, DOE. India – MOIA. Pakistan – Bureau of Emigration and Overseas
Employment. Philippines – POEA. Viet Nam – MoLISA. China – Ministry of Commerce.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617284

Figure III.10. Outflow of overseas workers relative to the size 
of the active population, Asian countries

Notes: For Philippines and Thailand, active populations are annual average for 2010. For India, active population is
estimated. Bangladesh – economically active population is provisional based on 2005-06 Labour Force Survey.
Viet Nam – active population is preliminary for 2010.

Sources: Outflows: see Table III.8. Active population: Sri Lanka: Labour Force Survey Annual Report 2010, NS0.
Nepal: 2008 NLFS NS0. Philippines: NS0. Bangladesh: Statistical Yearbook of Bangladesh 2010, NS0. Pakistan: Labour
Force Survey 2009-10, NS0. Indonesia: NS0. Thailand: NS0. Viet Nam: NS0. India: Report on Employment
and Unemployment Survey (2009-10), Labour Bureau Government of India. China: Statistical Yearbook 2010, NS0.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615954
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workers – were housemaids. From Pakistan, in 2007, 50% of workers officially departing for
overseas employment were unskilled, and less than 12% highly skilled or qualified. From
Bangladesh, only 1% departed for skilled employment.

China also sends unskilled workers abroad through “foreign labour service
co-operation”, managed by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. There were more than
400 000 deployments of contract workers in 2010, with more than 800 000 Chinese working
abroad. About half of the deployments were contracted for projects, and half through
recruitment agencies for a foreign employer.

Destination economies do not allow low-skilled labour migrants to settle

The migration model for migration of low-skilled from Asian countries is different

from the prevailing model in most OECD countries. Today, low-skilled labour migration in

Asia remains predominantly temporary and rotational, with limits on the duration of stay

and on the permanent settlement rights of labour migrants. For low-skilled workers, stay

is limited to 12 years in Chinese Taipei,9 to six years in Singapore10 and to five years in

Malaysia, although the latter grants the possibility of returning after a period at home.

Receiving economies in Asia have maintained these restrictions on settlement by

low-skilled foreigners even as the numbers have grown, in the belief that demand is not

structural, and in the hope of avoiding challenges related to integration.

Even as the number of low-skilled foreign workers increases, most countries see this

form of migration as potentially harmful to the chances of local low-skilled workers to

enter employment. A number of Asian receiving economies have therefore adopted

measures not only to limit the number of low-skilled workers but also to increase

employment costs as a means of discouraging employers from recruiting them. Increasing

employment cost may also be seen as a means of discouraging continued investment in

low-productivity activities sustainable only with low-cost foreign workers, or as a means of

encouraging employers to hire local low-skilled workers.

Singapore’s levy system, meant to encourage employers to hire Singaporean workers

and to favour capital-intensive and higher-productivity activities, stands out in Asia for its

complexity as well as the relative size of employer fees. Singapore applies a “dependency

ceiling” to employers according to the sector, the skill level of the worker, and the proportion

of the workforce comprising foreign workers. The levy can reach USD 350 per month for

unskilled workers in services, representing at least 25% of salary costs, and even higher for

construction workers; for maids, it is USD 280, which may exceed the monthly salary for

some of the 200 000 domestic workers in the country. The levy system induces employers

to favour workers with certified skills, raising the value of skill certification in origin

countries and leading to training centres aimed specifically at the Singapore market.

Other economies receiving foreign workers have attempted to increase the cost or

limit use of foreign workers through other mechanisms. Hong Kong, China, imposes a

minimum wage for foreign domestic workers (about USD 485 in 2011).11 Chinese Taipei

imposes a monthly “employment stability fee” of USD 70-80 as a levy on foreign workers,

which represents about 15% of habitual wages. Chinese Taipei also imposes a ceiling on the

percentage of foreign workers in employers’ workforces. The ceiling varies according to the

industry, from 10 to 35%. Malaysia also imposes a foreign worker levy, which ranges from

USD 10 monthly (for domestic and agricultural workers) to USD 35 (for manufacturing,

construction and tourism) and USD 50 for other service workers.
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Most OECD countries test labour market shortages by requiring employers to offer the
job locally and holding them to prevailing or minimum wage conditions. Increasing
employment costs of foreign workers, as a means of encouraging the employment of local
workers, is rarely used, although strict recruitment criteria and initial hiring fees are
frequent. Only one OECD country, Israel, applies such an employment levy on foreign
workers, and it has not had great success in attracting local low-skilled workers into
occupations which have become dependent on foreign workers (OECD, 2011). In part, this
is due to the high rents earned by employers, and in part to poor enforcement of wage and
working conditions, which allow employers to pay low wages illegally. Employment
subsidies for hiring local workers have been unsuccessful in agriculture and nursing, and
have only had limited success in construction, highlighting the difficulty in attracting
natives back to occupations which have become dependent on foreign workers. Estonia,
rather than impose a levy, grants the cost to the worker, by requiring that the wage paid to
foreign workers include a 24% premium relative to the average wage in the occupation.

Irregular migration is widespread

The drivers of irregular labour migration are both the limited availabilities for legal
migration into low-skilled employment in the receiving country, and the cost and complexity
of legal channels. As a result of limits on legal channels, and high costs imposed on workers,
some non-OECD Asian countries have difficulty regulating immigration for employment, and
undocumented migration remains a challenge (Abella, 2008). Enforcement at entry and the
workplace and regularisations are the main policy responses by Asian countries to reduce
illegal employment of low-skilled foreigners. Undocumented labour migration comprises a
range of forms of migration, which Hugo (2011) describes in terms of the degree to which they
are voluntary, from individual movement, to mediated movement, to misleading promises, to
bonded labour and to kidnapping. Irregular migration to a country may involve a mix of all
these forms of migration, complicating efforts to combat them. Further, from the perspective
of migrants, illegal channels may be cheaper or more reliable than legal ones, especially where
governments are not trusted and legal channels are costly and lengthy.

In contrast to most OECD countries, illegal border crossing is the principal channel for
intraregional irregular migration between non-member Asian countries, especially for
major channels of migration such as that along land borders between India and
Bangladesh and Nepal, and sea and land borders between Malaysia and Indonesia, as well
as more recently the land border between Thailand, Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia
(Table III.9). Tourist visas may also be used to enter a country and overstay; this appears
common between Indonesia and Malaysia, for example (Azizah, 2005).

Table III.9. Estimated stocks of undocumented workers in selected Asian economies

Year Estimate Coverage

Chinese Taipei 2011 33 Overstaying non-Chinese workers 

India 2001 17 400 Stock of undocumented Bangladeshis and Nepalis

Japan 2011 78 Overstayers 

Korea 2009 181 Overstayers

Malaysia 2011 2 500 Applications for regularisation 

Thailand 2009 700 Undocumented (post-regularisation)

Note: The figure for India includes all Bangladeshis entering between 1972-2001.
Sources: Korea: Immigration Service; Japan: Immigration Bureau, Ministry of Justice; Chinese Taipei: Labour Affairs
Council; Thailand: Ministry of Labour; Malaysia: Hugo (2011); India: Das (2010), citing Report of the Group of Ministers
on National Security (2000), and NIDS (2010). 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617303
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Regularisations as a means for managing low-skilled labour migration 
in non-OECD Asian countries

Non-member Asian countries have attempted to deal with irregular migration through
regularisations (Box III.3), which consist in granting undocumented foreigners without
work or residence rights some form of legal status. Regularisations of undocumented
foreigners usually involve specific eligibility criteria related to employment and/or

Box III.3. Regularisations in Thailand and Malaysia

A number of Asian countries have implemented regularisations in the past two decades, especially
Thailand and Malaysia. Thailand held its first regularisation in 1992 and has repeated the exercise since
then, with regularisation becoming the primary means for managing labour migration. While the first
regularisations were held in specific regions, for specific nationalities, and specific sectors of employment,
eligibility has broadened over the years (Sciortino and Punpuing, 2009). As the permit issued has generally
been for only one year, often most of the participants are re-regularising labour migrants who had
previously participated in a scheme. The numbers involved have been comparable to the largest
regularisation in OECD countries: more than half a million in the 2001 round, and more than a million in
the 2009 round. Recent regularizations have required registration by the worker and then later sponsorship
by an employer willing to meet conditions. Employment is restricted to manual labour and to domestic
work. Most of the regularized have been citizens of Myanmar (87% in 2010), with the remainder split
between citizens of Laos and Cambodia.

In 2009, Thailand, in an attempt to escape from the cycle of regularisations, introduced a new procedure,
requiring those regularized in the past and wishing to renew their permits to undergo “National Verification”
(NV), which requires obtaining a document issued by the home-country authorities. Permits issued to
workers with NV are valid for two years and renewable for two more years, although sector and employer
restrictions remain. While NV is available in Thailand itself for Cambodians and Laotians, Burmese must
return home to receive their documents, exposing them to higher costs, risks of extortion and arrest for
political reasons (Vasuprasat, 2010), so fewer than 5% of Burmese undertook NV in the first phase, compared
with more than 50% for Laotian and Cambodian workers.

In parallel with the registration system for undocumented labour migrants, Thailand has attempted to
introduce bilateral agreements with neighbouring countries for the management of labour migrants. These
Memoranda of Understanding have not been competitive with irregular channels, with the stock of workers
under the agreements reaching about 43 000 in 2010, compared with 1.15 million workers through
regularisation.

The second Southeast Asian country to repeatedly use regularizations is Malaysia, which even prior to
industrialisation had undocumented workers from Indonesia in its plantations and domestic sector.
Malaysia has periodically increased its enforcement measures and expelled workers, often in conjunction
with amnesties under which undocumented labour migrants were allowed to leave voluntarily without
penalty and without facing a re-entry ban. In mid-2004, for example, an estimated 400 000 left or were
expelled, out of a stated target of 600 000. Many later returned to Malaysia.

Malaysia introduced a new regularisation programme in mid-2011, called the “6-P Programme” for the Malay
terms for registration, amnesty, legalization, enforcement, monitoring and deportation. All workers, including
those holding a legal status, had to register with their biometric information. In Peninsular Malaysia, in addition
to 1 million legal workers, about 1.3 million undocumented workers registered. Malaysia restricts employment
of low-skilled labour migrants to manufacturing, construction, agriculture, and a limited number of service
sector jobs, including domestic work, and the regularisation revealed the level of recourse to foreign workers
outside these sectors. About 25% of the undocumented workers were employed in sectors in which foreign
workers were not allowed, especially in services. in the 6-P regularisation, Indonesia was not the only origin
country of irregular migrants: about 280 000 Nepalis and 270 000 Bangladeshis registered.
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duration of stay. The application period often coincides with changes to policy meant to
address the causes of irregular migration, and with stepped-up efforts to identify and expel
undocumented workers who did not participate in the regularisation.

In addition to regularisations, amnesties may also be offered, allowing undocumented

workers to return home on their own without incurring a re-entry ban and without facing

criminal charges or forced deportation, or permission to stay for a limited period. Korea

offered such an amnesty during its transition from one labour scheme to another.

Enforcement of measures to combat illegal migration is generally confined to the

destination country, as most origin countries are reluctant to impose restrictions on the

exit of their own citizens. Still, co-operation can be facilitated between source and

destination countries, particularly in the area of readmission. Bilateral negotiations often

focus on facilitated readmission in exchange for labour market access.

Most Asian non-member economies to which labour migration is significant impose

restrictions on labour migrants – especially low-skilled labour migrants – which would not be

permissible in most OECD countries due to the non-discriminatory application of labour law

and to the framework of family and individual rights prevailing in OECD countries. The

principal incompatibility lies in the extended duration of work permits during which no family

reunification is allowed, and the exclusion of permanent residence for long-time foreign

workers. Singapore, for example, limits low-skilled workers to temporary stay exceeding a

decade for some categories, with no family reunification allowed, and, for some categories of

workers, restrictions are placed on marriage with residents, and pregnancy leads to expulsion.

Management of low-skilled labour migration in Asian OECD countries
Asian OECD countries have experimented with several different models for

international recruitment, according to labour market demand and identified shortages,

but also as a concession to requests from origin countries in bilateral negotiations.

In both Japan and Korea, industrial trainee programmes expanded in the 1990s, with

firms using trainees, largely from other Asian countries, in low-skill occupations under the

framework of partnership agreements. Japan developed its technical internship and

industrial trainee programme in certain sectors, such as agriculture, fisheries, textiles and

small manufacturing, where local workers were difficult to find. A semi-public agency

(JITCO) manages the trainee programme, which brings workers from 15 origin countries

(14 in Asia) with which bilateral agreements have been signed. Since 1993, those entering

as trainees may stay in Japan for up to three years, with the same employer, and are

covered by Japanese labour law for the entire period. Some training is provided prior to

departure, and the trainee programme is based on the idea of skills transfer, with a certain

level of skill necessary to extend the traineeship beyond the first year. There were more

than 49 000 participants entering the scheme in 2011.

Korea’s EPS system as a consolidated practice

The model with the broadest application in a single country is that of bilateral

agreements signed by Korea with 15 countries under its Employment Permit System (EPS).

To some extent, this model is similar to those which prevailed in Europe in the post-war

period, where employers shared in the costs of recruitment and there was a strong

involvement of public employment authorities in the receiving countries (OECD, 2004). The

programme has become well-known in Asia and has been recognised as a good and

transferable practice. The following section reviews its salient features.
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Korea also operated an Industrial Trainee System (ITS) since 1994, when labour

shortages in production and manual occupations became acute. ITS was run through

private agencies, considered foreigners as trainees and not workers, and restricted them to

larger employers. High rents were often taken for entry, labour law was not always

respected, and trainees often violated the terms of sponsorship and stay. As the labour

shortage in lower-skill occupations persisted, especially in smaller enterprises, the Korean

authorities decided to substitute the ITS with a government-to-government (G2G)

temporary labour migration scheme, the EPS, introduced in August 2004. The ITS was

eliminated in 2007.

The EPS is co-ordinated by the Korean Human Resource Development (HRD) service,

which works with origin-country government agencies in the framework of bilateral

agreements. A Korean-language test is offered, and successful candidates, who meet other

requirements, may enrol in the roster of candidates, which exceeds the national quota. The

Korean government authority selects candidates based on their characteristics, and employers

may choose from among several candidates. The objective evaluation criteria and the fact that

the sending agency cannot promise employment have helped reduced rent-taking in the

country of origin, and fees for mandatory training courses have dropped significantly

compared with those under the ITS. The agreements do not commit Korea to accepting a fixed

number of workers, and recruitment may be suspended from countries where procedures are

not respected, candidates are not accurately described, or if workers are overstaying. The

country of origin is thus a partner in working for the success of the scheme.

The EPS is well-known in countries of origin: more than 435 000 aspirant workers in

15 countries have taken the Test of Proficiency in Korean (TOPIK) since 2007. In addition to

the TOPIK, selected workers must undergo pre- and post-departure training, with training

costs pre-departure borne by the employee and post-arrival training by the Korean

employers, who may benefit from subsidies. EPS workers are treated as employees and have

the same legal rights as Korean workers and are protected under the Korean labour law.

The EPS is meant to be a temporary and rotational programme to prevent permanent

settlement in Korea, so family reunification is not allowed. When introduced, the

maximum working period in Korea was three years, with renewal and reauthorization

required for employers and workers each year. As the first group of workers reached their

maximum stay in 2009, the duration was extended to 58 months for workers staying with

the same employer. At the end of the stay, workers must leave Korea for at least six months

before they may re-enter under the EPS; however, not all workers may come back to Korea.

For 2012, a quota of 11 000 was imposed for qualifying participants returning to Korea after

a mandatory end-of-contract trip home. With almost 70 000 workers reaching their

maximum stay in 2012, even accounting for expected overstay rates of about 20-30%, most

workers will not be able to come back to Korea under the programme.

The 2009 extension, and the imposition of a quota for return, underlines the challenge of

maintaining a temporary and rotational programme, especially when employees are largely

concentrated in small and medium-sized enterprises. Employers are reluctant to replace

trusted workers who have learned the language and the practices of the workplace, with

whom they have formed relationships or who have received additional training. To encourage

return, HRD Korea also offers subsequent publicly-funded vocational training in a number of

fields applicable in origin countries; it offered such training to 720 workers in 2012. HRD Korea

also offers counselling, orientation and support services for workers in the programme.
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Some facilitations are available for workers who re-enrol in the EPS after a first period

in Korea and who complied with the programme rules. First, they are exempt from training

and may take a special TOPIK exam, more difficult than the standard exam but offered

more frequently. For workers who spent their entire first contract with the same small

firm, for which they are considered essential, no tests are imposed and they may return

after only three months abroad to their employer. For qualifying younger, tertiary-

educated and better-paid workers, status-change to a regular work permit is allowed.

The EPS represented a novel policy, one which has effectively reduced many of the

main problems which plague labour migration management for the low-skilled in Asian

countries. For origin countries, the fees paid by workers were reduced and their

satisfaction and protection increased. For Korea, overstay and employer abuse were

curtailed. Largely for its success in reducing recruitment fees paid by workers, it received

a 2011 UN Public Service Award for “Preventing and Combating Corruption in the Public

Service”. Both Korea and origin countries consider the EPS a “good practice” (ILO, 2008). The

programme has certainly raised the profile of Korea as a destination country for labour

migrants.

Ethnic migration channels have been used for labour migration

Both Japan and Korea have opened channels for labour migration to foreigners of national

origin abroad. Japan first allowed foreigners of Japanese origin from certain countries in South

America and the Philippines to come to Japan with a sponsor – an employer or family

member – in the 1990s. The programme targeted descendents of Japanese immigrants who

had left several generations previously. Most came from Brazil and Peru, and were recruited to

work for manufacturing subcontractors. Most did not have Japanese-language skills, and were

among the first to lose their jobs in the 2008 crisis. Many were unable to find other

employment and left Japan. The number of these immigrants peaked in 2007 at

almost 400 000, but fell to less than 300 000 by 2010.

In 2005, the Korean government introduced a Special visa for “Visit and Employment”

(the H-2 visa), as a separate channel in its EPS scheme. Ethnic Koreans, largely from China,

are able to come to Korea and, following training, seek employment. Ethnic Koreans are

restricted to employment in a broad range of sectors, including service sectors such as

restaurants and domestic work and personal care, although limits are placed on

construction-sector work. The ceiling for H-2 workers was set at 303 000 in 2011 and 2012,

with the stock of legal visa holders close to this limit. As in the general EPS programme,

stay is limited to less than five years, although visa-holders may reapply to return to Korea

within the ceiling.

Japan’s bilateral agreements for healthcare worker migration in Economic Partnership 
Agreements

Starting in the mid-2000s, Japan has included channels for labour migration by health

professionals, specifically nurses and institutional care workers, in Economic Partnership

Agreements (EPAs) signed with other Asian countries.

Under agreements with Indonesia and the Philippines, which came into force in 2008,

nurses and care workers must be trained in the home country, and are selected jointly by

public Japanese and origin-country bodies. Language training prior to arriving in Japan is

required, as is continued language training once in Japan. Participants have three to four

years to pass the national licensing exam for nursing or carework, after which they may
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stay if they find employment in their sector. Those who do not pass the test must return

home. The numbers foreseen in the programme are capped: in 2011, 200 nurses and

300 careworkers were allowed from each country. The actual number of entries has been

lower than the cap, with fewer than 1 200 total in both categories arriving in the first

three years. Of these, few remain, due to a very low pass rate (overall, 19 out of 650 nurses)

associated with insufficient language skills.

The budget devoted to the support of nurses and care workers under the EPA reflects

the priority assigned to the success of the EPA as a whole. Receiving institutions have

received a subsidy since 2010, and in 2011 the budget for language training was more than

USD 1 million, with the cost per candidate estimated at USD 10 000.

Labour migration by service providers also continues to be a point in the negotiation of

EPAs by Japan. The EPA signed between Japan and India in 2011 contained a provision for

eventually accepting nurses and careworkers, but also provisions for contractual service

suppliers to be employed directly by Japanese employers, for renewable periods of

three years. The EPA with Thailand also identified careworkers and spa therapists as

occupations for future negotiation, and the EPA with Viet Nam included nurses and

careworkers. The difficulties in transforming the current agreements into a labour

migration channel suggest that regardless of the success of origin-country pressure in

including such provisions, and the willingness of Japanese authorities to invest in the

measures, insufficient demand and other structural factors such as language and training

challenges will continue to limit the magnitude of labour migration flows under the EPAs.

Irregular migration in Asian OECD countries

Irregular migration to Asian OECD countries is not associated with illegal border

crossing, as they have well-controlled entry points. The focus of enforcement is more on

overstay or visa misuse, and evidence suggests it has been effective in both countries. The

rise in undocumented foreigners in Japan in the early 2000s was in part related to abuse of

the visa for entertainers, and the decision by Japanese authorities to suspend recognition

of “certified” entertainers from the Philippines led to a sharp decline in entries and

consequent overstay in this visa category. Finally, restricted visas, such as trainee visas,

have been sometimes linked to violation of conditions, overstay and illegal employment.

Korea’s ITS was associated with a sharp increase in the number of undocumented migrants

as trainees left their sponsors. This was one major factor leading to the programme’s

elimination in 2007 (Hur, 2010). Overall, Asian OECD countries have lower levels of irregular

migration compared with regular labour migration flows than non-member Asian

economies and many other OECD countries.

Family migration is driven by marriage with citizens and not reunification 
with migrants

Family-based migration is one of the main channels of migration within the OECD,

representing 45% of total permanent-type flows in 2010. The main forms of family

migration are accompanying family, for the family members entering with a migrant;

family reunification, where spouses, children and, in some cases, other relatives migrate to

join an immigrant; and family formation, where a citizen marries a foreigner. While many

OECD countries do not separate family formation from family reunification in their

statistics, it is often a significant part of family migration. In Asian OECD countries, it is the

main form of family migration, and one of the main components of permanent-type flows.
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Defining “marriage migration”

“Marriage migration” in this analysis refers to family formation with a native. This occurs

around the world, is frequent in OECD countries and increases with the internationalisation of

marriage markets (e.g. rising tourism, intermediation, international study). However, there are

some challenges related to measurement of the phenomenon. Couples whose marriage takes

place abroad may not appear in marriage statistics, but will appear in immigration statistics.

The discussion of “marriage migration” here focuses on marriages between one spouse

from less developed countries and the other spouse from more developed economies, often

arranged through mediated channels with the involvement of formal or informal

matchmaking actors. The analysis here focuses on the Asian economies where marriage

migration is prevalent, notably Chinese Taipei, Korea, Japan and Singapore. In almost all

cases, it is men in the destination country marrying women from less developed countries.

The trend in increasing marriages with foreigners first occurred in Japan, in the

late 1980s, with rising numbers of Japanese men marrying Korean, Chinese and Filipina

women (Figure III.11). This expanded in the 1990s to include Thai women. In the mid-2000s,

more than 6% of Japanese men married women from China or the Philippines, the main

origin countries for brides. The percentage of marriages with women from these two

countries has since declined slightly, to under 5% in 2010. In Chinese Taipei, the

phenomenon began in the late 1980s, and remains high: of men who married in 2010, one in

eight married a bride from a less developed economy. In Korea, the international marriage

phenomenon began in the mid 1990s and peaked, at 14%, in 2005, before declining to 11%

in 2010, when one in 12 Korean grooms married a bride from a less developed country.

International marriage migration represents a large part of permanent migration

inflows into Japan and Korea. In Japan, it accounted for almost one-fourth of permanent

inflows in the mid to late 2000s. In Korea, outside of the temporary labour migration

programmes, it represented more than half of permanent flows in 2010.

Figure III.11. Proportion of marriages involving a foreign bride and a foreign 
spouse in Japan, Korea, Chinese Taipei and Singapore, 1998-2010

Notes: Singapore: Marriages between citizen with non-residents; Marriages between citizen groom with non-resident
brides. Chinese Taipei: About three-quarters of non-citizen brides are from mainland China.

Sources: National statistical services. 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932615973
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Factors driving marriage migration

In addition to cultural aspects – a tradition of arranged marriages, social pressure to

marry – several trends have contributed to driving marriage migration.

The first is the dramatic change in local marriage markets, especially for men living in

rural areas or those with low education or income levels. Marriage migration was in fact

initially largely driven by men from rural areas, and those with a lower socio-economic status,

although it also has come to involve older divorced or widowed men (Lee, 2011). This is related

to increasing education among women, who prefer to seek employment in urban areas. The

difficulty of pursuing a career and maternity at the same time – limited public childcare,

unequal division of labour in the household, and a professional culture incompatible with

childrearing – also contributes to delayed marriage among educated women.

The second factor is the “marriage deficit” due to shrinking youth cohorts. Men generally

marry younger women, and the birth cohorts have been shrinking in these economies. The

marriage deficit is already visible in Singapore and Chinese Taipei. In Korea, the marriage

deficit, which has not been sufficient to explain the recourse to international marriage, will

also become a factor over the next decade. Similarly, cohorts of marriage-age men in China are

still larger than cohorts of marriage-age women, so the marriage deficit in China has yet to

transition. In the next decade, however, a wide deficit in the ratio of marriage-age women to

marriage-age men will open, with implications for the marriage market.

Along with a general reduction in the size of birth cohorts, the marriage deficit can be

exacerbated by the effect of pre-natal gender selection. The usual gender ratio at birth is about

1.05 males per female, but strong traditional preferences for male children and the

introduction of ultrasound technology have led to pre-natal gender selection and a gender

ratio at birth favouring males in a number of economies (Table III.10). The effects of this are

already notable in Chinese Taipei, where gender disparity at birth has expanded the “marriage

gap” for the current generation, and makes the marriage market even more competitive for

men. While policy changes and public information campaigns in some countries have lowered

the gender ratio at birth, especially in Korea, other countries, such as Viet Nam and India, have

seen the ratio of males at birth increase in recent years. The marriage market in upcoming

decades will likely be affected by these trends, potentially increasing marriage migration.

Table III.10. Sex ratio at birth (SRB) or for 0-4 age cohort, 
selected Asian economies, 1990-2010

1990/91 1995 2000/01 2005 2009/10

Bangladesh 102.9 103.3 108.5 104.4 104.5

China (SRB) 111.3 115.6 116.9 122.7 119.5

India 107.6 108.7 108.7 108.7 108.7

Korea (SRB) 116.5 112.4 111.5 109.1 107.5

Pakistan 104.3 104.4 104.4 104.3 104.3

Philippines 104.9 104.9 105 105 105.1

Chinese Taipei (SRB) 110.3 107.9 109.4 109 109

Thailand 104.3 104.9 105.6 105.5 106

Viet Nam (SRB 2005-10) 103.7 104.2 104.4 105.6 111.2

Sources: Bangladesh: Age: 0-4, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, except for 2005-10, UNESA WPP: The 2010 Revision;
China: National Bureau of Statistics of China; India: UNESA; Korea: Korea Statistical Information Service; Pakistan:
UNESA; Philippines: Age UNESA; Chinese Taipei: Department of Household Registration Affairs, MOI; Thailand:
UNESA; Viet Nam: UNESA except 2005, 2010 SRB, General Statistics Office of Viet Nam.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617322
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The organisation of families in East Asia also affects marriage migration. Eldercare has

traditionally fallen disproportionately on families, where women, including

daughters-in-law, are often expected to assume responsibility as carers. Immigration for

care-work is restricted in these countries, and marriage migration may in some cases be a

strategy by individuals or families in the destination country to ensure care for elderly

parents, or for the disabled. In countries which place restrictions on international

recruitment for live-in care workers, this may be a means to circumvent such restrictions,

or a means to save on wages (Wang and Hsaio, 2009).

Finally, for the migrant, marriage migration is often the simplest and least expensive – if

not the only – means for migration from rapidly developing countries in Southeast Asia to

developed East Asian economies. In Chinese Taipei, for example, Chinese are excluded from

labour migration and marriage is an accessible alternative. As elsewhere, marriage may also be

a solution for temporary residents unable to extend their legal stay on a work or other permit.

Channels through which marriage migration in Asia occurs

Outside of Asia, marriage migration may reflect tourism and other opportunities for

meetings through technology and globalisation, but the role of formal intermediation is

more common in Asia.

Co-ethnic marriage migration preceded inter-ethnic marriage migration, and

continues to make up a large part of marriage migration in Korea, with ethnic Koreans from

China, and in Chinese Taipei, with mainland Chinese. Japanese-Koreans account for many

of the international marriages with people of Korean origin in Japan, and vice versa.12

Marriage migration has, however, expanded beyond co-ethnic marriage in these countries,

and mediation has become more common.

In some cases, temporary migrants – international students, entertainers, or

temporary workers – married locals, establishing the first links in a migration chain. The

increase in marriages between foreign women and local men in Korea and Japan in the

mid-2000s, for example, was related to changes in the programmes in place in these

countries. In Japan, a sharp rise in entertainment visas issued to Filipino women

contributed to an increase in marriages in 2005-06 (Lee, 2011). In Korea, the number of

international marriages with Chinese women peaked in 2005, with the introduction of a

new Visiting Employment visa for ethnic Koreans from China and other countries which

provided an alternative to marriage migration.

Matchmaking across international boundaries is also facilitated through commercial

agencies. In many cases, agencies which previously conducted domestic matchmaking

expanded to include international matchmaking. Initially treated as a private matter, the

increasing number of marriages and agencies, and the fact that these flows represented a

large part of permanent migration flows into countries with little immigration, drew more

institutional attention (Box III.4).

Implications for integration

The increase in marriage migration has represented the first and least controversial

impetus for the development of integration policies in these receiving countries. These

policies have concentrated on the cultural, linguistic and labour market integration of

marriage migrants.
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Various concerns have focused on the difficult integration of marriage migrants and the

poor outcomes of their children, whether from previous marriages or born in the country of

arrival. Compared with non-Asian OECD countries, where neither marriage migrants nor

their children have traditionally been a target of specific labour market integration policies,

much greater concern is apparent in Asia. In most OECD countries, the performance of

children with one native-born parent is largely similar to that of children of two native-born

parents. The results for the 2009 Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA)

found that there was no significant difference in reading scores for children of a foreign-born

mother and a native-born father, or vice versa, when compared with children of two

native-born parents. While labour market outcomes for children of one native-born parent

and one foreign-born parent tend to be poorer than those of two native-born parents, they

are generally much better than those of children of two foreign-born parents (OECD, 2008).

Although Korea (and Japan) did not have a sufficient sample of these children for a

comparison in PISA, national evidence suggests that the children of marriage migrants have

not only poorer performance, but also a much lower school enrolment rate.13

Box III.4. Managed marriage migration – agencies and regulations

Institutions in receiving economies have supported marriage migration. In some cases, local authorities
in rural areas, concerned over depopulation, have supported matchmaking and mediation with origin
countries, organising matchmaking tours and facilitating administrative procedures.

Private agencies tend to be small, often with local partners in origin countries, and sometimes build on
relationships established by prior marriage migrants. There were 1 250 registered agencies in Korea in 2010,
and almost 4 000 in Japan in 2006. Agencies organise tours to origin countries and arrange introductions,
often in groups.

Governments in Korea and Chinese Taipei have reacted to concern over the role of commercial agencies.
To better regulate these agencies and to reduce false advertising, in 2007 Korea imposed an advertising ban
and the requirement for agencies to register with local governments. In 2010, it took the further step of
requiring that the local resident using an agency provide full documentation on marital status, health,
employment and criminal records, to be translated by the agency and provided to prospective spouses. The
Korean Ministry of Gender Equality and Family provides training for agencies, and pre-departure
orientation for brides in Viet Nam, Cambodia, Mongolia and the Philippines. Since 2011, Korean men
applying for a spouse visa for a bride from Cambodia, China, Mongolia, the Philippines, Thailand,
Uzbekistan and Viet Nam, must undergo a course on international marriage before the visa is issued.

Chinese Taipei introduced a screening system to restrict marriage migration in 2004, ostensibly to reduce
trafficking, with a resulting decline in the number of international migrants. It banned commercial
agencies outright in 2009.

Matchmaking agencies are illegal in the Philippines, Viet Nam and Cambodia, although these regulations
are easily flouted. The Philippines requires potential brides to attend pre-departure counseling organised by
the Commission on Filipinos Overseas before they are issued a passport for departure with a spousal visa.
Courses are provided for specific destinations, principally certain OECD countries as well as Chinese Taipei.
In Viet Nam, the government established a required channel for marriage migration, through the Viet Nam
Women’s Union, and imposed limits in 2005 on the age difference between spouses, health requirements for
the foreign spouse, and set a basic level of shared language. The Viet Nam Women’s Union also signed a
Memorandum of Understanding with the Korean Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, focusing on
pre-departure orientation and post-arrival support, integration and rights. In Cambodia, international
arranged marriages, considered comparable to human trafficking, were temporarily suspended in 2008.
In 2011, an age and income limit was imposed on foreign men wishing to marry Cambodian women.
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To some extent, this reflects the socio-economic characteristics of couples in marriage

migration, where the man tends to be poorer than average, and the foreign bride has a

lower level of education than her peers. In Korea, less than 20% have a post-secondary

education compared with 60% of Korean women (Choi, 2010). Half of these families earn

only the minimum wage. While they are more likely to co-habit with their in-laws than

Korean or ethnic-Korean couples,14 child-rearing is largely the mother’s responsibility, and

childcare is not generally available, so children often arrive at school with poor

Korean-language skills. Supplementary private education is common in Korea, but

marriage migrant families are poorer and have less access to it in comparison with native

families, further limiting their school outcomes. One institutional response has been to

offer additional hours of schooling at the secondary-school level, and separate schools for

children of marriage migrants, but little has been available for young children.15

Future challenges

The implications for migration in the region are significant. The next few decades will

see expanding marriage deficits in a number of countries, especially China. Pressure in the

marriage market has led to increased marriage migration in a number of countries already,

and this could be expected to involve additional countries. The present origin countries of

marriage migrants face their own demographic transitions, some with similar looming

marriage deficits, and have already shown a reluctance to accept organised international

matchmaking. Further, as the impact on local marriage markets is felt and cases of abuse

come to the attention of policymakers, the reaction has been negative in countries of

origin, where marriage migration brings remittances but is often treated as morally

dubious and consequently regulated. Concern over the education and labour market

integration outcomes of marriage migrants and their children mean that marriage

migration will also play a large role in guiding integration policy choices.16

6. Key priorities for origin countries in Asia
In origin countries, policy priorities have converged around several objectives in recent

years. Most origin countries still have an excess of labour, especially less skilled labour, and

favour migration to traditional destinations of employment in the region and in the Gulf

countries, as well as to newer destinations in developed countries offering higher salaries,

to relieve pressure on labour markets and to bring remittances. In addition, origin

countries have generally placed a priority on sending more skilled workers abroad, as the

returns in terms of remittances are much higher, and workers are better able to exert their

rights, making issues of worker protection much less problematic. Origin countries also

seek to find a balance between pushing for labour rights and protection of their citizens in

receiving countries, on the one hand, and ensuring on the other hand that their recruiters

do not favour workers from other, less protective, countries.

Countries face the trade-off between promoting less-skilled migration and protecting 
their citizens working abroad

Origin countries are faced with a double challenge: on the one hand, they seek to

increase opportunities for their citizens to work abroad, and compete with other origin

countries as a source for workers; and on the other hand they seek to ensure that their

citizens who work abroad receive good working and salary conditions and are protected from

abuse and exploitation. These two objectives are not always compatible. In democracies,
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however, as labour migration increases, origin-country governments are pushed to pursue

both objectives, as voters become more sensitive. This balance has been particularly difficult

to maintain in the case of domestic workers, with a number of countries imposing temporary

deployment bans on domestic workers to certain destinations, especially the Gulf countries.

One of the priorities for origin countries in Asia is to increase remittance inflows by

increasing not only the number of their workers employed abroad but also the salaries

earned by these workers. Whether the result of government policy or independent of policy

decisions, remittance inflows to Asian countries have been increasing rapidly in the past

decade, parallel to the increase in the number of immigrants (Box III.5). Total inflows of

officially recorded remittances reached almost USD 190 billion in 2010, compared with just

over USD 40 billion in 2000. Remittances to countries in the region are expected to top

USD 200 billion in 2011, with the increase driven by Pakistan (+26%) and China (+8%).

Box III.5. Remittance flows have been large and growing, especially 
within the region

Remittances constitute an important source of capital for a number of Asian economies.
Remittance inflows in 2010 in Nepal represented around 20% of GDP, in Philippines and
Bangladesh around 10% of GDP and in Sri Lanka almost 7% of GDP. Separate estimations of
bilateral remittance data (World Bank, 2011b) show that almost half (47.6%) of the
remittance inflows to non-OECD Asian countries come from OECD countries outside of
Asia, followed by inflows from other non-OECD Asian countries (22.8%) and Gulf countries
(22.6%) (Table III.11). Asia is the main recipient (82%) of remittances from the GCC
countries. Almost the totality of remittance outflows from Asian countries is intra-Asian
(93% of total outflows goes to other Asian countries). Japan and Korea represent only 3.4%
and 1.1% of total remittance inflows, respectively. Korea, however, began the past decade
as a net recipient of remittances, but is now a net supplier of remittances and the main
remittance origin country in the region.

India and China were the main remittance recipients in 2010, receiving each over
USD 50 billion. The other two main recipients were the Philippines (USD 21 billion) and
Bangladesh (USD 11 billion). Remittance outflows have also gained importance during this
period, albeit their volume is smaller, around USD 34 billion in 2010 (compared with
USD 9 billion in 2000).

Table III.11. Estimated remittance flows, by origin 
and receiving country and region, 2010

USD million

Receiving region

Sending region

Non-OECD 
Asian countries

GCC Japan Korea
Other OECD 
(non-Asia)

Other

Non-OECD Asian 39 579 39 182 5 938 1 912 82 752 4 334

Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) 6 10 1 0 157 96

Japan 135 0 0 30 1 443 298

Korea 7 0 785 0 1 863 81

Non-Asian OECD 766 141 376 89 111 439 12 766

Other 40 8 433 1 296 1 88 999 33 482

Source: Estimates by World Bank (2011b). 1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617341



III. THE CHANGING ROLE OF ASIA IN INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION OUTLOOK 2012 © OECD 2012196

One means to increase opportunities for employment abroad while protecting workers
is through bilateral agreements – which reserve a role for public authorities, in selection or
administration of the scheme. The presence of movement of natural persons in the EPAs
signed by a number of origin countries with Japan, for example, testifies to the priority of
this issue, as does the interest in origin countries in joining and remaining partners in
Korea’s EPS scheme.

The model for bilateral labour migration agreements – pre-departure training,
randomised selection to reduce the risk of rent-taking, mechanisms to protect workers
abroad and to encourage their circularity – appears consolidated, although it may not be
suited to migration of more skilled workers.17 Recognition agreements may help transfer
the model to the movement of skilled workers, although the broader non-equivalence of
education between origin and destination countries may prove to be a greater obstacle
than can be resolved in a recognition agreement. Further, the hiring practices for skilled
workers, with individual evaluation of candidates, are less conducive to institutional
intermediation than recruitment of largely substitutable unskilled and less skilled workers.

Bilateral agreements may be signed between origin and receiving countries to protect
workers rather than to facilitate labour migration. Countries have been, in general, reluctant to
use the best-known UN convention, the International Convention on the protection of the
rights of all migrant workers and members of their families (ICRMW), as a means to protect
their citizens working abroad (see Box III.6), preferring to work through bilateral agreements. 

The Philippines has been the most successful origin country in Asia to conclude bilateral
labour agreements, with 12 agreements with receiving countries, and one with an origin
country (Indonesia) in 2007. Under Filipino law, deployment is only allowed to those
countries where the rights of Filipino migrant workers are protected. In the absence of
sufficient labour laws or efforts to protect migrants in general, the existence of a bilateral
agreement is considered a form of protection. However, the Philippines has not signed
agreements with the largest countries receiving its nationals (e.g. Saudi Arabia, Singapore).18

Box III.5. Remittance flows have been large and growing, especially 
within the region (cont.)

For a number of countries in the region, the estimated increase in remittances has been
even greater. China has multiplied the amount of remittances received in 2000 by almost
twelve by 2010, Pakistan by nine, Viet Nam by eight and Indonesia by six. This increase in
remittance inflows is related to the rise in the number of immigrants, but also to the higher
educational attainment of recent migrants together with improvements in remittance
statistics. For example, the number of high-educated Pakistani migrants increased from
202 000 to 311 000 between 2000 and 2005/6, and the trend towards more high-educated
migration has continued, and this has led to higher remittance amounts (Kock and Sun,
2011). The incentives to remit might have increased as well in 2010 and 2011 in countries
that have seen a sharp depreciation of their currencies, such as India and Bangladesh. The
outlook for 2012-14 is that remittance inflows to Asian countries will continue to grow
steadily at an annual rate of over 7% (World Bank, 2011a).

In light of the contribution of remittances, one focus of governments has been on
reducing the costs of remittances; at the G8 summit in 2009, participating countries
pledged to reduce the cost of remittances from 10% to 5% by 2014 (the “5  5 Objective”).
Among the solutions proposed are to increase transparency by publishing transaction
commissions and to shift to partner banks over cash-to-cash transactions. 
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The Philippines has also imposed, since 2006, its own contractual requirements on

overseas workers: for example, household service workers (maids) must be paid at least

USD 400 monthly. Ensuring respect of these conditions is, however, extremely difficult,

especially in the absence of co-operation from the receiving country and the strong

demand of Filipinos to work as maids abroad even at salaries well below the minimum.

The Indonesian experience with bilateral agreements is indicative of the difficulties

countries face in imposing salary requirements on receiving countries. While Indonesia

signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Malaysia in 2006, it suspended

authorisation of labour migration for household work in 2009, citing insufficient protection

of its citizens, especially in terms of respecting contractual conditions. It was not until

December 2011 that Indonesia reauthorised its citizens to go back to Malaysia for domestic

work, after the Malaysian government agreed to contractual conditions including a rest day

and restrictions on employers’ ability to hold workers’ passports. Indonesia applies a

minimum wage for its domestic workers which varies according to the destination country,

from USD 210 in Saudi Arabia to 360 in Singapore and 460 in Hong Kong, China. Sri Lanka

Box III.6. Asian countries and the International Convention on the protection 
of the rights of migrant workers

The International Convention on the protection of the rights of all migrant workers and
members of their families (ICRMW), adopted by the United Nations General Assembly
in 1990, establishes minimum standards that States parties should apply to migrant
workers and members of their families, reinforcing and completing a series of other
measures already taken by the United Nations, and extends them to irregular migrants. No
major migration-receiving country has signed the Convention, as it runs counter to many
prevailing regulations, such as the right to mobility, to union membership, equal access to
public services, or extension of full protection to irregular migrants. Countries of origin of
migrants have also been reluctant to sign the ICRMW.

Bangladesh, the Philippines and Sri Lanka, the only Asian countries to ratify the ICRMW,
did so for very different reasons.* The Philippines was the first Asian country to ratify the
Convention, in a context characterized by widely-publicised cases of Filipino workers being
mistreated abroad. The Philippines’ own Migrant Workers’ Act obliges it to protect its
workers abroad, and the ICRMW adds pressure for better conditions for workers in certain
countries. Sri Lanka, in contrast, did not experience internal pressure to sign the
Convention, has placed reserves on certain articles, and has not implemented it in
national law. Bangladesh ratified the ICRMW only in 2011, officially to enhance the
country’s image and show that Bangladesh is concerned over its migrants abroad.

The disinterest in the Convention as a tool for managing labour migration agreements
with origin countries springs from its limited applicability, from the complexity and cost of
implementation, and as far as origin countries are concerned from the risk that receiving
countries will close access to their labour markets for their nationals. As the countries
where most Asian migrants are going have not signed the Convention, its impact in the
region is limited. The convention brings reporting and pre-departure training
requirements which may be burdensome for governments with little administrative
capacity. Further, as with other negotiations with receiving countries, origin countries
wish to remain competitive.

* Only a few Asian countries are party to the convention: Philippines (1995), Sri Lanka (1996), Timor-Leste
(2004) and Bangladesh (2011). Cambodia and Indonesia (2004) have both signed it but have not ratified it.
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sets a minimum wage at USD 225. Finally, Bangladesh also imposes a minimum salary on

its departing domestic workers, set at USD 200. Malaysia exempts foreign domestic

workers from application of its own minimum-wage law, but has accepted, as part of the

recent re-opening with Indonesia, to apply the minimum wage to Indonesians.

The threat of facing a deployment ban may not necessarily push destination governments

to improve working conditions for foreign workers. Destinations must also ensure they are not

shunned by the most qualified domestic workers, those with some education and language

skills. The expansion of a mandatory rest day, for example, from Chinese Taipei to Hong Kong,

China, and, this year, to Singapore, reflects this response from recruiting countries.

In addition to bilateral agreements for labour migration and workers rights, social

security schemes in the country of employment can also affect mobility and the ability of

migrant workers to exercise their rights (Pasadilla, 2011).

Origin countries would like to lower migration costs…
The organisation of labour migration in Asia is distinct from that in other regions due to

the level of involvement of private fee-taking intermediaries, which result in costs of migration

which are very high relative to total earnings abroad, especially for low-skilled labourers and

domestic workers. While international labour migration always has costs, including costs of

information, documents, required procedures, and fees for visas and certification, workers

expect higher earnings abroad to more than offset migration costs (Sjaastad, 1962).

Martin (2011) underlines how Asian labour migrants are subject to high costs in a 4-stage

recruitment process. In the first stage, information deficits in origin countries lead workers to

pay rents to recruiters’ sub-agents. In the second stage, contract negotiation with the licensed

recruiter, additional costs for certification and required medical checks and documents may be

applied. In the third stage, the worker obtains documents or takes a pre-departure course from

public agencies, requiring time or bribes. Finally, the fourth stage is departure, with a valid visa

and passport; if there are irregularities, workers may pay to avoid control.

One factor affecting the cost of low-skilled migration costs is the permit regime in the

main destination countries for low-skilled labour, the GCC countries. Foreigners must have

a local sponsor to enter, work and depart at the end of their stay. Sponsorship allows

foreign workers to obtain a visa, and has led to the creation of a market in real and false

offers of employment, where sponsorship is sold to intermediaries who sell it on to the

worker. Enforcement of existing rules requiring employers to bear recruitment costs is

difficult, as has been seen in some OECD countries – e.g. in Israel, where rent-taking by

employers and false employment offers (“visa-floating”) were frequent problems in its

temporary labour migration system (OECD, 2011). In destination countries where

sponsorship systems are not in place, or where employer rent-taking is less common,

low-skill migrants still pay large fees to find work, due to rent-taking opportunities built

into the official migration infrastructure in the origin country (see Box III.7).

For labour migrants with specific and special skills, and especially those with

recognised certification, intermediation fees are generally absorbed by the employer, and

in any case are a small fraction of total earnings. The large number of low-skilled workers

competing for a limited number of opportunities for employment abroad, however, drives

up the value of the low-skilled jobs for workers, leading to high rents. Martin (2011)

estimates that these costs are about one-third of total earnings for low-skilled labourers

earning USD 250 a month during a typical 24-36 month contract in the GCC countries or

other intra-regional Asian destinations.
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… while maintaining a key role for public institutions in managing labour migration

Governments in origin countries maintain a strong institutional control over exiting

labour migrants, through an agency (in the Philippines, Indonesia, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) or

ministry (in India and Indonesia) responsible for migration. Public management of outgoing

labour migration is a means for improving the protection of migrants, monitoring their

movements and certifying their skills, but also a revenue stream, as fees and pre-departure

training may be imposed on migrants. Governments are also responsible for regulating private

Box III.7. Rent-taking for low-skilled migration from Asian countries

Rent-taking is built into the migration infrastructure for low-skilled migration in most
origin countries in Asia.

Bangladesh, a growing player in intraregional and international labour migration, is one
such example. The public Bangladesh Overseas Employment and Services handles the tiny
fraction of skilled workers, but all others pass through private recruitment agencies, both
licensed and unlicensed. Migrants paid an average of about USD 3 100 to go abroad to
work, of which 90% went to intermediaries, agencies and other helpers (IOM Dhaka, 2010).
A number of actors work in the recruitment chain. Recruiters in the capital pay
commissions to sub-agents in villages, from which most low-skilled migrants come.
Sub-agents may be trusted locals, who accompany the workers through contract and
emigration procedures. Labour migrants are not allowed to leave without approval by the
public Bureau of Manpower Employment and Training, which requires a short training
course. Agents, however, often obtain certificates through paying rents to officials.

The Philippines government attempts to manage labour migration by its citizens closely,
through the Philippines Overseas Employment Agency (POEA), created in 1982. The POEA
regulates private agencies, which mediate most recruitment, and is responsible for
enforcing a limit on recruitment fees to one month’s salary. Agencies must post bonds and
are legally responsible, along with the foreign employer, for the contracts they mediate.
The system has not entirely eliminated illegal fees, since the demand for employment
opportunities abroad remains high. A 2007 survey of Filipina domestic workers found that
more than half had paid illegally high fees of USD 1 200-2 000 (MFMFW, 2007)

Labour migrants have gone abroad from Thailand since the 1970s, with private
employment agencies handling most of the placements until recently. While agencies are
licensed, there is little oversight, high fees are frequently charged, and the use of double
contracts (a false contract is shown to the Thai authorities, while a contract with lower
wage and worse conditions is signed with the employer) is common (Chantavanich et al.,
2010). While service fees and recruitment fees are limited by law – to several multiples of
monthly wages, for contracts over a year – actual costs are often higher. Employment in
Chinese Taipei, where wages are relatively high and permits are few, may cost almost
USD 7 000 and even seasonal berry-picking in Sweden almost USD 3 000. Agencies
commonly pay brokers in receiving countries for job openings, passing the cost onto
migrants. The share of employment agency mediation in placement fell from 70%
in 1999 to less than 40% in 2007, as more workers used – or claimed – direct recruitment to
save on placement fees. The government requires workers – including those directly hired
– to receive approval from the Department of Employment for labour migration.

The recruitment model of local sub-agents is frequent in other major origin countries,
such as Indonesia and Viet Nam. Sub-agents are a challenge for enforcement of legislation
on fees, since they often operate in cash and outside of any regulatory framework.
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agencies, who play the principal role in matching supply and demand, and policing unlicensed

recruiters and sub-agents, who also play a key role in matching, especially for low-skilled

employment. In the Philippines, for example, the POEA regulates the international recruitment

industry, assists Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) pre- and at departure, and protects workers

when abroad. The Philippines also has a Commission on Overseas Filipinos (CFO), responsible

for diaspora relations and migration and development; the CFO provides pre-departure

training to permanent emigrants, including marriage migrants.

The institutional role in managing labour migration has tended to increase in recent

years, with the expansion of pre-departure requirements in a number of countries. While

fee-based mandatory services increase migration costs, the main target for cost reduction

in sending countries remains private recruitment costs and transaction fees for

remittances, rather than fees related to maintaining or expanding the institutional

infrastructure for migration governance.

The shared interest in increasing migration, improving protection and reducing costs

has also led to regional dialogue. The Colombo Process is a Regional Consultation Process,

underway since 2003, bringing together most of the origin countries of labour migrants in

Asia, to improve the management of overseas employment and its impact on

development. As with other consultation process, it is primarily focused on sharing

information and good practices.

… and increasing skilled migration
Most origin countries in Asia, from which organised labour migration is largely

low-skilled, see increased outmigration of skilled workers as a positive development and a

policy objective, as higher skilled workers, compared with low-skilled labour migrants of

similar duration of stay, have the potential to remit more, and represent less of a concern

in terms of the need for protection.

Skilled migration is not limited to professionals, and may include trades and other

qualified workers. For example, in the Philippines, which has the most developed system

for managing expatriate workers, the POEA is largely responsible for tracking and

supporting the deployment of Philippines citizens working overseas (OFWs). As the overall

strategy of the Philippines is to increase the skill level of its labour migrants, some effort to

ensure the qualifications of workers is made. OFWs are required to prove their skill level

prior to departure, from accredited skills-testing centres, or from higher-education bodies.

Certification of skills is meant to ensure that Filipinos are perceived as more productive

than those from countries with no trusted verification, and to increase their attractiveness

for recruiters. In Indonesia, the government has an objective of reducing migration by the

less-educated, and has set a deadline of 2017 after which the minimum qualification for

working abroad will be secondary education. Indonesia hopes to not only ensure that

workers are able to avoid abuse, but also to prevent workers from being sent back to

Indonesia for lack of skills.

Overseas employment in the region is heavily dependent on demand from GCC

countries, where the opportunities for skilled and semi-skilled labour migration have been

put into question by the trend towards favouring local employment and imposing quotas

on foreign employment in private-sector businesses. Saudi Arabia’s “Saudization” rules, for

example, impose limits on the number of foreign workers in private sector firms and the

duration of stay. Similar quotas in other GCC countries may reduce demand for skilled and

semi-skilled labour from Asia, and origin countries are seeking new destinations.
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The increasing level of education among youth cohorts, noted above, means that for

most Asian countries the risk of brain drain is not a primary policy concern, and the issue

does not temper interest in increased skilled migration abroad.

7. Conclusion
This part has reviewed some of the emerging issues and key challenges in

international migration in Asia. Asia has long been a major player in international

migration, but its role is changing as more Asian countries become both sources and

destinations for intraregional migration, and this will have implications for migration

outside the region. OECD countries have benefitted from Asian migration, which has

supplied skilled workers who have had, in most cases, good labour market outcomes. In

addition, enrolment of Asians is a large component of international study in

OECD countries, and many of these students have stayed on.

It is not so obvious that OECD countries will be able to rely on this steady stream of

skilled workers in the future. As Asia develops, it will produce more skilled workers, but

also foster the conditions for them to remain, and attract skilled workers from other parts

of the world. The policies to attract and retain skilled workers in a number of Asian

non-member economies are converging with those common in the OECD, although some,

like China, have not yet revised their policy to reflect their new role in international

mobility.

Low-skilled migration represents another area where practice is evolving. Future

demand in developed countries will not only be restricted to highly skilled occupations.

Asian origin countries, where the workforce already contemplates employment abroad

and where the institutional infrastructure for negotiating and implementing bilateral

agreements is already in place, are looking forward to meeting these needs. While most

OECD countries have, since the 1970s, largely abandoned large-scale international

recruitment through bilateral agreements, a model has nonetheless developed in Asia,

with the Korea EPS as the main example. From the point of view of countries recruiting

low-skilled labour, the Korean model may be a solution to issues of rent-taking, language

skills, and international matching – issues which were secondary during the epoch of

guest-worker programmes in European OECD countries, and for which few other

successful models are evident. If bilateral agreements for less skilled labour are

resuscitated in other OECD countries, this evolution will have to be taken into account, as

well as origin-country concerns over worker protection and the cost of migration. In any

case, bilateral agreements which work well for the low-skilled appear less applicable to

skilled migration, especially towards OECD countries.

Origin countries have also become willing to jeopardise labour migration channels

with receiving countries over the protection of their workers, even going so far as to

implement deployment bans. Some non-member Asian destination economies, faced with

strong domestic demand on the one hand, and an interest in increasing the cost of foreign

workers to discourage their recruitment on the other, have become more willing to

improve wage and working conditions. Despite the labour surplus in a number of countries

in the region, then, conditions may improve even for less skilled labour migrants. As labour

market slack persists in many OECD countries and wages increase in faster-growing Asian

economies, incentives to migration may diminish for some categories of workers, notably

the most highly skilled.
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Still, the region will have a surplus of low-skilled labour in the near future. As demand

for low-skilled labour is unlikely to grow enormously in the short-term, especially with

restrictive policies in place in destination countries, gains in market share by one country

of origin will come at the expense of other countries. Many countries look to the

Philippines as a model of how to integrate surplus labour into the global labour market – in

different sectors, towards different destinations, and at different skill levels – while

protecting their rights. Yet the Philippines’ successful overseas employment system has

created a structural dependency on migration and remittances.

As the growth in demand for low-skilled migration remains limited in GCC and OECD

destination countries as well as within Asia, there will be little scope to increase

significantly the supply of this type of migrants. Many Asian sending countries, including

the Philippines, have decided to address this challenge by increasing the skill level of their

emigrants without much concern, so far, about the risk of brain drain, including in

sensitive sectors such as health and education.

While demography does not necessarily determine the nature and magnitude of

migration flows, the profound demographic transition underway in Asian countries has

already begun to affect migration in the region, and will likely determine part of future

movements. One feature specific to Asia is the marriage deficit and changing marriage

market, which may affect migration in many directions, as women migrate for marriage

and unmarried men seek to improve their position in the marriage market through

migration.

Finally, destination countries in the region have opened opportunities for settlement

for the highly skilled. Settlement – or at least longer duration of stay – is also becoming

more frequent for less skilled migrants. Increased acquisition of permanent residence

through marriage or other means is likely to be accompanied by integration challenges.

Several Asian countries have adopted measures to support the integration of immigrants

and their children, but more comprehensive strategies might be needed in the future to

address this emerging policy challenge.

Notes

1. This part covers Asian economies ranging from South Asia to East and Southeast Asia, two Special
Autonomous Regions of China, and Chinese Taipei. The part covers two Asian OECD countries
(Japan and Korea) and three countries with which the OECD has enhanced engagement (China,
India and Indonesia). Individual economies in the region vary considerably in terms of their state
of development and their growth rates. In addition to Japan and Korea, several wealthy city states
(Singapore and two Special Autonomous Regions of China, Hong Kong and Macao), and a small
oil-rich sultanate (Brunei), the region contains the world’s most populous countries (China and
India), one of its fastest developing middle-income countries (Malaysia), and some of its poorest
countries (Afghanistan, Cambodia, Laos and Nepal). 

2. This may reflect the limited opportunities for tertiary education in these countries, since many of
those born in the country who have a tertiary education will have studied and remained abroad.

3. The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli
authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights,
East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.

4. These figures include students at all levels, including non-tertiary and short-term study. Singapore
does not publish figures on international students in universities. Based on reported figures for
total enrolment, and considering that international students comprised 18% of university
enrolment in 2011, with a cap imposed at 20%, there are about 12 000 international students in
Singapore universities. 
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5. Nominal USD GDP at market exchange rates in 2010.

6. ASEAN Community: Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar,
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Viet Nam.

7. This permit class includes the skilled workers in P, Q and PE Passes, but not the less-skilled S Pass,
work permits and domestic workers. 

8. A decade earlier, in 2001, there were 250 000 invited foreign experts, of which 105 000 long-term
experts. An additional 70 000 foreign workers in other categories were registered at the end
of 2002.

9. Chinese Taipei extended the maximum stay from nine to twelve years in 2012.

10. Singapore allows qualified and experienced tradespeople to stay for up to 18 years.

11. Hong Kong, China, imposed a USD 50 monthly “Employees Retraining Levy” in 1992 on foreign
workers, extended in 2003 to foreign domestic helpers, with funds destined to retrain local
workers. More than USD 600 million were collected in the first five years, but employers –
especially those of domestic helpers – complained of the burden, and the levy was suspended
in 2008 and is now due to be reinstated in 2013.

12. While Chinese brides accounted for almost 7% of all marriages by Korean men in Korea in 2005,
this had fallen to 3% in 2010, while the proportion of brides from Viet Nam, Philippines, Cambodia
and Mongolia rose above 4%. In 2004, in Chinese Taipei, 16% of all marriages were with foreigners
not from Mainland China, while less than 10% were with mainland Chinese (some of the marriage
migrants from other countries were, however, ethnic Chinese). The proportion has since
diminished, with mainland Chinese representing 10% of marriages and other foreigners
representing 4% of marriages in 2010.

13. According to Korean Parliamentary Inspection Policy Reports (2008, 2010), the enrolment rates in
elementary, middle and high school were 85%, 84% and 71%, compared with 97%, 95% and 89% for
the general student population. 70% of the children of marriage migrants enrolled in high school
were failing.

14. 42% of Cambodian wives and 35% of Vietnamese wives co-habit with their in-laws, compared with
12% for local couples and co-ethnic couples, according to Lee (2010). 

15. The Korean Ministry of Education, Science and Technology announced the opening of 26 special
pre-schools for these children in 2012, providing language support in the six months before
starting regular schooling.

16. Korea began to develop an official policy for integration of marriage migrants in the mid-2000s. The
term “multicultural family” was adopted in 2006, and integration of marriage migrants is one of
the central objectives of the 2008 First [5-year] Basic Plan for Immigration Policy.

17. Sri Lanka signed such an agreement with Italy in 2011, focusing on semi-skilled workers.

18. The Philippines and Indonesia faced a 6-month recruitment ban in Saudi Arabia due to insistence
on minimum wage and working conditions for domestic workers, although Saudi Arabia finally
agreed to the conditions in 2012. Indonesia has suspended domestic workers from going to Saudi
Arabia in the past over concern over contractual issues, but also in reaction to execution of its
labour migrants.
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ANNEX III.A1 

Supplementary tables

Table III.A1.1. Migrants from Asia in OECD countries by place of birth, gender, education level, 
and recent migration, 2005/06

Place of birth

All migrants Recent migrants only

Recent
Emigrant 

population
Gender 

distribution
Low-

educated
Highly-

educated
Emigrant 

population
Gender 

distribution
Low-

educated
Highly-

educated

Gender Percentage Thousands Percentages Thousands Percentages

Afghanistan Men 21 142 55 41 26 30 50 54 17

Women 25 117 45 49 21 29 50 63 12

Bangladesh Men 21 222 56 33 44 46 53 33 44

Women 23 176 44 43 30 41 47 36 36

Brunei Darussalam Men 12 5 48 15 51 1 44 51 16

Women 14 5 52 20 51 1 56 40 23

Bhutan Men 13 1 59 44 30 60 1 73

Women 12 1 41 29 45 40 12 63

China Men 24 1 254 46 24 47 299 46 19 51

Women 24 1 470 54 27 43 355 54 20 50

Hong Kong, China Men 8 277 48 15 56 22 48 22 39

Women 8 300 52 18 52 24 52 17 42

Indonesia Men 12 153 45 14 45 18 40 9 51

Women 14 183 55 21 39 26 60 16 50

India Men 28 1 469 53 14 67 417 53 11 74

Women 28 1 306 47 20 59 363 47 16 68

Japan Men 26 229 38 7 58 59 41 5 68

Women 22 377 62 9 52 83 59 5 61

Korea1 Men 15 717 43 13 49 105 43 12 58

Women 14 934 57 17 42 128 57 11 57

Laos Men 3 126 49 35 22 4 39 51 16

Women 5 130 51 47 17 6 61 59 10

Sri Lanka Men 17 227 52 27 37 39 48 27 40

Women 20 206 48 31 31 42 52 33 30

Macao, China Men 9 8 43 22 44 1 72 60 14

Women 3 11 57 21 45 28 11 31

Maldives Men 65 1 55 11 67 52 3 85

Women 74 45 4 76 48 3 82

Myanmar Men 27 38 48 23 45 10 48 40 27

Women 27 41 52 28 44 11 52 43 33

Mongolia Men 18 5 37 16 51 1 25 34 41

Women 30 9 63 18 45 3 75 31 32

Malaysia Men 21 109 44 10 61 23 45 8 54

Women 21 137 56 13 56 28 55 9 47
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Nepal Men 46 38 61 13 54 17 55 14 51

Women 59 24 39 24 36 14 45 22 32

Pakistan Men 23 472 56 30 44 110 58 29 49

Women 22 371 44 41 33 80 42 36 39

Philippines Men 17 966 39 13 49 164 39 18 52

Women 17 1 536 61 14 53 256 61 15 58

Papua New Guinea Men 12 13 45 14 37 2 46 10 44

Women 12 15 55 22 42 2 54 24 57

Singapore Men 21 55 46 13 54 11 45 5 59

Women 21 65 54 19 52 14 55 10 59

Thailand Men 17 113 33 22 36 19 25 33 41

Women 25 234 67 35 32 59 75 37 39

Timor-Leste Men 4 6 50 54 14 38 83 6

Women 7 6 50 51 13 62 74 9

Chinese Taipei Men 14 195 44 6 72 27 41 11 64

Women 16 247 56 8 68 38 59 8 62

Viet Nam Men 7 855 49 29 30 59 38 32 19

Women 11 903 51 38 25 98 62 38 16

OECD Asian migrants Men 17 946 42 11 51 164 44 9 61

Women 16 1 311 58 14 45 212 56 9 58

Non-OECD Asian migrants Men 20 6 748 47 21 49 1 319 47 19 55

Women 20 7 492 53 25 45 1 493 53 22 51

Other migrants Men 18 36 626 50 38 25 6 608 50 38 27

Women 17 37 261 50 39 25 6 508 50 35 29

1. Korea includes North and South Korea, as well as not specified categories.

Source: DIOC 2005/06.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617360

Table III.A1.1. Migrants from Asia in OECD countries by place of birth, gender, education level, 
and recent migration, 2005/06 (cont.)

Place of birth

All migrants Recent migrants only

Recent
Emigrant 

population
Gender 

distribution
Low-

educated
Highly-

educated
Emigrant 

population
Gender 

distribution
Low-

educated
Highly-

educated

Gender Percentage Thousands Percentages Thousands Percentages
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Table III.A1.2. Migration flows from Asian countries by destination, 2010 or most recent year
Thousands

Country of origin Nepal Bangladesh Indonesia Sri Lanka Thailand India Pakistan Philippines  Viet Nam

Destination 2010/11 2010 2011 2010 2011 2010 2008 2010 2010

Bahrain 4.6 21.8 . . 7.1 1.1 15.1 5.9 15.4 . .

Kuwait 15.2 0.0 2.7 48.1 2.8 37.7 6.3 87.8 . .

Oman 2.4 42.6 7.3 6.4 0.4 105.8 37.6 11.0 . .

Qatar 103.0 12.1 16.6 53.6 3.4 45.8 10.2 53.0 0.3

Saudi Arabia 71.1 7.1 137.6 70.9 0.6 275.2 138.5 293.0 2.7

United Arab Emirates 44.5 203.3 39.8 42.2 9.6 130.9 222.1 201.2 5.2

GCC countries 240.8 287.0 204.0 228.3 17.8 610.4 420.5 661.5 8.3

Japan 0.6 0.0 2.4 0.1 9.3 . . 0.0 5.9 4.9

Korea 3.7 2.7 11.2 5.3 11.0 . . 2.3 11.7 8.6

OECD-Asia countries 4.3 2.7 13.7 5.4 20.3 0.0 2.3 17.6 13.5

Brunei Darrusalam 0.0 2.2 10.8 0.0 3.4 0.0 0.1 7.9 . .

Chinese Taipei 0.0 0.0 75.6 0.0 47.8 . . 0.0 36.9 28.5

Hong Kong, China 0.1 0.0 50.3 0.3 2.8 . . 0.0 101.3 . .

Malaysia 105.9 0.9 133.9 3.7 4.3 20.6 1.8 9.8 11.7

Singapore 0.0 39.1 47.5 1.0 11.5 . . 0.0 70.3 . .

Non-OECD Asia 107.4 42.2 323.0 10.2 77.9 20.8 2.1 263.5 49.3

OECD Non-Asia 1.0 6.9 19.5 2.0 22.9 0.0 4.0 73.4 . .

MENA countries 0.7 36.7 5.4 16.4 2.9 3.9 1.3 21.6 . .

Non-OECD Europe 0.2 0.0 0.3 2.8 0.9 0.0 0.1 4.5 . .

Others 0.2 15.3 15.2 1.4 5.0 6.2 1.5 81.6 14.5

Notes: Figures are for overseas workers whose departure is recorded by the government agencies in the origin country. Coverage of
individual departures for employment may be partial or limited to employment under bilateral agreements. Some countries (e.g. India)
do not record departures for employment to OECD countries. Data for Indonesia include both formal and informal placements. Sailors
are excluded from the data for most countries. GCC refers to the Gulf Co-operation Council (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
and United Arab Emirates). 1. MENA refers to Middle East and North Africa, according to the World Bank definition; for this table, MENA
excludes OECD member and GCC countries.
Sources: Nepal – Dept. Foreign Employment. Bangladesh – BMET. Indonesia – BNP2TKI. Sri Lanka – BFE. Thailand – Office of Overseas
Employment Administration, DOE. India – MOIA. Pakistan – Bureau of Emigration and Overseas Employment. Philippines – POEA.
Viet Nam – MoLISA.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932617379




