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Prior to the early 1990s, Thailand was a major labor-
force sending country (Yongyuth 2012b). Each year,
hundreds of thousands of Thai workers left the country
to work abroad. In addition, those workers were signifi-
cant contributors to national economy. The situation in
Thailand currently is quite the opposite. The country is
now distinguished by extreme dependence on foreign
workers. Each year, about one million foreign workers
come to Thailand and take several types of work,
including skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled work. In
2011, the Office of Foreign Workers Administration
noted that there were 1.9 million foreign workers in
Thailand. Among those workers, 35 percent, or
600,000, were working in the country legally while the
remaining 65 percent, or 1.25 million, were irregular
foreign workers, especially from the neighboring
countries of Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic and Myanmar (the so-called CLM countries).
With regard to the aforementioned proportions, the
major reason for this phenomenon is the lack of “semi-
skilled and low-skilled Thai workers” in the labor
market. Thus, entrepreneurs are forced to employ
irregular foreign workers to fill the gap and remain
competitive.

Immigration in Thailand can be ascribed to the
“push and pull” discourse. Different internal push and
pull factors serve to attract foreign workers into
Thailand in search of jobs. Political instability and a
negative economic situation in the countries of origin
are the major push factors. Poverty and the lack of
employment opportunities force such foreign workers to
seek a better life elsewhere. They are thus “pushed” out
of their own countries. Political unrest is another push
factor. Many studies point out that foreign workers from
Myanmar, many of whom are ethnic minorities, had
been living in areas characterized by internal armed
conflict, which is a strong push factor (Yongyuth and
Prugsamatz 2009; Srawooth and Yongyuth 2012).

As for the pull factors, it is clear that wage
differentiation between the countries of origin and
destination influences cross-border migration. Although
foreign workers in Thailand earn wages below the
national minimum wage standard, they are still able to
earn more than what they usually would get back home

(Yongyuth and Prugsamatz 2009). Social networks and
personal relations are considered to be other pull
factors. Pungpond (2009) found that many foreign
workers decided to leave their countries based on
information received from their relatives or friends prior
to entering Thailand. Importantly, social and personal
networks assist in the safe movement of foreign
workers by providing the migrants with information on
conditions at the point of destination.

Immigration is anything but a new topic in
Thailand. However, there are some new challenges.
One of these relates to the ASEAN Economic
Community (AEC), which will be formed in 2015. It
will allow the free movement of labor among the
countries forming the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN). It will consider the issue of
increased minimum wages (currently set at up to 300
baht per day), as well as justice and social protection for
foreign workers. The free movement of the labor force
at all levels will challenge Thailand to consider its
status and the mechanisms being used to manage
incoming foreign workers and this includes laws and
other forms of legislation. In addition, membership in
AEC will stimulate Thailand to develop mechanisms for
managing foreign workers that is consistent with
international standards. In respect of government policy
on the daily minimum wage, the greatest challenge
Thailand facing concerns the coverage of the daily
minimum wage and the impact that it may have on
irregular foreign workers. In fact, it is undeniable that
entreprencurs have been employing irregular foreign
workers because those workers provide low-cost labor,
which enables the entrepreneurs to remain competitive
in the market. Thus, implementation of this policy will
be questioned if such foreign workers become covered
under the policy.

This paper is composed of four main parts: (a) an
analysis of the labor market in Thailand, including
trends and composition of foreign workers in Thailand,
and mention of the impact of immigration in Thailand;
(b) the new challenges facing immigration, especially
when the country steps into “the era of free labor
movement;” (c) constraints in managing immigration in
Thailand; and (d) conclusions and recommendations,
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which should be useful to the government for managing
foreign workers in Thailand.

I. TRENDS IN AND COMPOSITION OF

FOREIGN WORKERS IN THAILAND

Foreign workers in Thailand currently fall into
two categories: “regular foreign workers” and “irregular
foreign workers” (Srawooth and Yongyuth 2012).
Section I describes the trends in and composition of
foreign workers in Thailand by focusing on both regular
foreign workers and irregular foreign workers.

Regular Foreign Workers

Figure 1 shows the trend in regular foreign
workers in Thailand during the period 1997-2011.
Before the 1997 Asian financial crisis, most regular
foreign workers were highly skilled workers or those
who came to work with a joint-venture partner or
spouse’s business (Srawooth and Yongyuth 2012).
Figure 1 also shows that the immigration of regular
foreign workers into Thailand in 1997 was very low.
Later, immigration increased slightly due to the
country’s economic recovery. In 2009, an economic
downturn in Thailand, which may have been caused by
the subprime crisis in the United States of America,
resulted in a decrease in the number of regular foreign
workers immigrating to Thailand; however, this
phenomenon was short-lived. The immigration of
regular foreign workers recovered within one year. In
2011, the trend showed an increase in the number of
regular foreign workers to 678,235 persons; thereafter,
the trend in regular foreign workers showed a gradual
increase every year.

Figure 1 Trend in Regular Foreign Workers in Thailand

According to Srawooth and Yongyuth (2012),
the composition of the regular foreign workforce
reflects countries which make significant investments in
Thailand. However, current data from the Office of
Foreign Workers Administration show an element of
convertibility. In 2011, the three largest groups of
regular foreign workers were from Myanmar, Cambodia
and Lao PDR, which reflects the impact of the open
“national verification” and other agreements accord-
ing to memorandums of understanding (MOUs) (see
Figure 2).

Regarding the number of foreign workers in
Thailand, the largest group comprises foreign workers
who have obtained a national verification permit, i.e.,
74.49 percent of the total number of regular foreign
workers, or 505,238 persons. The second and the third
largest groups are temporary or general permit foreign
workers and foreign workers under section 11 or MOU
arrangements, respectively. These two groups account
for 10.89 and 10.67 percent respectively of the total.
The smallest group comprises permanent residents or
those holding a lifetime stay permit; they account for
only 0.14 percent of the total, or 983 persons (Figure 3).
In the early 2000s, the government entered into an
MOU on the employment of foreign workers from
CLM countries. In 2007, the government implemented
the national verification program, which is aimed at
regularizing irregular foreign workers. The program
brought about a significant increase in the number of
regular foreign workers from the CLM countries.

As shown in Figure 4, the three largest groups of
regular foreign workers are located in Bangkok, the
Central Region, and the vicinity of Bangkok. They
account for 38.35 percent (260,074 persons), 19.14
percent (129,841 persons) and 17.79 percent (120,634)
of the total, respectively.
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Figure 2 Composition of Regular Foreign Workers by Country of Origin, 2011
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Figure 3 Composition of Regular Foreign Workers by Type of Immigration, 2011
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Figure 4 Composition of Regular Foreign Workers by Region of Thailand, 2011
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In three years, when Thailand participates in
AEC, the number of regular foreign workers may
increase, especially foreign workers from other
countries in Southeast Asia. The increase in the number
of regular foreign workers from other countries in
Southeast Asia will not be limited to semi-skilled and/or
low-skilled workers but will include highly skilled
workers. The aforementioned policy will have a
significant impact on increasing the number of regular
foreign workers from the CLM countries.

Irregular Foreign Workers

The immigration of irregular foreign workers
into Thailand has increased steadily since the mid-
1980s and the ecarly 1990s. These were transition
periods when Thailand was transformed from being a
low-end labor-intensive economy to a more capital or
technology-intensive one. During this transition, the
government implemented a number of policies, such as
expanding educational opportunities for workers.
Consequently, a large number of local Thai workers
moved into the skilled-labor market, which caused a
shortage of labor at the low-skilled level.

Currently, low-skilled foreign workers are
playing a very important role in the Thai labor market,
especially in the semi-skilled and unskilled categories.
This phenomenon is structurally embedded by the
attitude of employers who prefer low-skilled laborers.
In 2011, there were approximately 1.2 million irregular
foreign workers in Thailand, or 65 percent of the total
number of foreign workers. In fact, irregular foreign
workers are predominantly foreign workers from
neighboring countries.

The trend in irregular foreign workers is shown
in Figure 5. During the period 1997-1998, the Asian
financial crisis resulted in limited employment

Figure 5 Trend in Irregular Foreign Workers in Thailand

opportunities for foreign workers. In fact, the govern-
ment started to repatriate foreign workers who had
come from neighboring countries in order to solve the
problem of unemployment facing Thai workers at that
time. In 1999, the government allowed foreign workers
to work in 18 industries in 37 provinces; as a result, the
number of foreign workers from neighboring countries
increased from 99,964 persons in 1998 to 106,684
persons in 1999. In 2000, the government implemented
a policy of not increasing the number of foreign
workers. According to Srawooth and Yongyuth (2012),
the government decided to maintain the status quo with
regard to the previous numbers, areas and industries
permitted. Owing to new registration policies issued in
2001 and 2004, the number of foreign workers
increased significantly. The number of irregular foreign
workers increased from 106,684 persons in 2000 to
568,245 persons in 2001, and from 288,780 persons in
2003 to 849,522 persons in 2004.

In 2009, the government issued recommendation
2/2552 dated April 27 that year, which allowed foreign
workers to register and work in Thailand. A new
registration round that started in July 2009 allowed
irregular foreign workers to obtain temporary stay
registration (Tor/Ror 38/1) and a work permit. Conse-
quently, the total number of irregular foreign workers
from neighboring countries increased from 562,311
persons in 2008 to 1,334,157 persons in 2009. The
types of work that could be performed by irregular
foreign workers were also expanded in 2009 to cover 24
areas or types of activity. In 2010, the government
issued its policy on national verification, which required
foreign workers to go through the national verification
process. At the first, only 200,000 foreign workers
registered as part of the national verification process;
however, the number increased to 850,000 persons by
March 31, 2010. As of December 2010, the number of
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irregular foreign workers was 955,595 persons.
Srawooth and Yongyuth (2012) pointed out that there
were two major reasons for the drop in the number of
foreign workers from neighboring countries: the first
was that 30 percent of foreign workers did not show up
in the ensueing registration round and the second was
the phenomenon that some foreign workers who had
registered in 2009 changed their status to become
regular foreign workers in the meantime. This trend is
estimated to be increasing because Thailand still lacks
laborers in the semi-skilled and unskilled categories. In
addition, the current policy on the daily minimum
wages that the government requires employers to pay
(at least 300 baht per day) their employees has led to
increased number of foreign workers in the border
provinces.

Figure 6 shows the number of irregular foreign
workers from neighboring countries, including
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar, in 2011. The
largest group was working in construction, which
accounted for 19 percent of the total, or 232,162
persons. The second largest group was working in
farming and livestock, which accounts for 18 percent of
the total, or 228,041 persons. The manufacturing and
sales sector is the third largest employer, accounting for
11 percent of the total, or 137,843 persons. Next in
importance is the fishery-related sector, which accounts
for 9 percent of the total, or 106,851 persons. Service
sector accounts for 8 percent of the total, or 100,554
persons, while domestic work accounts for 7 percent, or
85,062 persons. This breakdown shows that irregular
foreign workers are involved predominantly in
unskilled work.

In 2011, most irregular foreign workers were
concentrated in the vicinity of Bangkok (52%),
followed by the Central Region (15%). The irregular
foreign workers in the Southern Region accounted for
about 14 percent of the total, while those in the
Northeastern Region comprised the lowest proportion
of irregular foreign workers (1%) (Figure 7). This is

due to the fact that the manufacturing sector is found
mostly in the vicinity of Bangkok and the Central
Region. For the Southern Region, most of the
employment is in the fisheries sector, which relies
mostly on foreign workers from neighboring countries.
With regard to the provinces, Bangkok and Samut
Sakhon were found have the highest number of
irregular foreign workers; Bangkok has 205,899 such
workers and Samut Sakhon 128,697.

II. NEW CHALLENGES POSED BY
IMMIGRATION

The study makes a further point about new
challenges posed by immigration. Thailand is currently
shifting to a policy allowing the free flow of labor in
line with its preparations to become a number of AEC
in 2015 and the open-door policy of the government.
These changes are resulting in a large-scale trans-
formation of Thailand’s labor market; the country is
now preparing for an influx of foreign workers. For
decades, Thailand has encountered many challenges in
managing migration, including economic recessions,
and unstable government policies toward managing
foreign workers. Thailand is now facing yet another
new challenge in managing immigration: “social
integration.”

Social integration is the process of building
relationships among “individuals” and it concerns the
attitudes that individuals have toward society. Two
words describe social integration: “inclusion” and
“acceptance.” Social integration involves interaction
between the immigrants, that is, the “newcomers,” and
the members of the host society. There are three
important aspects concerning social integration: the
“feeling of belonging in a society,” “recognition of the
society” and “equal opportunities” in the host society.
Bosswick and Heckmann (2006) defined social
integration as follows:

Figure 6 Composition of Irregular Foreign Workers by Industry, 2011
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Figure 7 Composition of Irregular Foreign Workers by Region of Thailand, 2011

South
Northeast 268,724
27,442 13.46%

1.37% |

North
162,118 )
8.12% 1D

Central
289,668
14.51%

Bangkok Metropolis
205,899
10.32%

Vicinity of Bangkok
1,042,165

52.21%

Source: Data from the Office of Foreign Workers Administration (2011).

Social integration means the inclusion and
acceptance of immigration into the core insti-
tutions, relationships and positions of a host
society. For the immigrants, integration means
the process of learning a new culture, acquiring
rights and obligations, gaining access to posi-
tions and social status, building personal rela-
tionships with members of the host society and
forming a feeling of belonging to, and identifi-
cation with, that society. For the host society,
integration means opening up institutions and
granting equal opportunities to immigrants. In
this interaction, however, the host society has
more power and more prestige.

Social integration is not new for the European
Union but it is a new challenge for Thailand. It is
undeniable that, while foreign workers, especially those
from the labor-intensive sectors, have played a very
important role in Thailand’s labor market, such workers
are excluded from involvement with local communities.
Foreign workers have less access than Thais to social
activities and social protection schemes provided by the
government. Owing to the lack of social integration
with local communities, most foreign workers become
vulnerable to being trafficked or exploited. Sometimes
such foreign workers are referred to as “perfect
businesses' for employment agencies” (Molland 2010).

Thus, social integration is posing a new
challenge to managing immigration in Thailand because
it involves improving the recognition that Thais give to
foreign workers. Theoretically, social integration is
aimed at creating a sense of belonging between local
communities and foreign workers. The social integra-
tion framework assumes that an increase in the sense of
belonging would help achieve a better quality of life for
foreign workers. This section, therefore, contains a
debate about the challenges that immigration poses with
regard to social integration between the foreign workers

and local communities. Social integration in this study
is focused mainly on integration in social services
and social protection schemes. The study does not
mention other aspects due to limited sources and
legislation.

Social Integration between Foreign Workers and the
Thai Community

For decades, both regular and irregular foreign
workers have played a very important role in
maintaining Thailand’s competitiveness in the global
market. They have not only strengthened the labor
force, but also share knowledge and skills that
contribute to the improvement of Thailand’s markets.
Despite their important role, the study found that many
foreign workers are socially excluded. However, in
view of the social services and social protection
schemes provided by the government for regular foreign
workers, this group has less worries than the irregular
foreign workers. Owing to the legality of their status,
regular foreign workers can access social services and
social protection under Thai law. For example, they
can access social insurance and the Workmen’s
Compensation Fund. Additionally, regular foreign
workers can contribute to the National Health-care
System and access medical treatment under the National
Migrant Health System. Such integration also covers the
workers’ families. The study found that the children of
workers can receive educational services and health
treatments under the National Health-care System.
Regular foreign workers are also able to gain access to
the Social Security Protection Scheme, or “SSO
scheme,” and the Deportation Fund.

By contrast, even if irregular foreign workers
seem to be in the majority among all foreign workers in
Thailand, they have less opportunities than regular
foreign workers, according to the findings of the present
study. Many irregular foreign workers lack of the
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opportunity to integrate with local communities,
especially to gain access to social services. Most
irregular foreign workers have lived in poverty, hiding
themselves from society. As a study by Yongyuth
(2012a) pointed out, this apparently shows that irregular
foreign workers have less access to social protection
schemes than regular foreign workers. For instance, the
study found that irregular foreign workers are able to
access only universal health care, which is provided
through the Ministry of Public Health, while regular
foreign workers are covered and protected by the
Workmen’s Compensation Fund of the Social Security
Office.

While irregular foreign workers are less
recognized by most Thais, the study found that a small
group of non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
which have significant power, is advocating that the
government increase the level of social integration. The
NGOs both locally and internationally are the main
body advocating social integration between local
communities and irregular foreign workers. Such NGOs
as LPN, and Rakthais have tried to work closely with
the government and local communities. The study found
that such NGOs have been providing educational
services, health services, and training programs for
stakeholders (foreign workers, government officials,
and local communities), as well as advocating in terms
of government policies regarding the management of
immigration. They not only want to see that foreign
workers are provided with basic rights, but also want to
have local communities recognize foreign workers as
part of their communities. A study by Hall (2012)
reported that the government in June 20117 tried to
establish an accident insurance scheme for foreign
workers from neighboring countries. In addition, the
children of foreign workers, especially those in labor-
intensive sectors, have been provided with formal
education in schools along with Thai children. This
positive trend in social protection shows some
integration between Thais and foreign workers.

As mentioned previously, Thailand needs to
increase the level of social integration between foreign
workers and local communities in order to prepare for
the influx of foreign workers expected under the
provisions of AEC when it is launched in 2015, and the
implementation of the country’s new minimum wage
policy. To increase social integration, Thailand needs to
review certain aspects of its social structure, including
the policies, legislation, role of institutions and most
importantly the attitudes of local people and foreign
workers.

III. CONSTRAINTS TO SOCIAL INTEGRATION

The major constraint to social integration
between foreign workers and local Thai communities is
evident mostly in the attitude of Thais, especially
government officials. Thus, this section discusses the

constraints to social integration, especially integration
with current mechanisms. It starts with a brief
introduction to current government mechanisms. Then,
it analyzes the constraints of those mechanisms.

Government Policies

The study found that, for the irregular foreign
worker, since the late 1990s when the country had been
dealing with the aforementioned financial crisis, the
increase in manufacturing costs forced local entrepre-
neurs to hire foreign workers from neighboring coun-
tries. This helped the employers remain competitive
with others. In this period, there was an influx of
foreign workers from countries sharing borders with
Thailand. In order to manage those irregular workers,
the government started to implement its “registration
policy,” which had been on the books since 1992. In
2001, the government tried to manage cross-border
immigration by enhancing cooperation with the
governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Myanmar.
Hence it signed MOUs on the employment of laborers
from those countries. As a consequence, the govern-
ment was able to control the number of the irregular
foreign workers migrating into Thailand from those
three neighboring countries.

National verification was another important
policy that the government used to regularize foreign
workers. However, there were many constraints to
implement this policy: (a) system inefficiency; (b) the
complexity of the national verification process and the
absence of one-stop services; (c) lack of information
among employers and foreign workers; (d) high costs
from unregulated brokers; (e) fear among ethnic
minorities from Myanmar; and (f) delays caused by
foreign workers, particularly those from Myanmar, who
had to return home for national verification. Therefore,
there were many foreign workers from neighboring
countries, especially minorities, that could not complete
the process.

In 2009, the government loosened its policy of
regularizing foreign workers by focusing more on
protecting the rights of foreign workers, assuring the
safety of their entry into Thailand and their return to
their countries of origin. It encouraged potential
workers to use the proper channels to expedite the
process of regularization and guaranteed humane
treatment of all workers, especially those with health
problems. A draft amendment to the Alien Employment
Act B.E. 2551 (2008) was proposed. In 2011, the Illegal
Alien Workers Management Committee and its
subcommittees concluded their deliberations and
recommended the opening of a new foreign worker
registration campaign to address what employers
described as serious low-skilled labor shortages. The
government agreed to re-open foreign worker
registration to all workers from neighboring countries,
including those who had not previously registered. The
government’s open-door policies on registration and
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national verification had regularization as their main
objective of the government.

By contrast, irregular foreign workers encoun-
tered difficulties entering into Thailand’s labor market.
For some of them, the country’s open-door policies
meant an increase in the cost of entering Thailand to
work, as well as increased vulnerability to trafficking
agents, and unscrupulous employers and government
officials. Concerning costs, a study by Yongyuth
(2012a) pointed out that the cost of registration for
foreign workers was about 7,000-10,000 baht, which
includes fees (3,780 baht), photograph and registration
document (80 baht), medical check-up (1,300 baht),
work permit application (100 baht) and a one-year
work permit (1,800 baht), which is similar to the
cost of obtaining national verification. Recently, the
Department of Employment disclosed that the cost of
national verification per foreign worker from neigh-
boring countries is 4,500 baht (The Nation 2012).
However, the actual fee is higher than that amount. As
Hall (2012) noted, the fees for national verification
services range between 5,000 and 10,000 baht per
worker, which is expensive for both employers and
foreign workers, most of whom are poor. Thus, it is
undeniable that these policies are not so successful and
can cover only small groups of foreign workers.

In 2011, the Illegal Alien Workers Management
Committee and its subcommittees concluded their
deliberations and recommended the opening of a new
foreign worker amnesty/registration campaign to
address the serious low-skilled labor shortages reported
by employers. The government agreed to re-open
foreign worker registration to all workers from
neighboring countries, including those who had not
previously registered. Although the government has
open-door policies, it is worth noting that regularization
is the main objective of the government, with the
government encouraging foreign workers to register or
obtain national verification.

Even if the institutions managing foreign
workers in Thailand have full authority, some scholars,
such as Hall (2011), have claimed that there are burdens
connected with the management of foreign workers in
Thailand, including negative attitudes and misconcep-
tions on the part of Thais toward foreign workers.

In short, the above-mentioned details show that
Thailand has developed mechanisms, including MOUs,
institutions, laws and legislation, and policies regarding
foreign workers. These mechanisms, when applied to
irregular foreign workers, were found to be less
effective than other measures. This is due to the fact
that, because irregular foreign workers do not disclose
details about themselves publically, it is very difficult
for the government to follow up or monitor them.

In the context of the 300 baht per day minimum
wage standard, this has attracted irregular foreign
workers into the country and their numbers are
increasing gradually. Hence, the greatest challenge for
the government is to apply existing mechanisms, in

order to manage the immigration of irregular foreign
workers. Other challenges concern the management of
cross-border migration and cooperation with the
countries of origin. In terms of cross-border migration,
current government policy on the 300 baht per day
minimum wage is the major pull-factor that is
motivating foreign workers from neighboring countries
to migrate to Thailand in search of work. The
government needs to create a mechanism to better
control cross-border migration, as it seems to increase
continually. The government needs to develop its
current level of cooperation with the governments of
neighboring countries in order to manage cross-border
migration.

Thailand is intensively dependent on irregular
foreign workers and most government policies are
focused on irregular foreign workers, yet it cannot
overlook regular foreign workers who possess
professional skills and are sources of investment, which
helps increase the country’s capabilities in developing
innovations and its knowledge-based economy. The
government enacted the Investment Promotion Act
B.E. 2520 (1977), and since then has seen the country
transition rapidly from being an agricultural economy to
an industry economy. The rapid expansion of the Thai
economy, especially in the mid-1980s, led to an
increase in foreign investment and raised the level of
compensation for highly skilled workers and highly
competent workers. Owing to the fact that this period
was characterized by labor-intensive work, Thailand
experienced a shortage of labor in the highly skilled
category as well as work requiring a high level of
competency. The government therefore developed
programs for highly skilled and highly competent
foreign workers (Yongyuth 2008). Currently, the
government is preparing policies for managing the
migration of highly skilled workers in response to the
launch in 2015 of AEC.

Legislation

Thailand is one of the many destination countries
that intends to develop laws and legislation regarding
the management of immigration. It is a signatory
to many conventions of the International Labour
Organization (ILO) and has ratified 14 conventions.
Vitit (2005) noted that Convention No. 29 on forced
labor, No. 105 on the abolition of forced labor, No. 100
on equal remuneration, No. 122 on employment policy,
and No. 182 on the worst forms of child labor have
greatly influenced Thailand’s laws including the Anti-
Trafficking in Persons Act B.E. 2551 (2008).

As a signatory state to these ILO conventions,
Thailand over the past 10 years has passed many
national laws which help in managing immigration.
Two major laws have a direct impact on foreign
workers in Thailand; the first is the Immigration Act
B.E. 2522 (1979), which concerns immigration in
Thailand and the second is the Alien Employment Act
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B.E. 2551 (2008), which deals with the employment
foreign workers in Thailand.

In recognizing the importance of trafficking in
persons issues, Thailand has further initiated the Act
concerning Measures to Prevent and Suppress the
Trafficking in Women B.E. 2540 (1997), the Traf-
ficking in Labour Protection Act B.E. 2541 (1998) and
the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act B.E. 2551 (2008),
to help prevent trafficking and protect the vulnerable
and the victims of trafficking.

Institutions

The main body for managing foreign workers in
Thailand is the Ministry of Labour. Under the umbrella
of that Ministry, the Office of Foreign Workers
Administration (FWA) is the organization that manages
the foreign workers who enter Thailand. The roles and
responsibilities of FWA are: (a) processing work permit
applications of foreign workers and assisting employers
in the processing of their migrant workers’ applications
and helping fill their labor needs; (b) processing cases
related to illegal entry and illegal irregular foreign
workers; (c) coordinating with all relevant parties and
agencies to manage foreign workers; (d) monitoring all
cases related to the work and the employers of those
workers; and (e) disseminating to the persons concerned
all relevant and important information, including
policies, laws and legislation, developments, and
changes related to the registration system and work
permit application. Prior to 2011, FWA was not
responsible for the prevention or suppression of
irregular foreign workers. However, it was approved by
the Cabinet on April 26, 2011 that FWA be upgraded in
order to increase its authority to arrest irregular foreign
workers (Srawooth and Yongyuth 2012).

Other related government agencies working on
managing foreign workers in Thailand include the
Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Defense, the
Ministry of Public Health, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Ministry of Social Development and Human
Security, and the Immigration Bureau.

The Committee on Illegal Migrant Workers
Administration (CIMWA) is the main body for
managing irregular foreign workers in Thailand. This
committee was established by a regulation of the Office
of the Prime Minister in 2001. The responsibilities of
the Committee include formulating policies, and
preparing guidelines, work plans, and measures to
manage and monitor actions against illegal foreign
workers. The Committee is responsible for the preven-
tion, suppression, and other necessary measures for
dealing with such workers. Currently, CIMWA consists
of eight sub-committees: (a) the Overall Illegal Migrant
Workers Administration Sub-committee; (b) the Sub-
committee on the Prevention of Illegal Migrant
Workers; (c) the Sub-committee on the Employment
System and Standard Setting for Illegal Migrant
Workers; (d) the Sub-committee on Public Relations;

(e) the Sub-committee on Suppression, Arrest and
Prosecution; (f) the Sub-committee on Repatriation;
(g) the Sub-committee on Monitoring and Evaluation;
and (h) the Sub-committee on Directing and Cooperat-
ing Security Measures Related to Solving the Problems
of Illegal Workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR, and
Myanmar (Srawooth and Yongyuth 2012).

The Constraints Facing the Government’s
Mechanisms on Social Integration

#

There are constraints currently on the gov-
ernment’s mechanism, which have been found to be not
so effective, especially when applied to irregular
foreign workers. This is due to the fact that irregular
foreign workers are not known to the public, and
because it is too difficult for the government to follow
up or monitor these workers. Most of the constraints
involve awareness of foreign workers, employers
and government officials, the discontinuity of the
measures in terms of policy implementation, the
inadequate capacity of government officials, as well as
corruption among government officials, the ineffective
mandates of the government (Yongyuth 2012b), and
outdated legislation.

The most important constraint however is the
attitude of Thais. Owing to the fact that social
integration concerns “individuals” and their “attitudes,”
the greatest challenge is how to increase the level of
social integration. As a host country, Thailand needs to
consider the consequences of social integration for its
social structure and national security, as well as help
foreign workers to access existing systems as one of
their human rights. The attitude of government officials
and the issue of transparency are also important factors.
In trying to fully explain the constraints on social
integration, it is necessary to subdivide the constraint
into those that affect irregular foreign workers and those
that affect regular foreign workers. Although there are
many mechanisms for managing irregular foreign
workers, the study found that the attitude of Thais often
produces a negative impact in terms of implementing
the mechanism.

A study by Hall (2012) pointed out that the
negative attitude of Thais toward foreign workers
makes them vulnerable to human trafficking and
exploitation. In addition, negative attitudes have
negative impacts on the implementation of govern-
ment policies. The negative attitude of government
officials and other Thais sometimes is reflected in
discontinuity in the implementation of such policies as
those on registration. Srawooth and Yongyuth (2012)
claimed that during the period 1992-2009 government
policy on registration continued but in different
measures. There was no standard with regard to area;
the only specifics were related to occupation or
industry, resulting in alien workers being dispersed
widely throughout Thailand, which is a difficult
situation to manage.
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With regard to regular foreign workers, there are
fewer problems than with irregular foreign workers. As
regular foreign workers are acknowledged as possessing
professional skills, investments, and the ability to make
Thais more open to them than the irregular foreign
workers. However, there are a few constraints that
Thailand needs to resolve as soon as possible before the
launch of AEC in 2015. According to Hall (2012), it
can be briefly summarized that the constraints to man-
age regular foreign workers include cooperation among
stakeholders and the management of qualification and
competency standards.

IV. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study described the important role of foreign
workers in Thailand, especially in driving Thailand’s
economy and labor market. With regard to the challenge
of managing immigration in Thailand, the study found
that social integration is the major challenge. Thailand
is now highly dependent on foreign workers, especially
foreign workers in the low-skilled category, yet the
study found that the quality of life of such workers,
especially with regard to basic human rights, needs to
be improved. In this context, improvement means
increasing integration with local communities.

Such social integration between foreign workers
and local communities involves the process of
individuals building relationships and becoming a part
of society. The concept involves “social inclusion” and
“social acceptance.” The local community needs to
accept the foreign workers (newcomers) and provide
them with benefits equally with those afforded local
people. As a major destination country, Thailand needs
to review its social integration process because the
study apparently shows that there will be an increase in
the number of foreign workers, especially after the
country participates in AEC in 2015 and the
announcement of the government’s policy on a 300 baht
per day minimum wage.

In terms of social integration, it seems that the
regular foreign workers have fewer worries than
irregular foreign workers. This situation is due to the
fact that regular foreign workers have legal status,
which means they are protected under Thai law.
Although irregular foreign workers are acknowledged
to be a key contributor to Thailand’s labor market, and
many social mechanisms, such as government policies,
legislation and institutions, have been developed to
protect them, irregular foreign workers have not been
integrated into local communities. Those foreign
workers are still excluded from and marginalized in
Thai society, which makes them vulnerable to being
trafficked and exploited.

Hall (2012) explained that this situation is due
to the attitudes of Thais. Their negative attitudes have

an impact on the implementation of government
policies, legislation and institutions. Thus, to improve
and enhance social integration between foreign
workers and Thai communities, the government and
individual Thais must change their attitudes toward
foreign workers. The government needs to realize that
these foreign workers have rights as well as human
dignity; however, it also needs to consider national
security as a priority. Social integration does not mean
long-term integration. The study pointed out that, while
these foreign workers live in Thailand, they must be
provided with social services on par with those afforded
to Thais.

Besides the challenges and the solutions for
improving social integration, some observations are
made in the study regarding the management of
immigration in Thailand, including on registration and
cooperation with countries of origin, especially
neighboring countries, and social protection for foreign
workers in Thailand.

The study found that there are many obstacles to
the registration policy, including registration fees, lack
of transparency, and outdated mandates. The study
found that the registration fees are often higher than
those announced by the government. The Director
General of the Department of Employment disclosed
recently that the actual fees charged as part of the
registration process do not exceed 10,000 baht, but they
are increased if the foreign workers use agents (The
Nation 2012). Thus, many foreign workers become
victims in this process. In addition, the study found that
this policy cannot control the influx of foreign workers
into Thailand. Yongyuth (2012a) pointed out that this
policy has been implemented for 16 years; yet, the
number of foreign workers tends to increase every time
there is a new registration. In view of the lack of
control, the government must consider ceasing to
implement the registration process. The MOU process
would be an option for controlling the influx of foreign
workers.

The government also needs to consider extend-
ing the duration of work permits for foreign workers.
Theoretically, this would help Thai entrepreneurs to
retain their experienced workers, and it would reduce
the travelling costs for foreign workers. The govern-
ment needs to study the impact of work permit duration
on Thailand’s labor market and economy.

Finally, the government needs to review its
policies, legislation and institutions involving social
protection for foreign workers. It needs to expand social
protection to cover the families of foreign workers. The
study found that the families, especially the children of
foreign workers, often become vulnerable to child
trafficking and child labor. The government needs to
eliminate human trafficking and corruption, and
develop existing social mechanisms so that they are
consistent with international standards.
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ENDNOTES
' The foreign workers are sometimes called as
“perfect businesses for employment agencies”
(Molland 2010) because they are supposed to be
monetary sources for the agencies. Within the chain
of this perfect business, the employment agencies
not only get benefits from the foreign workers but
also from the employers who represent their demand
for these foreign workers.

This scheme is managed by a private insurance
company. It is a contributory scheme and the foreign
workers are required to contribute 1,300 baht per
year to the scheme.
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