TRIANGLE in ASEAN Quarterly Briefing Note

Malaysia (January – June 2022)
Key partners

Ministry of Human Resources (MOHR)
Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF)
Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC)
Our Journey

Target sites

Kuala Lumpur/Selangor and Penang

Focal point

Anna Engblom, Chief Technical Adviser, engblom@ilo.org

Background information
Although population growth has remained relatively high in Malaysia, its rapidly expanding economy, increasing
urbanization, high educational attainment among nationals and relatively low labour force participation among
women continue to create major demand for migrant workers to perform low-paid jobs. Official data from the
Immigration Department, Ministry of Home Affairs, shows that 1.98 million regular migrant workers were employed
in Malaysia by September 2019. This constitutes about 20 per cent of the country's labour force (United Nations
Malaysia, 2019). However, a World Bank report estimates that 2.96 to 3.26 million migrant workers, including 1.23
to 1.46 million migrant workers in irregular situations, were residing in Malaysia in 2017 (World Bank 2019).
Approximately one-third of workers in the services sector and 25 per cent in agriculture are migrants (World Bank
2019).
Despite their ubiquity within the labour market, the role migrant workers play in filling the demand for low-paid and
largely manual labour has not been readily accepted (with a few exceptions, including in domestic work). For many
years, targets have been set and policies introduced to reduce the dependency on migrant workers. However,
changing the composition of the labour force is difficult, with employers complaining of severe shortages in some
industries when more restrictive policies have been applied.
Political and public discourse have regularly dovetailed in portraying migrant workers as a potential threat to
national security and detrimental to the country's long-term social and economic development. Labour migration
policy in Malaysia has tended to be formulated largely from the standpoint of controlling immigration and
maintaining public safety rather than labour administration, as indicated by the authority granted to the Ministry of
Home Affairs over migration issues.
During the last several years, an increasing number of media and NGO reports have documented serious labour
rights abuses against migrant workers in Malaysia, including potential cases of forced labour and human trafficking.
Women domestic workers are particularly at risk of exploitation and abuse due to the physical isolation of their
workplaces, typical restrictions on movement and inadequate mechanisms established to ensure accountability of
employers. About seven per cent of migrant workers in Malaysia are employed as domestic workers (World Bank
2019), and the situation of these estimated 200,000 – 230,000 workers continue to be a major concern, particularly
because of their lack of protection under labour law (ILO, 2016).
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Key developments
Malaysia at a glance
Population:

 Labour Force:

33.18 million
16.5 million

Source: ILOSTAT, 2022

Migrants in Malaysia
(2020)
2,090,900 migrant workers
(W=683,600, M=1,407,300)
Source: ILOSTAT (2020 Malaysia Labour
Force Survey)

Migrants from ASEAN
countries in Malaysia
(2019)
Indonesia: 690,659 migrants
Myanmar: 140,461 migrants
Viet Nam: 17,327 migrants
Philippines: 51,837 migrants
Thailand: 14,928 migrants

Following a decline in COVID-19 cases, Malaysia entered its
Transition to Endemic Phase on April 1 with loosened
restrictions on entering the country, operating businesses,
and social distancing. In January, the Human Resources
Minister confirmed that employers must pay for all vaccination
and COVID-19 screening test expenses for employees.
A freeze on hiring migrant workers was lifted in February
2022. Despite the lifting of this restriction, Malaysia has not
seen a significant return of migrant workers due to slow
government approvals and prolonged Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) negotiations with Indonesia and
Bangladesh over the recruitment and protection of migrant
workers. In April 2022, out of the requested 475,000 migrant
workers, only 2,065 applications were approved. As a result,
employers in many sectors, including manufacturing,
plantations and tourism, are facing labour shortages.
On 1 April, Malaysia and Indonesia signed an MOU on the
Employment and Protection of Indonesian Domestic Workers
in Malaysia. However, by 1 July 2022, only ten applications of
domestic workers were processed. The MOU only allows one
channel for recruitment, the One Channel System (OCS), and
outlines that domestic workers have a right to weekly and
annual leave entitlements, as well as rights to communicate
and to hold their own passport. The MOU is expected to
disable other recruitment channels, such as the Immigration
Department’s System Maid Online (SMO), which allows the
conversion of a tourist visa into a work permit for several
nationalities.

Cambodia: 3,321 migrants
Lao PDR: 44 migrants
Source: Immigration Department, Ministry of
Home Affairs (September 2019).

TRIANGLE in ASEAN delivers assistance
directly to migrant workers and their
communities through two Migrant Worker
Resource Centres (MRCs). These MRCs are
managed in partnership with the Malaysian
Trades Union Congress and are based at
Kuala Lumpur/ Selangor, and Penang.
Since the start of the programme up until the
end of 2021, TRIANGLE in ASEAN reached
18,847 migrant workers (48% women)
through the Malaysian MRCs.

On 12 June, the Human Resources Minister announced that
the government would introduce a new system – an identity
card by sector – to prevent migrant workers from changing
sectors. The recent increase in oil palm prices has increased
salaries in the sector and has attracted migrant workers to
leave their other jobs for employment in palm oil. The
proposed policy also limits migrant workers’ fundamental right
to change employers in Malaysia.
At the International Migration Review Forum (IMRF) 2022,
Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) committed to
advocating for an increase in the number of enforcement
officers dedicated to the implementation of national legislation
to address forced labour. It also pledged to advocate for the
development of a consolidated, controlled and transparent
interagency and intergovernmental database for the
management of migration.
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Main programme activities: January – June 2022
From January to May 2022, the Malaysian Trades Union Council (MTUC) provided legal assistance in 20 cases
involving 758 migrant workers (M: 753; W:5). Out of these, eight cases were closed in the period. MTUC also
operated outreach through Facebook groups, reaching more than 100,000 migrant workers.
Dissemination of SaverAsia remittance cost comparison and financial education app and portal is ongoing in
Malaysia through community events with Myanmar migrant workers and on social media. Three community events
were organized in Q2, reaching 56 migrant workers from Myanmar (W: 16, M: 40). The SaverAsia web site reached
12,331 people in Malaysia or 48% of the individual website users in the region. Feedback, especially on the
SaverAsia Malaysia Overtime Wage Calculator, is very positive, and migrant workers attending the training felt
empowered. Some realized they were underpaid and were considering seeking help from TRIANGLE in ASEAN
Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) to claim their due wages.
On 24 May, TRIANGLE in ASEAN contributed to the Consultation on remediation of migrant workers'
recruitment fees and related abuses organized by Tenaganita, IndustriaALL Global Union, UNISON (UK public
sector union) and Electronics Watch in partnership with the University of Greenwich and the Danish Institute of
Human Rights. TRIANGLE in ASEAN joined the event online by presenting the ILO’s definition of recruitment fees
and related costs and highlighting key advocacy points in the Malaysian context. The event was attended in-person
and online by about 50 electronics and industry sector union and civil society representatives from Malaysia and
South and Southeast Asia, academics and representatives of the Malaysian Ministry of Human Resources.
TRIANGLE in ASEAN’s study on working conditions and skills profiles in domestic and care work roles in
homes in Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand is making good progress. The questionnaires for both employers
and domestic workers were finalized. The research company will roll out an employer survey in early July, to be
followed by the domestic worker survey. The qualitative researcher is concurrently conducting interviews with key
stakeholders from domestic worker associations, government, employer associations, and recruitment agency
associations in Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand. The study includes questions on what working conditions are
like for migrant domestic workers who provide care for persons with disability and questions on whether
disability in a family is a push factor for migration.
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Upcoming activities and key dates (July – December 2022)
Date

Event

Location

Attendees

Purpose

6 July

SaverAsia
dissemination
partners meeting

Online

TRIANGLE in
ASEAN,
Saver.Global,
dissemination
partners in
Cambodia,
Malaysia,
Myanmar and
Thailand

Discuss successes and challenges in
disseminating SaverAsia and build
cooperation and synergies for future
activities

20
September

National Tripartite
Preparatory
Workshop for the
15th AFML

TBC

Tripartite partners
and CSOs

Review progress in implementing past
AFML recommendations and discuss
the theme of the 15th AFML

Ongoing

SaverAsia
dissemination

In-person
and
online

ILO consultant,
migrant
communities,
Saver.Global

Disseminate the SaverAsia app among
migrant communities
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Media coverage
Date

Title

Media source

15 February

Malaysia's Sime Darby Plantation to compensate migrant workers
over fees

Reuters

15 March

Malaysia, Indonesia to ink MoU on domestic workers

The Phnom Penh
Post

24 May

Electronic system to ensure Indonesian maids paid on time

Free Malaysia
Today

3 June

Malaysian govt will cancel employers' quota if migrant workers'
salaries are cut

The Daily Star

6 June

'Fix issues plaguing Indonesian maids'

New Straits Times

12 June

Saravanan: New identity card coming for foreign workers

The Star

13 June

Malaysia firms turn down orders as migrant labour shortage hits

SwissInfo

24 June

Still a hurdle for maids

The Star

28 June

Report Reveals Inhumane Conditions in Malaysia’s Immigration
Detention Centers

The Diplomat

30 June

AWANI Tonight: Less than 1% domestic workers get social protection
in APAC

Astra Awani

The TRIANGLE in ASEAN programme extends the cooperation between the International Labour Organization (ILO), the
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Global Affairs Canada on protecting migrant workers and enhancing
development opportunities. TRIANGLE in ASEAN aims to ensure that the benefits of labour migration are equally realized by men
and women migrant workers; employers and governments. In shifting emphasis towards leveraging the development potential of
migration, TRIANGLE in ASEAN aims to shape labour migration opportunities to support inclusive and sustainable growth in the
ASEAN Economic Community. TRIANGLE in ASEAN engages institutionally with ASEAN and focuses on delivering in six countries
(Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam).
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