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Key developments   

Labour migration to Malaysia is slowly resuming since the freeze on hiring migrant workers imposed during the COVID-
19 pandemic was lifted in February 2022. In July, employers in the construction, manufacturing and service sectors were 
allowed to hire migrant workers from 15 countries, including Cambodia, Lao PDR, Indonesia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Viet Nam. The resumption of labour migration to Malaysia has, however, hampered by inconsistent policy 
shifts in its first few months. 

In July 2022, processing of job orders for Indonesian migrant workers in all sectors was briefly suspended, with Indonesia 
requesting that the Malaysia Immigration Department discontinue the use of its ‘Maid Online’ portal to hire Indonesian 
domestic workers. Under the Indonesia-Malaysia MOU on the Employment and Protection of Indonesian Domestic Workers 
signed on 1 April 2022, Indonesian domestic workers can only be hired using the Indonesian ‘One Channel System’.  As of 
5 August, the Indonesian Ambassador to Malaysia announced that 23,000 domestic workers had been approved for work 

in Malaysia through the ‘One Channel System’. 

On 5 August, the Minister for Human Resources announced a temporary freeze to hiring migrant 
workers from 15-31 August to allow for a review of procedures in anticipation of entry into force of 
the Employment (Amendment) Act 2022 on 1 September 2022. However, the freeze was lifted on 19 
August and enforcement of the Employment Act was deferred to 1 January 2023 to allow employers 
more time to comply with the new regulations. Key changes to the Employment (Amendment) Act 
relevant to migrant workers include the requirement for Ministry of Human Resources (MOHR) 
approval for recruiting migrant workers and the reduction of weekly working hours from 48 to 45 
hours. Outdated terminology referring to “domestic servants” was changed to “domestic employees”. 

Labour shortages in many industries persist. Employers have reported challenges in securing hiring quotas and fulfilling 
document and procedural requirements for recruiting migrant workers. Small and medium enterprises report difficulty in 
maintaining the 1:1 ratio of migrant workers to national workers, while larger organizations are permitted three migrant 
workers for every national worker. According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia, there were  2.1 million migrant 
workers in various sectors of the economy in June 2022, up from 1.9 million in 2021.  

The Malaysia general elections were held on 19 November 2022. On 24 November, Anwar Ibrahim of Barisan Nasional 
was sworn in as the Prime Minister and formed a unity government comprising six parties and two independent 
candidates. Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim announced his commitment to further strengthen the protection of migrant 
workers. 

https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/18/three-industry-sectors-allowed-to-hire-foreign-workers-from-15-countries
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/05/envoy-23000-indonesian-domestic-helpers-approved-to-work-in-malaysia
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/05/foreign-worker-applications-stopped-temporarily-from-aug-15-to-31
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/05/foreign-worker-applications-stopped-temporarily-from-aug-15-to-31
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/16/temporary-freeze-on-hiring-foreign-workers-lifted-from-aug-19
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/12/863117/amendments-employment-act-comes-force-jan-1
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/05/pay-to-interview-foreign-workers
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/10/20/about-21-million-foreign-workers-in-malaysia-as-at-june-2022-says-statistics-dept
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/10/20/about-21-million-foreign-workers-in-malaysia-as-at-june-2022-says-statistics-dept
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/01/09/anwar-malaysia-indonesia-agree-to-strengthen-protection-of-migrant-workers
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/01/09/anwar-malaysia-indonesia-agree-to-strengthen-protection-of-migrant-workers
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Main programme activities 

On 20 September, MOHR hosted the Malaysia Tripartite Preparatory Workshop for the 15th ASEAN Forum on Migrant 
Labour (AFML), focusing on the theme “Resumption of Labour Migration and Regional Cooperation”. The meeting was 
attended by 39 participants (W:24; M:15) representing the MOHR, Social Security Organization (PERKESO), Institute for 
Labour Market Information and Analysis (ILMIA), Economic Planning Unit (EPU), Malaysia Trades Unions Council (MTUC), 
Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF), the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM), various civil society 
organizations, ILO, IOM and the High Commissions of Australia and Canada. The meeting agenda included two thematic 
panels; one to discuss the economic recovery and labour migration to Malaysia and a second panel to consider rights 
protection to maximize the development impacts of labour migration. A review of the implementation of past AFML 
recommendations, as well as joint formulation and adoption of a set of nine Malaysian recommendations for the 15th 
AFML were developed. 

During this quarter, TRIANGLE in ASEAN organized 18 community training sessions for 681 migrant workers from 
Cambodia, Indonesia and Myanmar (W:281; M:400) on the SaverAsia portal in Malaysia. These trainings resulted in 465 

downloads of the SaverAsia app. Migrant workers participating 
found SaverAsia useful to help calculate overtime wages, 
budget expenses to save money, compare remittance costs and 
find basic financial information and services. From 1 July to 31 
December 2022, the SaverAsia website received a total of 
22,550 users and 32,681 sessions from Malaysia (up from 
20,296 users and 29,553 sessions in the previous period). This 
represents 44.39% of the total user base. The most used 
function for Malaysian users is the overtime calculator (24,274 
page views). The overtime calculator has become a 
foundational feature of the SaverAsia platform, accounting for 
29.82% of total page views across the platform during this 
period and 26,129 total visits. 

On 22 August, TRIANGLE in ASEAN participated in a meeting 
between MOHR and the UN Malaysia team to discuss UN 

support to the implementation of the National Action Plan on Forced Labour (NAPFL) 2021-2025. The NAPFL includes 
important commitments to strengthening labour migration governance in Malaysia, including the revision of several laws 
and the development of a national definition of recruitment costs. TRIANGLE in ASEAN will advocate aligning the 
implementation of these policy commitments with International Labour Standards. 

On 31 October, TRIANGLE in ASEAN contributed to the UN Malaysia activity “Consultation on Data Collection and 
Access to Information: Objectives 1 and 3 of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM)” 
led by the IOM. TRIANGLE in ASEAN presented its work on the International Labour Migration Statistics (ILMS) database 
and the status of Malaysia’s efforts to contribute to this database and measure labour migration. In this meeting, 
representatives of civil society and UN agencies jointly developed recommendations on the GCM Objectives 1 and 3 for 
the Government of Malaysia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Saver Asia outreach at Senai/Johor on 13 November 2022.  
© Liva Sreedharan 

https://www.ilo.org/asia/events/WCMS_857725/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/events/WCMS_857725/lang--en/index.htm
https://saverasia.com/
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 Upcoming activities and key dates (January– June 2023) 

Date  Event  Location  Attendees  Purpose  

March 
(TBC) 

Tripartite 
meeting on 
extension and 
uptake of SOCSO 
for domestic 
workers in 
Malaysia 

Kuala 
Lumpur 

ILO and IOM as co-hosts, 
MOHR, SOCSO, MEF, 
MTUC, migrant domestic 
workers 

Advocate for further extension of SOCSO so that 
all migrants are evenly covered and to increase 
uptake of SOCSO in its current form. 

Ongoing SaverAsia 
dissemination 

In-person 
and online 

ILO consultant, migrant 
communities, Saver.Global Disseminate the SaverAsia app among migrant 

communities. 
 

 

 Media Coverage 

Date  Title Media Source 

10 July  Malaysia Migrant Labor Abuse Is a Shot in the Economic Foot Bloomberg 

14 July  Standoff on foreign labour The Star 

15 July  Resolve foreign worker issue with Indonesia now, says PM The Star 

18 July  Three industry sectors allowed to hire foreign workers from 15 countries The Star 

5 August  Envoy: 23,000 Indonesian domestic helpers approved to work in Malaysia The Star 

16 August  Temporary freeze on hiring foreign workers lifted from Aug 19 The Star 

3 October Malaysia currently has 1.3mn foreign workers employed in approved sectors Human Resources 
online 

20 October  About 2.1 million foreign workers in Malaysia as at June 2022, says Statistics 
Dept 

The Star 

21 December Amendments to Employment Act comes into force Jan 1 New Straits Times 

   

 
 

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-07-10/malaysia-migrant-labor-abuse-is-a-shot-in-the-economic-foot
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/14/standoff-on-foreign-labour;%20%20https:/www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/15/resolve-foreign-worker-issue-with-indonesia-now-says-pm
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/15/resolve-foreign-worker-issue-with-indonesia-now-says-pm
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/18/three-industry-sectors-allowed-to-hire-foreign-workers-from-15-countries
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/05/envoy-23000-indonesian-domestic-helpers-approved-to-work-in-malaysia
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/16/temporary-freeze-on-hiring-foreign-workers-lifted-from-aug-19
https://www.humanresourcesonline.net/malaysia-currently-has-1-3mn-foreign-workers-employed-in-approved-sectors
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/10/20/about-21-million-foreign-workers-in-malaysia-as-at-june-2022-says-statistics-dept
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/10/20/about-21-million-foreign-workers-in-malaysia-as-at-june-2022-says-statistics-dept
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/12/863117/amendments-employment-act-comes-force-jan-1
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Background information 

Although population growth has remained relatively high 
in Malaysia, its rapidly expanding economy, increasing 
urbanization, highly educated population 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, reports 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 (ILO: Public 
attitudes towards migrant workers in Japan, Malaysia, 
Singapore and Thailand, 2019). 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 

Malaysia at a glance 
Population: 33.18 million 

Labour Force: 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 
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. 

https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_732443/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_732443/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_732443/lang--en/index.htm
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inadequate mechanisms established to ensure the 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 continues to be a major concern, particularly because of their lack of protection under labour law (ILO, 2016).     
 

Key partners  
 Ministry of Human Resources (MOHR) 

 Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF) 

 Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC) 

Target sites  Kuala Lumpur/Selangor and Penang 

Focal point  Marja Paavilainen, Senior Programme Officer, paavilainen@ilo.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

TRIANGLE in ASEAN 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 PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam). 

© International Labour Organization 2023 

 

 
 Contact information 

Ms Anna Engblom, Chief Technical Adviser,  
ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific,  
United Nations Building, Rajdamnern Nok 
Ave., Bangkok 10200, Thailand 

 
 
T: +66 2288 2245 
E: engblom@ilo.org 
W: ilo.org/triangleinasean 
Twitter: twitter.com/annaengblom 

 

ilo.org/asia 

twitter.com/iloasiapacific 

flickr.com/iloasiapacific 

youtube.com/ILOTV 

facebook.com/ILO.ORG 
    


