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A note from the editor
Dear readers: 

Welcome to the February 2017 issue of the monthly Thinking ASEAN! 

Just one month into the New Year and it is already becoming apparent that predictions of 
the great uncertainty and challenges that lie ahead were correct. The recently inaugurated 
45th President of the United States, Donald J. Trump, has plunged the world into chaos 
with his executive orders — withdrawing from the Trans-Pacific Partnership and banning 
travelers from seven Muslim-majority nations. Trump’s undiplomatic telephone conversation 
with the Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull – a long term ally of the U.S. – as well 
as revelations that the U.S. President has not bothered to call Chinese Premier, Xi Jinping 
(instead opting to write a generic letter) has further called into question the stability of 
the region. 

Yet, Southeast Asia is grappling with its own ‘Trump of the East’ in the form of Philippine 
President Rodrigo Duterte. This month’s opening article by Lowell Bautista, Senior Lecturer 
at the School of Law, University of Wollongong looks into Duterte’s bloody war on drugs. 
In an impassioned piece, Lowell condemns Duterte’s stance that criminals and drug users 
are not humans, explores the implications the campaign has on impunity in the country, and 
calls on the people to voice out and not remain silent. 

Meanwhile, our second article is by Agustha Tobing, researcher at The Habibie Center. With 
the ASEAN Economic Community passing one year since its full implementation, Tobing’s 
article is a timely exploration of the issue of wage issues and workers’ rights in the region. 
Discussing the concept of ‘monopsonist’, he explores the issue through theoretical lens as 
well as policy recommendations

The final article comes from Dr. Vu Truong Minh, a visiting fellow at the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak 
Institute and Dr. Nguyen Thanh Trung, Dean of the Faculty of International Relations at the 
University of Social Sciences in Ho Chi Minh City. They provide an update on Vietnam’s 
foreign policy after the South China Sea Ruling. The two writers highlight the ‘legally murky’ 
approach of Hanoi, which they argue prioritizes maintaining stability and status quo so as 
to recreate a regional balance after the arbitration ruling and to avoid its giant northern 
neighbor from losing face.

As usual, we present a short infographic that addresses the overall framework that ASEAN 
has in dealing with the so-called war on drugs. The infographic adopts data from The Habibie 
Center’s ASEAN Brief on “A New Approach to a Drug Free ASEAN”.

Don’t hesitate to drop me a line at thinkingasean@habibiecenter.or.id if you have comments, 
input, or prospective submissions. 

Happy reading! 

Best regards from Jakarta 

Thinking ASEAN is a monthly publication 
that aims to provide insightful, cogent and 
engaging perspectives on issues central 
to contemporary Southeast Asia and the 
ASEAN member states. It is a product of The 
Habibie Center, with the generous support 
of the Republic of Korea’s Mission to ASEAN. 

The content of Thinking ASEAN does not 
reflect the official opinion of The Habibie 
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publication. The Habibie Center was founded 
by Indonesian President Bacharuddin Jusuf 
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Duterte and His Quixotic 
War on Drugs

Lowell Bautista is Senior Lecturer at the School of 
Law, University of Wollongong

Rodrido Duterte at a labor day campaign rally 
in Malina on May 1, 2016. 

Source: Dondi Tawatao, Getty Images



P hilippine President Rodrigo 
Duterte has remained 
an enduring fodder of 
international news since 
he was sworn in as the 

country’s 16th president in June 2016. 
Despite massive criticisms from within 
the Philippines and overseas, he seems 
intent on taking his country down an 
untrodden, dangerous, lawless and bloody 
path. The president’s relentless campaign 
to eliminate drugs in the country has 
resulted in a rapidly rising number of 
deaths occurring on a daily basis. A little 
more than six months into the presidency 
of Rodrigo Duterte, records show that 
his anti-drug war campaign has resulted 
in over 7,000 deaths, or an average of 
more than 30 people summarily executed 
in extrajudicial fashion every day.1 The 
populist president, whilst otherwise 
hypersensitive to criticism, remains 
unfazed by almost universal condemnation 
by the international community over the 
extrajudicial killings in the country. 

A tragic bloodbath 

The president’s war on drugs has become 
an unwritten state policy of extra-
judicially killing people, some vigilante-
style, without any due process of law. 
Duterte calls it Operation Plan Tokhang, 
his all-out war against illicit drugs, which 
he considers a threat to national security. 
The breathtaking magnitude of the killings 
is unprecedented in Philippine anti-crime 
history. The soaring body count, gruesome 
images of unidentified dead bodies piled 
on top each other, and dramatic incidents 
of drug suspects reportedly killed while 
trying to resist arrest, have all become 
ubiquitous in the landscape of daily news 
in the Philippines. Other than Duterte’s 
colourful, vulgar language and volatile 
temperament, which have principally 
characterised his first six months in office, 
his brutal drugs war has become the 
cornerstone of his administration. 

Duterte is a lawyer. It is safe to surmise, 
despite outward appearances to the 
contrary, that he knows the law, which 
he has sworn to uphold and enforce. 
The illegality of extrajudicial killing is 
undeniable. The president must know this. 
Extrajudicial killings are unlawful and a clear 
violation of the right to life as enshrined 
in the Philippine Constitution and under 
international law. But the president is 
prepared to sacrifice countless innocent 
lives as “collateral damage” in his war on 
drugs because he believes doing so is a 
necessary evil. Necessitas legem non habet. 
The violation of a law may be excused 

by reasons of necessity. It is a dangerous 
proposition to entertain the subversive 
notion that laws – supreme, majestic, and 
anterior even to those who wield it -- are 
mere expediencies that can be trifled with 
so lightly. 

Criminals and drug users are not 
human

In Duterte’s depraved reasoning, the large 
scale carnage against drug users is both 
inevitable and justified since it is a war he 
is waging against the scum of society who 
should not be considered “human beings”. 
This is a view widely shared by many top 
officials in the current administration. 
Not surprisingly, Department of Justice 
Secretary Vitaliano Aguirre II, in reaction 
to Amnesty International’s  concern that 
drug-related killings in the country may 
constitute crimes against humanity under 
international law, ghastly opined that, “The 
criminals, the drug lords, drug pushers, they 
are not humanity. They are not humanity.”2 
This is reminiscent of Duterte’s statement, 
where he said, “Crime against humanity? In 
the first place, I’d like to be frank with you: 
are they humans? What is your definition 
of a human being?”3

The mounting number of slayings of 
alleged criminal suspects does not bother 
Duterte. In fact, he boasts of them as proof 
of the “success” of his anti-drug campaign. 
The head of the Philippine National Police, 
Director-General Ronald dela Rosa, 
wholeheartedly supports his men, and 
perceives calls for investigation as “legal 
harassment,” which “dampens the morale” 
of his police officers. This is a perspective 
echoed by Solicitor General Jose Calida, 
the government’s chief lawyer, who 
staunchly defends the legality of police 
killings and suggests that the number of 
such deaths was “not enough.”4

UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, Prince Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, has 
asked Philippine authorities to investigate 
Duterte for murder after he bragged 
of having killed people while he was still 
mayor of Davao City, a city in southern 
Philippines. In his typical macho style, 
he casually brushes aside warnings of 
international human rights groups such as 
Amnesty International, that the thousands 
of extrajudicial executions under his rule 
might amount to “crimes against humanity”.  
The head of the Philippine Commission 
on Human Rights, Chito Gascon, has 
repeatedly warned Duterte that he risks 
prosecution by the International Criminal 
Court if he fails to halt extrajudicial killings 
in the country. The brazen response of 

Asia’s newest strongman, “I don’t care 
about human rights, believe me.”5 He is 
not referred to as the “Trump of Asia” 
for nothing. Duterte has not been known 
to restrain his mouth nor does he show 
any discernible signs of doing so. These 
are grim days for human rights in the 
Philippines.

Duterte’s signature policy

The bloody national war on drugs is 
Duterte’s signature issue. The carnage is 
exactly what Duterte pledged to do. It 
was at the core of his campaign promises 
and his means, albeit unorthodox, have 
captured the adulation of the Filipino 
voters. His boorish demagoguery was 
interpreted as raw and refreshing honesty 
uncharacteristic of traditional politicians 
of whom the Filipinos have gotten sick of, 
and only endeared him to the masses. It 
was a fatal mixture of desperation, hysteria, 
and myth-making. It was a straightforward 
but incendiary law-and-order platform 
centred on his vow to wipe out drugs 
and crime within six months. “All of you 
who are into drugs, you sons of b*****s, 
I will really kill you,” he said during the 
presidential election campaign in April 
2016. It won him the election. 

In his inaugural speech, he vowed to rid 
the country of the problem of drugs 
and criminality within six months. The 
same promise he made to the Philippine 
electorate during his campaign landed 
him the highest post in the land. He has 
obviously failed. He has since asked for 
an extension that will last his entire six-
year term on the grounds that he had 
“miscalculated” the problem which was 
larger than he realized. Duterte’s goalposts 
are in persistent motion, grounded on 
the logic he gracefully weaves around his 
cherry-picked set of facts and observations, 
all couched in his tedious monologues, 
uncouth jokes and wild exaggerations. He 
vowed to continue the drug war “until the 
last pusher is out in the streets, until the 
last drug lord is killed.” You just have to 
admire the man for his tenacity.

It is disturbingly worrisome that despite 
the morbid imageries and the unconcealed 
disrespect of justice, fair play, human 
rights and the rule of law, there appears 
to be no sense of public outrage, or 
general indignation, no mass protests to 
mobilise an incensed populace. Duterte’s 
aggressive rhetoric advocating violent, 
extrajudicial solutions to the criminality in 
the Philippines resonates to a sympathetic 
audience weary of traditional politics, 
desperate for change, and fanatical of a 



leader whose cultic following has reached 
mythic proportions. The nation seems to 
have lost its moral compass and needs to 
regain its bearings anew. However, in sharp 
contradiction, Duterte still enjoys massive 
popular support across all socio-economic 
classes of Philippine society and across 
all geographic regions of the archipelago 
according to the most recent surveys.6

In the end, history will be the fair judge 
of whether Duterte is a madman or a 
visionary. Duterte’s war against drugs 
will either showcase the success of his 
administration or symbolize its failure. 
Duterte has to succeed, even as everyone 
else who has attempted this quixotic goal 
have all dreadfully failed. But if Duterte 
does not succeed, then the national 
malaise will continue and his term will 
be seen as nothing more than a bloody 
period in modern Philippine history. 

The solution is the problem

This is not a war against drugs. This is 
really a war against a class of people who 
have been labelled a menace to the rest of 
society and should be annihilated. This is a 
familiar plot for those who know history. 
The proposed solution appears to be the 
problem. It is both an issue of unreliable 
statistics and defective reasoning. The 
brash-talking president said he would be 
“happy to slaughter” three million drug 
addicts, comparing the stratagem to Nazi 
leader Adolf Hitler’s infamous campaign to 
exterminate the Jews during the holocaust. 

There are about three million lives this 
man has vowed to exterminate. On 
what grounds are they being summarily 
sentenced to die? The overwhelmingly 
number of people killed in this 
murderous war come from economically 
disadvantaged sections of society and even 
include children. Yet people find nothing 
disturbing about this, even celebrating his 
statement and throwing in their support. 
Has the country really lost its sense of 
compassion and respect for human life? 
This is the grand strategy. To kill them. 
These lives are not worth saving because 
there is no hope left in them. They are 
not human beings. Because they are the 
problem and they deserve to die, or so he 
said. Just slaughter them. All three million 
of them. In order to sustain the necessary 
illusion that buttresses the willingness 
of an ill-informed body politic to eagerly 
embrace the government’s overreach, an 
official narrative of a state of national crisis 
where drug use becomes the perfect ruse. 
Facts are irrelevant.

In his inauguration speech, Duterte 
pledged that his “adherence to due process 
and the rule of law is uncompromising”. 
The gruesome daily toll of police killings 
of criminal suspects demands that he 
deliver on that promise. Duterte needs 
to demonstrate his commitment to due 
process and the rule of law. He should 
urgently order a credible and independent 
inquiry into those deaths. The complicity 
and acquiescence of the government in 
these extrajudicial killings need to be 
investigated. Duterte’s own admissions 
belie the fact that he does not encourage 
the killings. He himself has been inciting 
violence, been goading citizens to kill, 
and offering financial incentives. This is 
madness. 

The government needs to make clear 
that the human rights protections 
embodied in the constitution apply to 
all the people of the Philippines — even 
those that the police may consider 
“criminals”. The Duterte administration 
needs to put forward practicable policy 
proposals on criminal justice and crime 
control, reconsider restorative justice 
principles which recognise that the issue 
of criminality and drug abuse is a complex 
and systemic problem often involving a 
web of socio-economic pressures beyond 
a person’s control. Duterte’s proposed 
solution to “just killing the idiots” instead 
of rehabilitation, which he scoffs at for 
being an idea imported from the West 
and is rooted in being “soft”, needs to 
challenged. There is much democratic 
space for civilised debates on these issues. 
Unfortunately, if the leader of the land 
has no qualms in silencing dissent and 
opposition to his ideas and sets himself 
as an example, his followers will naturally 
do the same. The toxicity of the national 
discourse especially on social media on 
the issue of Duterte’s war on drugs has 
stifled even the most rabid opposition 
who challenge the official narrative.

This is a human rights issue. The premise 
should be that all human beings have 
human rights. Criminals convicted of 
even the most heinous of crimes possess 
inalienable human rights which even the 
state cannot deprive them of. More so 
for those who have yet to go through the 
criminal justice system and who should 
be presumed innocent unless the State is 
able to prove them otherwise. Drug abuse 
is not a crime punishable by summary 
execution. A humane and practical solution 
need to be found without compromising 
the respect for human rights. The critical 
issue is the impunity of the police and its 
supposed main enabler, the president, in his 

so-called “war on drugs”. This is a serious 
issue that merits collective engagement, 
not just amongst human rights advocates, 
but from every member of society. 

A forgetful and forgiving nation

Experience should teach Filipinos, learning 
from a harrowing episode of history 
under martial law rule, to naturally repel 
any invasion of their liberties by evil-
minded rulers. But the Filipinos are a very 
forgiving and forgetful nation. And it is the 
immutable fate of those who fail to learn 
from history to be condemned to repeat it. 
In the wise words of former US Supreme 
Court Justice Louis Brandeis, “The greatest 
threat to liberty lies in stealthy intrusion 
by men of zeal, well-meaning but without 
understanding.” 

It is very seductive to compromise 
constitutionally guaranteed liberties when 
a menace is depicted as a threat to the 
very underpinnings of a nation. In truth, 
it is especially during moments of crisis 
that a liberal democratic state needs to 
adhere strictly to the very principles that 
undergird and ensure its very existence and 
preservation. The State, as an institutional 
apparatus, which undermines the rule of 
law, does not respect civil liberties and 
denigrates human rights in the pretence 
of the public good, poses a greater threat 
to a country than the menace it seeks to 
combat. In the end, if the zeal to eradicate 
drugs leads a nation to abandon its noble 
legacy of constitutional liberty, then it will 
have suffered a far greater injury than 
drugs could ever inflict upon its people. 
Drug abuse only injure some members of 
society, the loss of liberty injures everyone. 

Waging a quixotic war 

Whilst many are appalled by Duterte’s 
idiosyncratic personality, it will be a 
mistake to simply dismiss him as a volatile 
leader or an irrational authoritarian. 
Buried underneath the rubble of his 
unconventional and radical ways is 
a genuine reform agenda riding on a 
colossal crest of political capital by his 
loyal supporters who sincerely believe in 
his utopian vision of a Philippines free from 
drugs and crime after his term of office. 
The real scale of the monstrosity of the 
drug menace in the Philippines, even in the 
extent wildly painted in Duterte’s accounts, 
has been lost and ignored in the debate 
on his war on drugs. The same is true 
of alternative views that warn of human 
rights abuses and the illegal and illegitimate 
excesses of government in waging this war. 
Duterte’s quixotic war on drugs cannot be 
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won without addressing the entrenched 
culture of violence and impunity, graft and 
corruption, the economy and social values. 

In his unrelenting war on drugs, Duterte 
has crossed the line far too many times and 
people have shifted their moral compasses, 
clenched their fists in silent rage and 
indignation, covered their ears, shook 
their heads in disbelief and deliberately 
looked the other way to excuse him of the 
profanities, the necrophiliac joke, the toxic 
machismo, the many lives lost, the endless 
name-calling, ad hominems, the smear and 
shame campaigns, his threat to impose 
martial law, his childish tirades, and the 
attacks on the rule of law, the country’s 
democratic institutions, and the people’s 
very sensibilities.

A question of legitimacy

The death of one innocent person in this 
war is already one too many. But it is not 
just the number of deaths that should 
make citizens uneasy about Duterte’s war 
on drugs. It is the fact that the state, which 
has the monopoly of power, through the 
support, direction, and endorsement of 
the highest official of the land, that it is in 
those hands these deaths have come.  This 
is not merely a question of legality but one 
of legitimacy, for when the state apparatus 
is used to murder its citizens without the 

due process of law, it uses its monopoly of 
power in desecration of its social contract 
with the people. Thus, if this proposition 
is valid, the first challenge is for the public 
to denounce the extra-judicial killings and 
to demand that they be stopped. If such 
is the true voice of the people, upon 
which all legitimate authority emanates, 
public opposition, or better yet outrage, 
is sufficient for the government to change 
its policy.

However, the majority of the Filipino 
people remain silent, preferring to 
continue their quiet, anonymous 
existence, whilst watching horrified and 
ashamed as the rabid mob who so proudly 
put him in office cheered what were 
previously considered unethical, uncouth, 
unprofessional, illegal, and immoral. A 
single man has transformed the country 
into a nation that condones the killing 
of innocent lives, one that rejoices in the 
erosion of its moral and democratic ideals, 
insults and silences dissent and intellectual 
discourse, disregards the rule of law and 
turns a blind eye to human rights abuses, 
ignores the lessons of history, one that 
glorifies and rewards a dictator, plunderer 
and human rights violator. It has sadly 
come to this. And still people remain 
silent, passive spectators guilty of active 
complicity. 
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Monopsony in the Labor 
Market – A Primer

Agustha Lumban Tobing is a 
researcher at The Habibie Center’s ASEAN 
Studies Program

People carry a national flag as they march during a 
May Day rally in Jakarta, Indonesia, May 1, 2015. 

Source: Beawiharta, Reuters
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“Masters … too sometimes enter into 
particular combinations to sink the wages of 
labor…. These are always conducted with the 
utmost silence and secrecy, till the moment 
of execution, and when the workmen yield, as 
they sometimes do, without resistance, though 
severely felt by them, they are never heard of 
by other people.” – Adam Smith, An Inquiry 
into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 
Nations (1776)

Introduction – It’s Not (Completely) 
the Government’s Fault

T he Indonesian government’s 
decision to raise electricity 
tariffs, gas prices, and vehicle 
license fees in early 2017 
was met with understandable 

outcry from the public. An increase in 
prices erodes the purchasing power of 
our income, particularly when it concerns 
energy and utility prices, as the prices of 
such vital goods will affect almost all other 
prices as well. The subsequent protests 
of the government’s decision were then 
almost exclusively directed toward the 
government for having burdened the 
middle and lower classes with what was 
perceived as an insensitive policy.

Although the frustration is justifiable, 
the government’s decision is -to a lesser 
extent- defensible. The economy of any 
healthy country is characterized by at least 
some inflation where firms periodically 
increase the prices at which they sell 
their goods and services; the government, 
as provider of some of these goods and 
services, must sometimes increase their 
prices as well. Thus, a rise in prices can only 
be said to legitimately hurt if they increase 
by more than one’s income. Surely no one 
would object to a 10% rate of inflation if 
their income rose by 20%? If one cannot 
afford what one perceives as a decent 
standard of living, it is because prices are 
too high relative to one’s income. To only 
say that ‘prices are too high’ would be 
incomplete.

The author is by no means attempting to 
antagonize those who were burdened by 
the government’s policies by criticizing 
the technicalities of their complaint, but 
forgetting that important modification 
risks not directing one’s ire to more 
deserving parties. Rather than (just) the 
government, it may be the case that the 
source of one’s difficulties lay with one’s 
employers as well. 

Ideally, workers are paid what they have 
contributed to the organization for 
which they work. The problem is: neither 

employees nor our employers really 
knows just how much that is in money 
terms. Most employers, confident that 
there is always someone looking to fill 
their vacancies and in the somewhat 
understandable attempt to improve their 
bottom lines, will endeavor to pay wages1 
no more than is strictly necessary. Ordinary 
workers, in our competition among each 
other to evade unemployment, will accept 
any wages so long as it keeps us alive and 
presentable until a better job offer comes 
along. This situation -where employers 
have greater bargaining power than the 
employee- is called a monopsonistic 
labor market where the employer is the 
monopsonist. 

This behavior is potential problem for 
ASEAN states, whether developing or not. 
In this article, we will highlight the various 
challenges posed by monopsonistic 
behavior in the labor market, provide some 
preliminary evidence of the pervasiveness 
of such behavior, and suggest a few policies 
that may help counter the adverse effects 
of monopsonies.

Wait, My Boss did what?

A monopsony is when there is only a 
single firm employing everyone who has 
no perfectly substitutable company by 
which to be employed, a common example 
being a mining company in a small town 
employing most of the people who live 
there. But firms do not have to be pure 
monopsonists to exhibit monopsonistic 
behavior (pure monopsony situations are 
difficult to come by anyway). As long as the 
costs for a worker to search and change 
jobs are higher than the costs for an 
employer to search and recruit employees, 
employers will have more bargaining 
power and thus will be able to extract 
rents from the employment relationship.2

As an inverse to the monopolist who raises 
prices above normal and thus suppresses 
overall production, the monopsonist’s 
ability to suppress wages results in a 
lower overall rate of employment. Take 
the classic example of two prospective 
groups of workers: men and married 
women. If these two groups of otherwise 
identical potential workers have different 
reservation wages (the lowest acceptable 
wage to enter the labor force), where the 
latter’s is higher than the former’s (say 
because married women are relatively 
more constrained by household work and 
thus would need a higher wage to entice 
them to enter the workforce), and if the 
monopsonist offers wages above men’s 
reservation wages but below married 

women’s reservation wages, then the group 
of married women would rather not enter 
the workforce at all, thus lowering both 
employment and labor force participation. 
For the monopsonist, the reduced cost 
of hiring fewer workers with lower-than-
competitive wages offsets the loss of 
having to hire more workers at higher 
wages.  Furthermore, as monopsonistic 
behavior creates unemployment, this will 
perpetuate the ease with which they can 
mark-down wages, as the credible threat 
of being easily substituted by another 
person will force workers to accept the 
lower wages in the first place.

For people in developing countries, one 
of the surest ways to escape poverty 
is to secure a high-paying formal job at 
an established company; this strategy 
benefits the individual and the economy 
as a whole. Compared to the meager 
income that would have been earned 
from informal or traditional agricultural 
jobs, the wage premium associated with 
large and productive firms is what creates 
not only the additional consuming power 
for the goods and services that those 
large companies themselves produce. It 
also provides the basis with which the 
next generation of workers can acquire 
the education and skills to be even 
more productive. Paying a fair wage is 
undoubtedly one of the most important 
drivers in a virtuous cycle of development.

Yet, if monopsony-related wage 
suppression and employment reduction is 
rampant, the likelihood to acquire those 
productive and well-paying jobs decreases, 
and so will all its subsequent positive 
effects. As of 2015, Indonesia has an nine 
percent poverty headcount rate (Using 
an unfathomably low $1.9 PPP/day/person 
threshold at 2011 price levels, it is as high 
as 36.4% if the threshold was changed to a 
mere $3.1 PPP/day/person). Although it is 
tricky -if not impossible- to calculate even 
a ballpark figure of how much the poverty 
rate would be had there not been any 
monopsonistic behavior, I do not think it is 
reckless to say that it would be lower than 
where it is today; and even a miniscule 
decrease in the poverty rate would be a 
victory. 

If all this weren’t bad enough, without the 
effective demand that would have been 
created had employees been offered 
competitive wages along with resulting 
extra employment, monopsonistic 
employers as a whole would find 
themselves with fewer customers to 
which they can sell their products. In the 
long run, monopsonistic behavior does not 



only harm current and aspiring workers, it 
hurts themselves.

Where Can I Find a Monopsonist?

As Adam Smith astutely wrote in the 
epigraph above, except for the most 
obvious cases, conclusively identifying 
monopsonistic behavior can be a tricky 
endeavor. In large, modern companies 
-whether it is a factory, hospital, or 
elementary school- where different types 
of workers and various capital equipment 
work together, separating the productivity 
of one and the other -and thus even 
reasonably approximating the ‘right’ 
wages- is impossible.

Although there exists some direct evidence 
of monopsonies in advanced economies, it 
has had to rely on natural experiments 
-which are hard to replicate- and even 
then, it only applied to a small proportion 
of the economy (nurses, teachers, and 
university professors). A study conducted 
in Indonesia after the 1997-1998 financial 
crisis found evidence that an increase in 
minimum wages resulted in increased rates 
of employment formalization.3 If the labor 
market had been perfectly competitive, 
and increase in minimum wages would 
have affected formal employment levels 
opposite to what was observed.

But one can, even from casual empiricism 

alone, notice that employers do indeed 
have significantly greater bargaining 
power than employees. Except for maybe 
very high-skilled workers, employers in 
countries with weak to non-existent 
collective bargaining regulations commonly 
do not even bargain over wages with their 
employees, but rather notify employees 
the going wage at their company and 
adopt a ‘take it or leave it’ stance. At least 
in Indonesia, the most glaring evidence of 
this imperiousness is that almost half of 
Indonesia’s 45 million eligible employees 
are paid below the statutory minimum 
wage.4

The figure shows that average wage 
growth in ASEAN countries has lagged 
behind labor productivity. This is not to 
say that before 2005 productivity and 
wage growth were congruous; what this 
figure does reveal is that productivity gains 
in ASEAN since 2005 has not been shared 
with workers through higher wages, but 
rather taken as profits. Note too that the 
figure shows average wages, which does 
not represent the majority of workers as 
it is biased upwards by outliers above the 
average.5

If one were somehow disposed to say 
that low wages are not the result of 
odiousness on the part of employers, but 
rather a reflection of some employees’ 
marginal performance, you may be correct. 

Although one may suggest other factors 
that can possibly explain low wage growth, 
persistent unemployment (or at least 
high informality), and rising inequality in 
many developing ASEAN countries. But 
an impartial reading of the admittedly less 
than conclusive evidence must at least 
concede that unfairness on the part of the 
employer is plausible -maybe even one of 
the more likely- reason why some people 
are finding it difficult to achieve a decent 
quality of life in Southeast Asia.

Policy Responses – There aren’t any 
Easy Answers are There?

Unfortunately, there is no simple way to 
combat monopsonies. What seems to 
be the default policy response is to raise 
minimum wages, often under the drives of 
trade unions.  However, raising minimum 
wages is not sufficient, nor even necessary, 
to do the trick. Coming back to our first 
discussion on where workers should direct 
their frustration: there are some things 
the government is just unable to do, and 
mandating higher wages by fiat is prone 
to a myriad of unintended consequences. 
Each firm have different levels of bargaining 
power for different types of workers, 
whereas a minimum wage policy perforce 
applies to all firms indiscriminately within 
a given region (some countries distinguish 
by the sector in which the company 
operates). If one were to set the minimum 
wage too high, it would risk raising the 
wages and employment at certain sectors/
firms at the cost of lowering employment 
at other sectors/firms that either aren’t 
as productive or do not exhibit unfair 
employer behavior.

I doubt that anyone is wishful enough to 
think that governments can: 1. Know the 
‘correct’ level of wages for each type of 
worker at all companies at all times, 2. Can 
implement them. Even if a higher minimum 
wage is successfully implemented without 
hurting employment levels, monopsonistic 
companies with market power on 
the product side of the power (think 
monopolies) may pass on the extra cost 
of higher wages onto consumers, thus 
defeating its purpose.6

From anecdotal evidence, employers 
derive the power to dictate the terms of 
employment primarily from the fact that 
potential employees rarely know what the 
wages at the company will be until they 
are actually offered the job. It might be 
helpful if all employers are mandated to 
publish the wages and various other terms 
of employment so that everyone can then 
compare the characteristics of various 
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job more easily. Mandating transparency 
among employers might deter wage 
suppression among those who capitalize 
on employees’ lack of information (which 
is more pervasive than one may presume), 
but not necessarily when employees have 
little to no other choice of an employer.

For purer cases of monopsonies wherein 
a company is the sole employer for a 
single type of labor (the company town 
or schools and hospitals within a given 
district), then a more old-fashioned 
technique might be more applicable: 
unions. In a competitive labor market, 
unions may have the effect of raising wages 
at the cost of reduced employment. But 
in a monopsonistic market, unions -which 
are essentially monopolists on the supply 
side of labor- can serve as a counterweight 
to employer’s bargaining power, which 
can thus raise wages without necessarily 
lowering employment levels. There are 
still large gains to be made to increase the 
power of collective bargaining in Indonesia, 
as only around four million workers out of 
forty-two million regular employees are 
members of worker organizations. Similar 
rates of union density can be found in 
other ASEAN states as well.

But it would be naïve to think that 
increasing union membership would 
automatically give workers the bargaining 
powers that would equal their employers. 

Generally speaking, workers rarely have 
sufficient outside leverage to threaten 
their employers into accepting demands, 
whereas a good deal of employers do. 
Employers often outlast workers who 
strike, and when they aren’t necessarily 
able to, threatening to fire workers who 
participate in strikes is not unheard of. The 
increased ease of capital mobility among 
ASEAN has also given companies more 
options in which to invest their money and 
thus more leverage in wage negotiations. 
If, say, Indonesian workers negotiate for 
higher wages, companies could threaten to 
move to, say, Vietnam as it has lower wages 
and less collective bargaining regulations.

In short, countering monopsonies is 
difficult as it risks many unintended 
consequences. Mandating companies 
to publish the wages they give may 
erase at least some of the advantage an 
employer has on a less-than-fully-informed 
worker at the meagre cost of someone’s 
privacy. Raising minimum wages can be 
done, but it must take into account the 
heterogeneity of workers, firms, and the 
indirect consequences of it may have on 
other markets (which is tricky). Promoting 
labor unions and collective bargaining can 
also be done but should be prioritized in 
sectors with obvious market power on 
the employer’s side. A regional agreement 
among ASEAN countries to protect 
worker’s rights and promote collective 

bargaining in the region is always welcome, 
but any agreement bereft of concrete 
action wouldn’t appease the plight of the 
many hard-working people of ASEAN.

Endnotes
1. Note too that the smaller bargaining power of employees does 

not only pertain to wages, but to non-pecuniary benefits as well, 
e.g. working conditions, working hours, paid leave policies, health 
insurance provision, etc.; for brevity ‘wages’ refer to all these 
characteristics of a job.

2. If you are a worker with rare, highly-sought-after skills, you may 
be the one extracting rents from your employer. If you’ve never 
complained about your income, there’s a chance you are part of 
the problem.

3. Magruder, J.R., 2013. Can minimum wages cause a big push? 
Evidence from Indonesia. Journal of Development Economics, 
100(1), pp.48-62.

4. Analysis of Trends and Challenges in the Indonesian Labor Market. 
ADB (2016)

5. A better way to gauge how equitably productivity gains are shared 
is by comparing productivity growth and median wages. At least for 
Indonesia in 2015, median wages are 63% of average wages. Most 
ASEAN countries have experienced rising wage inequality as well 
as a fall in labor’s share of the economy.

6. Anti-competitive behavior in the product may be one of the most 
important sources of anti-competitive behavior in the labor market. 
The pervasiveness and insidiousness of monopolies, although very 
important, is for another article.

...it would be naive to think that 
increasing union membership would 

automatically give workers the 
bargaining powers that would equal 

their employers.



Vietnam’s Foreign Policy 
After the South China Sea 

Ruling

Vietnamese and Chinese communist youths wave flags to welcome Chinese President Xi Jinping and Vietnamese 
Communist Party General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong at a meeting in Hanoi on November 6, 2015.

Source: Na Son Nguyen, AFP
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V ietnam’s foreign policy 
and its “unstable 
equilibrium” will face a new 
challenging stage. Recent 
developments in the 

international relations of East Asia are 
generating many more uncertainties 
and doubts. This will likely put Hanoi in 
a prisoner’s dilemma regarding 
external challenges that are more and 
more clearly pronounced. 

First of all, the international tribunal 
decision issued in The Hague on July 12, 
2016 spurred new speculations among 
Southeast Asian claimants. Vietnam was not 
an exception to this. However, contrary 
to some observers’ predictions of a new 
proactive approach to the South China Sea 
dispute, Vietnam has chosen a moderate 
and balanced approaches. 

One visible indication of Vietnam’s softened 
measure is the way Vietnam chose to 
respond to the court’s judgment. A foreign 
ministry spokesperson1 simply remarked 
that Vietnam welcomed the arbitration 
court’s final award. In the statement, he 
also added that, “The ministry would issue 
a more detailed comment on the contents 
of the ruling at a later time.” Until now, 
that second statement has not come 
out—perhaps more importantly, neither 
has there been word on when it will. 

Vietnam continues to pursue a “legally 
murky” strategy without stating its legal 
stance on the court’s decision. The silent 
strategy was widely considered safe for 
Vietnam prior to the award delivery on 
July 12 since Hanoi could not have known 
whether the tribunal would favor the 
Philippines and to what extent the court’s 
decision might affect Vietnam’s interests in 
the South China Sea. The muted attitude 
could enable Vietnam to avoid making 
blunders if the decision goes against 
Vietnam’s interests. 

After the judgment from The Hague-
based Permanent Court of Arbitration 
(PCA) has been issued for more than 
half a month, Vietnam’s continued silence 
prompted two major hypotheses for the 
lack of an official statement of the verdict’s 
contents. The first hypothesis is that the 
Vietnamese government needs extra time 
to fully assess and thoroughly analyze 
the impact of the ruling on Vietnam. The 
formulation of Vietnam’s position requires 
careful examinations by various agencies 
and ministries before the final draft lands 
on the Politburo’s table for endorsement. 
The second hypothesis is the Vietnamese 
government is being pressured by China 

to not proclaim its position. The gentle 
reminder is that silence is not always gold, 
though. Anyway, it is not a disaster either. 

Recently, a rising wave of local scholars’ 
opinions, especially voiced at two 
international conferences on the South 
China Sea held in Vietnam, asked for legal-
diplomatic measures to take the lead. 
Several notable notions include: (i) the 
tribunal’s ruling would be a legal precedent 
no matter how one disagrees. In addition, 
maritime rights to EEZ and continental 
shelf, according to the international law, are 
defined by default. Hence, Vietnam does 
not need to issue a statement concerning 
the tribunal’s award; (ii) Vietnam’s 
preparedness for legal procedures is 
required in case China ventures more 
assertively in the South China Sea. If China 
opted for a conciliatory post-arbitration 
approach, Vietnam would deepen ties with 
China to maintain peace and security in 
the region; (iii) Vietnam needs to capture 
international media’s attention on the 
tribunal’s implications as China would use 
international summitry like the September 
G-20 Summit in Hangzhou or other events 
to downplay the South China Sea disputes 
and divert the world’s attention to trade 
deals that China is boosting.  

Furthermore, Vietnam’s post-ruling 
approach is clear from top Vietnamese 
leaders’ visits. Remarkably, the official visit 
to China by Vietnamese Prime Minister 
Nguyen Xuan Phuc2 from September 10 
to 15, 2016 was his first trip to China since 
he assumed office in April that year. 

It is not difficult to understand why China 
is always on the top of Vietnam’s agenda. 
According to the Chinese statistics, China 
was Vietnam’s biggest trade partner with 
the total trade volume of approximately 
US$96 billion in 2015, eclipsing Vietnam’s 
other trade partners. The United States 
was Vietnam’s second largest trade 
partner with the total trade in goods 
reaching around US$45 billion in 2015.3 
On top of discussions on bilateral trade, 
Phuc also discussed with his Chinese 
counterpart issues of political and security 
cooperation, including those relevant to 
the South China Sea. 

The two countries vowed to maintain 
peace and stability in the South China 
Sea, but no concrete details have emerged 
about their evaluations of The Hague’s 
July arbitration. However, having good 
relations with China does not mean that 
Vietnam refrains from cultivating relations 
with other countries.  

No dramatic breakthrough has taken 
shape in the wake of the visit, but the 
trip reassured China that Vietnam 
appreciated the bilateral relationship. 
Earlier in August 2016, addressing the 
38th Singapore Lecture organized by 
the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 
(ISEAS), Vietnamese President Tran Dai 
Quang called for a united ASEAN to tackle 
serious challenges4, including the South 
China Sea disputes. He even hinted at 
another formula to replace the consensus 
principle at ASEAN.

To some extent, recreating a regional 
balance after the arbitration and also 
avoiding making its northern giant 
neighbor lose face can be deemed a wise 
choice by Vietnamese leaders in handling 
an asymmetric relationship tactfully. 
Judging from the international context, 
this is a gentle way to ward off any 
tension and potential conflict during the 
last few months of 2016. The concern of 
Vietnam’s policymakers about maintaining 
stability and status quo is reasonable and 
understandable. 

The current lack of active US involvement 
in the Asia-Pacific and the recent lame duck 
period5 have forced Hanoi to recalibrate 
its foreign policy. Prospects for a ratified 
Trans-Pacific Partnership have plunged 
when the next US president has expressed 
an abrasive attitude towards the trade 
agreement. The wait-and-see tactic might 
best characterize how Vietnam is dealing 
with the US political landscape. When 
capitalizing on the United States seems to 
be of little value at the moment, Vietnam 
must turn to other great powers for help.

However, Vietnam’s foreign policy and its 
“unstable equilibrium” are challenged by 
ongoing regional developments, which 
do not stem directly from great powers. 
The changing transformation in Philippine 
interests and its new outspoken President 
Rodrigo Duterte are creating new anxieties 
for Vietnam. We have to agree that it is 
a sweeping simplification to conclude 
that Duterte is completely in favor 
of China, ditching the United States. That 
superficial judgement should be replaced 
by a deeper evaluation. It is assumed that 
Duterte used a resounding victory in the 
arbitration as a bargaining chip in bilateral 
negotiations with China. 

His China trip in October 2016 illustrated 
the weight of that bargaining mask. 
President Duterte was reportedly to 
announce his “separation” from the 
United States6 not only in military but also 
in economics. Specifically, the economic 



motives play an important role in Duterte’s 
trip as his trade minister, Ramon Lopez, said 
US$13.5 billion in deals7 would be signed 
during the China trip. Engaging China might 
result in its reduced assertiveness in the 
South China Sea as well as drawing more 
Chinese investments, but the impact on 
the Philippines after snubbing the United 
States requires more careful examination. 

In terms of game theory, Vietnam is 
in a prisoner’s dilemma. To illustrate, 
Vietnam’s relationship with Cambodia 
goes along with the problem of balancing 
interests. Vietnam cannot compete 
with China in providing financial aids to 
Cambodia and filling Cambodian leaders’ 
wallets. Any vital subplot between China 
and Cambodia on the South China 
Sea might be detrimental to Vietnam’s 
interests. 

Besides, repercussions after Duterte’s 
visit to China coupled with a warm 
bilateral relationship between China 
and the Philippines will likely corner the 
Vietnamese government into a more 
difficult situation. If Manila bilaterally 
cooperates with Beijing on resolving 
the South China Sea disputes, an out-
of-the-loop government in Hanoi will 
have to make peace with faits accomplis. 
Vietnam, as an adamant claimant to the 
disputed areas, is really sensitive to any 
possible joint settlement of maritime 
resource exploitation between China and 
the Philippines. This angst is not without 
precedent. 

In 2004, the Philippines under the Arroyo 
administration signed the three-year Joint 
Marine Seismic Undertaking (JMSU) with 
China.8 Vietnam entered the JMSU one 
year later, but as a latecomer. Even though 
the JMSU was stopped after that when its 
legality was questioned in the Philippines. 
Nonetheless, a new version of JMSU is 
likely to be revived under Duterte.    

As of now, it is still unclear what Duterte 
meant when he announced that the 
Philippines would “separate” from the US 
and “align” with China, but it is extremely 
unlikely that he would forsake the alliance 
with the United States in favor of a closer 
partnership with China. However, because 
this scenario can materialize and would 
have significant geopolitical consequences, 
it still merits a close analysis. Assuming that 
the Philippines is not hedging like Vietnam 
but actually pivoting away from the 
United States, how far could the nascent 
partnership between China and the 
Philippines go? There are strong grounds 
to believe that no matter how close the 
Sino-Philippine relationship becomes, a 
formal military alliance between China and 
the Philippines is out of the question for 
the foreseeable future. 

First, Duterte himself explicitly ruled out 
this possibility on a recent trip to Japan,9 
as he said that his visit to China was 
purely about economics and both sides 
avoided talking about military alliances. 
Second, because a decision to enter into a 
formal military alliance with China would 
no doubt represent a sharp change in 

Philippine security policy, it is likely to be 
fiercely resisted by many in the Philippine 
government, especially the Philippine 
military, which has long benefitted from a 
close defense partnership with the United 
States. 

Lastly, because a Sino-Philippine alliance 
would directly harm US security interests 
in Asia, it will meet strong US resistance 
and even retaliation should the Philippines 
decide to proceed with the alliance. If 
this happens, while the Philippines might 
gain territorial concessions in the South 
China Sea, it is highly likely that its overall 
position would be worsened. Therefore, 
even if we fully discount Duterte’s public 
announcements, it is still possible to argue 
with high confidence that the Philippines 
would not go for a military alliance with 
China.  

It is clear that Vietnam does not like to be 
a waiting party. A new approach on how 
to get out of the prisoner’s dilemma has 
been materialized with top-level visits. For 
instance, Standing Secretary of the Central 
Committee Secretariat of the Communist 
Party of Vietnam Dinh The Huynh visited 
China for three days from October 19 
to 21, 2016.10 Right after that, he visited 
the United States from October 23 to 31, 
doubling his trip to China. 

Some analysts interpreted this as a 
sign that Hanoi will continue to place 
greater emphasis on maintaining stable, 
if not cordial, ties with its giant neighbor, 
despite their intensified jostling in the 
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Chinese President Xi Jinping (L) 
raises a toast with Vietnam leaders 
in Hanoi Thursday after witnessing 
the signing ceremony for several 
bilateral agreements. (Nov 6, 2015)

Photo: Reuters



South China Sea. Upon closer inspection, 
however, it becomes clear that the trip 
to Beijing is largely designed as a “shock 
absorber” to offset the strategic fallout of 
Huynh’s visit to Washington. In case Huynh 
made substantial concessions to China 
on the South China Sea, he would have 
definitely isolated himself especially in the 
circumstance that the mid-term National 
Party Congress took place last year.

It is puzzling that Huynh’s visit came right 
before the US presidential election in 
November. His trip would certainly be 
eclipsed by American attention to local 
politics. However, the trip is significant in 
a sense that it is indicative of Vietnam’s 
efforts to strike the balance between 
China and the United States. 

All things considered, the tribunal decision 
is a chance for Vietnam to reassess its 
policy options in order to respond to 
opportunities and challenges that arise 
in the new context. In fact, Vietnam has 
engaged in a systematic set of policy to 
protect its national interests in the South 
China Sea. The Vietnamese government 
has sought to strengthen relations with 
China, with non-claimant stakeholders 
such as India, France, the US, etc., with 
rival claimants and ASEAN, and finding 
a balance between great powers and 
perceived interests.  

However, it is still too early to come up 
with a detailed, thorough comprehensive 
evaluation of Vietnam’s responses to the 
tribunal’s award. This is because Vietnam’s 

political tradition encourages a continuity 
with the past. Nevertheless, it is obvious 
that Vietnam’s high politics comes to the 
fore. 

Fast-paced, top-level Vietnamese 
diplomatic activities in the last month reflect 
the emphasis of the 2016 12th National 
Congress Document of the Vietnamese 
Communist Party on Vietnam’s deepening 
all external relations, and proactive 
participation in multilateral arrangements 
and international organizations. Vietnam 
witnessed its relations with India, France 
and the Philippines reach a new level with 
lots of commitments and signings. Yet, it 
is premature to conclude that Vietnam 
has shed its reliance on a couple of great 
powers in defining its foreign policy. It 
might take time to see how effective 
Vietnam’s recent moves can be, but in a 
broader context, it can be clearly seen that 
Vietnam has played a more active role in 
its foreign politics. 

The speculation is that Hanoi wants 
to lessen effects of negative external 
challenges, and more importantly, 
proactively exerts some influence on 
ongoing regional political developments. 
Seeking a delicate balancing act between 
the United States and China as well as 
between a hard and soft approach is 
an effective leverage to keep Vietnam’s 
national interests and relationships with 
special neighboring countries undamaged. 
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G o v e r n m e n t s 
in Southeast Asia 
are ramping up 
spending just as 
central banks 
are putting 
away their 
policy-easing 
tools. From 
T h a i l a n d 
to Malaysia, 
states are 
b o o s t i n g 
budgets for railways, 
roads and other infrastructure projects 
to help bolster growth in a region 
facing uncertain global markets and the 
threat of a pullback in trade under U.S. 
President Donald Trump. 

Why it Matters?

Although global growth has somewhat 
rejuvenated since the Great Recession of 
2008, it has yet to reach the height of pre-
crisis levels. Traditionally, when faced with 
anemic economic growth, the authorities 
have two general policies at their disposal, 
either monetary or fiscal stimulus. Policy-
makers in ASEAN tends to rely more 
on just monetary easing rather than 
with appropriate combination of fiscal 
expansion. 

Although monetary stimulus can be helpful 
in many ways, and despite the recent 

promise to increase 
g o v e r n m e n t 
s p e n d i n g , 
many ASEAN 
governments still 
limit themselves 
with arbitrary 
budget deficits 
caps or government 
debt ceilings. Thai 
and Indonesian 
government debt 

isn’t allowed to 
exceed sixty percent 

o f GDP, while Malaysian 
government debt is capped at fifty five 
percent of GDP. Meanwhile, Singaporean 
government must run a balanced budget 
over its five-year term in office and is also 
limited by investment returns. Indonesia 
further limits their fiscal ammunition by 
imposing a three percent of GDP limit on 
their annual budget deficits. These limits 
make little sense.

Take debt limits first. Although, yes, it is 
true that if government debt is high, then 
the government must spend a larger part 
of their budget on paying due interest 
on their debt. But some government 
expenditures are a form of investment. 
If the government decides to invest 
in new infrastructure projects such as 
ports and roads in as of yet difficult-to-
reach regions like the Papuan hinterlands, 
or by subsidizing public universities to 

encourage more people to enroll, these 
investments will create new value either 
by increasing trade through lowered costs 
of logistics or through higher productivity 
of the labor force. The creation of value 
means that economic output (GDP) 
increases alongside the size of taxable 
economic activity, which means that the 
initial investment would pay for itself. 
The media’s often negative coverage on 
the increase of government debt (or its 
“high” level) risks misleading the public 
that government debt is always bad. The 
limitation of government debt at fifty-five 
or sixty percent of GDP is arbitrary and 
unnecessarily constrains the government 
at a time when increased government 
spending could counteract some of the 
effects of low global growth.

Next is budget deficit limits. Many people 
tend to think of the government purse 
is like the household budget writ large. 
During times of high income, a household 
can increase spending, during times of 
low income, one should decrease it. This 
is not how governments are supposed 
to work. Unlike households, where their 
expenditure is wholly unrelated to their 
income (however much you spend your 
income stays the same), government tax 
revenue (their income) is deeply related 
to their expenditure. If government 
decreases their productive spending, this 
could negatively affect the larger economy 
and would thus decrease tax intake during 
the next period. Thus, during times of low 
growth governments should stimulate 
the economy by spending more, whereas 
during high growth periods, governments 
can (whether or not they should do so 
is another matter) spend less and save 
up. Indonesia’s budget deficit limit policy 
is opposes this logic of countercyclical 
government spending.

I am open to the consideration that some 
government’s limit their own spending 
for various other reasons. There is a fear 
that high deficits may crowd-out private 
investment (not necessarily true, it may 
also crowd them in), or that high debts 
may open up risks of insolvency (this 
could be true, particularly if governments 
borrow from abroad), or without such 
limits some future governments may 
ramp-up spending for political purposes. 
However, the level of the limits shown 
above is capricious and unhelpful. What 
governments, media, and the public should 
focus on is whether or not government 
spending is useful and efficient.
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Southeast Asian 
Governments are 
Ramping Up Spending

February 2nd 2017, Bloomberg Markets 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-02-01/
as-southeast-asia-central-banks-retreat-focus-shifts-to-
budgets



K U A L A 
L U M P U R , 
Malaysia - Filipina 
domestic helpers 
Erika*, 37, and Fe*, 
34, face their daily 
lives with uncertainty, 
hanging on to daily 
prayers in the hope 
that the day would not 
be the fateful day when 
immigration officers 
find them. Both ran away 
from their employers – 
the most common reason 
why workers turn into 
undocumented labor migrants in 
Malaysia, one of the top receiving countries 
of migrant workers in the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region.

But a decade since leaders of the 
10-member ASEAN signed the Declaration 
on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Rights of Migrant Workers, a deadlock 
on the creation of an ASEAN treaty 
to protect them remains. Neither is 
there final agreement on whether or 
not undocumented workers should be 
covered. 

Why it Matters?

Owing to the lack of opportunities at home 
and pulled by the prospects of a better 
pay abroad, intra-ASEAN migration has 

increasingly become one 
of the most important 
corridors for many 
ASEAN citizens to find 
a better life for them 
and their families. In 
2013, there were 
at least six million 
people living out 
of their home 
country to work 
in neighboring 
ASEAN states. 

At least two million 
Burmese citizens work in 

Thailand, one million Indonesians 
in Malaysia, one million Malaysians in 
Singapore, and at least three million others 
have moved from one ASEAN state to 
another.

Crucially though, the numbers shown 
above is likely to only include documented 
migrants, people who are much more 
likely to have proper legal protection than 
undocumented workers. On the other 
hand, undocumented workers, due to 
their lack of proper paperwork, let alone 
holding the rights and privileges that their 
documented counterparts enjoy, they 
are probably not even counted in the 
intra-ASEAN migration data. Some have 
estimated that Malaysia alone is occupied 
by five million undocumented migrants. To 
this day, undocumented migrants have had 
to endure hardships that few could even 

imagine. 

Many instances have been found where 
undocumented workers were paid below 
their host country’s minimum wage 
(many at wages which could not afford a 
decent standard of living) and are treated 
beyond what could be considered humane 
(overworked, having their passports 
taken away, and variously abused). Some 
undocumented migrants are forced to 
do the jobs that few others would be 
willing to do; the article quoted a director 
of a Malaysia-based NGO who said that 
these migrants frequently work jobs that 
are “dirty, dangerous, and demeaning. 
Undocumented migrants have sometimes 
had to go through the ruse of signing a 
contract that the migrants’ employers 
do not intend to honor. As if that weren’t 
enough, the children of undocumented 
migrants are stateless and are therefore 
not given the privileges of even their 
parents’ home countries.

The remittances generated by intra-
ASEAN migration has been increasing, 
reaching more than forty billion US 
dollars in 2012. The fact that the money 
that could be sent home after working 
abroad can be so significant has increased 
the incentives for many people to migrate 
to other countries. But high remittances 
have also increased the incentives to abuse 
the various loopholes in ASEAN’s migrant 
regulations in order to exploit migrants. 
The money that could be earned from 
abusing said regulations opens the risk 
of creating a web of corruption between 
politicians, the police, and recruitment 
agencies.

Although migrant workers, documented or 
otherwise, contribute to the economy of 
both their receiving and sending countries, 
ASEAN has yet to have a treaty that 
comprehensively protects the rights of 
undocumented workers and their families. 
The 2007 Cebu Declaration is not a legally 
binding document, and even if it was, it 
is unclear as to how ASEAN states shall 
resolve issues related to undocumented 
migrants. Although ASEAN’s focus on 
investments and free trade agreements 
are to a certain extent commendable, the 
continued absence of proper protection 
for the many millions of people who lack 
even the most basic rights, privileges, and 
decent quality of life of their compatriots 
risks sending the message that ASEAN has 
resigned itself from protecting their most 
vulnerable.
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Undocumented Migrant 
Workers: Hidden and 
Helpless in ASEAN

Rappler, February 12th 2017
http://www.rappler.com/move-ph/balikbayan/voices/74697-
migrant-workers-undocumented-unprotected
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