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Abstract 

 

 This thesis demonstrates how migration constitutes a salient element of both Myanmar’s 

foreign policy goals and its relations with foreign receiving states. It examines the implications of 

Myanmar’s migration policies and practices by focusing on two aspects: firstly, it considers ethnic 

politics in relation to Myanmar’s core foreign policy goals, and secondly, it analyses the shifts in 

Myanmar’s emigration policies in response to receiving states and the international community. 

The study employs qualitative research methods by collecting data from semi-structured 

interviews with migration-related government officers, non-governmental agencies and 

international organisations. These were conducted during the fieldwork in Myanmar, Thailand and 

Malaysia. The study is also based on the analysis of primary material, such as archival documents 

and media coverage, and secondary materials. Using a within-case comparative approach, this 

thesis inductively illustrates how the military regime, which ruled Myanmar up to 2010, and the 

quasi-civilian governments, which began in 2011, utilised international labour migration to signal 

their demands in foreign relations. This thesis applies a state-centric ontology to investigate state 

behaviour in the wider context of international migration. This thesis does not intend to contest 

existing migration studies on Myanmar, but to extend the field of migration studies by including 

foreign policy analysis in the study.  

 This thesis argues that Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices, including its refusal 

to act in certain situations, serve the country’s foreign policy objectives, which are highly 

influenced by the domestic political landscape. Myanmar’s ethnic politics is the main foreign 

policy imperative behind its various responses on international migration vis-a-vis different 

receiving countries, namely Thailand and Malaysia. Myanmar employs restrictive emigration 

policies and practices against receiving states when they intervene with Myanmar’s ethnic politics. 

By contrast, Myanmar utilises permissive emigration policies toward receiving states that maintain 

neutrality on Myanmar’s ethnic politics.  Moreover, the political transition from a military regime 

to a quasi-civilian regime also shaped the government’s stance in emigration policies. Before the 

regime changed in 2011, the fully authoritarian government prioritised domestic ethnic politics as 

the sole foreign policy goal in the implementation of emigration policies. However, the hybrid 

regime that came to power in 2011 has aligned more with international norms while preserving 
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the core political goal of maintaining the continuity of the old establishment. As a result, 

Myanmar’s migration policies continue corresponded with and are used as a tool in its foreign 

policy, even as it has shifted as a result of regime transformation.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 

Among all the migrant-sending countries in Asia, Myanmar is regarded as one of the most 

notorious for the number of its emigrants and the complexity of the difficulties that have provoked 

the migration of so many of its people. Myanmar’s infamous political instability, civil conflict, 

and poor governance, which also negatively affect its economic conditions, have resulted in the 

emigration of more than four million people. Although this number includes forced migrants and 

refugees, they do seek work in the receiving states to which they flee. This means that Myanmar 

has become the largest source of labour migration in the Greater Mekong Subregion.1 The number 

of emigrants is equal to almost ten percent of the population of Myanmar (Hall 2012b).  

Because the initial outflow of these vast numbers of people has been provoked by political 

repression and ethnic conflict in their homeland, Myanmar has, since the 1980s, become known 

as a refugee-producing state. People have to leave the country in order to survive. While these 

flows of people are compelled by repression, they have a dual purpose — the search for better 

employment opportunities in foreign countries (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016). Thus, albeit that 

the emigration was substantially sparked by conflict and repression, Myanmar has served and still 

serves as the main supplier of migrant labour to Thailand.  

Literature related to the topic of Myanmar’s migration has mainly focused on the causes of 

mass migration and the sociological impact of it on the lives of the migrants. Regarding the role 

of the state in managing migration from Myanmar, the focus in the literature has been on the 

immigration policies of receiving states, predominantly Thailand. There is a dearth of literature 

regarding Myanmar’s role as a sending state since its migration policies are an insignificant factor 

in the circumstances affecting the emigration of millions of people.   

However, both Myanmar’s actions and inaction in relation to this mass migration problem 

have raised several pertinent issues regarding the way in which Myanmar has dealt with the matter. 

Firstly, since the start of the emigration, Myanmar has responded differently to different receiving 

states, mainly Thailand and Malaysia. For example, during 2001-2002, Myanmar refused to 

 
1 The subregion comprises Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Yunnan Province and Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region of People's Republic of China. 
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cooperate with Thailand on the issue of migration, while simultaneously accepting labour 

exchange initiatives put forward by Malaysia. Secondly, Myanmar started reforming international 

migration policies since 2010, when its quasi-civilian government increasingly introduced direct 

policies and state infrastructure to regulate the processes of labour emigration. Thirdly, whatever 

migration policies there were, such as the ban on sending certain groups of workers overseas, the 

policies served solely symbolic, ineffectual functions. All in all, Myanmar – unlike other major 

sending states – does not utilise labour emigration as a resource for economic development. 

Due to Myanmar’s apparent disregard for effective migration regulation, its inconsistent 

behaviour in relation to receiving states, and its failure to view labour migration as a resource for 

economic development, I argue that inter-state relations with its receiving states, as well as its 

foreign policy objectives are significant rationales for its emigration policies and practices.  This 

study explores the significance of these implications more fully. My arguments about the 

implications of this inconsistent or even apparently non-existent policy regarding mass migration 

has been derived from an examination of existing studies which explore how the outflow of 

millions of people from Myanmar during the authoritarian era triggered the deterioration of 

relations with neighbouring countries. The focus of these studies fails to encompass the role that 

Myanmar’s responses do have on the issue of migration, such as it was, and is.  Myanmar’s foreign 

policy goals have implications for these Myanmar’s responses. 

To explicate these responses, this thesis demonstrates that the issue of migration does 

constitute a salient element of both Myanmar’s foreign policy goals and its relations with foreign 

receiving states. The thesis therefore examines the implications of Myanmar’s emigration policies 

and practices by focusing on two main aspects: firstly, it brings in ethnic politics as the core foreign 

policy goal; secondly, it analyses Myanmar’s shifts in emigration policies as a response to 

receiving states and the international community. The study employs qualitative research methods 

by collecting data from semi-structured interviews with related government officials, non-

governmental agencies, and international organisations, as well as Burmese and Thai government 

sources and media outlets in Myanmar. Using a comparative approach, this thesis inductively 

illustrates how the military regime, which ruled Myanmar up to 2011, and the quasi-civilian 

governments, which began in 2011, signal the country’s foreign policy objectives through 

international migration policies and practices.  
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1.1 Background of the Study  

 

Existing studies on migration from Myanmar focus mainly on the impetus for the migratory 

process and its impact on the lives of migrants. In the case of migrant labour specifically, these 

studies discuss the drivers of labour migration from Myanmar through the lens of conventional 

economic push and pull factors 2  (P. Howard 2017, 43). Some research highlight economic 

inequalities and long-term consequences of mismanagement caused by the previous military 

governments (Turnell, Vicary, and Bradford 2008, 65; Banki 2009, 50). Empirical studies also 

describe the migration channels: most of these channels are irregular, and some are used for 

trafficking or smuggling. This has resulted in variations among researchers in the estimation of the 

number of Myanmar migrants in each receiving country (Hall 2012b; Dannecker and Schaffar 

2016; Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations 2016; UNICEF 2016). As far 

as the lives of migrants are concerned, the relevant studies generally describe the sociological 

aspects of the migrants’ lives, viz, the difficulties that migrants have to face and negotiate during 

the migratory process, either with brokers or bureaucratic obstacles made by authorities and the 

receiving state’s policies (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016; Hall 2012b; Kerdmongkol 2012). 3 

Furthermore, some writers employ the concept of migrant transnationalism, pointing out how 

Myanmar migrants can make transnational political and economic contributions to their homelands 

(Egreteau 2012; Bauböck 2003; Brees 2009; Han 2013).4 Specifically, in the case of migrants in 

Thailand, many studies examine the interaction between migrants and the borderland, such as the 

agency of Myanmar migrants in defining state borders (Apiwong 2016).5 It is evident that the case 

of Myanmar has been long established in migration studies. 

 
2 For example, rapid economic growth; the demand for low-skilled workers in receiving countries; wage differences 

between sending and receiving countries and the needs of relatively mature economies. In addition, the proportion of 

Myanmar’s population living in poverty was two times greater than it was in Thailand in 2010.  
3 Kerdmongkol (2011) examines sociological aspects of the daily lives of Pa-O migrants in Thailand to see how they 

construct transnational social lives via daily practices and how they negotiate power with the receiving state’s 

authorities and employers. 
4 Egreteau (2012) demonstrates that overseas Burmese migrants might be agents of development and democratisation 

in Myanmar, but their political contributions are still less significant than their social and financial remittances. 

Baubock (2003) conceptualises the contribution as ‘migrant political transnationalism’. Brees (2009) and Han (2013) 

analyse forced migrants’ positive influence on peace-building processes in their homeland. 
5 Apiwong (2016) looks at historical interaction to see how migrants from Myanmar use state protection while 

maintaining state power over the border through their statuses. 
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Many studies also examine mass migration in relation to Myanmar’s ethnic politics. 

Undeniably, due to ethnic tensions with the Burmese military regime, the majority of migrants and 

refugees from Myanmar are ethnic minorities. Myanmar is one of the most ethnically diverse 

nations in the world. There are 135 officially identified national groups (South 2008, xv) — the 

major ethnic groups are the Shan, Karen (Kayin), Kachin, Mon, Kayah, Rakhine and Chin — as 

well as a few unrecognised ethnicities; the most well-known being Rohingya. When the state 

gained independence in 1948, the military regime, or Tatmadaw (the official name of 

Burma/Myanmar’s armed forces), viewed itself as a major actor in defending the unitary state and 

maintaining the long-term stability of the country (Haacke 2006, 64; South 2008, 27). The regime’s 

main instrument for maintaining its domination in the country was to fight against ethnic armed 

resistance groups. The ethnic conflict and resulting widespread human rights abuses became the 

most important factor in cross-border mobility. Some emigrants who were forced to flee the civil 

war became economic migrants in receiving countries. Therefore, most studies on Myanmar 

migration emphasise that the boundary between labour migrants and refugees is blurred. The fact 

that ethnic politics is the main driver of forced migration in Myanmar was not only significant in 

the past, but it is also significant in the current period. Since 2011, the quasi-civilian government 

gradually instigated national-level political dialogues through Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement 

(NCA) with the majority of the ethnic minorities (Egreteau 2016, 2–3), albeit the doubt over its 

effectiveness and inclusiveness. In contrast, the Myanmar government still excluded the Rohingya 

from full citizenship and the Rohingya faces direct military attacks, communal violence, and anti-

Rohingya sentiment. These situations have resulted in the extensive displacement of Rohingya to 

neighbouring countries, which continues to the present day. As a whole, Myanmar’s ethnic politics 

continues to play a major role in the migration of population from Myanmar. 

 

In addition to ethnic conflict, Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices have a bearing 

on the situation. In terms of the period of time, Myanmar has increasingly institutionalised 

emigration policies since the beginning of quasi-civilian government in 2011. Political reform is 

also the catalyst that has shaped the perception and actions of the regime towards overseas citizens 

(Dannecker and Schaffar 2016). With regard to receiving states, throughout the late 1980s until 

the National League for Democracy (NLD) government, which ended in February 2021 due to the 

military coup. Myanmar’s policy responses towards different receiving countries varied from 
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country to country. For example, before 2003, Myanmar refused to cooperate with Thailand’s on 

migration issue, while accepting Malaysia’s labour exchange programmes. Another example was 

the temporary ban on sending migrant workers to Malaysia, which started in December 2016. 

These examples of differing responses and state behaviour demonstrate Myanmar’s inconsistent 

emigration policies and practices in different periods and towards different receiving states. 

Although this behaviour may seem ad hoc and arbitrary, the examples do provide empirical 

evidence of Myanmar’s use of international migration based on foreign policy rationales. Through 

the examination of examples such as these, the position of Myanmar, as a state actor in 

international migration relations becomes more obvious. 

To analyse state behaviour of Myanmar through the lens of international relations, 

examining Myanmar’s foreign policy would fill the gap in the logic of argument between ethnic 

politics and international migration policies. The perspective of international migration from 

Myanmar involves an examination of existing studies on the interaction between ethnic politics 

and foreign policy. With regard to the drafting of Myanmar’s foreign policy, scholars contend that 

the main determinants of the military regime’s decisions were largely based on domestic political 

landscape and the implications for its regime security  (Rudland and Pedersen 2000; Haacke 2006). 

In this sense, most related studies refer to the objective of securing national unity and sovereignty, 

while disregarding any other political costs and foreign pressures (James 2004; Clapp 2014; 

Pedersen 2014a; Haacke 2006). Apart from traditional security rationale, James (2004) includes 

economic development as another imperative for Myanmar’s foreign policy; since economic gains 

help sustain the security of the regime. Regarding Myanmar’s standing in the international 

community, the literature on its foreign policy demonstrates that it had long held the traditional 

principles of neutrality and non-alignment (McCarthy 2008; Pedersen 2014a). From 2011 it began 

moving towards an increased involvement with the international community, which has put its 

country back on the wider international stage (Myoe 2016). However, changes in Myanmar’s 

political landscape do not undermine the state’s core foreign policy goal of defending state unity 

and the security of the military regime (Myoe 2016, 133). It is because the regime has secured its 

continuity of military dominance and control over all important functions of the union (Tin Maung 

Maung Than 2011; Pedersen 2014b). Myanmar’s ethnic politics remain a fundamental determinant 

of state unity and regime security. Three national causes that guided the military, which are found 

in the preamble of the 2008 Constitution, include ‘non-disintegration of the Union’, ‘non-
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disintegration of national solidarity’, and ‘perpetuation of sovereignty’ (Pedersen 2014b, 23). The 

effect of these clauses is to exaggerate the ethnic threat to national unity. Haacke (2006) contends 

that the continuity of the political-security imperative is caused by unresolvable ethnic conflict 

between the military regime and ethnic minorities. Therefore, Myanmar’s foreign policy is more 

likely to be determined by the possible consequences of the policy on the domestic political 

landscape, mainly in relation to ethnic politics. 

Based on the arguments discussed above, this thesis examines the connection between 

foreign policy and international migration. Studies of migration from Myanmar have rarely 

adopted an international relations framework. The closest argument in the literature examines how 

the existence of ethnic refugees along the Thai–Myanmar border resulted in the deterioration of 

inter-state relations (Trichote 2005). Cross-border mobility from Myanmar to neighbouring 

countries is widely discussed as the tangible transboundary effect of Myanmar’s domestic ethnic 

politics between Tatmadaw and armed groups (Vaddhanaphuti 2011, 49). However, rather than 

examining the effects of migration on foreign relations – as previous studies have done – this thesis 

focuses instead on Myanmar’s use of emigration policies and practices in migration relations with 

receiving states. It sheds light on Myanmar as a sending state with agency to achieve its foreign 

policy objective. 

 

Terminology 

It is important to first clarify several controversial terms, including the name of the 

country and the terminology used for migrant-sending states. Throughout the research, I will use 

the name ‘Myanmar’ when referring to the country formerly known as Burma. The country was 

renamed ‘Myanmar’ in 1989 by the military junta. Although the use of the name implies 

acceptance of the legitimacy of the military regime, it is an official name and I need to distinguish 

the name of country from groups of people living in it. I do not intend to express my political 

standpoint on this issue. However, I will sometimes use the word ‘Burmese’ as an adjective for 

people from Myanmar and the government. It is different from the word ‘Bamar’ or ‘Burman’, 

which means a majority ethnic group. 
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While there is reason to be cautious about classifying and labelling different states within 

the context of highly complex migration processes (Geddes 2009), I do not ignore the 

complications of migration flow in doing so, recognising that some countries are both sending and 

receiving states. I use both terms depending on which one applies to the country in the context of 

bilateral relations. For instance, Malaysia and Thailand are categorised as receiving states in 

bilateral relations with Myanmar, while both are countries of origin for the Gulf States. Therefore, 

when dealing with labour migration from Myanmar to Malaysia, I would use the term ‘receiving 

state’ to refer to Malaysia. Moreover, the term ‘sending state’ does not always imply that these 

states actively and intentionally ‘export’ their citizens. In my research, I use the term ‘sending 

state’ interchangeably with other terms including ‘country of origin’, ‘home country/state’, ‘source 

countries’, ‘emigration state’, and ‘homeland’ (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 6). The word ‘receiving 

state’ is sometimes replaced by ‘host country/state’, ‘country of destination’, and ‘immigration 

state’. 

 

1.2 Objectives of the Study  

 

This thesis aims to explicate how foreign policy goals of Myanmar as a sending state affect 

its international migration policy and its international migration relations with major receiving 

countries, as well as the international community at large. I argue that Myanmar’s emigration 

policies and practices, including its refusal to act in certain situations, serve the country’s foreign 

policy objectives, which are highly influenced by the trajectory of domestic ethnic politics. As 

Myanmar’s foreign policy has been based on regime security, the transformation in state practices 

on emigration is likely to reflect the changes in perception towards ethnic migrants and the shift 

towards national unity. Recent emigration policies, before the 2021 coup, which were moving 

forward to engage with most of Myanmar’s major migrant-receiving countries and international 

community, appeared to reflect a decline in the fear of ethnic separatism among the major officially 

recognised ethnic groups. In contrast, the Rohingya issue was more likely to play a disruptive role 

in the foreign policy principle of non-intervention due to the dynamics of the ethnic conflict during 

the ruling of quasi-civilian governments. 
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In order to analyse the role of a sending state, the study’s scope encompasses certain labour 

emigration policies and practices. A state’s labour emigration policy refers to a set of 

institutionalised frameworks that facilitate the emigration of its citizens to leave their country of 

origin in search of employment (Tsourapas 2019b, 3). It can be any law, regulation, institution, or 

mechanism that is related to cross-border mobility. In terms of the labour emigration practice, it 

includes all kinds of state intention – either to act or to neglect the cross-border movement of its 

citizens– and state rhetoric. Since the research applies a state-centric perspective to investigate 

state behaviour in the wider context of international migration, it does not prioritise the efficiency 

of the outcomes of state policies or practices. It also excludes the individual and societal impact of 

these policies on international migration and does not use rights-based concerns to explain the 

lives and conditions of migrants. However, this does not mean that the study negates the fact that 

government policies may not have consequences on actual mobility. The study aims to see the 

political aspects carried out at the state level. Overall, this thesis does not intend to contest existing 

migration studies in the case of Myanmar, but to extend the field of migration studies by engaging 

with foreign policy analysis. 

 

Research Questions  

 The research intends to answer the main question of: ‘How do Myanmar’s foreign policy 

goals affect its emigration policies and practices?’ It consists of two sub-research questions that 

aim to understand Myanmar as a sending state in international migration relations context.  

Firstly, it investigates the main foreign policy imperatives behind particular responses on 

the issue of migration towards different receiving countries. While there are some variations in the 

responses, the study identifies the common characteristics and specific purposes, some of which 

help to explain Myanmar’s foreign policy rationales.  

Secondly, it empirically explains how changes in foreign policy goals has shifted the 

making of Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices. This explanation clarifies the motivation 

for Myanmar’s foreign policy goals that underpin the evolution of Myanmar as a sending state. 
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Hypothesis 

The main hypothesis refers to the key rationale of Myanmar’s foreign policy goal, which 

is regime survival. This, in turn, is based on the domestic ethnic politics and the adaptations of the 

regime. Because Myanmar is a non-democratic sending state, it is more likely to prioritise the 

security of the regime over other state goals. Following Mitchell’s explanation (1989) on migration 

policies as foreign policy tools, some cases may reveal how political survival outweighs other 

material gains. To be more specific, I hypothesise that Myanmar’s political benefits of sustaining 

the ruling regime marginalise any economic gains earn.   

As for the first sub-research question, I hypothesise that Myanmar’s domestic ethnic 

politics is the main foreign policy imperative behind various policy responses towards different 

receiving states. Myanmar expects that foreign countries will not intervene in its domestic ethnic 

politics and tends to explicitly express its dissatisfaction towards targeted states that do so. Even 

though the economic advantages of labour emigration would have been helpful to the state, the 

support of labour export to a receiving country that intervenes in Myanmar’s domestic ethnic 

politics would be overshadowed by the political goal of the regime. Due to the country’s ethnic 

political landscape, Myanmar exercises agency through differing policy responses to different 

receiving countries. 

I hypothesise several possible responses that Myanmar could have vis-à-vis receiving 

states. The most fundamental scenario would be that Myanmar employs restrictive emigration 

policies towards a receiving state that intervenes in its ethnic politics. In contrast, Myanmar would 

utilise permissive emigration policies and practices if a receiving state remains neutral to its 

domestic politics. Both restrictive and permissive methods can be either passive or active. This 

hypothesis derives from an assumption that labour emigration policy operates in different 

modalities within state actions. At one end, state policy is completely passive, which indicates a 

lack of initiation to facilitate citizens’ search for employment aboard. The flow of economic 

migrants is restricted to the policies of receiving states or the individual-level decisions. At the 

other end, labour emigration policy can be active, namely intentionally regulating citizens’ 

movement. It can be restrictive: curtailing or banning movement; or permissive: supporting or 

facilitating the movement of citizens beyond state borders.  
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Figure 2: Some examples of a sending state’s labour migration policies and practices vis-à-vis 

receiving states 

Degree of 

action 

Type of policy 

Permissive Restrictive 

Active Initiatives on labour exchange, 

bilateral agreement, 

regularisation of migrants 

Banning the labour export 

Passive Following demands of a 

receiving state, allowing the 

export of labour 

Denying the required 

cooperation, not recognising 

the export of labour 

 

 According to this typology, we can expect that Myanmar would deny bilateral cooperation, 

refuse to facilitate labour migration flows, or ban the passage of migrant workers to a receiving 

country that interfered with Myanmar’s ethnic politics. In contrast, Myanmar would facilitate the 

export of its labour or cooperate with a receiving state that did not obstruct Myanmar’s state unity 

which secures the military regime.   

Regarding the second sub-research question of the evolution of Myanmar as a sending 

state, I hypothesise different scenarios according to the regime’s transformation from 

authoritarianism into a hybrid regime. Along with the political transition process, quasi-civilian 

governments can be expected to institutionalise migration management according to international 

norms. This is because the transition to democracy encourages a state to express its concerns on 

the economic and social life of its nationals, as well as to rhetorically encourage the protection of 

emigrants. However, I further hypothesise that Myanmar’s labour emigration policies and 

practices continuously respond to the country’s core foreign policy goals regardless of the degree 

of the regime’s adaptation to the hybrid regime. Even as the regime transforms away from a 

monolithic authoritarianism, the government would still preserve the long-held foreign policy of 

defending state unity. It is because a military regime is capable of surviving potential crises, even 

after the regime is ostensibly no longer in existence  (Tsourapas 2019b, 12). Thus, I roughly 
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distinguish the trajectory of Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices into two periods: before 

2011 and from 2011 to 2019.  

Figure 3: Comparing labour migration policies and practices before 2011 and the period 

from 2011 to 2019 

 

 Before 2011 2011-2019 

Regime Authoritarian regime Hybrid regime 

International 

migration relations  

- Passive restrictive  

- Passive permissive  

- Passive permissive 

- Active permissive 

- Active restrictive  

Foreign policy goals - Non-interference in 

Myanmar’s ethnic politics  

- Non-interference in 

Myanmar’s ethnic politics 

- Engagement with 

international community  

 

As for the pre-2011 era, I hypothesise that the fully authoritarian government prioritised 

domestic ethnic politics as the sole foreign policy goal in the implementation of emigration 

policies. During this period, international migration relations were mostly likely to be passive, 

namely merely responding to the requests of receiving states. On the other hand, during the period 

from 2011 to 2019, its hybrid regime was expected to comply with international norms. So, the 

international migration relations may be more diverse and tended to be more permissive than in 

the previous period. While the overall foreign policy goal involves rapprochement with the 

international community, the Myanmar government may preserve the core political goal that 

maintains the continuity of the old establishment. All in all, Myanmar’s labour migration policy 

can be expected to interact with and complement specific foreign policy goals which vary 

according to the targeted receiving state’s interference and the degree of the regime’s adaptation.  
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1.3 Methodology  

This thesis is based on a state-centric ontology. It draws on qualitative methodology in 

international relations research and attempts to strike a middle ground between in-depth fieldwork 

and multi-country comparative analysis. I chose to adopt a single-country study in order to acquire 

empirical depth from the fieldwork and carry out an archival investigation. At the same time, I 

conducted within-case comparative analysis to move beyond the challenge of a single-case study.  

State-centric approach  

 To theorise international migration within international relations lens, I adopted a 

traditional ontological position of focusing the state actors and interaction between states. Thus, I 

take the state as a unitary actor and use it as the unit of analysis in this thesis. Throughout the 

study, the main actors are categorised into sending states and receiving states, which are terms in 

the international migration context. This ontological embeddedness of state actors helped define 

the scope of the thesis. 

The state- centric ontology in international migration draws on the role of state in 

regulating cross-border mobility. While admitting a certain degree of human agency in deciding 

to migrate, many renowned studies of politics of international migration have theorised the role of 

states in managing the mobility of people to pursue their goals (Hollifield 1992; 2004; Messina 

and Lahav 2006; Teitelbaum 2002; Weiner 1985; Zolberg 2000). When it comes to the importance 

of managing migration at the international level, states remain the ultimate actors with governing 

responsibilities (Khondker 2017).  Initially, it largely focused on the politics of immigration in 

migrant-receiving countries (Boswell 2007; Hollifield 2004; Krasner 1999; Shanks 2001; Weiner 

1985). It is because receiving states have direct interests in controlling national borders (Krasner 

1999) while international migration almost defines state sovereignty (S. Martin 2013). As they 

protect their sovereignties, receiving states have a monopoly on the legitimate means to control 

cross-border movement, to distinguish outsiders from insiders (Torpey 2000). Receiving states’ 

roles have been significant in the studies of politics of international migration. 

The role of sending states in managing migration has received less attention, but some 

scholars have attempted to address the gap (Castles, Haas, and Miller 2014). The recognition of 

the sending countries’ utilisation of labour emigration for its own ends later increased among 
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empirical cases which contributed to academic discussions. Heisler’s (1985) study was one of the 

first pieces of literature that directly pointed out the agency of sending states. In his study, a pattern 

of emigration that best serves a state’s interest is “temporary, but long-term” in order to absorb 

long-term economic interests and manifest the great results from labour exporting policies. The 

literature on active and relatively powerful sending states highlights these states’ actions on 

‘promotional exit rules’6 (Castles 2007; Kneebone 2012; Østergaard-Nielsen 2003; Teitelbaum 

2002). One classic case of labour export countries is the Philippines which is the central unit of 

analysis for many studies (Alcid 2003; 2013; Kneebone 2012; B. S. A. Yeoh and Willis 2004). 

Apart from the Philippines, the state-centric approach can also be found in many researches on 

other cases of sending states such as Mexico, Turkey, India, Indonesia and Egypt (Ananta and 

Arifin 2014; Chanda and Gopalan 2011; Fitzgerald 2009; Martinez-Saldana 2003; Palmer 2016; 

Tsourapas 2019b). Some sending state studies focus on the state-led transnationalism in which 

state reach out to their citizens beyond the physical border (Adamson and Demetriou 2007; Brand 

2010; Martinez-Saldana 2003; Østergaard-Nielsen 2016). These sets of literature have shown that 

sending states have agency to impose international migration policies for their own benefits. The 

studies provide a framework that serves to question Myanmar’s status as a sending state and to 

examine whether Myanmar has similar or different approaches regarding international migration 

policy. 

 Myanmar is the main actor in this thesis and the country is empirically unitary in its policy 

making. Before 2011, Myanmar was a monolithic authoritarian state governed by the military 

regime, Tatmadaw. As a non-democratic country, Myanmar’s policy outcomes were results of the 

regime’s ability to obstruct other political forces within the country. This is unlike in the context 

of a liberal democracy, where constraints faced are caused by domestic institutions, interest groups 

or liberal values in the making of migration policies (Fitzgerald 2006; Freeman 1995; Hollifield 

1992). After 2011, Myanmar entered a political transition, and the country was then governed by 

the quasi-civilian government. Even though the post -2011 hybrid civil-military regime distanced 

itself from monolithic authoritarianism, the military regime orchestrated the political transition and 

safeguarded its political and military dominance (Brenner and Schulman 2019). During the ruling 

of the NLD government, the continued dominance of the military regime firmly laid down in the 

 
6 Some examples include Jordan, Mexico, the Philippines, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the Dominican Republic, 

Turkey, Morocco, Tunisia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Vietnam and Barbados. 
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2008 Constitution (Egreteau and Jagan 2013; Steinberg 2015a) would obstruct the government to 

define its own version of state interests.   Moreover, challenging powers of ethnic armed groups 

mainly appear in terms of military conflict and territorial claims (Apiwong 2016, 222). Despite the 

ethnic conflict, decision-making at a state level has been monopolised by the military regime. 

Culturally and politically, the Burman have been a dominant ethnic group in Myanmar (Walton 

2013). As ethnic minorities’ demand of to have a federal state in order to reduce the power of the 

military regime were highly restricted, the ethnic minorities have no capacity to constrain the 

regime’s foreign policy or migration policy. Thus, this study takes the ruling regime as a unitary 

entity in its analysis.  

 

Case selection 

In order to develop a particular theory of state behaviour, this study is based on the 

context of a single country. In the Myanmar context, there are a variety of cases of state behaviour 

within the country. The case selection in the thesis involves both temporality and state actors. 

Regarding temporality, the thesis examines emigration policies in two periods: the late 

1980s until 2011; and from 2011 to 2019. State concerns with ethnic minorities and the state’s 

degree of international engagement differed in these two periods, which therefore provide two 

different case studies of state behaviour. The first period, when Myanmar first became a migrant-

sending state, the country was subject to a form of monolithic authoritarianism under a military 

government. At the same time, the country was most isolated from the international community. 

On the domestic plain, the state’s most concerned ethnic groups who were the Shan and Karen. 

The second period began after the beginning of Myanmar’s political transition in 2011 when the 

country was under the administration of a quasi-civilian government which started to reform the 

emigration policies in compliance with international norms. In this era, when the country began to 

engage more and more with the international community, the ethnic group of most concern to the 

state was the Rohingya.  

With regard to receiving states, I have selected certain receiving states that hosted 

migrant workers and that the government of Myanmar officially recognised. I selected states that 
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the government of Myanmar officially recognised, and not others, because my thesis involves 

mainly an analysis of formal state level policies and practices. The two states are Thailand and 

Malaysia. They are the major case studies for comparison because both were receiving countries 

that took in the largest number of migrant workers and refugees from Myanmar. The cases of other 

migrant-receiving states, including Japan, Korea, Singapore, the Middle East countries, and Hong 

Kong, are used for further explanation. In contrast, although Bangladesh, China, and India are also 

Myanmar’s receiving states, I excluded them because there are no records in Myanmar’s official 

data about sending migrant workers to these countries.  

As the main objective of the study is to analyse the impact of foreign policy imperatives 

on international migration policies, the cases of Thailand and Malaysia both share another common 

characteristic, namely, their involvement with Myanmar’s ethnic politics. This involvement of the 

two receiving states’ in Myanmar’s ethnic policies is relevant to the case studies chosen because 

the principle of non-intervention regarding ethnic conflict was a main foreign policy goal for 

Myanmar (Haacke 2006, 20). Thailand is a significant case to study because foreign relations 

involving Burmese migrants and ethnic politics have persisted over several decades. A number of 

studies have addressed the deteriorating bilateral relations between Thailand and Myanmar that 

arise from the presence of a growing number of Myanmar ethnic refugees on the country’s borders 

(Brees 2010; Fink 2001; Ganesan 2005; Lang 2002). In contrast, Malaysia became antagonistic 

towards Myanmar after the political transition began because of Myanmar’s shifted ethnic political 

landscape. Malaysia’s antagonism surfaced at a different time to that of Thailand’s which occurred 

before the beginning of its political transition as the Malaysian government explicitly criticised 

Myanmar’s state behaviour regarding the Rohingya.  

Comparative analysis  

 The thesis uses the comparative framework described above to examine the causal 

mechanisms involved in the cases. As the thesis is based on empirically observed international 

relations, I utilise process-tracing as it is “a mechanism-based understanding of social reality” for 

constructivists and rationalists within the field of international relations (Checkel 2005). It draws 

causal inferences of a case study by merging preceding generalisations with the detailed 

investigation of said case study (Mahoney 2012). In each chapter, I use process-tracing 
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methodology to inductively analyse causal inferences (Beach and Pedersen 2016) and characterise 

routes of change through sequential qualitative data. To do this, each step of the trajectory needs 

to be sufficiently described. (Collier 2011). In other words, an initial event is a cause of the 

different event that occurs after the first process.  

 In order to conduct causal-process observations to examine the question “Was X a cause 

of Y in case Z”?, it is necessary to identify causal relations among several independent and 

dependent variables, as well as intervening ones (Collier 2011). Constant comparisons of different 

incidents also need to be carried out through empirical assessment. The ultimate aims are to 

confirm explanations and to disconfirm rival explanations (Beach and Pedersen 2016; Mahoney 

2012). Therefore, the thesis combines variables from both cross-time and cross-actor cases as 

follows.  

 

 Figure 4: Identifying independent variables 

 

Independent variables Before 2011 2011-2019 

Engagement with 

international community 

No engagement Growing engagements 

Ethnic politics Ethnic conflict with all 

major ethnic groups  

Ethnic conflict with mainly 

Rohingya 

Receiving states’ actions - Thailand involved with 

Myanmar’s ethnic politics 

- Malaysia maintained 

status quo 

- Other receiving states 

maintained status quo 

- Malaysia involved with 

Myanmar’s ethnic politics 

- Thailand maintained 

status quo 

- Other receiving states 

maintained status quo 
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Figure 5: Identifying dependent variables 

 

Degree of 

action 

Type of emigration policy 

Permissive Restrictive 

Active Active permissive  Active restrictive 

Passive Passive permissive  Passive restrictive  

 

The analysis uses a cross-temporal comparison across different cases of states receiving 

migrants from Myanmar in order to confirm the arguments. There are both exploratory and 

confirmatory types of analysis that contribute to the argument (Gerring 2004). A case study is 

mostly exploratory in the sense that it can provide a deep understanding of a phenomenon (Baxter 

and Jack 2008).  In the thesis, major cases in Thailand and Malaysia portray the significance of 

their involvement in Myanmar’s ethnic politics during different periods. 

  

Last, the case of Myanmar as a sending state must also be positioned in other similar 

cases to assess the degree of generalisability. “If case-study evidence supports a hypothesis, the 

investigator can then explore the case further to deduce and test explanations detailing the 

operation of the hypothesis” (Van Evera 1997, 54). This comparative cross-country analysis 

imitates larger case studies that aim to construct generalisations (Stark and Torrance 2005) and 

can offer a better overview of a specific phenomenon through a causal explanation (Eckstein 1975; 

Lijphart 1971). Units of variation can be drawn from the review of cases. Therefore, for 

comparison, I use the existing literature that discusses the sending states’ utilisation of emigration 

for several state goals. Such analysis is done to confirm whether Myanmar is a most likely or least 

likely case in utilising emigration policies as foreign policy tools. Such imperatives of Myanmar’s 

evolution of emigration policies are obvious when comparing Myanmar with other sending states. 

Most of the existing cases are based on a remittances-led development approach, in which 

prominent cases include active and relatively powerful sending states, in particular the Philippines 

and Mexico. 
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1.4 International Migration Relations 

A state-centred, traditional approach is a basis for defining inter-state relations and 

explaining the different power positions of sending and receiving countries. The thesis uses the 

term ‘international migration relations’ to imply the kinds of interactions between sending states 

and receiving states. International migration relations refer to both foreign relations and the 

utilisation of international migration for the sake of foreign relations, and vice versa. The thesis 

aims to place international migration in the realm of international relations. 

International Relations and Migration 

International migration has largely been neglected by international relations scholars. 

However, there have been some attempts to explain the politics of international migration within 

the context of international relations. It mainly focuses on international governance and 

cooperation which comprises notions of sovereignty, securitisation, and international political 

economy. Weiner (1985) first proposed a link between international relations and international 

migration by presenting three basic propositions. First, interstate relations are often shaped by 

states’ actions on international migration; second, regulations and state actions to regulate the 

inflow and outflow of people are often the result of foreign relations. Third, migrants who might 

be political actors maintaining relations with their home countries can have an influence on 

relations between receiving and sending states. Extending this argument, Mitchell (1989), added 

that international migration can serve as an instrument for the achievement of foreign policy goals. 

Similarly, Weiner and Münz (1997, 353) pointed out how population movements across the 

borders are not wholly domestic issues, but foreign policy ones by saying that the unilateral actions 

and decisions of states cannot achieve immigration controls.  

During the 1980s, the first set of literature on utilising migration to serve diplomatic 

objectives focused on refugee policies of receiving states. Refugee policies is a high-politics issue.   

Accepting refugees may imply condemnation of or disdain for the host state from which the 

refugees come. A prominent example is the legal definition of a refugee that the United States used 

during the Cold War—a refugee is “ any person fleeing communist or communist- dominated 

countries or the Middle East”.7 Similarly, Lam (2013) identifies the case of China’s relations with 

 
7 Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 
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North Korea, Myanmar and Vietnam expressing the level of bilateral cooperation through distinct 

refugee policies towards people fleeing from each of these home countries. Friendlier relationships 

between two states largely lead to a smaller possibility of the receiving state accepting refugees 

from the sending country with which it is on friendly terms.  Teitelbaum (1983; 1984) provided 

the overview of the way in which states use refugees for international relations purposes, not only 

in the case of the major powers, but also in the case of countries such as Pakistan, India, Thailand, 

Somalia and Angola. These receiving states welcome refugees in order to destabilise the security 

of the sending states.  

The significant gap in the studies of migration policy as a foreign policy tool is that most 

of them concentrate on receiving states. This is because their practices are relatively more 

internationalised and have a greater effect on either emigrant states or third world countries. The 

European Union is a prominent example of the close relationship between regional migration 

frameworks and foreign policy (Geddes 2009). To a lesser extent, receiving states in the Global 

South may experience similar patterns in the interconnection between foreign relations and 

immigration policies. They utilise immigration policies for advance their foreign policy objectives. 

During the first Gulf War, the Gulf States were recruited workers specifically from Pakistan. This 

foreign policy favoured  Saudi Arabia because it replaced labourers from Palestine and some other 

Arab countries which had supported Iraq’s Saddam regime (De Crodier 2014, 20). Similarly, Kritz 

et al (1981) assert that the Gulf States’ preference for labour from Pakistan and Bangladesh in the 

1980s arose from the intention to reach ‘Pan Islamic goals’ and “reduce dependence on Arab 

workers from particular political systems”. Immigration policies may become foreign policy 

instruments. The puzzle is whether emigration policies can serve this purpose as well.  

 

Migration Diplomacy 

 

The main concept that this thesis uses to frame the actions of Myanmar as a sending state 

in relations to receiving states is migration diplomacy (Tsourapas 2017; Adamson and Tsourapas 

2019). The migration diplomacy refers to the use of diplomatic methods by receiving states, 

sending states or transit states to manage migration flows. Migratory flows across national borders 

may be the subject of interstate diplomacy. As for the means, there are two ways that states can 

engage with migration diplomacy. First, “the use of diplomatic methods to achieve goals related 
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to migration”, and second, “the use of migration flows as a means to obtain other aims” (Tsourapas 

2017, 2). In other words, migration diplomacy is not limited to bilateral negotiations but includes 

the context in which migratory flows become the object of diplomacy between state parties.  

As Myanmar is a sending state, I categorise its policies and practices vis-à-vis receiving 

states according to its migration diplomacy. Migration diplomacy takes on either a cooperative or 

coercive form. The cooperative migration diplomacy means “the interstate bargaining explicitly 

aiming for mutually beneficial arrangements in the absence of aggression” (Tsourapas 2017). In 

most cases, sending states utilise diplomatic tools during bilateral negotiation to propose 

permissive policies and institutionalised mechanisms for boosting their labour export or bargain 

for the welfare of their overseas workers. These acts are considered cooperative when a sending 

state negotiates according to mutual gains shared with its receiving state. In contrast, the coercive 

approach refers to forceful demands aimed at a zero-sum game. In more complicated conditions, 

a sending state employs its emigrants to achieve their foreign policy objectives through dispatching 

its citizens, banning the labour export, or maintaining transnational links. The intentions of these 

state practices are mainly for creating threats against antagonistic states. For example, Greenhill 

(2010) demonstrates how home countries use migration waves and refugee crises as punishments 

to compromise the stability of host states. In such cases, this means that sending states can utilise 

mass migrant stock for coercion in inter-state relations. 

I further view that migration diplomacy can also serve symbolic functions when the state 

ignores the relevant policies and practices’ instrumental effectiveness. In the other word, migration 

diplomacy might be carried out primarily for symbolic purposes of expressing state’s foreign 

policy goals or diplomatic stances. Based on Schenk (2016), symbolic policies are one factor of 

the classic hypothesis of ‘control gap’, a gap between a policy and its outcomes, examined in the 

migration literature. Symbolic policies appear when there are gaps between a policy and the state’s 

commitment to the policy since the state has no intentions or expectation on the implementation 

and the result of a policy. The introduction of the policy to targeted audiences, aiming for their 

specific perceptions or reactions, is the most important part (Stolz 2007). In this sense, migration 

diplomacy can serve symbolic purposes when it merely appears to be an indication of state’s 

foreign policy positions, or overall relationships with targeted states. For example, the sanction-

related policy symbolically represents the receiving state’s negative relationship with a specific 
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migrant-sending state even though they have no obvious effectiveness to transform targeted states’ 

behaviours (Schenk 2016, 469). Similarly, coercive migration diplomacy that home countries 

utilise, of which prominent cases discussed in Greenhill (2010), serves symbolic functions when 

the targeted states do not follow the home countries’ demands. Symbolic policy in some cases may 

also refer to the adoption of international norms for gaining or maintaining legitimacy (Lee 2017). 

Therefore, ineffectual policies utilised in migration diplomacy is not without value, despite 

predictably gaining no tangible benefits. In the case of Myanmar, I brought the concept of symbolic 

policy to find out the country’s politically symbolic purposes behind the several bans on 

dispatching specific groups of overseas workers or on exporting workers to a particular receiving 

state. Bans imposed by sending states could be considered symbolic policies, as most sending 

states are unable to formulate and implement the bans successfully. 

Moreover, there has been a gap in the categorisation of migration diplomacy as it is 

distinguished into two opposite forms – cooperative and coercive. A puzzle occurs when 

attempting to describe migration diplomacy that is neither cooperative nor coercive. As being in a 

weaker position, a sending state which intends to resist the demands of its counterpart may not be 

capable of resorting threat of force or violence towards its targeted, mostly more powerful, 

receiving states. At the same time, despite its weaker position, the sending state does not 

necessarily comply with its counterparts’ demands. It may neglect the demands or delay its 

decisions to maintain the status quo that is not preferable for the targeted receiving states. 

Therefore, a noncooperative migration diplomacy as a third pillar of migration diplomacy is 

introduced in the thesis.  

 

Power Relations between Receiving and Sending States  

Power relations of bilateral settings manifest in migration diplomacy. Any kind of 

migration diplomacy can generate dynamics of power asymmetries between receiving and sending 

countries. The position in migration systems, as being a sending, receiving or transit state, indicates 

power of that state (Adamson and Tsourapas 2019). Heisler (1985) was one of the first 

international migration scholars to mention the structural political relations between migrant-

receiving and migrant-sending countries. She pointed out the negotiating conditions that both 
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receiving and sending states could impose in the context of labour migration within European 

countries. 

The fundamental status quo of power relations in international migration relations is the 

greater power of receiving states. Unequal power exists based on the lack of agency of home 

countries while receiving states largely have more power in pressuring sending states to follow 

their demands in order to minimise border control costs (Kneebone 2012; Lockhart and Money 

2013; Hansen 2013; Shuto 2006; Chanda and Gopalan 2011). Receiving states might propose the 

shared responsibility to the sending countries, making the area of migration as mutual benefit. The 

international structure of power asymmetry primarily determines the policy options of migrant-

sending states (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003; Fitzgerald 2005; Levitt and Dehesa 2003). In the other 

word, receiving states’ immigration policies have a high degree of influence to determine 

emigration policies. For example, South Korea’s Employment Permit System demands sending 

countries to sign the bilateral agreements and screen their citizens so that South Korea receives a 

higher quality of labourers via a state-to-state level of recruiting workers. In the Middle East, there 

is the establishment of formalised recruitment system of overseas workers from all over South 

Asia (Lean and Hoong 1983, 280). The demands from the receiving states can also effectively 

establish sending states’ emigration policies. The case of the Gulf States in the Middle East is a 

classic example of receiving states attracting foreign workers from labour exporting countries in 

Asia because these oil-rich countries face labour shortages (Birks and Sinclair 1979; Arnold and 

Shah 1984).  

Apart from following the receiving states’ demands, the asymmetrical relations and 

interdependence diminish labour-export countries’ bargaining power (Khondker 2017). Unequal 

power is evident when sending countries formulate policies, but are unable  to implement them 

due to the rejection of those policies by receiving states (Fawcett 1989). For example, most of 

Mexican emigration policies failed due to constraints set by the United States and Mexican 

government’s engagement with emigrants could be carried out to the extent that the receiving state 

allowed (Fitzgerald 2009, 154).8 Mexico requested the United States for the bilateral cooperation 

on the issue of cross-border migration while the U.S government claimed that immigration policies 

 
8 In 1917, Mexico could not implement its ban on the outflows of overseas workers without contracts because of the 

United States’ existing sanction on the entry of migrant workers with contracts (Fitzgerald 2006, 284). 
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must be unilaterally determined based on the principle of national sovereignty. The proposal of 

Mexican government to have a bilateral agreement on labour migration was later successful in 

2001, after the U.S government had been pressured by domestic interest groups (Fitzgerald 2006, 

285). In this sense, Mexico suffered from its limited emigration policy options due to the 

asymmetric interstate relations with the Unites States. Moreover, the asymmetrical power relations 

are also found occurs when sending states demand for protection of their overseas workers. As 

bilateral agreements are used as the most formal mechanism to achieve the requests, the protections 

rely on specific terms written in the agreements, rather than the universal standards (Kneebone 

2012, 376).  Sending states need to bargain for better conditions of their citizens living in the host 

countries and the protections mainly rely on the host countries’ decisions. 

The political economy approach fundamentally explains the inequality of power between 

receiving and sending states. The basic assumption originates from the fact that “state power 

directly correlates with economic power” and “that economic and strategic power differences 

between states necessarily imply inequality in social and cultural terms” (Heisler 1985, 470). 

Based on economic considerations, powerful receiving states could enforce their material interests 

regarding less-developed sending countries. On the receiving state side, the recruitment of foreign 

labourers among industrialised countries has been driven predominantly by the economic 

implications of cheap labour demands (Freeman 2006). Similarly, in examining border studies 

through the lens of international relations, Han (2020) links power balance and power asymmetry 

to economic dominance and the level of economic development. Extensive economic influence 

leads one state to become more powerful than another. However, a less mainstream argument 

concerning asymmetrical bargaining power relates to unequal state capacity in governance, such 

as Bangladesh’s lack of institutional capacity to deal the labour export programme with Malaysia 

(Khondker 2017, 184).  

The notion of power asymmetries between receiving and sending countries is crucial in 

both South–North migration and South–South migration. Although the scale of South–South 

migration has been greater than that of South–North, most researchers have focused on the 

hierarchy of states based on the context of migration from developing countries to developed 

democracies (Betts and Milner 2007; Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke 2012). Because the bargaining 

power of advanced capitalist countries is highly apparent, Castle (2004) sees migration control as 
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a mechanism for maintaining inequality between the Global North and Global South. Within a 

multilateral context, the structure of power asymmetries has led to a fracturing of global migration 

regimes because the Global North, with its receiving states, does not admit the flow of worldwide 

international migration (Betts 2008; Geddes and Money 2013; Hansen 2013; Lockhart and Money 

2013; S. Martin 2013). The asymmetric power relations in the context of South–South can be 

found empirically, for example in the case of the Philippines and Middle Eastern countries  where 

the latter, as receiving states, could determine the demands of labour (Carlos 2002). The regional 

context repeats the pattern of asymmetric power, even in the context of migration within the Global 

South. For instance, in the case of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

Bhatnagar and Manning (2005) have demonstrated the absence of political will among intra-

regional migrant-receiving countries to initiate regional arrangements to liberalise the flow of 

people. However, the asymmetric power relations in the context of South–South have been under-

theorised. The closest explanation for this is that the sending states cannot gain bargaining power 

when the receiving states have diversity in their sources of labour (Khondker 2017, 190). 

In sum, the political aspects of international migration theoretically and empirically focus 

on asymmetrical power wherein labour importers hold more bargaining power than low-income 

source countries of migrants, causing the former to be more likely to utilise immigration policy as 

a foreign policy. Essentially, sending states do not have sufficient power to determine or shape 

other states’ practices. Therefore, the main concern is whether sending states could have a reversed 

position, or at least a substantial level of agency in bilateral settings. Thus, could migration 

diplomacy conducted by a sending state be utilised to express agency per receiving states. 

 

Leverage of sending states in bilateral context  

Yet there are some indications that sending states may indeed use international migration 

for foreign relations purposes. That is, sending states do not necessarily lack agency despite the 

influence of receiving states. The lack of power within interstate relations does not limit the 

possibility of migrant-origin countries to signal international political standpoints per the states’ 

decisions on emigration. Heisler (1985), for example, has maintained that the sending state, by 

dint of independence, has some agency: “[t]he sending countries themselves are sovereign states, 

not colonies. Although they are in economically dependent positions vis-à-vis receivers, they 
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cannot be forced to export labour” (Heisler 1985, 473). In relations with receiving states, he 

emphasised, the agreement of dispatching labour does not necessarily serve the interests of the 

receiving countries alone. Likewise, Ostergaard-Neilsen (2003, 209) has argued that “sending 

countries are certainly not pawns at the weaker end of asymmetric relationships with the host 

countries despite their usually peripheral position in the world economy”. Although few studies 

have noted the agency of sending states clearly, such power can be implied from the extant research 

which has explored the different levels of leverage within emigration policies. 

In contrast to the view of the untrammelled superiority of receiving countries in the Global 

North, Paoletti (2011a) highlights the dynamics of bargaining power of sending states , in what he 

called “reversed power relations”. In noting that sending states are not completely passive actors, 

he singles out the case of negotiations and cooperation on migration between Italy and Libya. 

Libya utilised securitised discourse in international migration to increase its bargaining power to 

put stress on Italy’s security concerns over international migration which make Italy’s population 

anxious. This pressured Italy to cooperate with Libya. Moreover, the bargaining power of sending 

states can be found in South–South contexts. In 2009, Indonesia banned the emigration of its 

domestic workers in response to infamous abuse cases that occurred in Malaysia. Indonesia called 

for a revision of its bilateral agreement with Malaysia, which was achieved in 2011 (Palmer 2016).  

Another pattern by which sending states boost their bargaining power over receiving states 

is through emigration diplomacy (Tsourapas 2015; Adamson and Tsourapas 2019). Some major 

sending countries which aim to utilise migration for economic development also advance this goal 

in migration diplomacy. They wish to actively promote a larger share of their overseas workers in 

receiving countries. Some empirical studies have demonstrated the substantial bargaining power 

of the home countries. A role-model case is the Philippines, which formally recognised the 

importance of migration diplomacy and imposed a number of demands on their receiving states 

(Garcés-Mascareñas 2012), becoming a significant international relations strategy. The Philippine 

government has engaged in initiating a number of bilateral agreements with about 13 countries 

since 1974 (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 186).  Receiving countries have acquiesced to the 

Philippines’ demands, even codifying them in law 9  (Battistella 1995, 13). The Philippines 

 
9 Migrant Workers Act of 1995 (RA No. 8042), Section 22 
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prioritised migration issues in its negotiations with certain receiving countries, such as it did with 

countries in the Middle East in 1991 when the Secretary of Labour from the Philippines advocated 

the hiring of Filipino workers (Battistella 1995; Hickey, Narendra, and Rainwater 2013). 

Moreover, during bilateral meetings, the Philippines always sets the protection of migration within 

its negotiation agenda. In the context of regional cooperation on migration, the Philippines has 

been a leader in advocating more favourable agreements for sending states at the ASEAN level 

(Hickey, Narendra, and Rainwater 2013). Therefore, the Philippines is one example of a sending 

state utilising emigration diplomacy to push its own agendas towards receiving states. 

 Apart from direct forms of diplomacy, countries of origin sometimes utilise a tool of 

banning to bolster the allegedly weak bargaining position of sending countries in their responses 

to the actions of receiving states. The bans help sending states to express their dissatisfaction with 

acts perpetrated within receiving state’s acts that lead to a deterioration in foreign relations. Given 

that the policies lack any practical effect, the actions of sending state are highly politicising. In 

2011, Indonesia used this method with Saudi Arabia by suspending its labour export to express its 

dissatisfaction with the execution of an Indonesian domestic helper. Likewise, bilateral tensions 

between Indonesia and Malaysia occurred following the revelation of abusive treatment towards 

Indonesian workers. The Indonesian government felt pressure from public opinion to react against 

Malaysia (Liow 2002; 2003).   

Moreover, emigration diplomacy may not be utilised directly for the benefits of migration, 

but other foreign policy goals. In the context of forced migration, Vietnam and Cuba forcibly 

removed their citizens in order to destabilise their adversarial neighbours during the 1980s 

(Teitelbaum 1984, 221). In the case of labour migration, sending states such as Pakistan and India 

exported workers to the Gulf States in order to construct positive political ties.  

As some sending states cannot directly utilise the flow of migrant workers to bargain, some 

studies have pointed out that sending states try to increase bargaining leverage by issue-linkage 

and human rights claims. The use of issue-linkage generally appears in international cooperation 

practice when there are important implications of one policy area within other policy areas (Geddes 

2009, 33). When sending states have no bargaining chip in bringing the issue of migration in 

bilateral negotiation settings, sending states need to converge with broader sets of policies or 

arrangements that are beyond the migration issue (Hollifield 2012, 17; Hansen, Koehler, and 
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Money 2013) The most commonly linked agendas relate to favourable trade agreements and 

investment, followed by national security (Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005).  

Another strategy to bargain with receiving states is using claims of international human 

rights. Initially, this strategy was used in relation to Western democratic host states which are 

highly constrained by liberal institutions (Soysal 1994; Massey et al. 2005). Although the 

international norms for human rights cannot be fully forced in non-liberal countries, it is not 

completely impossible to include the norms on the negotiation agenda with these illiberal receiving 

countries. The preponderance of research dealing with the allocation of rights to migrants reflects 

the importance of human rights to non-liberal receiving states, such as Malaysia (Nah 2012). The 

Philippine government has also called for the protection of its emigrants concerning basic security 

issues from the governments of the Gulf States and Malaysia (Østergaard-Nielsen 2016).  

Interdependence that appears in migration diplomacy produces sensitivity and 

vulnerability to the actions of other states. Vulnerability and sensitivity are the core elements that 

source state power and determine the leverage of states in bilateral, or multilateral, settings. 

Normally, sending states seem to be more vulnerable and sensitive than receiving states as they 

highly depend on the economic interests gaining from labour emigration. For example, Mexico is 

vulnerable to emigration flows to the United States and the host state’s policies because it needs 

to maintain the continuation of emigration. In this case, Mexico has to stand in a disadvantage 

position in its bilateral migration relations with the U.S. It avoids criticising U.S. migration policies 

even though this inaction may compromise the rights and protections for Mexican workers (Délano 

2009, 770). 10 

However, the extant literature does not comprehensively cover the vulnerability of 

receiving states as a source of sending states’ leverage. The bargaining power of sending states 

depends on the level of receiving states’ dependency on the migratory flows from that sending 

state. The increase of a sending state’s leverage is possible when both states recognise how 

important the supply of migrant workers is to the receiving states, which are in the stronger position 

 
10 In order to not interrupt the flows of overseas workers to the United States, Mexico viewed that it should not 

displease the host country by excessively demanding on any migration-related issues. According to Délano (2009), 

Mexico implemented the “delinkage strategy” by not linking migration issues with other foreign policy areas, 

especially economic cooperation, in its bilateral relationship with the United States.  Mexico even excluded agendas 

on international migration from the negotiation on the regional free trade agreement. 
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(Kneebone 2012). A receiving state’s vulnerability increases when a high number of migrant 

workers constitute its labour force. In contrast, the vulnerability of a receiving state decreases when 

it diversifies is labour sources and is less reliant on labour from a single country for a core part of 

its economy. Such states are sometimes vulnerable in controlling unwanted migration and limiting 

permanent settlement. 

 

1.5 Collecting data in the fieldwork 

As the process was based on qualitative data analysis, I used interpretive methodologies 

with the aim of investigating particular issues through “interpreting the interaction between the 

issues and the contexts” (C. Taylor 1971). The technique included categorising the data, linking 

the different sets of arguments and legitimising the data (Schutt 2011). However, the process 

started with data collection. 

The data in this thesis draws on semi-structured interviews conducted during fieldwork, 

and documental research from archival documents, media coverage and secondary materials. The 

fieldwork was conducted in Myanmar, Thailand and Malaysia as they are all main actors in the 

study. Throughout the data collection process, I faced many limitations, mainly the access to the 

data. 

Data Sources 

 I conducted six months of continuous fieldwork in Myanmar, Thailand and Malaysia 

during 2017–2018. Additional fieldwork was conducted in 2019. I carried out semi-structured 

interviews with 60 people. I was able to reach out to most stakeholders who were relevant to the 

migration from Myanmar. Key informants in Myanmar included high-ranking officers from the 

Ministry of Labour and Immigration and Population, labour attachés, Myanmar Overseas 

Employment Agencies Federation, members of parliament, International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM), International Labour Organisation (ILO), Migrant Resource Centres and 

migrant- and labour-related non-governmental organisations (NGOs). In Thailand, I visited the 

Ministry of Labour, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, IOM, recruitment agencies, migrant worker 

activists, migrant-related NGOs, ethnic-based organisations and a refugee camp. During the 
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fieldwork in Malaysia, I interviewed a high-ranking officer from Malaysia’s Ministry of Human 

Resources, labour activists, migrant worker activists and leaders of all ethnic-based refugee 

communities. During the interviews, I used open-ended questions relating to Myanmar’s 

emigration policies and their perceptions. Most informants found it more comfortable to give 

verbal consent than to sign the consent form. Some informants did not allow me to record their 

voices. However, I had direct contacts for most of them and noted down all of their identities for 

my reference. All in all, I selected informants according to the level of relevance to my research 

and the availability of the connection. 

I gained trust from almost all the informants due to the existing connections, snowball 

methods and my identity. Initial contacts came through my family and my NGO friends to allow 

access to some informants. I also made connections through researchers I met at an academic 

conference in Myanmar studies. All of them were intermediaries whom I could refer to when 

conducting purposive sampling and snowballing techniques to find more samples. Most of the 

interviewees from non-governmental agencies were glad to share their stories with the expectation 

that I would disseminate the data, and that would help their campaigns. In contrast, to approach 

the governments, I utilised the apolitical side of international labour migration. Sometimes, the set 

of questions needed to be adjusted. In Myanmar, I built trust among informants based on my gender 

and race, being a young female researcher from a neighbouring country, and it is likely that a white 

male researcher would have received a different result. My identity benefitted my access to many 

interviewees because I seemed harmless to them. Moreover, I can speak Burmese at lower-

intermediate level which encouraged trust from most informants in Myanmar. In Thailand and 

Malaysia, I could use my professional background as a researcher to guarantee my credibility when 

I reached government officials. As a native Thai, I could easily communicate with all Thai 

informants and even some Burmese activists and migrants who have lived in Thailand. 

Although the thesis adopts a state-centric approach, the interviews of non-

governmental local agencies and migrant communities were essential to complement insufficient 

data. Even though I could interview high-ranking government officers, they were not all always 

forthright with granting access to data.  The observations of NGOs and migrants on the ground 

helped direct me to further sources of data and to contextualise state policies in practice. For 

example, I developed a fundamental understanding of how the Malaysian government manages 
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ethnic refugees from Myanmar because of my interviews and visits conducted in Kuala Lumpur. 

There I discovered how the state policy is really undertaken, and that knowledge helped me find 

the right way to analyse the flows of Myanmar migrants in Malaysia and understand how the 

Myanmar government was involved with the issue. 

To reduce the possibility of deficits arising from challenges in conducting fieldwork in 

a non-democratic country, I relied on data collection from a wide range of primary and secondary 

materials in English, Thai and Burmese. Primary materials included law and regulations, official 

announcements in published versions and websites, bilateral agreements, negotiation statements, 

international agencies’ official reports, ethnic organisations’ reports and speeches of high-ranking 

government officers. Some documents were easily found online, and the government of Myanmar 

websites had started uploading in 2012. I was given some documents in trust from NGOs, even 

though the documents were not publicly accessible. Embassy reports, letters of Myanmar officials 

and minutes in meetings between Myanmar and Thailand were collected from the archival section 

of Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Secondary sources included existing literature on 

Myanmar migration, as well as literature on Myanmar’s foreign relations. Some of them provided 

extensive empirical data on Myanmar emigration policies and some provided statistical data which 

was not available in official sources. 

Furthermore, I draw upon migration-related news and articles in newspapers and media 

coverage to find stronger evidence of the perceptions and attitude of Myanmar’s governments. The 

state-run newspaper in Myanmar, namely Myanma Alin (the New Light of Myanmar) and Kyemon 

(the Mirror), contain many op-eds that reflected how the regime had opinions on specific incidents. 

They are affiliated as instruments of the government. These newspapers are published in English 

and Burmese.  Though the versions are not completely identical, the op-eds relating to foreign 

affairs are the same. Therefore, I conducted documental surveys of these state-run newspapers in 

English and Burmese to understand the state’s perceptions during 1995-2001. The old newspapers 

have been preserved in Myanmar’s National Library in Yangon, National Library in Naypyidaw 

and the Central Library of Yangon University. For the news since 2002, I mostly relied on Burma 

Bulletin, a monthly published by the Altsean Burma, to survey all the headlines throughout the 

period from 2002 until 2017. Furthermore, I engaged in a detailed reading of all news articles 

related to international migration of Myanmar people. The Myanmar Times, Irrawaddy and 
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Mizzima often update the situations of Myanmar migrant workers and government actions on the 

issue. Other media coverages were also used if they reported the relevant news or published 

government statements. 

Limitations 
  

 The first set of limitations of data collection is related to the availability and reliability of 

data. This is due to both the characteristics of the Myanmar state and the complications of cross-

border mobility. Myanmar’s low bureaucratic capacity to archive official data led to the absence 

of important background information on migration and the lack of comprehensiveness of existing 

data. For example, the official data released by one officer of the Ministry of Labour (Saw Naing 

n.d.) significantly underestimated the number of overseas workers. In the other words, the 

government data suffered from underreporting, and thus there is no reliable database of Myanmar’s 

overseas labours stocks and flows before 2012.  Researchers have to rely on reports of international 

organisations or the statistics from receiving states. However, the Myanmar government gradually 

released data to the outside world and became more accessible to external observers after 2011. 

 The complexity of migratory processes also contributes to the lack of reliable data on 

migration. Even for the receiving states, unregistered migrants who cross borders through 

unofficial channels create difficulties for governments to track and document their stocks. Some 

are assimilated into the host societies and change their legal statuses. The number of migrants 

recorded are always lower than actual numbers because of irregular migration. Receiving states’ 

policies to categorise migrant workers and refugees may intensify the complication in archiving 

data as well. The states may even define new terms for labelling migrants and refugees in order to 

prevent them from being identifiable. Similarly, the transnational nature of migration also causes 

difficulties in accessing remittance data due to the use of informal channels through hundi agents. 

The inherent characteristics of migration and the inefficiency in collecting data were the main 

obstacles to the availability and reliability of data. 

 The second set of limitations occurred in the fieldwork in Myanmar. Interviewing 

governmental officers in a non-democratic atmosphere is challenging and requires several creative 

tactics. Fundamentally, it was difficult to reach high-ranking officers in Myanmar as a scholar. 

Such officials were still concerned about spying and they were often reluctant to talk to foreigners 
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about details. To reach these informants, strong personal connections and proper cultural etiquette 

based on client-patron relations were highly necessary. Before I interviewed the first Burmese 

government officer, I had to formally introduce myself to the other high-ranking officers in a 

proper dinner hosted by my intermediary. The other requisite etiquette procedure involved giving 

expensive gifts to all governmental officers as a means of paying respect. A knowledge on these 

courtesies could only be acquired from direct experience and wrong inappropriate manners would 

have produced retrogressive consequences. Once I had the opportunity to interview officers, 

almost all of them were reluctant to answer my questions even though I avoided raising any 

political issues. I began the interviews by asking about the bureaucratic elements of emigration to 

reduce mistrust before attempting to discuss political matters. As Myanmar’s emigration policies 

currently adhere to international norms, most government officers provided answers that related 

to these norms and stuck to only technical explanations. Due to their concerns, they repeatedly 

asked me not to provide the names of all government interviewees and they took a photo of me as 

a record. Some high-ranking officers attempted to dominate my interviews by directly emphasising 

their superiority over me. Furthermore, there was one instance when more powerful personnel 

interrupted several times while I was interviewing lower-ranked officers.  I then developed ways 

to introduce myself and my research to different types of informants. Also, I needed to be flexible 

and tolerant towards all kinds of challenges. And, as mentioned above, I utilised my ethnicity, 

gender, and ability to speak Burmese as much as I could. 

In addition, Myanmar society, before the 2021 coup, was undergoing a transition 

towards modernity and democracy, and this created a special environment for research. Foreign 

researchers were not immediately excluded, but some places were still reserved only for citizens. 

The old national library in Yangon required complicated steps for me as a foreigner to register. 

Yet the fieldwork in Myanmar would likely have been more difficult before the political transition. 

An additional constraint on my fieldwork was the language barrier. My Burmese language 

proficiency was sufficient to enable me to live in Myanmar, but I could not communicate at an 

academic level or sufficiently in formal contexts.  Therefore, I sometimes relied on an interpreter. 

However, the situation was more difficult when I was not permitted to use a voice recorder and 

the interpreter was not able to take down notes of the data for me. In this kind of situation, some 

data might have been lost.  



47 
 

1.6 Looking Forward 

 

The thesis is organised in chronological order to enable readers to understand the shift in 

emigration policies and practices. Chapter 2 lays out the historical background to situate the role 

of ethnic politics in international migration from Myanmar. It explains Myanmar’s development 

into a sending state after having been started as a refugee-producing state, which was mainly 

caused by the ethnic conflict. The mixed-motivated migration and the power of receiving states’ 

classification turned the majority of displaced persons into economic migrants. Thus, Myanmar 

became a source country of labours.  

Chapters 3 to 7 conduct a comparative analysis of several within-country cases. Chapters 

3 and 4 establish the purpose of defending the international intervention of ethnic politics as a 

foreign policy goal in the making of Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices vis-à-vis 

receiving states. Thailand is the most prominent case in these two chapters, while other receiving 

states, including Malaysia, are discussed to further confirm the explanation. Under the ruling of 

the military government, Myanmar refused to cooperate with Thailand regarding international 

migration and delayed the implementation of the bilateral agreement. Chapter 5 assesses the 

reformation of Myanmar’s international migration policy in accordance with international norms 

in the context of a hybrid civilian–military government. The hybrid regime’s new foreign policy 

goal was to engage with international communities, which opened up direct collaborative 

opportunities between international organisations and Myanmar’s government. Chapter 6 explains 

how Myanmar’s quasi-civilian government had bilateral migration relations with receiving states. 

In a default setting, Myanmar’s government allowed labour exports to all receiving states while 

emphasising the protection of migrants through bilateral negotiations and banning. It further 

explains how Myanmar became an emigration state in transition by comparing the dynamics 

demonstrated in the case of Myanmar with those found in other sending states. Chapter 7 stressed 

how Myanmar utilised international migration to target receiving states on specific purposes -

namely protection of its overseas workers and the preservation a traditional foreign policy goal of 

non-interference in Myanmar’s ethnic politics. 
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Finally, Chapter 8 provides a conclusion of the thesis. It summarises the key findings, 

particularly detailing how foreign policy objectives imbricate Myanmar’s emigration policies and 

practices and the contributions of the thesis.  

 

  



49 
 

Chapter 2:  The Origin of Myanmar as a sending state 
 

Introduction  

 

Myanmar was not originally a labour-migrant-producing state. The initial outflow of 

people from the country was not attributable to voluntary migration or the state’s emigration 

policies. Instead, tens of thousands of ethnic minority populations fleeing from endless ethnic 

conflicts to neighbouring countries caused Myanmar to be widely recognised as a refugee-

producing state. State actors, mainly the military government and the army, directly ruled the 

governments under the authoritarian regimes since the 1962 coup. The authoritarian regime 

played a crucial role in creating these refugees, though ethnic armed groups (EAGs) were 

involved as well. Moreover, political instability and economic hardship under the rule of the 

military government forced more and more people to flee and at the same time motivated them 

to find better employment opportunities abroad.  

In order to capture the speciality of Myanmar as an emigration state, this chapter 

describes how ethnic politics became a major element in the country’s emigration. The ethnic 

conflict not only caused the cross-border mobility of people, but it also had unintended 

consequences that impelled Myanmar to become a migrant-sending state. Flight from conflict 

and the quest for better opportunities in receiving states that lacked viable refugee protection 

forced most displaced people into labour migrants. At the same time, the economic push-pull 

factors between Myanmar and these receiving states attracted more economic migrants of which 

the majority were undocumented; they were categorised as members of the same flows as those 

of the ethnic minorities fleeing from conflict. Therefore, the origin of Myanmar as a sending 

state has its roots in the domestic ethnic politics that played a crucial role in driving cross-border 

labour migration.  

2.1 A refugee-producing state 

 

The term ‘refugee-producing state’ refers to a state that is a source of displaced people 

leaving the state for “well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (Convention Relating to 
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the Status of Refugees 1951). Some refugee-producing states may ruthlessly expel particularly 

unwanted lower classes or ethnic groups which have no political affiliates (Weiner 1985; Zolberg 

1989). Other states may indirectly force the displacement through repressive state power and 

internal armed conflicts. These refugee-producing states are largely authoritarian, fragile, or failed 

states (Betts 2013a). In Teitelbaum’s study (2002), he addresses the typology of ‘refugee-producer 

states’ in which some states include “Rwanda, Burundi, Zaire/Congo, Mozambique, Sudan, 

Somalia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, Cuba, Haiti, 

Bosnia, Croatia, Kosovo, Turkey, Iraq and Algeria”. In this study, Myanmar fell into the same 

category as these non-liberal states. 

Myanmar was internationally recognised as a refugee-producing state because major 

political conflicts caused mass migrations of millions of people, particularly before the transition 

to a quasi-civilian regime. Myanmar’s military regime has made several attempts to rule the 

country as a unitary state in spite of its multiple ethnic populations. To accomplish this ultimate 

goal, Myanmar’s military has been fighting against EAGs, causing complicated ethnic conflicts 

and nationwide human rights abuses. To examine how armed conflict became the most significant 

push factor behind the exodus of ethnic minority people to neighbouring countries, this section 

explains the history of Myanmar’s ethnic politics and how the displacement led to 

internationalisation of the conflict. 

The Military Regime in an Ethnically Diverse Country 

Myanmar is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, home to more than 

a hundred different ethno-linguistic groups. Non-Burmese people constitute at least one-third of 

Myanmar’s total population. According to Myanmar’s national constitution, the administration of 

Myanmar is divided into seven Burmese regions and seven ethnic states where seven major ethnic 

groups are concentrated, namely Shan, Kachin, Karen, Karenni, Rakhine, Chin and Mon. Most of 

the major ethnicities are further divided into sub-ethnic groups. Complicating matters, there are 

some minority populations who are not related to the majority groups in each ethnic state in any 

way, such as Pa-O, Kayan, Palaung, Wa, Kokang, Lahu, Naga, and Rohingya. Myanmar’s ethnic 

politics can be attributed to colonialism (R. H. Taylor 2005; Sai Kham Mong 2007). The separation 

of the ethnic states and the categorisation of ethnic races derive from the divide-and-rule policy of 

the British colonial era (Lall 2016, 93) in which different ethnic groups enjoyed differing degrees 
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of independence (South 2008, 25). The 1931 census, which was conducted during the period of 

British rule in Myanmar, attempted to provide a detailed ethnic breakdown. This census also 

approximated more Burman ethnic population than existed in reality (Smith 1991, 30).11 The 

census, which distinguished 135 ‘national races’12 was the basis of the Burmese government’s 

1992 official classification of all major ethnicities. It was used by the Burmese authorities as a 

legal reference to define citizenship.  

The major historical moment that caused ethnic tensions in Myanmar was the 1947 

Panglong Agreement signed between Aung San representing the Burman majority and some other 

major ethnic groups including Chin, Kachin, and Shan leaders (South 2008, 25). Most Karen 

leaders boycotted the agreement negotiations, and no representatives from Mon and Arakan 

(Rakhine) were invited to the negotiations. The agreement guaranteed full autonomy or the right 

to secession to the Frontier Areas after a ten-year trial period and referendum. Consequently, the 

1947 constitution allowed a quasi-federal system to be set up in which ethnic states could exercise 

minor de facto powers under the administration of the central government. The agreement set 

proclamations that ethnic groups would reclaim the full autonomy the Burman had promised to 

them. 

Moreover, the emergence of ethnic nationalist movements and armed groups increasingly 

emerged during the late 1950s and 1960s (Lall 2016, 94). Among 40 EAGs,13 some well-known 

and powerful EAGs include Karen National Union (KNU), Karenni National Progressive Party, 

Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), Democratic Kayin Buddhist Army (DKBA), Shan State 

Army (SSA), Chin National Front, New Mon State Army, Kachin Independence Organisation 

(KIO), and Kachin National Organisation. These insurgent groups positioned themselves as the 

defenders of minority populations. They controlled or maintained civilian populations in their 

homelands because these populations were the source of their legitimacy and material support.  

 
11 It ended up distinguishing too many ethnic sub-groups, such as 44 sub-groups among the Chin ethnic groups and 

is widely believed to be deeply flawed since the census put the major Burman ethnic population at approximately 65 

per cent and recorded many Buddhist Karen as Burmans.  
12 Directly translated from the Burmese term ‘lu myo’. The number of national races and people belonging to the 

races are believed to be inaccurate and too fragmented because the government deliberately downplayed the 

proportion of ethnic minorities in the official census. 
13 Before the 2010 election, the number of EAGs decreased to 25 because some EAGs merged with each other (Lall 

2016, 263). 
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Despite the extremely diverse ethnic context and the agreement which guaranteed the 

autonomy of certain ethnic groups, the Burmese army acted as the principal agent for national 

salvation in the post-independence era. Since Burma gained independence in 1948, the 

fundamental force behind the country’s politics has been its army, called the Tatmadaw. The 

military regarded itself as a caretaker and nation builder (Smith 1999). It has transformed itself 

several times to consolidate its military power over the country. After 1948, civilian governments 

formally governed the Union of Burma.14 Then in 1958, the government asked the army chief, 

General Ne Win, to serve Burma as an interim Prime Minister to end the political turbulence 

caused by communist and ethnic movements.15 That government’s invitation opened the way for 

the army to seize political control before subjecting the country to total authoritarian rule through 

an army coup led by Ne Win in 1962. The military ruled Myanmar in the form of a single party16 

socialist government that adhered to the agenda of ‘the Burmese Way to Socialism’ from 1962 to 

late 1988. Therefore, the monolithic authoritarian regime, a consolidation of the army and the 

military government, became entrenched in power in 1962. In 1988, following the popular 

nationwide pro-democracy uprising, the army seized power again in another military coup. It 

consolidated its power under the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), which was 

reconstituted as the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) in 1997, which in turn was 

dissolved in 2011. 

With the goal of securing the regime, the Tatmadaw aimed to undermine the strength of 

ethnic minorities in order to preserve the cohesive integrity of the unitary state. The Tatmadaw 

conceived the idea of an independent nation dominated by ethnic Burman people. To this end, it 

strove to prevent the disintegration of the Union (Callahan 2005), and especially the attempts of 

ethnic minorities at secession (Steinberg 2001, 72).  South (2008, 28) contended that “this exercise 

in nation/state-building saw diverse . . . minority cultures, histories and socio-political aspirations 

subsumed under a homogenising “Burmese” national identity”. The Burmese army’s idea of 

national security led to its efforts to ensure its command over opponents who were destructive to 

 
14 The name of the country was changed from Burma to Myanmar in 1989 by the military government. This raised 

the issue of legitimacy and led to controversy over the adoption of the new name among the international 

community. 
15 The most powerful movement was the Shan Federal Movement, led by Sao Shwe Thaik, fighting for the right to 

secession in 10 years according to the 1947 Constitution and the Panglong Agreement.  
16 The party was called the Burma Socialist Programme Party.  
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state unity. The main tool that the regime used to tackle the powers and capacities of ethnic 

minorities was military domination (Steinberg 2001, 70), followed by several political strategies 

to maintain the regime’s security. 

Ethnic Conflict: the main cause of displacement  
 

As stated above, the military regime after 1962 attempted to suppress ethnic armed groups 

through military action and certain political projects.  The army used harsh military action as the 

main instrument for its counter-insurgency campaigns targeted at ethnic minorities. At the same 

time, the government proposed three main political projects including ceasefire agreements, the 

Border Areas Development Program and the Border Guard Force in order to demobilise the ethnic 

armed groups. These actions of the regime gave rise to endless internal war and ethnic tension, 

which forced a massive number of ethnic minorities to leave their hometowns. 

To contain the actions of major EAGs, the regime undertook more militarisation in EAG-

controlled areas. Ne Win’s ‘Burmese Way to Socialism’ exacerbated the ethnic conflict, with the 

army increasingly fighting against ethnic insurgencies17 across the country. Ne Win’s 1984 

counter-insurgency strategy, called the ‘Four Cuts’, aimed at undermining EAG capabilities18 (Lall 

2016, 95; Smith 1991, 387) by separating them from their civilian sources of support. Sometimes 

the relocation of civilians was used as a strategy to undermine the strength of armed groups. 

Moreover, the government established local militias called Ka Kwe Ye to operate anti-insurgent 

campaigns in ethnic areas (South 2008, 34). This particularly took place in the Eastern Tenasserim 

Division in Karen State, Southern Mon State, Southern Karenni State, Eastern Karenni State, 

Southern Shan State, parts of Chin State, and Sagaing Division (South 2008, 79).  

While military actions were being undertaken, the SPDC military government carried out 

several political projects to help reduce the strength of the EAGs. Firstly, the regime introduced 

ceasefire agreements. The government, led by General Khin Nyunt, signed armed ceasefire 

agreements with around seventeen EAGs in 1989. The ethnic groups included in the 1990s 

 
17The army also targeted communists. Until 1979, some ethnic rebel movements were led by the Burmese 

Communist Party.  
18 The Tatmadaw attempted to cut armed groups’ resources including food, entertainment, intelligence, recruits, and 

supply routes. 
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ceasefire agreements were Kachin, Karenni, Shan, Rakhine, Mon, Wa, Pa-O, and Palaung. The 

ceasefires were rarely successful (Vaddhanaphuti 2011, 49) since conflicts in Karen-, Karenni-, 

and Shan-controlled areas continued. Also, only a few of EAGs complied with the government’s 

proposals (Egreteau 2016, 101). Secondly, the Border Areas Development Program was another 

political project which was initiated in 1989, the same year the ceasefires started (South 2008, 51). 

It was brought under the Ministry for the Progress of Border Areas and National Races (or Na Ta 

La) in 1992. A promising development for some border areas affected by armed conflicts was 

when the ministry started providing them with infrastructure,19 mainly roads (Lall 2016, 16).20 The 

programme was a tool used by the government to extend its authority into areas controlled by 

EAGs (Jones 2016, 101). This development program increased scepticism among ethnic minorities 

as they saw the program as one of the ‘Four Cuts’ instruments to intrude ethnic areas and exploit 

local resources. The SPDC regime did little to address nationality-related grievances and 

implement political reform during more than two decades since it came to power (Smith 2015).  

Ethnic conflict through military operations and ethnic tensions stoked by the government’s 

political projects had a direct impact on mass migration. The internal warfare forced people to flee 

to neighbouring countries (Hoffstaedter 2014, 872) and to some border areas inside the country. 

Displacement was mostly due to individual decisions or due to insurgent groups’ decisions, yet 

people fled Myanmar to protect themselves from the Tatmadaw. Moreover, counter-insurgency 

strategies involved the forced relocation of civilian populations within their own territory to 

undermine the ability of villagers to support armed ethnic groups (South 2008, 86).21 The Burmese 

soldiers sometimes torched villages, confiscated their crops or destroyed their lands (Smith 1991, 

397). The forced relocation is tantamount to the forced migration that results from armed-conflict 

because ongoing armed conflicts and counter-insurgency operations continued to directly affect 

local villagers’ daily lives and security, forcing them to leave their homes.  Ethnic minorities 

continued to face various forms of violence, such as extrajudicial executions, ill treatment, rape, 

and torture. Moreover, post-armed conflict situations in ceasefire areas further led to more conflict-

 
19 Five thousand miles of roads, over 800 bridges, 46 dams, over 1,000 schools, almost 400 hospitals and health 

centres, and other kinds of infrastructure.  
20 The government claimed that 65 million US dollars had been spent for the project by 2005 (South 2008, 51). 
21 Since the 1960s, the Tatmadaw has systematically relocated civilians it deems sympathetic to armed ethnic 

groups. The army issued relocation orders to village leaders directly either using written documents or verbal orders. 
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induced displacement. In the context of natural resource extraction and infrastructure construction 

after the military occupation or development activities, the Tatmadaw and some other armed 

groups carried out land confiscation, predatory taxation, or forced labour (South 2008, 79–80). All 

these violent incidents resulted in continuous cross-border movements of ethnic people 

predominantly to Thailand (Lall 2016, 97; Moretti 2015, 72; Trichote 2005, 14–16). 

 

Internationalisation of the conflict  

Massive displacement of ethnic minorities from Myanmar was the impetus for the 

internationalisation of Myanmar’s decades of ethnic conflict. Because of the geographical 

proximity to Myanmar, Thailand became a host country for tens of thousands of displaced people 

from the Shan, Karen, Karenni and Mon states (Kerdmongkol 2012; Lall 2016, 97). Moreover, 

protracted armed and political conflicts in the country also forced Chin people and some ethnic 

people from other states to leave for Malaysia with the hope of resettling there. The massive flows 

of ethnic people into Thailand and Malaysia emphasised Myanmar’s status of being a refugee-

producing state. 

The Shan and Karen ethnic groups constitute the majority of ethnic displaced persons in 

Thailand, followed by Karenni and Mon. As for Karen people, during the heavy fighting in the 

late 1980s, the number of refugees in Thailand rapidly rose to over 40,000 (Smith 1991, 408). 

Further extensive mass migration took place among Shan people. Hundreds of thousands of Shan 

individuals had to flee the endless conflict between the Burmese army and the armed group called 

the Shan State Army, as well as conflict between the Shan State Army and other minorities in Shan 

State. All in all, during the late 1980s, more than 300,000 ethnic minorities crossed the border into 

Thailand  (Myat Mon 2010, 34). 

The first internationally recognised refugee camp was started by Thai authorities in 1984 

when they established of a semi-permanent confined refugee camp at Thai-Burma border, with the 

support of a network of NGOs, led by the Burmese Border Consortium,22 which began to grant 

 
22 Several INGOs led by a consortium of INGOs named the Thailand-Burma Border Consortium supplied these 

refugees with food, shelter, health services, education, and other necessities. Other non-governmental agencies 

included, for example, COERR Foundation, Doctors Without Borders (MSF) and International Rescue Committee. 
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temporary refuge to refugees. Consequently, unlike the situation that prevailed in previous years, 

ethnic refugees settled down permanently and Thailand formally became a host state (Banki and 

Lang 2008).  This first international response took place after the Burmese government and 

military under Ne Win struck against Karen armed forces (Myat Mon 2010, 34; Rhoden 2019, 5). 

Apart from the consortium of international non-governmental agencies, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)’s scheme became increasingly more involved since 1998 

by providing humanitarian emergency aid, as well as operating a resettlement programme. As of 

2009, Only 153,882 displaced people (Chantavanich 2007, 12; The Border Consortium 2007; 

KHRG 2009, 3) were officially registered and allowed to live in authorised camps along the 

Thailand-Myanmar border. There were originally as many as 42 refugee camps, but this number 

decreased to 9 camps23 in the late 2000s, for the sake of management and control. Among the 

existing nine camps, five hold Karen refugees, and the other four hold Karenni refugees (South 

2008, 82). The main ethnic groups in these refugee camps are predominantly Karen (79.1 per cent), 

followed by Karenni (10.3 per cent) and Mon24 (0.7 per cent) (The Border Consortium 2014, 71).  

Figure 6: Proportion of ethnic groups in Thailand’s refugee camps (The Border Consortium 2014) 

 

 
23 1) Ban Mai Nai Soi, Mae Hong Son; 2) Ban Mae Surin, Mae Hong Son; 3) Mae La Oon, Mae Hong Son; 4) Mae 

Ra Ma Luang, Mae Hong Son; 5) Mae La, Tak; 6) Umpiem Mai, Tak; 7) Nu Po, Tak; 8) Ban Don Yang, 

Kanchanaburi; 9) Tham Hin, Ratchaburi. 
24 Mon people are no longer acknowledged by the Thai government as ‘persons fleeing from fighting’ after an 

agreement was signed between the NMSP and the SPDC. 
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Legally, all displaced people were illegal migrants and fell under the same category as 

undocumented migrant workers. To avoid legally complying with international law on the 

protection of refugees, the 1951 Refugee Convention to which Thailand is not a party, Thai 

government has officially avoided using the term ‘refugees’ altogether. The expressions ‘persons 

fleeing from fighting’, ‘persons of concern’, and ‘temporarily displaced people’ have been used 

de jure instead. While residing in camps, refugees were not granted permission to work according 

to Thai domestic law.  

The existence of refugee camps in Thailand internationalised Myanmar’s ethnic conflict 

due to certain involvement that refugee had with armed groups. It was true that some refugees 

along the Thailand-Myanmar border were members of EAGs. Moreover, the involvement of the 

EAGs was not confined to the border between Myanmar and Thailand; they also had contact with 

some of the people across the border. Transnational activities involving ethnic conflict kept 

occurring in refugee camps. First, EAGs had direct relations with some refugees residing in camps. 

For example, the KNLA remained in regular contact with families who registered as refugees in 

Thailand from the mid-1980s onwards. About half of over 6,000 newly recruited members of the 

KNLA in 2007 were refugees. As for the KNU, some of its political leaders were living in refugee 

camps as well (South 2008, 56–57). Some refugees were active members of insurgent groups who 

sought refuge after being defeated so that they could prepare for further attacks against the 

Burmese Army (Myoe 2002, 81–82). Second, refugee camps sometimes attracted conflict. For 

instance, the DKBA25 attacked Karen refugee camps more than ten times during 1995–1998 (South 

2008, 58). 

Apart from Thailand, Malaysia is the second most preferred destination for ethnic refugees. 

Refugees from Myanmar account for as much as 90 per cent of the total number of refugees in 

Malaysia (Nah 2010; Petcharamesree 2016, 178).26 There were approximately 57,000 to 58,000 

Myanmar refugees registered with the UNHCR in Malaysia during the first decade of the 2000s 

(Nah 2010, 29; United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 2009, 13). 27 The outflow of 

specific ethnic groups to Malaysia, as a remote neighbouring country, occurs in a completely 

 
25 It acted as a proxy militia of the Tatmadaw. 
26 The remaining refugees are from Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, and Sri Lanka. 
27 As of 2010, there were 63,572 UNHCR-registered people of concern, and 91 per cent of them came from 

Myanmar. 
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different pattern to the outflow to Thailand, as an immediate neighbouring country. The refugees 

to Malaysia did not cross borders only to flee from conflict; they were encouraged to travel farther 

because of the availability of refugee schemes and social networks of certain ethnic groups. Among 

the different ethnic groups, the Chin ethnic group forms the largest group of refugees in Malaysia 

and the largest group that has registered with the UNHCR in Malaysia (Hoffstaedter 2014, 871). 

Chin ethnic people were forced to leave Myanmar because of the torture, forced labour, and black 

economy they faced in Chin State. A representative of Chin community in Kuala Lumpur said that 

some Chin people believe that religion was another factor causing them to flee as most Chin people 

are Christian (Interview ER1 2018). These Chin ethnic refugees established communities of sub-

ethnic groups that mostly spoke different local languages and followed the geographical pattern of 

Chin State. They congregated in Malaysia because of UNHCR Malaysia’s faster process for 

granting refugee status. The social networks among existing Chin communities in Malaysia have 

continuously attracted homogenous individuals to the host state.  

Malaysia has a distinguished framework from Thailand in dealing with refugees: refugees 

are not required to stay in refugee camps but survive in the urban scene under the protection of the 

UNHCR. The formal mechanism of managing refugees in Malaysia falls under the umbrella of 

international involvement, namely, the UNHCR. On a practical level the framework is operated 

by ethnic associations authorised by the UNHCR. Most Myanmar refugees have been eligible to 

register for a UNHCR card and have been granted temporary protection while waiting to be 

resettled in third countries (Hoffstaedter 2014, 872). From 1995 until the late 2000s, around 40,000 

refugees from Myanmar were resettled in the United States, and many of them resided in Malaysia 

before being sent to the United States by the UNHCR (United States Senate Committee on Foreign 

Relations 2009, 1). The UNHCR’s refugee registrations in Malaysia have been outsourced to 

ethnic community leaders. According to interviews of a Chin organisation in Kuala Lumpur and a 

Malaysian non-governmental organisation, each community was responsible for registering its 

own population based on its ethnic origins, and even sub-ethnic origins, derived from the ethnic 

demography in Myanmar (Interview ER1 2018; Interview MYNGO1 2018). They explained that 

each community was established in a form of formal association, self-funded through membership 

fees with the UNHCR providing mainly registration and documentation support (Interview 

MYNGO1 2018). All ethnic groups who became refugees in the urban areas of Malaysia 
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established a joint civil society organisation called the Coalition of Burma Ethnics Malaysia28 

(Hoffstaedter 2014, 876). Malaysia, therefore, becomes a host country of refugees who are ethnic 

minorities from Myanmar. 

All in all, ethnic conflict in Myanmar caused transboundary consequences for Thailand and 

Malaysia in the form of displaced people. The majority of migrants living in Thailand and Malaysia 

are the product of ethnic conflict. They were forced to leave Myanmar and became illegal migrants 

in the destination countries.  

Unintended Consequences  
 

Myanmar’s inability and unwillingness to control the exit of emigrants fleeing from ethnic 

conflict bolstered Myanmar’s status of being a refugee-producing state. As for those who were 

recognised as national races of Myanmar, the military regime did not deliberately expel them to 

cross the border, even if the regime was the central agent in the civil war. Its inability to control 

the border became a loophole for displaced ethnic persons to cross the border. In contrast, the 

military regime was unwilling to keep their unwanted population, which included rebels and 

certain unrecognised  ethnic groups, namely the Rohingya and some Indians. 

 Myanmar’s exit control was fundamentally different from some cases of authoritarian 

states due to ethnic classification. The diversity of ethnic minorities in Myanmar could not be 

compared to countries with co-ethnic populations. Many authoritarian governments, such as those 

in Cuba, Turkmenistan and Belarus, did not allow freedom of exit. Some communist governments 

fear the mass exodus of their citizens (Weiner and Münz 1997) because they regard emigrants as 

deserters, defectors, or even traitors. This attitude served these authoritarian regimes’ political 

goals of controlling their citizens and restraining them from joining the free world (Zolberg 1989). 

North Korea, as one of the world’s most authoritarian regimes, severely curtails its citizens’ 

freedom of movement through a ‘shoot to kill’ policy toward nationals who attempt to leave the 

country (Tsourapas 2019b, 3). These states recognised all nationals as citizens that they want to 

keep in. However, the intention of Myanmar’s military regime to prevent the population from 

 
28 This coalition consists of all ethnic groups in Myanmar, including Chin, Arakanese, Kachin, Karen, Mon, Shan, 

and Karenni ethnic groups. 
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leaving was not as significant as the mentioned autocratic states. Myanmar’s restriction on the exit 

of citizens was limited compared to other authoritarian states.  

 Myanmar put little effort into its control over the exit of recognised ethnic minorities, 

whom the military regime considered nationals. In terms of prohibition, the military government 

following the 1988 coup, strictly regulated borderlands through direct border controls and alleged 

development programmes in ethnic areas (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016, 135). According to the 

government’s order, overseas workers who had sneaked across the border and returned Myanmar 

must face six-month sentence and be forced labours for 4-5 years (Ueafuea 1999).29  Even though 

such controls were not successful, due to the lack of capacity to control, they reflected that the 

regime had no intention of forcing most of their citizens to cross the border. The regime intended 

to prohibit wanted nationals from leaving the country. It did not encourage people to and seek 

employment. Moreover, the state’s inability to impose draconian exit controls was applied within 

the territories under the power of EAGs. As the ethnic conflict continued, the Tatmadaw’s power 

could not reach the EAG-controlled areas.  

The military regime was also unwilling to keep some unwanted ethnic populations, such 

as Indians and the Rohingya. These people were considered ‘others’ and non-nationals. Comparing 

to wider cases, states may facilitate the exit of people, particularly unwanted ethnic minorities 

(Zolberg 1989; Weiner 1985). This happens largely within authoritarian countries with high 

degrees of ethnic diversity. These non-liberal regimes are able to ruthlessly expel specific ethnic 

groups which have no political affiliates to protect them. Given the restrictions and exclusions 

practised by law, several unrecognised ethnic groups in Myanmar such as Indians and the 

Rohingya faced more brutal forced migration situations than recognised national races. Indians 

became the main target of such brutality because of anti-colonialist sentiments. In the 1960s, the 

military regime expelled hundreds of thousands of Indian-origin people from Myanmar (South 

2008, 35; H. Marston and Kurlantzick 2019).   

The Rohingya people were another target for expulsion because of the Myanmar 

government’s historical beliefs about the origin of the Rohingya and Myanmar’s Islamophobia. 

The first exodus of Rohingya occurred in 1977–1978 as a result of Operation Nagamin, a military 

 
29 However, in 1998, there was an official order to offer amnesty for those who illegally left Myanmar in order to 

attract returning labours. But such measure was not successful at all.  
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operation to screen out foreigners in Northern Arakan (Human Rights Watch 2000). The operation 

was carried out by the Burmese security forces and as a result of it the Rohingya were forced to 

leave the country. More than 200,000 Rohingya crossed over into Bangladesh to escape 

persecution from the operation  (Steinberg 2001, 245).30 Another exodus of around 250,000 

Rohingyas to Bangladesh occurred in 1991–1992 following a wave of suppression by the 

Tatmadaw (South 2008, 81; UNHCR 2006, 1). Thereafter, Bangladesh and Myanmar, with the 

cooperation of the UNHCR, repatriated some Rohingyas from April 1994 until the late 1990s 

(Khan 2016, 340; Ministry of Immigration and Population 2012, 204). As for those who remained 

in Eastern Bangladesh (UNHCR 2006), some of them were recognised by the United Nations 

(KHRG 2009, 2). Only 28,000 Rohingya lived in refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh 

and around 5,000–10,000 lived in a camp near Teknaf (South 2008, 82). Hundreds of thousands 

of them chose Bangladesh because of its geographical proximity and religious affinities.  

The migratory journey of many displaced Rohingya people did not end there; they 

continued travelling to Thailand and Malaysia. Malaysia was the second most popular host country 

for them. They could live in a Muslim society and find jobs. Thailand, meanwhile, was mainly a 

transit country for those who travelled from Myanmar or Bangladesh and wished to reach 

Malaysia, but some Rohingya people chose to remain in Thailand as well. Therefore, the main 

destination of Rohingya refugees was Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Thailand. 

Myanmar’s lack of capacity to control wanted ethnic minorities and its expulsion of 

unwanted ethnic groups had consequences for mass population mobility. Myanmar had restricted 

the cross-border mobility of recognised national races through draconian exit controls, which did 

not apply to the Rohingya and other Indian origins. However, these recognised ethnic nationals 

could manage to leave Myanmar. The consequence of this outflow of displaced ethnic people 

gradually transformed Myanmar into a labour-sending state. 

 
30 Myanmar and Bangladesh had bilateral meetings with help from the international community. Both countries 

were able to repatriate almost all displaced Rohingyas by 1978–1979. 
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2.2 Becoming a labour-sending state 

Along with the status of a refugee-producing state, Myanmar also gradually became a 

country of origin for labour migration. This gradual transformation into a labour-sending state was 

not initially the country’s intention and the emigration were neither encouraged nor controlled. It 

coincided with the flow of refugees discussed in the previous section, which described how 

Myanmar transformed into a migrant-sending state. A basic factor was that the national economy 

collapsed due to international sanctions and the regime’s mismanagement of that situation. This in 

itself subsequently forced people to search for better economic opportunities abroad. The long-

term political and economic consequences also continued to produce emigrants with dual motives 

– escape from oppression combined with the need to make a better living. In addition, the refugees’ 

protracted duration of living also affected the following migratory patterns due to the lack of 

refugee protection in receiving states. This reason forced latter waves of refugees to become work- 

seekers. Therefore, Myanmar’s ethnic politics unwittingly became an important element of the 

cross-border labour migration from Myanmar. This transformation of Myanmar from being a 

‘refugee-producing’ state to becoming a ‘labour-sending’ state was significantly defined by 

receiving states.   

An Unavoidable Factor: Economic Push-Pull Factors  

Apart from ethnic conflict that forced people to leave Myanmar, conventional economic 

push and pull factors reinforced endless cross-border labour migration to mainly Thailand and 

Malaysia. The exacerbating push factor of life-threatening levels of poverty and vulnerability was 

found everywhere in Myanmar. The political and economic failures were all a result of the 

administration of the SPDC military regime (KHRG 2009, 20). Myanmar became one of the 

poorest countries in Southeast Asia. At the same time, tremendous labour demands from Thailand 

and Malaysia created powerful pull factors which consistently attracted economic migrants from 

Myanmar. As such, political instability combined with ethnic conflict has led to widespread 

economic hardship among Myanmar citizens. The movements of economic migrants from 

Myanmar were mixed products of several dimensions such as the military government’s ill-

managed policies, the lack of welfare services, land confiscation, a high rate of unemployment, the 

extreme poverty due to the government repression and internal warfare, and the rent-seeking 

activities of the private sector (Trichote 2005, 51; South 2008, 80; Myint-U 2012, 27). One 
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researcher from the Asian Research Center for Migration in 2003 found that almost 80 percent of 

Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand had no jobs in their hometowns (Chantavanich et al 2007, 

2).  These complicated political and economic conditions offered marginal populations limited 

choices for survival and compelled people to find better opportunities outside their hometowns. A 

scholar in Myanmar politics, South (2008, 80), refers to economic migration from Myanmar as 

“Livelihoods Vulnerability-Induced Displacement”, which implies that these migrants can be 

considered a type of forced migration. 

The Burmese military regime’s nationalist policies further exacerbated the deterioration of 

the country’s economic structure. The decline began in 1962 when Ne Win’s Burmese Way to 

Socialism during the 1960s and 1970s forced the country into economic isolation. Myanmar’s 

internationally-isolated economy deteriorated even further throughout the 1990s and 2000s when 

international sanctions and boycotts followed the 1988 coup and the military regime’s suppression 

of pro-democracy movements. Over these fifty years, Myanmar’s economy was centralised in the 

hands of the Tatmadaw and its networks, resulting in a wider economic gap and weaker middle 

classes (Myint-U 2012, 27). The country’s economic failure compelled people to find overseas 

employment and these migrants were not limited to ethnic minorities; Burman people were also 

forced by economic conditions to become migrant workers. 

In contrast, Thailand’s rapid economic growth, which arose from a high level of 

industrialisation during the early 1990s, was an important pull factor for low-skilled workers from 

neighbouring countries (Chantavanich 2007, 1). Thailand’s economic boom increased the rate of 

employment and led to a shortage of low-skilled labour. Labour-intensive industries, such as 

construction, agriculture and fisheries in large cities and border areas have high demand for low-

cost, unskilled workers in order to become more economically competitive (Chantavanich 2007, 

1; Kerdmongkol 2012, 7). Thai people avoid these manual jobs as the Thai workforce has become 

increasingly more skilled. Moreover, Thailand has a low population growth. To ease the scarcity 

of unskilled workers, migrants became important sources of cheap and flexible labour for Thailand 

(World Bank 2006, 8). They have contributed to Thailand’s economic growth (World Bank 2006, 

10).  

Similarly, Malaysia’s labour-intensive industry had been attracting labourers from 

Myanmar since the 1980s when Malaysia was emerging as a New Industrialising Economy of the 
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region. Rapid industrialisation expanded employment opportunities, resulting in extensive labour 

shortages and a demand for labour that exceeded the number of local labourers by a wide margin.31 

(Lean and Hoong 1983, 279; Chavez 2007, 368). Labour migration into Malaysia can 

predominantly be attributed to the country’s continuous economic growth and development, which 

was caused by export-led development programmes and modernisation projects under Malaysia’s 

New Economic Policy started in the early 1970s (Liow 2003, 47; Nah 2012, 490). Among Asian 

countries, Malaysia became the biggest employer of foreign workers in 1999 (Kaur 2006, 38).  

The uneven level of economic growth between Myanmar and both major receiving 

countries plays an important role in encouraging people to leave Myanmar in search of higher 

incomes and job opportunities (Kaur 2006, 27). Both receiving countries rely on migrant workers 

not only in export-oriented sectors but also in low-skilled jobs which are undesirable for local 

people (Garcés-Mascareñas 2012, 58).32 These economic push-pull factors directly caused 

economically-motivated migrants from Myanmar to became part of the industrial labour forces in 

Thailand and Malaysia. Myanmar migrants entered manufacturing and service sectors in major 

industry cities and urban areas in Thailand and Malaysia (Firdausy 2006, 146). The more 

complicated conditions emerge when investigating displaced people with mixed motivations. 

 

Mixed-motivated migration 

 Mixed-migration refers to migration that is prompted by the need to escape from political 

oppression as well as the need to find better employment opportunities. The flows of mixed-

migration may also refer to the exodus of people that involved a combination of economic-driven 

migrants and political-driven refugees. The separation of economic migrants from forced 

migration cannot be neatly done within mixed-migration movement (Chikanda 2019). Mixed-

motivated migration is commonly found in reality. 

 
31 Labour shortages related to the construction and agricultural sectors, in particular. Then the high economic growth 

in the late 1980s led to the rise in demand for labour in the manufacturing and services sectors. 
32 Indonesia’s wage rate is three to ten times lower than in Malaysia. In terms of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the 

differences are ranged from two to ten times as high as in the Philippines, Indonesia, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 

Nepal and Myanmar (Garces-Mascarenas 2012). 



65 
 

In reality, most ethnic minority migrants are prompted or provoked by dual purposes to 

cross the border into Thailand. They have to flee threatening political conditions arising from 

conflict in their home communities with the intention of finding work due to their economic 

hardship. Some so-called economic migrants in Thailand may emigrate for reasons other than 

economic reasons, especially fleeing from persecution in search of protection. According to the 

survey of IOM and Chulalongkorn University (2013) conducted in seven provinces of Thailand, a 

significant number of ethnic migrant workers mentioned safety and security concern as reasons 

for migrating to Thailand. This finding is similar to Rhoden’s (2017) argument against the 

overused binary of forced migration and labour migration. He points out the overlap in the 

causation and identity of migrants and refugees along Thailand-Myanmar border which he 

ascertained from people’s complex experiences. Some people self-identify as migrant labourers 

even though they living in camps in Thailand with refugee status (Rhoden 2017, 2–3). Some who 

are illegal migrant workers outside the camps see themselves as refugees (Rhoden 2017, 4–5). 

These refugees and labour migrants have mixed motivations. Their self-identity appears arbitrary 

and overlaps with their locations in complex ways, conceptually contesting the refugee-migrant 

binary (Rhoden 2019). Simiarly, Dannecker and Schaffar (2016, 137) argue that the categorisation 

of the two migration regimes, migrant workers and refugees, within both legal and discursive 

frameworks, is constructed and reconstructed differently by several related actors including 

authorities, the migrants themselves, and academics. As the binary is constructed, refugees and 

labour migrants are naturally mixed in reality and cannot be completely separated. The mixed-

migration is common within the South-South migration context (Castles 2007, 262; Campillo-

Carrete 2013). Therefore, there is extensive overlap between both categories of forced and 

voluntary migrants; in the other words, economic migrants cannot be conclusively distinguished 

from forced migrants in reality. 

 

The politics of classification  

The politics of classification appears from external categorisation defined by powerful 

institutions. States are one of the most powerful agents of identification and categorisation in order 

to cultivate or eradicate targeted elements (Brubaker 2004). Brubaker (2009, 33) discusses ‘state 

categorisation practices’ that classify and construct censuses or official statistics based on the 
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state’s definitions of naming and counting. The process defines identities to shape social reality 

and constitute political claims.  Mixed-motivated migration of Myanmar people, in practice, was 

institutionalised by Thailand as a receiving state. Some studies explain Thailand’s politics of 

classification through means of an identification card system which differentiates various groups 

of non- Thai citizens living in border regions (Laungaramsri 2014; Pobsuk 2018). However, this 

section focuses on the broad legal category of institutionalised migration frameworks that 

transformed displaced people into economic migrants. The politics of classification emerged in the 

immigration management of Thailand due to the lack of adequate refugee protection and 

ethnicisation in migrant categorisation. 

As for refugee protection, the failure of receiving states to provide comprehensive 

categorisation of displaced people fleeing from ethnic conflict classified many forced migrants as 

migrant workers. When displaced ethnic people arrived in Thailand, Thailand’s ad hoc selective 

measures classified a certain number of ethnic displaced people as refugees. Since the late 1980s, 

more than 300,000 ethnic minorities have crossed the border into Thailand (Myat Mon 2010, 34), 

but not all of them were recognised as refugees. Thailand exercised power to classify the majority 

of migrants, including forcibly displaced people, as economic migrants. As most displaced people 

crossed the border illegally, Thailand classified them as illegal migrants, similarly to how 

undocumented economic migrants were classified. In this sense, Thai government used politics of 

classification to cultivate migrant workers and eradicate the burdens from refugees. Thailand 

preferred to  take in the displaced people as workers for the sake of its economic growth 

(Pongsawat 2007). 

Thailand’s lack of legal recognition of the majority of refugees coming into the country 

from Myanmar lumped individuals fleeing from Myanmar as ‘illegal migrants’ category. The 

estimated number of two to four million people fleeing Myanmar to Thailand (Chantavanich 2007, 

6; World Bank 2006, 17) has been a mixture of both forced migrants and economic migrants 
(Eberle and Holliday 2011, 371). That figure includes those who are clearly refugees living in 

camps, those who are purely economically motivated, and those who have dual motivations. The 

Karen ethnic group also constitutes one of the largest sections of the migrant workers in Thailand. 

Under the formal category of illegal migrants, Thailand’s Ministry of Labour identified 

ethnic minorities living outside refugee camps as undocumented migrant workers. The Ministry 
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of Labour classified two types of illegal migrants including 1) ethnic minorities 2) nationals from 

Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar. The Thai government regulated forcibly displaced people who 

were not eligible to register in camps under the formal category of ‘ethnic minorities.’ As shown 

in official statistics of Thailand’s Foreign Worker Administration Office, the largest group of 

ethnic people from Myanmar has always been Shan people (Foreign Workers Administration 

Office 2005, 135) who were unable to access any refugee programmes (Laongin 2014, 108). The 

Thai government also classify ethnic Karen, Karenni and Mon people outside the refugee camps, 

as well as some Burman, under the official category of ethnic minorities from Myanmar. 

Therefore, Thailand’s immigration policies have further blurred the boundary between forced and 

voluntary migrations. Both forcibly displaced people and undocumented labourers were combined 

as the same flows of illegal migrants according to the Thai laws.  

Not only a receiving state, but Myanmar also classified displaced people as economic 

migrants. In the bilateral context, Myanmar deliberately evaded responsibility for the massive 

migration of displaced people into Thailand by claiming that these emigrants were workers who 

left Myanmar because of pull factors that Thailand had created through its economic activity (Thai 

MFA 1999b). 

There was also ethnicisation in the state’s classification of migrants. Thai authorities were 

inconsistent in their treatment of different ethnic groups, with not all ethnic groups being 

considered eligible to reside in refugee camps. The most prominent ethnic group negatively 

affected by Thailand’s ad hoc migration management has been the Shan ethnic group. They cannot 

access refugee programmes and are ineligible to register as ‘temporarily displaced persons’ under 

the official Thai government scheme for refugees, forcing Shan refugees to work as illegal migrant 

workers with no humanitarian support (Laongin 2014, 108). Even though a Shan refugee camp 

exists,33 it is managed by local non-government organisations and can accommodate only a few 

hundred people who need emergency support. One main argument used to explain why Shan 

people are not protected under any refugee programmes is that they can integrate into Thai society 

 
33 There is one ethnic Shan refugee camp located in Chiang Mai called Kuang Jor. There are around 500 people in 

the camp. The camp is operated by local Shan people rather than the authorities.  
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easily because of the language and cultural similarities they share (Laongin 2014). 34 However, the 

reason behind Thailand’s ethnicisation of the refugees has yet to be examined.  

Since the receiving state legally classified forced migrants as migrant workers, Myanmar’s 

status of being a labour-sending state was complicated by Myanmar’s political conflict. 

Simultaneously, Thailand’s concern about the infiltration of political refugees asserted itself in the 

context of labour migrant issues as well. Reports issued by the Department of Employment, 

Ministry of Labour, Thailand have clearly stated this concern: 

 “… Anti-Burmese government groups may disguise and come in with other 

Burmese-national migrant labourers who illegally immigrate and sneak to work in 

Thailand. They might also use Thailand as their command base and shelter for operating 

anti-Burmese government activities which affect international relations” (Foreign Workers 

Administration Office 2005, 146). 

The mixed-migration continued in the reality. For those classified as ‘temporarily displaced 

persons’ living in refugee camps, some of them also had to become economic migrants from time 

to time. In spite of the receiving countries’ support of non-refoulement, further protection for 

refugees is only achieved via self-initiated protection strategies — meaning that they have to seek 

employment in their host countries to survive (KHRG 2009, 7–8).35 In Banki (2016), the term 

‘migration-asylum nexus’ explains the dearth of the asylum system which forces refugees to 

become migrant workers. Practically, camp-based refugees can seek daily jobs outside the camps 

(Dannecker and Schaffar 2016, 141).  Given that local officers do not enforce the regulation of 

confining the movement of camp-based refugees strictly, employers can come to the camps to 

recruit workers, mostly for agricultural work. As a result, as many as 40 percent of registered 

displaced people in camps work outside the camps (Human Rights Documentation Unit 2009). 

Therefore, these refugees’ identities as refugees is flexible. 

The situation in Thailand was different in Malaysia where most Myanmar refugees could 

get partial refugee status. Myanmar refugees must live as urban refugees and seek employment 

throughout the process before being resettled. Despite the international protection scheme, urban 

refugees have been treated as undocumented migrant workers under Malaysian domestic law 

 
34 Some have even received Thai citizenship through cooperation with co-ethnic communities in Thai territories. 
35 However, Brees (2008) creates an extreme interpretation of mixed-migration by identifying all individuals fleeing 

from Myanmar as refugees and distinguishing them either as ‘self-settled refugees’ or ‘the camp refugees’. 
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(Petcharamesree 2016, 178). No legislative framework exists that acknowledges the existence of 

refugees, therefore they are not allowed to be legally employed or to rent accommodation (Nah 

2007, 36). No visas or work permits are granted to them. In practice, these urban refugees are 

forced to work in the informal economy for their survival while waiting for resettlement. In reality, 

refugees in Kuala Lumpur explained that refugees who hold UNHCR cards are eligible to work in 

low-skilled part-time jobs in Malaysia (Interview ER1 2018). Some of them are employed in 

restaurants and the service sector, and at construction sites. Others run small businesses (Interview 

ER5 2018) as some of them work as street vendors and do other entrepreneurial activities 

(Muniandy and Bonatti 2014). 36 This is what Nah (2007) calls “practices of exception” since these 

refugees can work even though it is illegal. Around 30 to 60 percent of refugees have turned into 

undocumented migrant workers (Hoffstaedter 2014, 872; Nah 2010, 29). Moreover, the UNHCR 

scheme of the resettlement programme has also caused many undocumented migrant workers to 

blend in with refugees by holding two identities. A Malaysian activist said in the interview that 

some Burmese migrant workers hold UNHCR cards to increase their opportunities for being 

resettled in third countries (Interview MYNGO1 2018).  

Due to the inherently mixed-motivated migration plus the receiving states’ immigration 

policies, most migrant workers cannot be distinguished from the flows of forcibly displaced 

people, particularly in Thailand. The high level of mixed-migration patterns is mainly found in 

Thailand, which host the greatest number of refugees and migrants. The immigration management 

of receiving states was the other reason behind the transformation of Myanmar into a labour-

sending state.  

2.3 A labour source for receiving states 

 

Because of the economic push-pull factors and a number of forcibly displaced people left 

from refugee protections, Myanmar formally became an official source country of foreign labours 

 
36 Myanmar migrants, including illegal migrants, contract workers and even Rohingya refugees, have made up the 

second largest group of vendors in central Kuala Lumpur (Muniandy and Bonatti 2014, 1845), following Bangladeshi 

migrants. The number of Myanmar street vendors are so overwhelming that local people and media perceive that these 

migrants are taking over some parts of Kuala Lumpur (Muniandy and Bonatti 2014, 1846). 
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in Thailand and Malaysia. Myanmar migrant workers came under the control of both receiving 

countries. 

Thailand  

Myanmar has always been the top source of migrant workers in Thailand, equivalent to 

around 90% of total number of foreign workers. Cambodian and Laotian workers constitute the 

second and third largest groups of migrant workers in Thailand. Most of migrant workers were 

undocumented. To control a massive number of illegal migrants, especially those from Myanmar, 

Thailand gradually developed its immigration management. Moreover, Thailand imposed the 

short-term approval of low-skilled foreign workers in order to solve its labour shortage (Human 

Rights Documentation Unit 1997, 313). 

Thai Cabinet Resolutions became primary tools to manage existing undocumented 

migrants in Thailand since 1996. These were largely short-term responses to the arrival of 

massively uncontrolled immigrants rather than systematic and comprehensive immigration 

policies. These registration programmes emphasised the temporality of migrant workers. Thai 

government did not offer these registered migrant workers fully legal statuses. According to Thai 

Immigration Act 1979, they were still illegal migrants who remained subject to deportation 

(Human Rights Documentation Unit 1999, 247).  

Thailand began recognising the problem of the vast number of Myanmar labour migrants 

in early 1992 before expanding the registration programmes to other nationals. Triggered by the 

massive number of Myanmar migrants, Thailand selectively allowed only Myanmar labour 

migrants to be employed in specific jobs in nine border provinces during early 1992 (Wongboonsin 

2006). However, the 1992 registration was not successful as there was no supporting registration 

service and the cost of registration was very costly (around 1,500 US Dollar), around 250 times 

more than daily wages for low-paid workers. This meant that the Thai government practically 

precluded migrant workers from working.  

The first actual registration took place in June 1996 when the Thai government provided 

registration for more job sectors in 43 provinces. The registration fee was reduced to a more 

affordable level (THB 2,000-3,000) (Chantavanich 2007, 2–3) and the registration became 

available to migrants from Laos and Cambodia as well (Chantavanich 2007, 24). After that, the 
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yearly registration continued; and the government arranged each registration according to 

Thailand’s economic conditions. In response to the 1997 financial crisis, a series of the amnesty 

registrations in 1998, 1999 and 2000–2003 restricted the number of new migrants by proposing 

quotas on migrant workers and prioritising previously-registered employers (Chantavanich 2007, 

3).  

Figure 7: Number of registered migrant workers in Thailand from 1996-2010 

(Achawanichakul and Wachanasara 2009, 19; Department of Employment 2009, 8) 

 

 

Figure 7 shows the number of migrant workers registered with Thailand’s ad hoc amnesty 

and registration programmes introduced since 1996. The registered number of undocumented 

migrant workers was not consistent with the actual number of Myanmar migrants in Thailand. 

Several studies estimated the number to be two to four million Myanmar migrants  to Thailand 

(Chantavanich 2007, 6; World Bank 2006, 17).  
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Malaysia 

Within Malaysia, Myanmar is one of 13 countries of origin, in which the other countries 

include India, Indonesia, Cambodia, Kazakhstan, Laos, Nepal, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, 

Thailand, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Vietnam (Kanapathy 2004, 383). The government of 

Malaysia has designated these countries as a source of labour from which the inflow of migrants 

needs to be regulated. According to both Figure 8 and Figure 9, Myanmar ranks fourth or fifth as 

a country supplying Malaysia with the greatest number of legal migrants since 1997, following 

Indonesia, Bangladesh, India and, sometimes, the Philippines (Battistella 2002, 4). 

Figure 8: Percentage of legal migrants in Malaysia’s total migrant workforce by country 

of origin from 1997 to 2002 (Garcés-Mascareñas 2012, 57)   

 

Country 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Indonesia 50.4 53.3 65.7 69.4 68.4 64.7 

Bangladesh 39.4 37.1 27.0 24.6 17.1 9.7 

India 3.1 3.6 3.2 3.0 4.0 4.6 

Myanmar 2.2 1.3 0.9 0.5 1.0 3.3 

Philippines 2.7 2.7 1.8 1.2 1.0 0.8 

 

 

 

 



73 
 

Figure 9: Total Number of Foreign Workers in Malaysia by Country of Origin 2000-2010 

(Rahman 2017, 13) 

 

Legal recruitment channels have been available all along for all kinds of migrant workers 

through the two-tier immigration policies. Malaysia promulgated the 1968 Employment 

Restriction Act which provided for a system through which foreign workers could obtain work 

permits to access the Malaysian labour market (Kanapathy 2004, 383; Nah 2007, 42; Garcés-

Mascareñas 2012, 61).  Malaysian immigration schemes also strictly separated high-skilled and 

low-skilled workers (S. A. B. Yeoh and Ee 2014, 16) by categorising all workers into expatriates 

(pegawai dagang), foreign contract workers (pekerja asing) and foreign domestic workers 

(pembantu rumah) (Nah 2012, 492; S. A. B. Yeoh and Ee 2014, 18). While migrants from each 

country have been appointed to specific sectors, the Malaysian government has allocated 

Myanmar’s migrants  to the construction, manufacturing and agriculture sectors (Kaur 2014).  
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Conclusion 

  

This chapter explains that ethnic politics do not constitute a core theme in refugee issue 

alone; ethnic politics has also played a substantial role in labour migration to Thailand. The origin 

of Myanmar as a sending state may reveal the way in which ethnic conflict plays an important part 

in international labour migration from Myanmar.  

The flow of individuals from Myanmar into other countries, especially Thailand and 

Malaysia, has been for different reasons. Some fled from ethnic conflict while others were 

motivated by economic push factors. Some were mixed-motivated migrants. The spill over of the 

civil war in ethnic areas created most of the refugees. For over half a century, most of the rural 

areas in Myanmar have been profoundly affected by armed conflict. Traditional ways of life have 

been severely disrupted by repeated incidents of human rights violations. People have been forced 

to leave their villages by Burmese forces. Moreover, the migratory pattern of labour migrants has 

also emerged from the mobility of forcibly-displaced people, particularly in the case of Thailand.  

As discussed above, Thailand included most displaced ethnic people into its illegal migrant 

category. All these conditions transformed Myanmar into a migrant-sending state.  

Myanmar’s status of being a migrant-sending state was an unintended consequence for 

Myanmar’s military regime. This process of transformation affected the country’s labour 

emigration policies and practices. Since Myanmar formally became one of the main sources of 

foreign workers for Thailand and Malaysia, the next question is to find out how the government 

of Myanmar responded to its status of being a sending state. This chapter’s investigation of the 

background of migration from Myanmar and the importance of ethnic politics is useful for the 

following chapters which discuss Myanmar’s gradual development of the framework that it used 

to manage labour migration.  
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Chapter 3: Selectively Passive Migration Policies    
 

Introduction 

As discussed in the last chapter, Myanmar during the late 1980s became a migrant-sending 

state. Its status as an emigration state came about mainly as an unintended consequence of 

protracted political and economic domestic factors, combined with pull factors from receiving 

states. The movement of individuals out of Myanmar was initially unregulated by the government 

of Myanmar. Many people who left Myanmar started out as refugees fleeing from ethnic conflict 

but became migrants because of limitations in the provision for refugees in the receiving states. 

As a result, Myanmar became a sending state by default at a time when it lacked a regulatory 

framework to deal with the outflow of large swathes of its population. This raises the question as 

to whether Myanmar had always responded passively to the migration management strategies of 

receiving states.  

This chapter examines the measures that Myanmar took vis-a-vis each of its receiving 

countries as Myanmar’s foreign policy goal affected the responses. At first glance, it may appear 

that Myanmar’s stance in managing the outflow of its citizens to receiving countries was ‘passive’. 

This is because Myanmar mostly acceded to the migration management strategies that receiving 

states unilaterally adopted to regulate the inflow of Myanmar’s migrant workers. However, on 

closer examination, Myanmar was not entirely passive; it actively imposed strategies that involved 

the rejection of certain aspects of the emigration management strategies that one receiving state, 

Thailand, took. This chapter argues that Myanmar’s response to Thailand was encouraged by the 

domestic ethnic landscape. Its foreign policy goal was based on ethnic politics and the result was 

‘noncooperative migration diplomacy’ with Thailand. The response is evidence that Myanmar 

prioritised its political goals over economic benefits that could have been derived from labour 

migration when a targeted receiving state intervened in Myanmar’s domestic ethnic politics. 

Otherwise, Myanmar maintained its default form of migration management as it did in the case of 

other receiving states.   
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3.1 Limited state regulation of labour emigration 
 

At the state level, Myanmar’s government partially regulated the exit of a small number of 

labour migrants during the 1990s through the 2000s. Private recruitment agencies, loosely 

controlled by the government, were the main actors in facilitating overseas employment. At the 

same time, a set of central government regulations and other practices provided for further, but 

limited, control of labour migration identification of the outflow of the country’s population 

generally. This section of the chapter discusses the actors and regulations that were fundamental 

to the management of labour emigration. 

Main actors and regulations 
 

 The main actors involved in managing migration consisted of private recruitment 

companies and certain government bodies. Initially, private firms managed the export of labour 

from Myanmar during the 1980s. These firms were businesses which acted as agents to match 

workers with employers abroad. Throughout the 1980s, these recruitment agencies conducted their 

own employment procedures without being regulated by government. The government did not 

play a role in regulating the export of its labour export because labour migration was an unintended 

consequence of ethnic conflict, as discussed in the last chapter. Then, during the early 1990s the 

government started to become partially involved in facilitating labour migration. To this end, the 

government established the Overseas Employment Service (OES) under the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs to oversee the departure of migrant workers.  

However, the government’s roles in managing migration were limited and mostly handed 

over to the private recruitment agencies (Hall 2012a, 4). The Myanmar government did not only 

leave the role of labour export management to private companies, but also left the role of 

negotiating with receiving states. For instance, when Thailand asked Myanmar about the dispatch 

of labourers, Myanmar’s Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs informed Thailand that such 

questions should be raised to private agencies in Myanmar (Thai MFA 2006a).   

After the promulgation of the 1999 Law Relating to Overseas Employment (afterwards: 

the 1999 Law) (The State Peace and Development Council 1999), more government sectors 
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became engaged in the international migration framework. In terms of Article 7-8 of this law, the 

Minister of Labour took over from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the central government agent; 

and two further committees were established: the Overseas Employment Central Committee 

(OECC) and the Overseas Employment Supervisory Committee (OESC) (The State Peace and 

Development Council 1999, Article 7-8). Detailed information about the organisation of these 

committees is limited. According to the 1999 Law, the OESC consisted of representatives from 

relevant ministries and several experts on labour matters. The chairman was the Director General 

of the Department of Labour in the Ministry of Labour. The OECC’s primary duty was to issue 

policies relating to overseas employment and the coordination of their implementation. At the 

same time, the OESC provided the leading platform for supervising and coordinating the 

achievement of the Council’s objectives. Therefore, the 1999 Law was the first official state 

legislation to provide for the regulation of labour migration, albeit that the law did not provide for 

tight control.   

The 1999 Law was the only regulation that the military government formally adopted to 

provide for the lawful process of emigration. As for recruitment procedures, all overseas workers, 

except seamen and government servants, were required to register with the Directorate of Labour. 

On paper, this law appears to have provided a system for the functioning of overseas employment. 

Moreover, the law regulated the ‘Service Agents,’ or the private employment agencies, by 

establishing a system for the renewal of licences under the control of the Department of Labour. 

The 1999 Law listed a range of rights and responsibilities for overseas workers and private 

agencies. Therefore, according to the law, the process of labour export simultaneously relied on 

the permission of government agencies given to recruitment companies. By January 2006, 57 

private recruitment agencies had registered with the government and were regulated in accordance 

with the 2005 Law Against Trafficking in Persons (World Bank 2006, 66). 

 

Limited access to formal emigration schemes 

Despite this apparently comprehensive legislation, the 1999 Law’s effect was limited. The 

government’s response to existing overseas employment processes remained largely passive — 

rather than pro-active — in framing labour export arrangements. In the main, its effect was to leave 
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the labour exports in the hands of private recruitment companies. A former high-ranking officer 

of Myanmar’s Ministry of Labour criticised the 1999 Law in the interview that no protection of 

overseas workers and no regulations about the utilisation of Myanmar workers were formulated or 

adopted (Interview MOL7 2017). Instead, the government operated restrictive emigration policies 

and practices that officially limited the recognition of migrants.   

 The government partially controlled the international migration framework by permitting 

only specific types of workers to emigrate. Myanmar’s regulations for labour migration provided 

schemes for skilled or semi-skilled workers (World Bank 2006, 67). The Overseas Employment 

Service under the authority of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, at that time, established a regular 

channel only for highly skilled workers (Hall 2012b, 4). The majority of emigrants, namely low-

skilled workers, could not apply for licences that would enable them to emigrate officially. Such 

restrictions were applied by the authorised recruitment system that relied on the Service Agents 

and the established government bodies. Moreover, emigration through the auspices of the private 

recruitment services required applicants to have a stipulated budget to pay for services and certain 

personal connections to the officials (Mekong Migration Network and Asian Migrant Centre 2007, 

18). As these conditions were beyond the reach of low-skilled workers, the conditions provoked 

workers to emigrate illegally. The government of Myanmar, therefore, ignored the outflow of low-

skilled migrant workers and their migration remained uncontrolled.    

Legal cross-border movements were also tightened by overly complicated passport 

application procedures. To have a passport, Myanmar nationals needed to prove that they had 

secured employment abroad; and the overall process took at least six months (Myat Mon 2010, 

35). This made legal emigration too onerous for most people. The return of migrants into the 

country was also officially restricted by Article 3.2 of Myanmar Immigration Act 1947 which 

stated that “No citizen of Myanmar shall enter without a passport” (Hall 2012b, 4). This passport 

procedure precluded them from being documented emigrants. One reason is that the military 

regime wanted to prevent emigrants from joining ethnic armed groups (Trichote 2005, 27). After 

1988, the government withdrew citizenship from those who had left the country illegally 

(Steinberg 2001, 245). Furthermore, while Myanmar migrants were abroad, most of them could 

not access any consular service (Mekong Migration Network and Asian Migrant Centre 2007, 17) 

on the grounds that they had violated the 1947 Immigration Act.  
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As for remittance-related regulations, they were draconian even for workers who emigrated 

legally since they were very highly taxed. For most overseas workers, the rate of income tax was 

10 percent (Myat Mon 2010, 36; Hall 2012a, 5, 8) while skilled workers employed in Singapore, 

Malaysia and the United Arab Emirates were taxed at a rate of 30 to 50 percent of their income. 

Moreover, workers from these countries were compelled to send their income back to Myanmar 

through the Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank. All overseas workers who had emigrated legally were 

entitled to receive Labour Registration Cards issued by the Myanmar government but were 

required to have a bank account with the Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank. Once there, the money 

could be withdrawn only in the form of foreign exchange certificates (FECs) which were only 

valid in Myanmar (Myat Mon 2010, 35). Moreover, if the legal migrants failed to pay their taxes 

in accordance with these regulations, they were not permitted to renew their passports. The state 

would no longer recognise them (Lall and Win 2012, 74) and they could not return to Myanmar 

legally.37 The high tax rate discouraged even skilled migrants from crossing the country’s borders 

to return home through legal channels. Therefore, even though there were migration arrangements 

for the legal migration of skilled or semi-skilled workers during the 1990s, arrangements were 

onerously restrictive. 

In sum, Myanmar has selectively permitted and restrictively recognised the emigration of 

small groups of people.  At first glance, it can be said that Myanmar utilised separate exit rules 

(Weiner 1985) and applied emigration policy toward certain groups of people selectively. 

However, in reality, the government failed to facilitate the emigration of most migrants as a result 

of the law, the regulations promulgated under the law and the agencies authorised to carry out 

these regulations. For these reasons it is reasonable to conclude that Myanmar’s international 

labour migration governance arrangements were predominantly restrictive. There were also no 

policies to encourage the employment of highly skilled workers abroad. The government’s concern 

about the amount of remittances was not clearly evidenced by existing policies. The benefits of 

financial remittances had a negligible influence on Myanmar’s policies and practices regarding 

international labour migration.  

 
37 A Myanmar activist said that Myanmar overseas workers had to show their tax slip to the officials when renewing 

their passports (Interview CSO3 2018). 
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3.2 Passive labour migration management  
 

The labour export from Myanmar to these receiving states was predominantly passive. The 

dispatch of labour conformed to the demands and immigration policies of the receiving states. 

Throughout the 1990s until the 2000s, the labour migration management of Myanmar was passive 

by default. With the permission of the government agencies, private recruitment agencies in 

Myanmar conducted the dispatch of labour to specific receiving countries. These agencies 

processed the export of labour to Malaysia, Singapore, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Korea 

and Japan (World Bank 2006, 67). Among these countries, Malaysia was considered the most 

important destination at a formal level (Ko Thet 2002). 

Labour export without bilateral agreement    
 

During this period, no bilateral agreements were initiated by any of the receiving states to 

which Myanmar had permitted its labour to migrate. There were no inter-government procedures 

between Myanmar and each of these countries. Myanmar’s management of legal emigration 

conformed with each receiving state’s immigration policies.  

The process of labour export to most receiving countries was done through recruitment 

agencies. According to the 1999 law, the Myanmar government formally approved the function of 

private recruitment agencies as the only intermediaries with authority to send workers abroad. 

Following a receiving state’s immigration policies, private recruitment agencies facilitated 

Myanmar workers to obtain legal employment abroad. Since 2000, Malaysia has recruited workers 

each week from Myanmar through private overseas employment agencies. In 2006, as many as 

120 workers were recruited each week in this way (Myo Theingi Cho 2006).   

The process of dispatching workers from Myanmar was different with each receiving state. 

Figures 10 and 11 below show the processes for dispatching workers from Myanmar to Malaysia 

and Korea; they demonstrate the role of authorities in permitting each flow of labour export. The 

central agency was the Labour Directorate Department of the Ministry of Labour, and the supreme 

authority was the Cabinet. In facilitating migrants to the Republic of Korea, more agencies, 

including township labour offices in Myanmar and Korea Federation of Small and Medium 

Business, were involved with the process.  
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Figure 10: The process of sending legal Myanmar migrants to Malaysia (Embassy of the Union of 

Myanmar in Bangkok 2006) 
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Figure 11: The process of sending legal Myanmar migrants to Republic of Korea (Embassy of 

the Union of Myanmar in Bangkok 2006) 
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international migration (Bhatnagar and Manning 2005; Hansen, Koehler, and Money 2011). As a 

general rule, sending states have rarely been considered players in the migration management 

context (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 3). In the main, sending states manage and facilitate the outflow 

of their citizens passively, i.e., they do not play a pro-active role in controlling the flow of migrants 

out of their countries (Battistella 1995) in order to take advantage of their overseas citizens. Like 

these sending states, Myanmar also appeared to be a passive sending state. 

 

Myanmar’s responses to bilateral cooperation 

 Few receiving states demanded cooperation from Myanmar over labour migration. As 

discussed above, the dominant form of labour migration management was unilateralism on the part 

of the receiving states. Receiving states usually determine their own policies and practices with 

regard to the inflow of migrants from other states without making demands on those states. During 

the 1990s until the early 2000s, the programmes that Myanmar had with Malaysia were all ad hoc.  

Before 2003, none of Myanmar’s receiving states introduced bilateral agreements to 

mutually manage migration with Myanmar.  Malaysia, conversely, signed agreements with various 

sending countries in order to meet its own requirements for low-skilled workers throughout the 

late 1980s until the early 2000s, (Kaur 2010, 12). Malaysia first formalised a bilateral migration 

management with Indonesia in 1984 through the Supply of Workers Agreement or Medan 

Agreement (Ford 2006, 235), followed by the 1996 MOU and the 1998 Exchange of Notes (Liow 

2002, 4).38 After that, Malaysia undertook similar bilateral agreements with the Philippines, 39 

Bangladesh, Thailand,40 China,41 Vietnam42 and Pakistan43  (Battistella 2002, 3; Devadason and 

Meng 2014, 4–6; Ford 2006, 235; Kanapathy 2004, 383; Ministry of Labour and Vocational 

Training 2014, 19). In 2006, Malaysia even revised its bilateral Memorandum of Understanding 

 
38 The earlier agreement, the Medan Agreement, was signed in 1984 with specific conditions and a limited period of 

time for the employment of Indonesian workers (Liow 2003, 55). 
39 It was signed in 1985 for the recruitment of domestic workers. 
40 In 1985–1986, these bilateral agreements related to migrants in the plantation and construction sectors. 
41 It was signed in September 2003 on behalf of migrant workers employed in ceramics and furniture. 
42 The agreement was signed in December 2003. 
43 The MOU was signed in March 2005. Moreover, the Cambodian and Malaysian governments agreed to draft two 

MOUs in 2014. One of the MOUs was for the deployment of domestic workers while the other was for other 

workers. 
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with Indonesia on the recruitment and treatment of domestic workers (Kneebone 2012, 375; 

Devadason and Meng 2014, 6).  

In contrast to other top sending states, there was no formal bilateral agreement between 

Malaysia and Myanmar. The number of workers was not a factor. Even though some sending 

countries that had signed the Memoranda of Understanding with Malaysia sent fewer migrants to 

Malaysia than Myanmar did. Malaysia made no demand for long-term formal cooperation with 

Myanmar. Instead, bilateral cooperation took the form of ad hoc programmes requested by the 

Malaysian government. In January 2001, after the official visit of Mahathir, the Malaysian Prime 

Minister, to Yangon, and as a result of a personal discussions between the leaders of both countries, 

Malaysia began to import labourers from Myanmar.  The public announcement referenced 

Malaysia’s high demand for labour as a major reason for the recruitment of workers from 

Myanmar. According to a project conducted by the Myanmar War Veterans Organisation 

(MWVO)44 from 2001 to 2002, the Malaysian government granted more than 11,500 employment 

visas to workers selected by Myanmar’s military government (The Myanmar Times 2002).45 In 

addition, the Malaysian government issued work permits to Myanmar citizens for the same reason. 

As many as 30,000 new workers who had contacted military-government agencies were granted 

work permits in October 2001 (Ko Thet 2002). Moreover, there were bilateral cooperation 

agreements on irregular migration. Both countries agreed to the deportation of Myanmar’s illegal 

migrants, i.e., migrants who lacked work permits and UNHCR cards. Between 2005 and 2008, the 

Malaysian government deported 18,086 Myanmar migrants (Nah 2012, 500).  All in all, 

Myanmar’s responses to Malaysia appeared to be passive and tended to be cooperative. 

3.3 Selective responses 

What is significant from Myanmar’s unilateral responses is its choice of receiving states. 

It was true that Myanmar could not fully control the outflows, and the management of migrants 

was mostly in the hands of receiving states, or private companies who followed receiving states’ 

regulations. However, the government of Myanmar could make decisions as to whether to 

formalise or to neglect the entire flow of its people based on their countries of destinations. As 

 
44 A government organisation of veterans retiring from the Tatmadaw.  
45 The further condition was that these workers had to submit half of their salaries to MWVO.  
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such, Myanmar’s management of labour migration out of the country was selective and depended 

on the management of the receiving states.   

Thailand was a targeted state of Myanmar as far as the management of labour migration 

was concerned. Unilaterally, the government of Myanmar did not formally recognise labour 

emigration to Thailand. Bilaterally, Myanmar did not comply with Thailand’s requests for 

cooperation. To exercise agency as a sending state, Myanmar securitised the flows of migrants in 

Thailand and withheld cooperation with Thailand over international migration, instead of passively 

responding to the receiving state. In this sense, Myanmar imposed “non-cooperative mechanism” 

due to its reluctance to accept its status as a sending state of Thailand. These responses towards 

Thailand, which are different from Myanmar’s other receiving states, did not only indicate its 

attitude to the outflow of migrants to Thailand; it also signified Myanmar’s antagonist stance 

towards Thailand. 

 

An Unofficial Migrant-Receiving State 

 

As discussed above, the government of Myanmar officially recognised Malaysia, along 

with Korea, Singapore, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Japan, as labour-receiving countries, 

that is, as countries to which workers from Myanmar could officially emigrate in search of work. 

Myanmar permitted formalised labour emigration channels, despite restrictions on overseas 

employment in these receiving countries. However, Myanmar’s passive control over its emigrating 

workers depended on the destination of these overseas workers.  

Notably, Myanmar did not recognise Thailand as a primary receiving state and ignored 

most labour migrants going to Thailand at a formal level. While Thailand managed the flows of 

Myanmar migrants, Myanmar’s formal emigration channels did not apply to Thailand. It was 

apparent that Myanmar appeared to favour the emigration of its workers to countries other than 

Thailand. Thailand was the only important receiving country that was not on the list of receiving 

countries to which licensed private recruitment agencies in Myanmar could officially dispatch 

migrant workers (World Bank 2006, 66). These responses of the Myanmar government meant that 

the plight of its overseas workers in Thailand was entirely under Thailand’s unilateral 

management. 
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This perspective of the government can be well exemplified by the number of migrants 

officially recognised by the Myanmar government. The number was significantly lower than the 

actual number of Myanmar migrants employed in Thailand. The formal statistics of Burmese 

migrants in Thailand during the 1990s were 110,895 (Saw Naing n.d., 12), without further 

estimation although millions of individuals had fled to Thailand over the past decade. This shows 

that the government ignored massive outflows of its population to Thailand in the past. 

Myanmar’s response to the overseas employment of its citizens in Thailand contrasted 

strongly with the reality of emigration. The Myanmar authorities had no intention to regulate 

labour migration to Thailand although millions of Myanmar migrants were already working in 

Thailand (Chantavanich 2007, 6; World Bank 2006, 17). In comparing Thailand and Malaysia, the 

differences can easily be recognised. When emigration out of Myanmar into Thailand was 

overwhelming, Myanmar did not formally acknowledge that it was one of Thailand’s sending 

states. Instead, it formally selected Malaysia as the top destination for its migrants despite the fact 

that it hosted approximately ten times fewer migrants from Myanmar than Thailand did. 

Myanmar’s emigration policies did not conform with the actual migration numbers. In addition, it 

failed to consider the importance of the economic benefits that migrant workers in Thailand 

repatriated into Myanmar. 

Thailand’s status as an unofficial receiving state of Myanmar demonstrates Myanmar’s 

canniness in managing migration in relation to receiving states. In contrast, Myanmar’s passive 

responses to the labour demands of Malaysia emphasised that Myanmar formally considered itself 

a labour-sending state for Malaysia. Myanmar’s deliberate exclusion of Thailand from the official 

list of receiving countries signified its agency as a sending state.  

 

Securitising migrants in Thailand 
 

One main method that Myanmar utilised to avoid recognising labour migration to Thailand 

was the securitisation of its emigrants in Thailand. Securitisation stresses otherness and threats to 

established social and political conditions and is primarily applied when explaining host states 

(May 2015, 32; Wæver 1985; Geddes 2009). In the context of a sending country, securitisation 

draws on the assumption that groups of emigrants were perceived as threats by their governments 

in their country of origin. During the authoritarian regime, the Burmese government was concerned 
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with ethnic minorities who potentially posed a threat to the regime’s stability. This process of 

securitisation had two steps. Primarily, the regime securitised labour migrants in Thailand by 

emphasising the absence of distinction between undocumented migrant workers and refugees. 

Secondarily, the military regime further securitised these mixed flows of migrants in Thailand by 

referring to them as ethnic armed forces. Therefore, the military regime was reluctant to recognise 

millions of Myanmar individuals residing in Thailand. 

The primary securitisation was based on the fact that Myanmar government did not 

distinguish between refugees and migrant workers. Those who illegally fled to Thailand were not 

migrant workers in the eyes of the government. According to the interview of a Myanmar activist 

on migrant workers, he explained that the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) 

government, especially before 2000, did not recognise overseas workers who were ethnic minority 

as workers. What the government saw was the massive outflows of ethnic-minority individuals 

fleeing to neighbouring countries illegally (Interview CSO3 2018).  For example, the statement of 

one of the regime leaders, General Khin Nyunt, in December 2000 demonstrated how Myanmar 

government emphasised the mixed flows of migrants. 

“The so-called refugees are fugitive, illegal migrants, insurgents and their families are 

members of unlawful associations opposing the government. If one should recognise and 

protect them as refugees, it would be rather unfair to the country of origin” (Kyemon 

2000). 

Moreover, the military regime perceived that some illegal migrants resided in the refugee 

camps along the Thai border. A speech by a SPDC leader in 2000 claimed that “the refugee 

camps . . . are nobody other than the members and families of the KNU and its allied insurgents 

and illegal odd-job workers” (Myo Thit Tun 2000). The last part of the speech demonstrates that 

Myanmar government securitised illegal migrant workers by recognising them as parts of refugees.  

The securitisation could occur because of the connection between refugees and ethnic 

conflict in Myanmar. The fundamental reason was the threat to the regime’s security that link to 

the refugees. The Myanmar government attempted to securitise refugees in Thailand by 

emphasising that most individuals were related to ethnic armed forces. The SPDC leaders claimed 

several times that people in refugee camps were anti-Yangon ethnic insurgents or their families 
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who were a part of the Karen National Union (KNU). For example, a state-run journal said that 

“The so-called refugee camps are a safe haven and shelter for ethnic insurgents” (Nyan Win Kyaw 

1995). Because of the protracted ethnic conflicts in Myanmar that affected national unity, the 

military government acknowledged the existence of refugee camps as a threat to national security. 

Sometimes the government saw that these refugees sought refuge after being defeated so that they 

could prepare for further attacks against the Burmese Army (Myoe 2002, 81–82). In sum, the 

Burmese government was concerned that refugees in camps along the Thai border posed a threat 

to the regime’s stability. 

"We are aware that our neighbouring country is hosting Myanmar's so-called refugees in 

temporary shelters on the eastern borders; the activities of armed groups who remained 

underground for decades and who took refuge in the border areas hindered development 

of the country; the assistance of international NGOs is always welcomed and highly 

appreciated but their endeavours should be limited solely to humanitarian purposes and 

not directed towards political interference" (The New Light of Myanmar 2001). 

At the same time, the Myanmar government deliberately ignored its responsibility in 

producing the massive number of displaced persons and reluctantly mentioned them. In 

Myanmar’s view, the refugee issue was exploited by leaders, activists and families of ethnic armed 

groups for their survival and political purposes. The regime devalued the existence of other 

genuine refugees, by claiming that those refugees were under the control of ethnic militias. 

According to a commentator in a state-run newspaper, these refugees “have never heard of Yangon 

or seen Myanmar currency. They are [so] thoroughly brainwashed by the KNU that the Tatmadaw 

would cut their chests open and eat their hearts and livers.”  The Burmese military always found a 

way in which to link the refugee issue with ethnic armed groups, even with those who were 

innocent. 

The way Myanmar regime securitised refugees in Thailand had a secondary effect on 

labour migrants in Thailand; it resulted in the government of Myanmar’s redefinition of the 

international labour migration. For Myanmar, the emigration of its non-refugee migrants into 

Thailand had implications for their involvement in Myanmar’s ethnic conflict. The international 

labour migration was overshadowed by ethnic politics. 
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All in all, the main feature of Myanmar’s responses from 1999 until early 2000s was 

securitisation of migration in Thailand. The claims provided Myanmar with its main justification 

for denying Thailand’s requests, as demonstrated in the following section. The government made 

use of undistinguished migration to refuse bilateral cooperation with Thailand. 

 

Reluctant cooperation with Thailand 

Due to the excessive flows of migrants from Myanmar, Thailand’s main demands focused 

on controlling undocumented migrants. However, this control could not be successful without the 

participation of a sending state. Therefore, Thailand made several requests to negotiate with 

Myanmar over the cooperation of illegal migrant workers and displaced persons. The main 

requests were for bilateral arrangements about the deportation process. The responses Myanmar’s 

military government to Thailand’s demands varied from reluctantly accepting that they were 

refugees to formally denying the requests through diplomatic channels.  

Thailand made requests for bilateral negotiation on the deportation of illegal migrants via 

cross-border committees and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Thailand established four committees to 

provide for cross-border cooperation with Myanmar, namely, the Township Border Committee 

(TBC), the Regional Border Committee (RBC),46 the Joint Boundary Committee (JBC)47 and the 

Joint Commission for Bilateral Cooperation (JC) (Trichote 2005, 133–34). Through these 

committees, the Thai authorities occasionally requested Myanmar to negotiate on the issue of 

illegal migrants and displaced people. For example, Thailand asked Myanmar to cooperate with 

the repatriation process in the 15th RBC meeting held in early 1997 (Thai MFA 1998b; Trichote 

2005, 89), the fourth JC meeting on December 1997 (Thai MFA 1998a) and the 16th RBC meeting 

held in 1998 (Myoe 2002, 83). Moreover, Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs further attempted 

to establish a bilateral committee on illegal migration on 24 August 1999 and asked for the 

cooperation in the repatriation process (The Nation 1999). A similar proposal from Thailand was 

made in February 2000 and 2001(Thai MFA 2001). In sum, throughout the late 1990s, Thailand 

 
46 The RBC committee focused on the issue of border security. 
47 The JBC committee was for bilateral negotiations on territories.  
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continuously demanded Myanmar’s cooperation on the migration management. Thailand raised 

the issue annually during these years. 

The Myanmar government was reluctant to cooperate with Thailand on the repatriation of 

migrants in three ways. Firstly, Thailand had to deport ethnic displaced people back to Myanmar 

territory several times (Myoe 2002, 128) without Myanmar’s cooperation. The first repatriation 

took place in 1995 when Thailand unilaterally deported 10,000 Karen refugees back to Myanmar. 

The next repatriation was in March and April of 1996 when Thailand forced 10,000 Mon refugees 

back onto the Myanmar side at the border. More 1,123 Karen refugees were pushed back by Thai 

authorities on 15 November 1997, and Thailand pushed back 228,662 Myanmar migrants to 

Myanmar during January to November 1998 (Thai MFA 1998a; 1999c). Even though the Burmese 

government had agreed to accept refugees in a formal negotiation with Thailand, there was no 

practical cooperation.48 Burmese authorities did not assist these refugees to go back their homes. 

In addition, the Burmese government prevented international agencies from supporting the 

refugees (Trichote 2005, 230–31). Furthermore, they arrested some refugees (Steinberg 2001, 

192).  

Secondly, Myanmar bargained with Thailand about complying with the Thai government’s 

requests. Myanmar seemed to be responsive to Thailand’s demands at first. In the fourth JC 

meeting on December 1997, Myanmar agreed to set a joint sub-committee on illegal migrants and 

displaced people as a diplomatic tool for mutually negotiations about illegal migrants and 

displaced people (Thai MFA 1998a). However, Myanmar attached conditions to its agreement to 

receive displaced people back from Thailand. In the 15th RBC meeting, Myanmar said it would 

accept the return of migrants whose Burmese nationality could be proved (Thai MFA 1998b; 

Trichote 2005, 89). In the 16th RBC meeting Myanmar affirmed that it would welcome only 

genuine refugees (Myoe 2002, 83). These conditions demonstrated Myanmar’s reluctance to 

 
48 Myanmar-Thai Joint Task Force on Illegal Workers (JTF) became the main mechanism to repatriate migrants to 

Myanmar. Without the formal list, 5973 returnees had been sent back home via the Myawaddy Reception Centre 

during the period of 5 February – 5 November 2002. However, under the JTF, 58 returnees that Thailand repatriate 

took more than 9 months since first started the process on 12 June 2002 to accomplish. Another list of 100 returnees 

were sent in March 2003 but spent more than a month. Myanmar side had agreed to spend 7-10 days to approve 200-

300 returnees. Thailand needed to bear a lot of burdens (Thai MFA 2003a). The JTF had meeting several times and 

Myanmar established the Myawaddy reception centre in 2002. Only the first 58 returnees had accomplished. During 

the middle of 2002, Thai- Myanmar relations was not normal and that affected the cooperation and procedure on the 

repatriation. The procedure was not smooth and spent too much time. 
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cooperate with Thailand. It was because these refugees mostly had no identification cards 

(Trichote 2005, 90) and the government of Myanmar’s definition of genuine refugees was limited 

based on the securitisation described above. As a result, Thailand could deport only a thousand of 

Karen displaced people in November 1997 and in November 1998.   

Lastly, Myanmar officially withheld cooperation from Thailand in matters relating to 

illegal migration and displaced people at a diplomatic level. The government of Myanmar refused 

to have bilateral arrangements on repatriation of displaced people. On 24 August 1999, Thailand 

proposed to establish a committee on illegal migration in the meeting between both countries’ 

Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Than Shwe, the SPDC supreme leader and Myanmar’s Prime 

Minister. Myanmar’s SPDC leaders refused the proposal by insisting that: “We disagreed with the 

idea. These people were not genuine refugees, but families of KNU. … Burmese citizens do not 

want them to return.” (Thai MFA 1999a). Thailand made another similar proposal in February 

2000 to have a bilateral meeting on illegal migrant workers and displaced persons. Myanmar’s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs submitted an official letter to the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 

reject the request. 

“… the Myanmar workers and so-called displaced persons have crossed the 

porous border between our two countries into Thailand illegally, under their own 

arrangements. There are no obstacles for them to come back to Myanmar anytime 

the same way they left. …. 

…. I do not think it is necessary at this time to hold a bilateral meeting 

exclusively on this matter….” (Myanmar MoFA 2000) 

 

Both statements from 1999 and 2000 did not only emphatically refuse the bilateral 

measures, but also securitised all matters of migrants by defining them as ethnic displaced people. 

These statements emphasised the distortion between refugees and illegal labour migrants. 

Therefore, the securitsation of migrants was an important aspect of the reluctance to cooperate 

with Thailand.  

The lack of official distinction between migrant workers and refugees had ramifications 

for bilateral relations between Thailand and Myanmar. The Thai government combined 

negotiations about illegal migrants with the issue of refugees. All of Thailand’s requests for 



92 
 

bilateral cooperation on the international migration with Myanmar during the late 1990s referred 

to the term ‘illegal migrants and displaced people’. The term appeared in all bilateral negotiations 

such as the fourth JC meeting in December 1997; the meeting between both countries’ Ministers 

of Foreign Affairs and Myanmar’s Prime Minister on 24 August 1999; and the proposal in 

February 2000. The category of migrants defined in the bilateral context raised Myanmar’s 

securistisation of the issue of migration based on Myanmar’s domestic security concerns about 

ethnic politics.  

Moreover, the Myanmar government occasionally passed responsibility to Thailand for the 

growing number of illegal migrants. In several negotiations, Myanmar claimed that Thailand had 

an economic advantage that attracted job seekers while Thai immigration policies were not strict 

enough (Thai Embassy in Yangon 1999). Similarly, the commentary of Kyemon, a state-run 

newspaper, stressed that Myanmar workers left the country and worked in Thailand illegally. After 

Thailand’s handling of the repatriation of illegal migrant workers, the newspaper said that “it 

shows complete lack of due consideration to ask Myanmar to legally accept Myanmar citizens 

after having had them work secretly and illegally” (The Rangoon Post 1999).49 

 In terms of migration diplomacy, Myanmar during that time imposed a non-cooperative 

strategy towards Thailand. Myanmar government’s migration diplomacy could be neither 

cooperative nor coercive. Firstly, Myanmar’s reluctance in cooperating with Thailand on the 

international migration issue, due to its security concerns, prevented it from pursue cooperative 

migration diplomacy. Secondly, Myanmar did not intend to resort any violence or threat of force 

to Thailand, but merely refusing to wholeheartedly comply with Thailand’s demands. Coercive 

cooperation did not appear in this case. This kind of state behaviour seems to be passive aggressive, 

and it should not be considered a sign of the lack of agency. When being forced by receiving states 

as allegedly more powerful counterparts, sending states do not necessarily follow. With sending 

state’s incapability and/or unwillingness to conform,  non-cooperative migration diplomacy could 

be another tool for sending states to resist receiving state’s pressures. 

 
49 The commentary also complained that Thailand had allowed armed groups which opposed the government to stay 

in buffer zone. Also, it was said that refugees in the camps were not real asylum seekers, instead they were 

insurgents and their families. 
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Myanmar’s differing responses towards each receiving state arose from its politicisation of 

bilateral migration relations. Myanmar evaded Thailand’s attempts to seek cooperation while 

simultaneously accepting the ad hoc labour exchange programmes of Malaysia. Due to Myanmar’s 

negative response to Thailand, the role of political factors needs to be examined in international 

migration relations between Myanmar and Thailand in particular.  

 

3.4 Ethnic politics in international migration relations 

Myanmar’s exclusive response to Thailand in the international migration context was 

driven by ethnic politics, which also disrupted international migration relations on the grounds that 

Myanmar considered that Thailand, as a receiving state, had interfered in its domestic ethnic 

politics.  

Myanmar’s foreign policy goal 

 Myanmar’s military regime was highly sensitive to international interference in its 

domestic ethnic politics. Myanmar expected its neighbouring countries to comply with its five 

foreign policy objectives, which were mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, non-

aggression, non-interference in one another's affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful co-

existence. These objectives served to protect national sovereignty, which was the highest priority 

for the regime (Steinberg 2013, 95). The regime applauded its own foreign affairs on the grounds 

that it never interfered in the domestic affairs of any foreign countries and never destabilised 

international peace (Myoe 2016, 134).  

Because a constant threat to the regime’s security came from ethnic minorities, the regime 

was aware of foreign incursions in support of the ethnic minority groups. The colonisation of 

Burma had reinforced intense nationalism and as a result Myanmar became intensely suspicious 

of conspiracies hatched in other states to attack the Burman supremacy (Steinberg 2013, 157). At 

one end, the regime was so sensitive that it perceived foreign public criticisms and any kind of 

pressures, such as human rights enforcement against the regime, as infringements of its internal 

affairs (Steinberg 2001, 293; Kipgen 2016, 69). At the other end, the Burmese regime had to face 

foreign support for minority separatism from many quarters. In the regime’s perspective, the 

encouragement of dissident ethnic groups from foreign countries was another way of seizing 
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territory. The regime believed that all the surrounding states were enemies attempting to 

destablilise the Burmese government. Based on religious identification, it held the view that the 

Western countries supported Christian minorities from Karen, Kachin and Chin. It feared that 

Muslims would gain support from Bangladesh, Pakistan and the Middle East (Steinberg 2001, 72). 

More importantly, Thailand and China were also at the top of the list of as adversarial states helping 

the activities of various ethnic armed groups (Trichote 2005, 42). These fears intensified the 

regime’s scepticism about foreign intervention that was likely to bolster the autonomy of ethnic 

minorities.  

Myanmar contended that Thailand interfered in its domestic politics. This tension arose 

from Thailand’s establishment of a “buffer zone policy”, which gave rise to Myanmar’s mistrust 

of Thailand.  Given their deep-rooted historical animosity and geographical proximity (Myoe 

2002, 40), the buffer zone policy became one of Thailand’s major foreign policies toward 

Myanmar (Trichote 2008; Roberts 2010; Haacke 2006). Thailand adopted the buffer zone policy 

to contain an increasingly powerful Myanmar50 and avoid direct physical clashes with Burmese 

armed forces.  The policy’s main elements were supporting ethnic armed groups along Thai-

Burmese border in terms of access to sanctuaries, arms, ammunition equipment, foreign contacts 

and medical care (Trichote 2005; Chachavalpongpun 2018) to fight against the Burmese central 

government. The ethnic armed group troops were overrun with the support of the Thai army even 

during the operation of the Four Cuts campaign (Smith 1991, 408) launched by Ne Win in 1963 

to undermine civilian support for the ethnic armed groups (South 2008, 34). The Thai government 

provided protection for ethnic insurgent groups, such as the Mong Tai Army51, Karen National 

Union (KNU) and Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) by supplying ammunition to them 

and allowing them to cross onto Thai soil with ease. Moreover, Thailand directly engaged with 

armed conflict inside Myanmar by selectively using some groups as proxies to maintain the buffer 

zone. The Shan United Revolutionary Army and KNU were trained with the Thai Army and 

became anti-narcotic forces while the United Wa State Army (UWSA) and Democratic Karen 

Buddhist Army (DKBA) were predominantly painted as drug dealers. While supporting these 

ethnic insurgents, Thai authorities utilised them to create a buffer zone between the two countries.  

 
50 The buffer zone policy was initially implemented to contain the expansion of Communism during the Cold War. 
51 It was a Shan insurgent group led by the prominent Khun Sa. It attacked Tachileik, Shan State, in 1995. 
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Refugees as a part of Thailand’s buffer zone 

Thailand’s buffer zone policy deteriorated bilateral relations between Myanmar and 

Thailand.  Several authors have said that the growing number of refugees became the root-cause 

of inter-state tensions (Fink 2001; Lang 2002; Ganesan 2005; Brees 2010; Roberts 2010). As a 

host state of forced migrants from Myanmar, Thailand utilised as another reason for its buffer zone 

policy.52 In the other words, the existence of refugees in Thailand was a part of the buffer zone 

strategy. For the Thai army, it was effective as a strategy for dealing with the KNU through the 

refugee communities established by the KNU in Thailand. Many refugees in the twelve refugee 

camps established in 1984 were members of ethnic armed groups, such as KNU and New Mon 

State Party (NMSP) (Myoe 2002, 81). Some Karen families from Karen National United Party had 

sought refuge in Thailand since 1976. This particular Thai policy serves as further evidence that 

Myanmar’s ethnic politics were closely connected to the issue of refugees. Forced migrants living 

in camps were put forward as the reason for the deterioration in bilateral relations between 

Thailand and Myanmar. 

Due to the buffer zone policy and the national security rationale, the existence of ethnic 

refugees in Thai territory caused concern for the Burmese government about what Thailand’s 

standpoint actually was. As one of Myanmar’s main foreign policy goals is the non-intervention 

principle regarding the issue of ethnic armed groups (Haacke 2006, 20), Myanmar protested 

vociferously against the Thai authorities’ involvement in anti-Yangon activities; and expected 

Thailand to prevent the entry of members of insurgent groups into Thailand (Myoe 2002, 45). 

Public condemnation of Thailand could often be seen in state-run newspapers. During the early 

2000s, those newspapers published many articles describing Thailand as a ‘bad neighbour’. 

“... Thailand among the neighbours has failed to follow the code of conduct of a good-

neighbour….It will become an endless story if I write about Thailand which has lost the 

moral conduct of a friendly neighbour.” (Chit Kyiyay Kyi Nyunt 2001)  

 
52 Despite the buffer zone policy, Thailand officially announced that it would allow displaced people from Myanmar 

into Thailand principally on a humanitarian basis with temporary assistance. 
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"Myanmar people avoid doing acts that do not conform to the good neighbourly ethics." 

(Thiha 2001) 

“How silly it [Thailand] is to raise armed insurgents, who are opposing a neighbouring 

nation, for the perpetuation of its sovereignty.” (Pho Khwa 2001) 

This ‘bad neighbour’ narrative showed that interference in domestic politics was the most 

important antagonistic Thai policy for the government of Myanmar. The bilateral tension caused 

by ethnic conflict increasingly deteriorated when it was complicated by the tensions over refugees. 

Refugees can become instruments in a military interstate and a strategic symbol to embarrass 

adversarial neighbouring nations (Teitelbaum 1984). In the Myanmar context, Myanmar viewed 

Thailand as utilising the refugee issue for the sake of international politics and economic benefits. 

Myanmar’s accusations against Thailand were an attempt to counteract international criticism 

caused by the refugee issue. 

Myanmar believed that Thailand kept refugees along the border as evidence of Myanmar’s 

alleged human rights violations (Kankaung 2000). In other words, Thailand could use refugees to 

accuse Myanmar of human rights violations. Moreover, Thailand used refugees as diplomatic 

leverage for the international community to put pressure on Myanmar’s military regime (Myoe 

2002, 83). One example was in 1993 when eight Noble laureates were allowed by the Thai 

government to visit refugee camps along the Thai-Myanmar border. The visitors accused the 

government of Myanmar of human rights violations and the detention of Aung San Suu Kyi and 

other political prisoners. Another incident took place in April 2000 when the Thai government 

invited the Foreign Minister of the United Kingdom to visit a refugee camp with the intention of 

making the international community aware of the situation for the refugees from Myanmar.  

"Beautiful words about human rights are being used to create a trumped-up story and 

discredit Myanmar government with the intention of making a bad impression on the 

nations of the world." (Kankaung 2000, 3) 

According to this rationale, Myanmar portrayed the existence of refugees in Thai territory 

as a political benefit for Thailand in the international community. The military government 

overlooked its responsibility for creating the refugee flows into Thailand. Instead, it suspected that 

the host state’s intention was to erode the external legitimacy of the regime. The existence of 
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refugees along the Thai border was also seen as an aspect of Thailand’s interference in Myanmar’s 

domestic politics. 

Myanmar’s criticism of Thailand was not only based on security concerns, but Myanmar 

also criticised Thailand for the presence of Myanmar refugees along the border on economic 

grounds. This explanation goes hand-in-hand with the political economy framework in which host 

states encourage refugee rent-seeking behaviour to extract revenue, or for material gains 

(Tsourapas 2019b). In the case of Myanmar, the Myanmar government-supported media stated 

several times that the Thai government earned money from refugee camps, and that people in the 

camps were sources of cheap labour for Thailand to exploit and obtain economic profits. It claimed 

that the refugee camps were sources of revenue for Thailand through  its collaboration with non-

governmental organisations (Myoe 2002, 83).  

 “The Thais have lured the illegal immigrants and minions under the name of asylum 

seekers into their country and gave shelters to them; but in reality the Thais accepted them 

with every intention of exploiting them” (Kankaung 2001). 

"Thailand, ...is receiving annual cash assistance, medicines and clothing from UNHCR and 

international organisations...The money they have received is no small amount. Every year 

a total of 250,000 pounds is received from Britain. ... Thailand is feeding these so-called 

refugees for free. Nor is it that Thailand has accepted these so-called refugees with great 

compassion under humanitarian grounds. The true nature of those in the refugee camp, is 

that they are subjected to exploitation.” (Kankaung 2000) 

"Thailand opened camps and accepted them as it made much profit by doing so." (Chit 

Kyiyay Kyi Nyunt 2001) 

 

All in all, the Myanmar government never accepted that the Thai authorities genuinely 

intended to solve the refugee issue. Thailand was accused of being a “creator of refugees” and 

allegedly did not receive refugees on humanitarian grounds; instead it accepted refugees in order 

to gain political favours and economic profits (Nga Khin Nyo 2000). These perspectives of the 



98 
 

government of Myanmar increased tensions in bilateral relations between the two countries and 

also affected their cooperation on the matter of migration.  

 

Key Role of Ethnic politics  
 

Myanmar responded to international labour emigration differently based on its foreign 

policy goal of preventing other states from interfering in its domestic ethnic politics. Within the 

context of international migration, Myanmar’s responses to receiving states were in accordance 

with the extent to which each receiving state was involved in ethnic politics. As for Thailand, the 

distrust caused by the buffer zone policy intensified the prominence of the refugee issue between 

the two countries. A commentary in Kyemon, a state-run newspaper, accused Thailand of pushing 

Myanmar hard to accept the return of illegal Myanmar workers while allowing ethnic insurgents 

and their families to remain in a buffer zone (The Rangoon Post 1999). The difference in Myanmar 

government’s perceptions was mainly due to the level of mixed-migration and ethnic conflict-

related foreign relations. Other aspects of foreign relations did not affect international migration 

relations. 

When considering ethnic conflict-related foreign relations, Myanmar’s perceptions of the 

actions of interference in its ethnic politics differed between Malaysia and Thailand. As discussed 

above, Thailand’s buffer zone policy was perceived as a direct interference in Myanmar’s ethnic 

politics. In contrast, the government of Myanmar did not treat Malaysia as a threat to national 

security despite Malaysia’s criticism of Myanmar’s human rights violations, which started in the 

early 1990s, when the Malaysian government raised concerns with Myanmar about the Rohingya 

issue (Sidhu 2008, 81). However, the Malaysian government’s criticisms about Myanmar’s ethnic 

politics were not significantly influential because, at that time, the Rohingya were not as 

threatening to the regime’s security as the Shan and Karen ethnic groups. The criticisms were not, 

for instance, as strongly critical as the implication of Thailand’s operations along the border. In 

addition, during the 1990s and until the early 2000s Myanmar’s priority concern with ethnic 

conflict lay with other major ethnic minorities rather than the Rohingya. Therefore, Thailand 

became the only country of destination for Myanmar’s citizens that Myanmar targeted to address 

the principle of non-interference. 
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Apart from ethnic conflict-related issues, foreign relations were generally cooperative 

between Myanmar and its receiving states. Economic relations between Myanmar and both 

countries were similar. While Myanmar’s self-imposed isolation began to dissolve in 1989, both 

Thailand and Malaysia sought opportunities for rapprochement with Myanmar in terms of 

investment and economic development. The first opportunity arose in late 1988 when General 

Chaovalit Yongchaiyudh, the Thai Army commander-in-chief, emerged as the first international 

friend of the Tatmadaw (Smith 1991, 396). Thai government broke the international boycott and 

recognised Saw Maung’s regime in return for lucrative logging concessions, cross-border trade in 

teak, the hydro-electric dam projects, and free fishing rights in the Andaman Sea (Smith 1991, 

408; Vaddhanaphuti 2011, 51; Steinberg 2018, 292). Some might call this ‘resource diplomacy’. 

At the same time, the main economic benefits that Malaysia obtained from Myanmar involved the 

oil and natural gas industry, and real estate. As for the investment, Thailand was the second-largest 

investor in Myanmar (Steinberg 2015a, 7)53 while Malaysia ranked fourth since 2001 (Sidhu 2008, 

83).  

These positive economic relationships developed mainly as a result of personal connections 

with Burmese military officers. Myanmar treated Thai military personnel favourably (Myoe 2002, 

24).54 Similarly, personal relations between Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir and Myanmar’s 

head of state Senior General Than Shwe in particular were of central importance in inter-state 

relations (Sidhu 2008).  

At the regional level, the economic interests offered by Myanmar could be used as a tool 

to gain political legitimacy at the ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations) regional 

level. Thailand played an important role in integrating Myanmar into the ASEAN.  The most 

prominent Thai foreign policy towards Myanmar was ‘constructive engagement’ which opposed 

the international sanction against Myanmar and promoted trade and investment instead (Haacke 

2018, 301). Malaysia also became Myanmar’s ally in helping to defend international criticism at 

 
53 Myanmar also supplies electricity to Thailand. 
54 It is a paradox that Thai military officers benefited from the economic projects while Thai’s military was the main 

actor in a policy decision regarding the buffer zone policy. Moreover, this aggravated the situation of Myanmar’s 

forced migration based on the ethnic conflict because Thai economic projects in Myanmar were largely in areas of 

ethnic minority. This increased the flow of people to Thailand. 
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multilateral forums. All in all, Thailand was able to enjoy amiable bilateral relations with Myanmar 

in matters that were not relevant to the threat of national security like international migration. 

Conclusion: Sending State Agency  
 

Myanmar’s non-cooperative migration diplomacy with Thailand demonstrated certain 

levels of its agency. Myanmar utilised its role as a country of origin to exercise its agency in 

bilateral negotiations with Thailand. Before 2003, a significant gulf developed between the need 

to manage migration from Myanmar and into Thailand, and the unwillingness of Myanmar to deal 

with the issue of unregulated migration out of Myanmar. Within an international migration context, 

it is usually the receiving states that demand cooperation from sending states and tend to dominate 

their agendas in bilateral negotiations. In contrast, Thailand could not dominate Myanmar. While 

Thailand attempted to negotiate with Myanmar to manage the massive irregular migration flows 

from Myanmar, Myanmar did not whole-heartedly respond to most of Thailand’s initiatives. 

Myanmar withheld cooperation and directly securitised its own citizens through diplomatic 

instruments. Therefore, Thailand was unable to exercise any authority over Myanmar although it 

hosted the largest number of Myanmar’s population. It was not able to utilise the immigrants from 

Myanmar to compel Myanmar to cooperate.  

Despite being a receiving state, and due to certain vulnerabilities, Thailand was unable to 

coerce Myanmar into cooperation with bilateral relations. The main vulnerability regarding its 

place as a receiving state was because of political factors associated with border control. The 

massive size of the influx into Thailand has caused dire concern about national security. As 

Myanmar was the source of millions of displaced people coming into Thailand, Thailand needed 

to negotiate with Myanmar over bilateral measures to control the existing flow of migrants. In 

order to repatriate undocumented migrants, a receiving state such as Thailand cannot operate 

unilaterally. Myanmar’s lack of cooperation had negative impacts on Thailand.  

Myanmar’s leverage can be attributed to general issues arising from a shared border with 

Thailand. The way in which Myanmar’s military regime retaliated against Thailand’s vulnerability 

in the migration context was similar to other measures Myanmar adopted when Thailand 

implemented antagonistic policies and practices against Yangon in other domains. The Burmese 

government occasionally utilised the fishery and forest concession to bargain with Thailand 
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(Trichote 2008, 138).  For example, after five  Burmese dissidents seized Myanmar’s embassy in 

Thailand  in late 1999 and Thailand’s reaction enraged the government of Myanmar government,55 

Myanmar closed the border, halted the cross-border trade and terminated fishing rights, which cost 

Thailand almost 100 million Baht (around 3.3 million US Dollar) a day (Myoe 2002, 15; Steinberg 

2001, 245). Myanmar also coerced the Thai government by banning the movement of Thai 

products across the border into Myanmar during the border tensions. The government of Myanmar 

prohibited retail shops from selling products from Thailand but permitted them to sell products 

from China, Singapore or Malaysia instead. Also, the government publicised campaigns in the 

media and television to dissuade its citizens from buying Thai products (Laongin 2014, 95). 

Similarly, Myanmar’s unwillingness to deal with Thailand on international migration was aimed 

at expressing certain foreign policy goals of Myanmar towards Thailand.  All in all, Myanmar’s 

negative responses to requests from Thailand as a receiving state reflected its foreign policy goal 

of non-interference in its domestic affairs. Even though the military regime lacked control over the 

outflow of migrants, it could also utilise its status as a country of origin to exercise its agency over 

the diplomatic demands of Thailand.  

In sum, Myanmar’s relations with its receiving states remained unchanged as long as its 

receiving states did not become a threat to Myanmar’s domestic ethnic politics. Labour migration 

management under Myanmar’s military regime was initially nonpoliticised and the government 

was indifferent towards the outflows of migrants. For this reason, Myanmar officially treated 

Malaysia as one of the main destination countries and allowed the legal channels of labour 

emigration to Malaysia to remain open. Moreover, Myanmar was passively cooperative with 

Malaysia in their labour exchange programmes.  

 Conversely, Myanmar performed non-cooperative migration diplomacy with a receiving 

state such as Thailand when inter-state conflict over Myanmar’s ethnic politics occurred. Myanmar 

either ignored or procrastinated with the implementation of the receiving state’s initiatives, in this 

case Thailand. Thailand’s buffer zone policy intensified Myanmar’s securitisation of ethnic 

minority emigrants who were considered a threat to central government. During the 1990s, 

Myanmar had not formally considered Thailand as its receiving state in a labour migration context, 

 
55 Thai Deputy Foreign Minister volunteered to be a guarantee of the dissidents’ safety during their travel back to the 

Thai-Myanmar border. In addition, the Thai Interior Minister described these dissidents ‘democracy activists’, not 

terrorists.  
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but Myanmar viewed its role as a country of origin for illegal migrants within an irregular 

migration context. Myanmar’s ambiguous perception of its own status in international migration 

relations with Thailand revealed where its ultimate interests lay. The government of Myanmar had 

to protect its regime from intervention in its ethnic conflict caused by receiving states that were 

not involved in the conflict.  
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Chapter 4: Normalising bilateral migration relations  
  

The last chapter described how Myanmar exercised agency against Thailand, one of its 

important receiving states, when its foreign political goals regarding domestic ethnic conflict were 

threatened.  The responses that Thailand received from Myanmar were different to those that it 

received from other receiving states in that Myanmar’s normalised bilateral migration relations 

were passive. Myanmar resisted complying with Thailand’s demands as a receiving state. This was 

because political conflict with ethnic minorities in Myanmar had a negative impact on the relations 

between the two countries and a normalised scenario became impossible. 

This chapter discusses the situation that unfolded when Myanmar started to act as a 

migrant-sending state in its relationship with Thailand. It became more involved in cooperative 

migration diplomacy after Myanmar signed a bilateral agreement on labour migration with 

Thailand in 2003. This bilateral agreement led to gradual normalisation of migration relations 

between Thailand and Myanmar. This change was prompted by two important factors: first, the 

bilateral agreement categorised migrant workers more systematically, diminishing the ethnic 

threat; and second, the bilateral relations shifted focus away from Myanmar’s ethnic politics. 

Because Thailand had maintained a foreign policy that Myanmar regarded as threatening, Thailand 

had to adjust its behaviour before it could propose interstate bargaining with Myanmar over the 

issue of migration management. However, Myanmar retained certain national security concerns 

which caused a delay in the implementation of the agreement. Previously, concerns over ethnic 

conflict overshadowed any disquiet there may have been over the issue of labour migration. 

Furthermore, the shift in Myanmar’s ethnic-political landscape after the hybrid civilian-

military government came into power influenced its migration diplomacy with Thailand. The 

shifted ethnic politics have eradicated the securitisation of the existing migrants in Thailand. Thein 

Sein’s administration redefined migrant workers there. As a result, Myanmar’s migration relations 

with Thailand became more cooperative, and the full implementation of the bilateral arrangement 

of labour migration with Thailand came into effect.  
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4.1 Attempts to normalise Migration Relations  

In Myanmar’s case, normalised migration relations meant that it became responsive to the 

requests of receiving states with one exception: that receiving state should not interfere in 

Myanmar’s domestic ethnic politics. As discussed in the last chapter, Thailand had imposed a 

buffer zone policy that Myanmar regarded as interference. When Thailand wished to cooperate 

and establish normalised relations with Myanmar over labour migration, Thailand had to change 

the behaviour that Myanmar considered to be interfering. 

Thailand’s Initial Interests  

From 2000 onwards, Thailand clearly expressed its interest in negotiating a formal mutual 

arrangement with Myanmar over migrant workers. Thailand’s interests were the full cooperation 

with Myanmar in order to put a mechanism that would ensure legal cross-border employment 

arrangements as well as the repatriation of those who enter and work in the country illegally. In 

February 2000, Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs first attempted to put the issue of bilateral 

cooperation on legally recruited workers on the agenda of a meeting at ministerial level with 

Myanmar’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Thai MFA 2000b). In doing so, Thailand was aware that 

Myanmar had normal migration relations with other receiving states (Thai MFA 2000a). To have 

more corroborative information in order to negotiate with Myanmar, Thailand’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs asked the authorities from Singapore and Malaysia if they had any bilateral 

agreements with Myanmar on the importation of migrant workers from Myanmar (Thai Embassy 

in Singapore 2000). This made Thailand aware that the government of Myanmar did not have any 

formal agreements with other receiving countries, but it permitted private recruitment companies 

to arrange the export of its migrant workers to those receiving countries.  As a result, Thailand’s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs worked with its Ministry of Labour to finding a way to negotiate with 

Myanmar (Department of Employment 2000). In sum, Thailand’s demand to cooperate with 

Myanmar on labour migration existed since 2000 while bilateral migration relations were disrupted 

by ethnic conflict, as discussed in the last chapter.56 

 
56 Apart from the bilateral agreement, Thailand continued to attempt repatriating undocumented migrant workers back 

to Myanmar. For example, 150 people were sent back to Myanmar on 24 November 2003. At the same time, Myanmar 

side insisted that the repatriation process must be carried out at Myawaddy reception centre according to the joint 

cooperative agreement implemented by the Myanmar-Thai Joint Task Force on illegal workers headed by Thailand 

and Myanmar’s ministers of Foreign Affairs (Myanmar MoFA 2003c). In Myanmar-Thai Joint Task Force on illegal 
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Myanmar’s Security Concern  

From 2000 to 2010, the administration of Myanmar still fell under the ruling of the SPDC 

(State Peace and Development Council) government which was authoritarian. The regime’s main 

concern was with ethnic separatism that could undermine its security. Senior General Than Shwe, 

the leader of the SPDC military regime, foresaw that the continuity of the regime’s legacy would 

be possible through a civilianised, decentralised and reformed political system (Myint-U 2012, 

25). To secure its dominance over the country and to prepare for the political transition, the old 

establishment sought to limit the ethnic armed groups’ capacities to challenge its power.  

Apart from the military operation attacking the ethnic minorities, the SPDC had long 

attempted to integrate ethnic armed groups under its power through three political actions. First, 

the military government started the Border Areas Development Programme in 2003 to penetrate 

into the ethnic areas (Jones 2016, 101). Second, the SPDC introduced the ceasefire agreements, 

which Senior General Than Shwe presented as the most defining characteristic of the military 

government (Smith 2005, 70). The military regime offered a political deal, setting the stage for 

ethnic leaders to enter parliamentary politics through political parties (Lall 2016, 15). As of 2006, 

there was a total of 20 ethnic armed groups (EAGs) that agreed on the ceasefires (Smith 2007, 90). 

Jones (2016) contends that the ceasefires helped sustain the regime and achieve Burmanisation in 

the long term. Third, the 2008 Constitution underlined the one-army concept, leading to the 

establishment of a Border Guard Force (BGF). The supreme law stated that Myanmar would have 

only one armed force following the transfer of military power to the civilian government. 

Meanwhile, in April 2009, the junta government suggested integrating all EAGs under ceasefire 

into the BGF over which the Tatmadaw would have direct control (Lall 2016, 97). Among the 25 

EAGs, the less powerful ones had little choice: five groups57 were transformed into 23 BGFs, and 

the remaining 15 groups58 were transformed into less formalised militias. 

 
workers on 1 4  May 2 0 0 3 , Thailand proposed the improvement of the repatriation process. In the negotiation, the 

repatriation could be done by sending back 2 0 0  migrants on every two weeks on Monday at Myawaddy starting on 

18 August 2003 . Myanmar authority claimed that it would be ready to receive the returnees through the Myawaddy 

border gate beginning 1 8  August 2 0 0 3  and continue this procedure on every first and third Monday of each month 

(Myanmar MoFA 2003b). In May 2003, Myanmar accepted the repatriation of 79 undocumented workers. 73 migrants 

were sent back to Myanmar on 23 August 2003 and Myanmar replied back that Thailand should proceed through 

Myawaddy reception centre. 
57 Mainly included the KNPLF, NDA-K, DKBA and the other smaller groups. 
58 For example, the PNO, KDA and SSPP 
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However, these political projects of the SPDC began contributing to the build-up existing 

ethnic tensions. The military government was not able to consolidate the ethnic groups 

harmoniously. These conflicts were fuelled by the genuine political grievances of the Tatmadaw 

and the EAGs. For example, the military government arrested the president of the Shan State Peace 

Council in 2005, and the Burmese army became involved in a fight against Karen in 2006. 

Additionally, even while preparing to enter the political arena, some EAGs who had signed 

ceasefire agreements restarted their military operations. 59  As for the BGF, five larger EAGs 

resisted the government’s demand, including the Kachin Independence Organisation/ Kachin 

Independence Army (KIO/KIA), New Mon State Party (NMSP), Democratic Karen Buddhist 

Army (DKBA), United Wa State Army (UWSA) and Myanmar National Democratic Alliance 

Army (MNDAA-Kokang). Their rejections led to more conflicts and further eroding of trust in the 

Tatmadaw (Jolliffe 2018, 363–64). The Tatmadaw quickly punished Kokang with a military 

campaign, forcing the Kokang to back down. The Tatmadaw did not take similar action against 

the other groups because they were militarily stronger. By late 2010, the tension between the 

government and the KIO/KIA became serious. The repeated clashes between the KIO/KIA and 

Tatmadaw led to the collapse of the seventeen-year ceasefire agreement between them (Lall 2016, 

98–99). The BFG plan failed since few of EAGs accepted it (Egreteau 2016, 101), and it prolonged 

ethnic tensions. Therefore, the regime’s security concern still remained during 2003-2010. The 

security concern was embedded in foreign policy goal like the previous era and the domestic ethnic 

politics did not solve well. 

 

Halting the buffer zone 

Thailand needed to change its conduct towards Myanmar because the regime became 

focused on controlling major ethnic minorities. To this end, the SPDC prioritised the regime’s 

security over economic gains and its foreign policy goals were underpinned by this principle. If 

Thailand wanted to have cooperative bilateral relations, its government needed to accept 

Myanmar’s policies towards ethnic minorities (Trichote 2005, 121). Likewise, the government of 

 
59 For example, the KIO signed a ceasefire agreement with the government in 1993 and followed the government’s 

political roadmap. However, the KIO’s demands were not fulfilled by the government during the preparation for the 

2010 elections, so the KIO remobilised its troops (Lall 2016, 98). 



107 
 

Myanmar did not rank the material gains that Myanmar could get from the labour migration above 

its political goals. Therefore, the normalisation of bilateral migration relations depended upon the 

receiving state ceasing the interference in Myanmar’s ethnic politics that Myanmar had objected 

to.  

Thailand complied by terminating the buffer zone policy. The administration of Thaksin 

Shinawatra, who was the prime minister of Thailand from 2001 to 2006, sought to change buffer 

zone policy in order to further rapprochement with the Burmese regime (Trichote 2008). Thaksin 

declared an end to the buffer state policy in the middle of 2002 and this action was a part of Thai 

government’s ‘good neighbour policy’, which started in 2003. This good neighbour diplomacy 

also included Thailand’s effort to mediate between the Burmese government and non-ceasefire 

groups by convincing the latter to sign the ceasefire agreements. Moreover, Thaksin sought to 

develop trust between the Thai government and the SPDC through the pressure against refugees 

to build a trust that Thailand did not support anti- Tatmadaw groups. The Thai government banned 

ethnic and Burmese pro-democracy activists in Thailand from arranging any political campaigns. 

In 2004 Thaksin also tried to take control of the operations of the UNHCR (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees) by planning to move all UNHCR-registered Myanmar urban refugees 

into camps. In addition, he banned foreign correspondents from reporting news about refugee 

camps (Haacke 2006, 48–50; Laongin 2014, 108). Above all, the Thai government’s aim was to 

cease any activity that would lead Myanmar to the conclusion that Thailand was interfering in 

Myanmar’s domestic ethnic affairs.  

Thailand’s ultimate purpose in ending the buffer zone policy, was to adopt a foreign policy 

that would benefit its economy. During Thaksin’s administration, as the Thai government began 

to treat Myanmar as a trading partner the ethnic minorities became more burdensome. At the level 

of diplomacy, the Thai authorities sought to maintain a low-key role in Myanmar’s ethnic conflict 

so that Thailand and Myanmar could derive mutual benefit from border trade, fishing rights and 

logging concessions. Thailand imported energy mainly from Myanmar and extended certain soft 

loans to Myanmar. Based on his personal relationships with Burmese military generals, Thaksin 

was able to gain economic advantages from several businesses, particularly the telecommunication 
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concession in Myanmar (Chachavalpongpun 2018). This bilateral economic cooperation was 

particularly meaningful to Myanmar because it was facing international sanctions. 

 Thailand’s termination of the buffer zone policy and the economic deals that Thaksin’s 

administration offered to Myanmar enhanced bilateral cooperation on the issue of migration. 

Myanmar’s positive response to Thailand’s demands began after Thailand made its public 

announcement about the termination of the buffer zone policy. In the 6th Joint Commission for 

Bilateral Cooperation (JC) held in January 2002, the SPDC agreed to a plan for the repatriation of 

some 19,000 individuals from Thailand to Myanmar. To this end, Myanmar established a reception 

centre in Myawaddy for the returnees deported by the Thai authorities and considered Thailand’s 

requests to have more centres in Kaw Thaung and Payathonzu (Trichote 2008, 149; Laongin 2014, 

84).  

From 2002 onwards, bilateral migration relations between Thailand and Myanmar seemed 

to be more amicable, particularly after the Thai government announced that it was stopping the 

buffer zone policy. Within the same period, Thailand submitted a bilateral agreement on labour 

migration to the SPDC government. In addition to the repatriation of displaced people, Thailand 

anticipated having greater cooperation from Myanmar and other neighbouring countries over the 

management of migrant workers. Migratory flows across national borders became the subject of 

interstate diplomacy, which implied that Thailand had engaged in migration diplomacy with its 

sending states. 

 

4.2 A Bilateral agreement 
 

Receiving states often use bilateral agreements to manage international labour migration. 

They utilise mutual agreements to control low-skilled workers by emphasising that these workers’ 

contracts are temporary. The agreements generally stress the role of intergovernmental cooperation 

in orderly migration, regulate the private recruitment agencies, solve the problem of irregular 

migration, manage the repatriation, and guarantee the rights of migrant workers  (Chanda and 

Gopalan 2011, 186–87).  Among different kinds of bilateral agreements, Memorandums of 

Understanding (MOUs) are commonly used to manage the cross-border flow of low-skilled labour 
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(Wickramasekara 2015) because these documents are  a non-binding form of bilateral cooperation. 

They are documents that merely describe the intentions of the concerned parties, expressing a 

desire to pursue a common line of action, rather than being legally binding treaties (Vasuprasat 

2008, Working paper; no.16:3).  With loose arrangements, the MOUs are relatively more flexible 

as the degree of commitment depends on the willingness of partner states. Thus, Asian countries 

prefer to negotiate bilaterally on the matter of migration through MOUs (Chanda and Gopalan 

2011, 187). 

Similarly, MOUs were the main migration diplomacy tools that Thailand used with 

Myanmar and other sending states. Since 2000, Thailand’s demand for bilateral cooperation in 

migration management has increased over time as a consequence of its economic vulnerabilities 

and border control issues. Thailand was not able to achieve the management of foreign migrants 

without cooperation of their sending states. In 2003, Thailand successfully introduced an MOU in 

its dealings with Myanmar. The MOU focused on close cooperation in regulating new migrants 

and controlling existing undocumented migrants. It also required the participation of sending states 

in order to manage labour migration effectively.  

 

Thailand’s demands and vulnerabilities  

In the creation of the bilateral agreement, Myanmar gained leverage as a sending state that 

Thailand needed cooperation from the most. Sending states have leverage when they can offer 

something the receiving states want. In the international migration context, the offer is to help stem 

the irregular flows of clandestine migrants and open channels to accept the returning of migrants 

(Hansen 2012, 18). For receiving states’ demands, the bilateral agreement would also guarantee 

the temporariness of migrants, ensuring that they would return to their home countries (Heilser 

1985, 474).  Cooperating in solving receiving states’ irregular migration issues is already used as 

bargaining power by sending states. Leverage of sending states came from receiving states’ 

vulnerability. 

Within bilateral migration relations context, the vulnerability of a receiving state appears 

when the state has little option but to cooperate with a sending state who became a privileged 

counterpart that must be convinced to cooperate. The cost of a receiving state to ensure its sending 
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state’s commitment creates a vulnerability for that receiving state (Paoletti 2011b, 282).  In this 

regard, Thailand is highly vulnerable due to its existing illegal migrants, who seem to not be easily 

accepted by the Myanmar government and who do not want to return to the country. 

The Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers 

(afterward: the Workers’ MOU) aimed at systematically managing cross-border labour migration 

from sending states into Thailand via intergovernmental cooperation. Thailand introduced the 

Workers’ MOU to three sending states including Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic (afterwards: Laos). The two dominant objectives of the MOU were to 

provide legal systems for the recruitment of new workers and to control existing undocumented 

migrants (Chantavanich 2007, 22). 

For facilitating the new flows of migrants, the Workers’ MOU specified proper 

administrative procedures and guidelines in recruiting and employing migrants. These included 

matters such as qualifications, wages, working conditions, work permit approvals, contracts, travel 

documents, health insurances and taxes. To guarantee that migrants would only work in Thailand 

temporarily, the MOU referred to an institutional mechanism to encourage migrants to return home 

after a limited period of employment. Under the Workers’ MOU, migrants could only renew a 

two-year contract of employment with specified employers once. In addition, migrants had to pay 

income tax to Thailand on15 percent of their wages would be deposited into a repatriation fund 

which they could access only after they returned to their host countries (World Bank 2006, 12). In 

order to solve the problem of irregular migration, the MOU established a ground for regularisation 

process and the prevention of further illegal migration. The Workers’ MOU also referred to 

intergovernmental consultations as a mechanism for exchanging information and techniques 

(Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 191–92).  

However, the two main goals of the MOU in regulating new migrants and controlling 

existing undocumented migrants reflected Thailand’s vulnerability in managing migration from 

neighbouring countries.  

Firstly, Thailand was vulnerable because it has a high demand for low-skilled labour which 

is vital to its labour-intensive industries in large cities and border areas (Chantavanich 2007, 1). In 

short, the Thai economy’s growth has been highly dependent on low-skilled migrants (Kaur 2010). 
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Migrant workers make a large contribution to Thailand’s economic growth (World Bank 2006, 

10).  Paitoonpong (2011) estimates that the economic contribution provided by all migrant workers 

from neighbouring countries is as much as 2.3 percent of Thailand’s Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) per year. A 2007 study by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimated that 

Burmese migrant labour contributed US$11 billion to the Thai economy, a figure that represents 

6.2 percent of Thailand's total GDP (P. Martin 2007). Furthermore, there has been a considerable 

shortage of labourers in Thailand due to demographic factors such as the size of its own population 

and the skills of its workforce. Thailand has a slow rate of population growth while Myanmar’s 

fertility rates are high (World Bank 2006, 8). The skills of the Thai workforce have been increasing 

leaving a shortage of unskilled labourers, who are now in high demand. Migrants thus make up an 

important source of cheap and flexible labour for Thailand (World Bank 2006, 8). Labourers from 

Myanmar have been concentrated in the so-called 3D jobs — meaning dangerous, dirty, and 

difficult or demeaning jobs, such as the fishing industry, domestic services and agriculture sectors. 

Since they receive lower wages than Thailand’s minimum wage, migrants from Myanmar can 

make Thailand’s fisheries more competitive internationally (Manning and Bhatnagar 2006, 62). 

As the economic contribution of migrants was significant, a Thai migrant worker activist explained 

that the Thai authorities during Thaksin’s administration changed their perspectives on the issue 

of labour migration by accepting that migrants are an integral part of Thai economy. This caused 

Thai government to fully include economic issues in the negotiations about migrant workers 

(Interview THCSO1 2017). 

Secondly, Thailand was concerned about its limited capacity to control the movement of 

undocumented migrants. This vulnerability caused the Thai government to prioritise the 

management of illegal migrants already residing in Thailand over the importation of newly-

recruited migrants, according to the Director of Illegal Migrant Workers Division, Thailand’s 

Ministry of Labour (Mekong Migration Network and Asian Migrant Centre 2007, 18). Among 

different sending states, Myanmar was the most problematic sending country for Thailand due to 

the magnitude and the escalation of population mobility from Myanmar. This was reflected by the 

fact that Thailand’s first unilateral arrangement on the labour migrants in 1992 targeted only 

migrants from Myanmar. At that time, Thailand realised the highly necessary role of sending states 

in solving the problem of illegal migration. As a result of this realisation the Thai government had 
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attempted to obtain Myanmar’s cooperation on this issue throughout the late 1990s and the early 

2000s.  

Figure 12: The Tiers of Irregularity and Regularity of Migrant Workers in Thailand (Natali 2014) 
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Therefore, Thailand’s ultimate demand to Myanmar to reach agreement on the bilateral 

MOU was in order to regularise the existing undocumented migrants. The main mechanism for 

regularising undocumented migrants was to be a National Verification process which required 

coordination with the action of sending states. The regularisation set the stage for bilateral 

cooperation so that the nationality and issue of travel documents migrants could be verified and 

converted into official documents (Vasuprasat 2008, Working paper; no.16:2).  This regularisation 

process was intended to identify the citizenship status of migrants (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 

192). The sending states were under an obligation to issue a Certificate of Identity (C.I.) in order 

to regularise each illegal migrant and all workers who had acquired interim permits (World Bank 

2006, 63). The cooperation of sending states was necessary to verify the nationality of these illegal 

workers and to provide documents for them so that their temporary residence could be guaranteed. 

The Thai government intended that the Workers’ MOU would constitute the main “instrument to 

bring those who are illegally employed in the country into the legal fold” (Thai MFA 2003a). 

All in all, the MOU was intended to be a key tool for Thailand to manage migration for the 

sake of economic advantages and border control. These vulnerabilities lay behind Thailand’s 

agenda in migration diplomacy with sending states after 2003.  

 

Desecuritising the issue of migration  

The Workers’ MOU was not only the main tool for managing migration, but it also helped 

desecuritising the issue of Myanmar migrants. Before 2003, the reality of mixed-motivated 
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migration and the absence of comprehensive migration management to categorise migrants 

contributed to securitisation of Myanmar migrants in Thailand. The securitisation was mainly 

based on the mixed-migration of ethnic minority people who the military regime considered to be 

a threat to its security. The outflows of people with mixed motivation mostly took place among 

ethnic minorities rather than Burman people, almost all of whom moved to Thailand purely on 

economic grounds. Furthermore, Thailand’s immigration policies during the 1990s failed to set 

the boundary between forced and voluntary migrations. Thailand’s Ministry of Labour categorised 

displaced people who were not eligible to register in camps as ethnic minorities migrant workers. 

The lack of proper categorisation intensified mixed-migration among ethnic migrants. This led the 

military regime to securitise the issue of migration because of its concern about ethnic tension. 

The Workers’ MOU proposed in 2003 pushed Myanmar to formally recognise labour 

migrants in Thailand and the recognition led to a certain degree of desecuritisation of the flows of 

migrants from Myanmar as the framing of non-Burman migrants changed. The Workers’ MOU 

led to changes in management of migration. In 1996, Thailand’s ad hoc registration programmes 

for Myanmar migrants were achieved unilaterally because Myanmar did not include Thailand in 

its official list of migrant-receiving states. But the core elements of the Workers’ MOU were the 

mutual coordination of the regularisation process for creating formal recruitment channels between 

Thailand and Myanmar. By signing the MOU, Myanmar indicated that it recognised the existing 

migrants and permitted legal emigration to Thailand. The recruitment system desecuritised the 

issue of migration by distinguishing between economic migrants and other types of displaced who 

left for Thailand. The regularisation that required Myanmar to verify migrants’ nationalities would 

affect the status of the ethnic displaced people by turning most of them officially into migrant 

workers. Thus, the Workers’ MOU provided the government of Myanmar with the means for 

redefining its migrants located in Thailand. 

The bilateral MOU was also a diplomatic tool that created more harmonious relations on 

the issue of labour migration. Before 2003, bilateral negotiation between Thailand and Myanmar 

mainly dealt with irregular migration, treating illegal migrants as part of the same outflow as 

displaced people. The securitisation of migrants and Thailand’s interference led to Myanmar’s 

reluctance to cooperate with Thailand. However, because of the desecuritisation, the Workers’ 

MOU could detach international migration between Thailand and Myanmar from the highly 
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charged political issue of the treatment of ethnic minorities. All in all, this bilateral MOU 

strengthened inter-state cooperation (Wongboonsin 2006, 267). It represented an attempt to 

normalise labour migration relations between Thailand and Myanmar. 

 

4.3 Myanmar’s responses  
 

From 2003 onwards, Myanmar started to engage in cooperative migration diplomacy 

through bargaining arrangements in the negotiation on the draft of the Workers’ MOU and the 

implementation of that MOU. This was because, during the period from 2003 until 2010, the SPDC 

prioritised Myanmar’s national security in relation to ethnic politics over the material gains that 

Myanmar could get from the labour migration. The requests that Myanmar made to bargain with 

Thailand were mainly relevant to defend its national security. This action of Myanmar provides 

insight into how Myanmar as a sending state managed to exercise agency in interstate bargaining 

on international labour migration, in which receiving states often stand in a more powerful position 

(Piper 2006, 294). 

 

Negotiation on the draft of the MOU 

The Thai government’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs was the main actor in the negotiation 

of the Workers’ MOU draft with Myanmar. The ministry attempted to urge Myanmar to consider 

signing this bilateral agreement through existing diplomatic channels. Negotiations over the draft 

took place in the Joint Task Force and Thai-Myanmar Joint Committee, which were responsible 

for dealing with cross-border issues. In pushing the agenda of the cooperation on international 

labour migration, the Thai government needed to offer economic deals and development projects 

as a related matter.60  

 
60 In the interview with a representative from a Thai non-governmental organisation, he said that Thai government 

linked the migrant worker issue with economic cooperation during the negotiation, such as Ayeyawady-Chao 

Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy, and infrastructure projects in Myanmar  (Interview THCSO1 

2017). 



115 
 

Myanmar bargained with Thailand on the draft of the Workers’ MOU. The first draft that 

Thailand proposed to Myanmar was similar to the one that Thailand had signed with Laos in 

October 2002 (MOU 2002; Thai MFA 2003c). The table below demonstrates the requests that 

Myanmar put forward to Thailand during the draft of the Workers’ MOU. Myanmar tried to 

bargain with Thailand over the scope of the agreement and the returning process. 

Figure 13: The requests of Myanmar in the draft of the Workers’ MOU (Myanmar MoFA 2003a) 

Requests Thai response 

1. Thailand should pay out the cash from the repatriation fund 

within 7 days. 

Agree 

2. Add the phrase “and shall be applicable only to those workers 

who are employed after it has come into effect” after the last 

paragraph of the article 1 of the MOU. 

Disagree 

3. The alternative employment should be found in Thailand in case 

of early termination of employment. 

Disagree 

4. Change the word from “domiciles” to “country of origin” when 

mentioning about the return of workers. 

Disagree, but change the 

word into “permanent 

addresses”. 

5. Cut the clause “Recognising the principles enshrined in The 

Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration of 1999”. 

Agree 

6.Add the paragraph “Remittances to family in the country of origin 

during the course of employment to be (made) through legal 

channels”. 

Disagree 

 

The most significant request was the second one of on the table above relating to the limit 

of the Workers’ MOU because the request could curtail Thailand’s most fundamental demand. By 

requesting to add the phrase “and shall be applicable only to those workers who are employed after 
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it has come into effect”, Myanmar attempted to confine the scope of the Workers’ MOU to protect 

only those who would be newly-recruited. Myanmar did not want to include existing 

undocumented migrant workers to be protected under the Workers’ MOU.  This request was 

another example of how Myanmar securitised the migrants residing in Thailand and its initial 

reluctance to cooperate on the issue. However, as Figure 13 shows, this request of Myanmar was 

not achieved as Thailand insisted that the MOU’s priority was to solve the underlining problem of 

irregular migration that Thailand had been facing. Thailand’s most important objective was to 

regularise existing undocumented migrants (Thai MFA 2003a). 

“By confining the scope of the MOU to cover only those who are employed after it has 

come into effect would, in practice, exclude those who are already working illegally in 

the country and would not tackle the very problem both sides are trying to solve.” (Thai 

MFA 2003a). 

Myanmar’s security concern about existing undocumented migrant also had a bearing on 

another negotiation that was relevant to the Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration of 1999. 

Myanmar wanted to delete the clause “Recognising the principles enshrined in The Bangkok 

Declaration on Irregular Migration of 1999”, as shown in paragraph 5 of the above table. The 

Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration of 1999 (afterwards: the Bangkok Declaration), 

adopted by Thailand, Myanmar and 17 other Asia-Pacific countries, set the founding principle for 

the Workers’ MOUs Thailand signed with three sending states: Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar 

(Vasuprasat 2008; Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 191). The Bangkok Declaration highlighted the 

necessity of strengthening bilateral cooperation between receiving and sending states to tackle 

irregular migration. It also emphasised the role of sending states in combating irregular migration 

and identifying the citizenship of undocumented migrants to guarantee their returns (Bangkok 

Declaration 1999). Since Myanmar had been unwilling to acknowledge its existing migrants in 

Thailand, it was reluctant to see the Workers’ MOU referring to the Bangkok Declaration’s 

principles that may abide the role of sending states.  In contrast to Myanmar’s previous request, 

Thailand agreed not to mention the Bangkok Declaration in the MOU with Myanmar while the 

clause appeared in the MOUs with Laos and Cambodia. From the Thai side, the erasure of the 

clause did not affect the implementation of the Workers’ MOU as long as the MOU’s objective of 

regularising undocumented migrants was not affected and still remained (Thai MFA 2003b). 
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The rest of Myanmar’s requests, which involved the process for the return of migrants and 

their remittances, received a different response from Thailand. First, as shown in paragraph 4 of 

the table, Myanmar wanted to change the word relating to the return of workers from “domiciles” 

to “country of origin”. Thailand compromised with Myanmar by finally changing the word into 

“permanent addresses” which would help Thailand guarantee the return of migrants. Second, as 

paragraph 6 of the table shows, Myanmar tried to add the clause “remittances to family in the 

country of origin during the course of employment to be (made) through legal channels”. Thailand 

disagreed with the request because it considered that the process of transferring remittances to 

migrants’ local communities should be the responsibility of the sending state, not the receiving 

state. Third, as in paragraph 3 on the table, Myanmar suggested that alternative employment should 

be found in Thailand in case of early termination of employment. Thailand did not accept this 

request since it would undermine Thailand’s control over the movement of migrant workers. The 

fourth, as shown in paragraph 1 on the table, Myanmar requested that Thailand should pay the 

cash from repatriation fund within 7 days after the migrants had returned home. For this request 

involving repatriation fund of the MOU, Myanmar had the upper hand in the negotiation and 

received more gains than the other two sending states. What Cambodian and Laotian workers 

received was the original condition that Thailand had offered, that is, that it would pay the fund 

for the returning migrant workers within 45 days. 

Therefore, the Workers’ MOU signed between Thailand and Myanmar was the product of 

both countries’ bargaining power. Ministers of Foreign Affairs from Myanmar and Thailand later 

officially signed the MOU called “Memorandum of Understanding between the Government of 

the Kingdom of Thailand and the Government of the Union of Myanmar on Cooperation in the 

Employment of Workers” in June 2003. Even Myanmar could not gain leverage in the negotiation; 

its requests presented the country’s main concerns regarding the security issue. Furthermore, the 

signed agreement had not provided that full cooperation from Myanmar would be guaranteed. 

 

Delaying in implementation  
 

 Myanmar’s delaying in implementation was another sending state’s practice that was 

significant when comparing with other sending states of Thailand. The discussion does not negate 
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the fact that Myanmar has suffered from low state capacity and domestic political conflicts. It truly 

lacks the ability to formulate and implement policies. However, the low state capacity as an 

alternative explanation could not overcome the argument on state’s intentions and political wills.  

Myanmar’s security concern caused the delay in the implementation of what it had agreed 

to do according to the Workers’ MOU. Signing the MOU did not promptly lead to the complete 

normalisation of migration relations between Thailand and Myanmar. Myanmar’s non-compliance 

with the agreement was mainly due to its unwillingness to cooperate with Thailand based on 

security concerns. While Myanmar had a low level of state capacity like other sending states, 

namely Laos and Cambodia, the unwillingness of Myanmar was outstanding. 

Even though the operational effectiveness of the Workers’ MOUs in Cambodia and Laos 

was delayed and limited, both sending states were willing to cooperate with Thailand. Due to their 

low levels of bureaucratic capacity and inadequate resources (World Bank 2006, 13), Laos and 

Cambodia faced several difficulties. For example, they failed to maintain a database of workers 

and the processing time of verifying migrants’ identities and issuing official travel documents were 

too long. They were also unable to ensure the return of migrants and could not integrate the benefits 

from the returnees into the home societies (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 192–93). These burdens 

delayed the implementation of the MOUs because Cambodia and Laos only started the national 

verification successfully in 2005 and officially began the deployment of newly-recruited workers 

in 2006 (World Bank 2006, 12; ILO 2015, 5). Despite the delays, Laos and Cambodia expressed 

their intention to cooperate with Thailand on several occasions. In 2003, Laos tried to implement 

the regularisation process by including 32,492 Laos’ illegal workers who had registered with the 

Thai Ministry of Labour into the legal fold (Thai MFA 2003c). Then, Thailand set a precedent by 

inviting and facilitating Cambodia and Laos to each take part in the legalisation process. In 2004–

2005, there were efforts from the Laotian and Cambodian governments to provide C.I. for their 

nationals in Thailand (Vasuprasat 2008, Working paper; no.16:2). Laos had carried out the pilot 

period on 25 January – 22 February 2005 and national verification conducted during 6 June – 14 

October 2005. As of 11 October 2005, 30,775 Laotian workers had gone to the process and 30,711 

were verified nationality. Cambodia side had carried out the pilot period on 30 March – 12 April 

2005. During the pilot, there were 75 Cambodian gone through the process and 72 of them receive 

the verification and documents. Cambodian would come back in November 2005 (Thai MFA 
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2005a).  Both countries’ willingness to cooperate with Thailand was so evident that Thailand’s 

Ministry of Labour gave an interview to mainstreamed medias on its satisfactory over by both 

sending states’ compliance with the Workers’ MOU since 2004 (Thai MFA 2004c), albeit that 

their actions had been partially ineffective. 

At the first glance, Myanmar’s low level of state capacity caused the delay in implementing 

the Workers’ MOU. According to an interview with a high-ranking officer from Myanmar’s 

Ministry of Labour (Interview MOL1 2017), the officer claimed that the government of Myanmar 

lacked the capacity to handle the implementation.  It had to do thorough preparation with relevant 

stakeholders, such as government agencies, employers, and recruitment companies. Moreover, the 

officer stated that the government had to be extremely cautious and highly prepared before issuing 

the necessary documents. 

The other main reason for the delay was Myanmar’s unwillingness to cooperate with 

Thailand, which made Myanmar different from the other two sending states. Myanmar remained 

mostly inactive, in participating with the other three states in implementing the terms of the 

Workers’ MOU (World Bank 2006, 12). In September 2003, Thailand proposed to host a Senior 

Official Meeting in Bangkok on the implementation of the Myanmar-Thai MOU on Cooperation 

in the Employment of Workers, but Myanmar refused to attend the meeting. In April 2004, the 

Thai media criticised that Myanmar had yet to cooperate with Thailand (Thai MFA 2004c).61 In 

July 2007, the SPDC government still firmly insisted on its refusal to conduct the registration 

process with Thai authorities (Bangkok Post 2007). Myanmar’s national verification was delayed 

in comparison with the verification documentation forthcoming from Laos and Cambodia as it 

deferred the process until 2009 (ILO 2015, 5). In this way, Myanmar’s lack of a sincere intention 

to cooperate with Thailand became apparent. 

Myanmar refused to promptly carry out its national verification undertaking, which was 

the most critical aspect of the Workers’ MOU. Myanmar’s refusal was due to the securitisation of 

certain ethnic migrants in Thailand. Although Myanmar had signed the MOU, Myanmar’s attitude 

 
61 On 4 June 2004, Prime Ministers of both countries discussed on the issue. During 2004, there was a negotiation on 

the procedure on National Verification of Myanmar workers in Thailand in which Thailand needed Myanmar to send 

officials to carry out the verification in Thailand. It was planned to be conducted on 1 December 2004-30 June 2005. 

The first month of the procedure would be carried out in Bangkok and Thailand would bear all the expenses in the 

first three month (Thai MFA 2004d). 
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toward ethnic migrants did not change immediately. The Thai government always contended that 

these ethnic migrants gave rise to Myanmar’s reluctance to implement the regularisation process 

(Thai MFA 2004b, 12). Without the national verification of existing undocumented migrant 

workers, including those registered with the Thai government, it was not possible to distinguish 

between workers and displaced people.  

Myanmar’s non-compliance with the Workers’ MOU meant that the normalisation of 

migration relations between Myanmar and Thailand remained incomplete. As a result, Thailand 

could not solve the problem of irregular migration. Thailand had to register existing undocumented 

migrants unilaterally via several Cabinet Resolutions as it had before. Without the identification 

process required to be done by Myanmar authorities, the Thai government retained the illegal 

status of these migrants.  Moreover, Myanmar’s refusal to cooperate in the deportation process 

worsened the existing stresses. An official report of Thailand’s Department of Employment, 

Ministry of Labour stated:    

“…. Especially in Myanmar, there is a clear division among different races. [The 

Burmese government] does not accept Mon-ethnic Burmese nationals or Karen as its 

citizens. This means Thailand is still facing problems in repatriating Burmese migrant 

workers until today” (Foreign Workers Administration Office 2005, 146). 

In terms of the deployment of newly recruited migrant workers, there was no permit for 

those who wanted to work in Thailand despite the bilateral MOU (World Bank 2006, 66) and the 

Thai Prime Minister’s efforts to appease Myanmar (Thai MFA 2006a). The lack of a formal 

channel for Thai employers to import workers from Myanmar forced them to use irregular 

channels, which they always did. A normalised labour migration procedure was still operating 

between Myanmar and Thailand. All in all, the Workers’ MOU was ineffective in managing the 

inflows of migrants from Myanmar into Thailand due to Myanmar’s delay in fully implementing 

the MOU. Effectively, Myanmar decided not to comply, pushing Thailand to further negotiate. 

 

Solving Security Concerns: Negotiation on the implementation  

Because practical implementation of the Workers’ MOU had been delayed, Thailand 

needed to proceed with the operation of its terms through bilateral negotiations (ILO 2015, 5). 
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Thailand attempted several times to press Myanmar on the implementation of the Workers’ MOU, 

particularly the regularisation process. The first official meeting was held in January 2004. It was 

titled “Senior Officials for the Implementation of the Myanmar-Thailand Memorandum of 

Understanding on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers” (Thai MFA 2004a).62  At the 

meeting, both countries discussed about the establishment of procedures to follow the Workers’ 

MOU and the rights and protection of migrant workers. Both sides focused on the end of illegal 

employment. The negotiation was mostly about the logistics of procedures, for example, the 

issuance of Overseas Worker Identification Cards and temporary passports for verified Myanmar 

workers (Thai MFA 2003c). In public, Myanmar continued to indicate its readiness to cooperate 

with Thailand on the implementation of the MOU (Thai MFA 2004c). In reality, Thailand 

repeatedly attempted to discuss with Myanmar on the issue several times during the period 2004–

2006. The Thai Prime Minister had to persuade Myanmar’s leaders to implement the MOU in an 

informal meeting in December 2004 (The Myanmar Times 2006). During the month of March 

2006, Thailand and Myanmar agreed in Senior Officials’ Meeting on Myanmar Illegal Workers 

that the process would start (Thai MFA 2005b). However, there was a further delay in the 

implementation. 

Throughout the negotiation of the implementation, Myanmar bargained with Thailand over 

three points that related to its national security concerns. Firstly, the national verification process 

would take place on Myanmar territory. Myanmar proposed to establish Employment Processing 

Centres along the Thai-Myanmar border at Tachileik, Myawaddy and Kawthong, which are all 

border towns inside Myanmar territory. Thailand, conversely, tried to convince Myanmar to send 

officers to do the national verification inside Thai territory so that migrants could easily access the 

process.63 The Centres at the border areas in Myanmar territory would also not encourage 

Myanmar migrants to proceed the verification as they may afraid of not be able to re-enter Thailand 

and the process would be too long for employers.64 In June 2004, Thai Prime Minister planned to 

negotiate directly with Khin Nyunt, Myanmar’s prime minister, on the locations of centres that 

 
62 The agendas in the meeting included protection of workers, settlement of disputes relating to the employment, 

return and repatriation of workers, measure against illegal employment, and status of illegal Myanmar workers in 

Thailand. Both sides agreed in most parts that were broad principles. 
63 Thailand had agreed with Cambodia and Laos on the location of the centres before and both countries accept to do 

the verification inside Thailand. 
64 Thai authorities were also concerned about ethnic migrant workers who may fear of registration with Myanmar 

authorities. 
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Thailand wanted them inside Thai territory. In December 2006, Thailand still concerned about the 

location of the centres that were in Myanmar and emphasised that.65 However, Myanmar insisted 

on its demand because it was worried that third countries or other foreign agencies would interfere 

if the verification process took place in Thailand (Thai MFA 2006a). This demand demonstrated 

that the SPDC government prioritised its concern about foreign intervention over solving the 

existing problem of irregular migration.  As Thailand had to see some developments in the 

verification process, Thailand accepted the request of Myanmar’s establishing the national 

verification centre inside Myanmar territory.  

“ … Within the context of solving problem between Thailand and Myanmar on illegal 

workers, Thailand has less bargaining power. Initially, Myanmar were not interested in 

cooperating with Thailand on National Verification. We have to reconcile with Myanmar in 

order to make Myanmar cooperate with us. Myanmar’s establishment the national 

verification processing centre at the borders inside Myanmar was their own condition. It is 

a bargaining power of Myanmar that more than ours.” (Thai MFA 2006c). 

Secondly, Myanmar was adamant that Myanmar’s Security Unit and the Immigration and 

National Registration Department would play a role in investigating all migrants (Myanmar MOL 

2004). This demand appeared in Myanmar’s first draft of the regulation of the Workers’ MOU. It 

reflected the SPDC regime’s perception about the securitisation of migrants in Thailand. Thirdly, 

Myanmar wanted to have leverage over Thailand regarding the type of passport that was to be 

issued to migrant workers. Thailand originally requested Myanmar to issue ordinary civilian 

passports to workers, but Myanmar insisted on issuing temporary ones.66 To this, Myanmar replied 

that a temporary passport would be a guarantee that these workers would not be able to flee. In 

addition, passports became the main tool for controlling citizens who simultaneously maintained 

their status as migrants.  

Myanmar’s SPDC was in direct control of the outcome of the implementation negotiation 

on international migration. Muang Ae, one of SPDC leaders, administrated the issue of Myanmar 

 
65 Thailand was concerned of human rights issue that minority people may be arrested, and it seemed like Thailand 

pushed people back. This may cause migrants not to proceed the verification. 
66 On 28-29 January 2004, Myanmar authorities informed Thailand that the Employment Processing Centre would 

interview migrants to verify their nationality. After the verification, migrants would receive Overseas Worker 

Identification Cards and temporary passports which expire in one year. In 2006 the expiration was set in 3 years. 
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migrants in Thailand and controlled the implementation of the MOU. This reflects how the 

regime’s interests were harmonised with national interests. Because of the order from the SPDC, 

there was some progress with Myanmar’s cooperation. On 2 August 2006 when Thailand’s Prime 

Minister Shinawatra Thaksin discussed the implementation with the SPDC’s leaders, Than Shwe 

and Muang Ae, while he visited Myanmar. In that occasion, Muang Ae agreed on Thailand’s 

proposal to rush on importing workers process to pressure undocumented migrants to enter 

regularisation. An advisor of Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs even suggested Thailand must 

thank Muang Ae for his order towards Myanmar side to cooperate with Thai side (Thai MFA 

2006b).   

The agenda was then transferred to a ministerial level. The next round of negotiations took 

place between the Deputy Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Myanmar, U Maung Myint, and the Thai 

authorities on 26–29 August 2006. The outcome of the meeting on 28 August 2006 became the 

basis for the process of implementation. Both sides agreed to set up three processing centres, and 

the Myanmar agreed to scrutinise the Myanmar workers (The New Light of Myanmar 2006). Apart 

from the regularisation process, the process for the importation of newly recruited migrant workers 

was another issue that both countries discussed. In the bilateral meeting on 28 August 2006, 

Myanmar agreed to start the first round of formally sending Myanmar workers to Thailand at the 

end of September 2006 (Myanmar MoFA 2006a). Thai employers requested importation quotas 

for about 10,000 Myanmar workers from Thailand’s Ministry of Labour and both sides agreed to 

have a labour exchange for these workers (The Myanmar Times 2006). 

Although progress in bilateral negotiation became evident in 2006, it did not lead promptly 

to the normalisation of migration management with Thailand. In 2006, according to the interview 

given by a high-level officer of Myanmar’s Ministry of Labour, Myanmar launched three 

checkpoints near its border with Thailand to issue C.I. for registered migrants of Burmese 

nationality (Interview MOL3 2017).67 The first attempt of national verification started in 

November 2006 when the application forms of 10,007 migrant workers for national verification 

were sent to Myanmar and Myanmar accepted 10,000 of them for the verification  (Myanmar 

MoFA 2006b). As of 21 January 2007, Myanmar authorities mentioned that its Receiving and 

Processing Centre in Kawthaung had issued temporary passports to 2,147 Myanmar workers 

 
67 Previously, the government required migrants to travel to Yangon for their CIs (World Bank 2006, 28). 
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(Embassy of the Union of Myanmar in Bangkok 2007). However, the verification process was not 

successful due to technical difficulties.68 More consultations between Thailand and Myanmar took 

place during the period 2007–2008. In these meetings, Thailand and Myanmar authorities 

confirmed a joint procedure for the national verification process and issuing of visas to migrant 

workers holding valid passports. Figure 14 demonstrates that no migrants from Myanmar were 

completely regularised before 2009. 

Figure 14: Number of migrants with national verification in 2006–2008 (Mekong Migration 

Network 2013). 

Year Cambodia Laos Myanmar 

2006 37,329 43,657 0 

2007 8,299 12,502 0 

2008 5,037 167 0 

 

The national verification implemented by Myanmar’s authorities also gradually came into 

effect in 2009. Myanmar’s immigration authorities started issuing new identification documents 

to migrants working in Thailand in June 2009. With this document, migrants could apply for Thai 

work permits but their mobility was restricted to remaining in Thailand (Irrawaddy 2009). In July 

2009, the SPDC officials opened nationality verification centres located in Tachilek, Myawaddy 

and Kawthaung, according to the locations that Myanmar had agreed with Thailand. However, 

only 905 Myanmar migrants were successfully regularised under the national verification process 

in 2009.  

A Myanmar migrant worker activist pointed out concerns among ethnic migrants after the 

introduction of national verification. Migrants who were ethnic minorities were afraid to register 

themselves with the government system of national identification (Interview CSO3 2018). They 

believed at first that the process was a tool for the military regime to intervene in their personal 

lives. The enforcement of the registration system implemented by Thailand as a receiving state 

 
68 Thai side still needed to set up internal formalities on regulations of using temporary passport and the visa fee. 
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forced them to have contact with Myanmar government agencies. This fear of ethnic minority 

migrants is further proof of the way in which international migration was connected to ethnic 

politics. 

 

4.4 Normalised Bilateral Migration Relations 

At the outset of the political reform, the secured legitimacy of the government on state-

recognised national races had a spillover effect on international migration. Myanmar’s political 

reform was initially the main impetus for the change in government perspectives towards its 

citizens abroad (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016). This shift in attitude towards ethnic minorities had 

ramifications in the area of migration management. It led to the full implementation of the MOU, 

signed in 2003 with Thailand, which consisted of regularising existing undocumented workers and 

formal emigration channels for prospective Myanmar workers to Thailand. Moreover, the 

government has increasingly recognised the citizenship of migrants, including state-recognised 

ethnic minorities. 

The full implementation of the MOU after 2010 marked the normalised bilateral migration 

relations between Myanmar and Thailand. There were two factors. First, bilateral relations with 

Thailand became more secure. Second, the domestic political change inside Myanmar meant 

ethnic minorities were no longer a potential political threat due to the secure regime 

transformation. The ethnic political landscape after the transformation in Myanmar’s domestic 

politics landscape genuinely affected its international migration relations.  

After 2010: the Secured Regime in the Ethnic-Political Landscape  

Generally, the post-military regime has sought to reconcile all state-recognised ethnic 

groups, even though armed conflicts with some of these groups still continue. In going through the 

peace process with these ethnic minorities, the old regime secured itself domestically in the 

handover of power to the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) government led by 

Thein Sein. The Myanmar government can apparently secure its domestic legitimacy through the 

peace process and its ruling power over ethnic groups. The ethnic-political landscape shifted 

significantly between the periods of the military government and the Thein Sein administration. 
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Despite ceasefires with armed ethnic groups during the 1990s, the former SPDC regime did little 

to address national grievances or political reform for more than two decades in power (Smith 

2005). In contrast, the Thein Sein government broadened the ethnic peace offers of the previous 

SPDC regime. The government made efforts to reconcile with major ethnic minority groups 

through a further spread in ceasefire agreements and the peace process. The ethnic reconciliation 

has enhanced the government’s legitimacy both domestically and internationally.69 

The transition of Myanmar from a military government to a parliamentary quasi-civilian 

government (Kipgen 2016, 61) has guaranteed the security of the military regime (Tin Maung 

Maung Than 2011; Pedersen 2014b). Myanmar’s political transition has led to more 

institutionalised ethnic reconciliation mechanisms, which has shaped the political agenda of the 

country towards major national races. The trajectory of ethnic politics in Myanmar has changed in 

more positive ways in the case of state-recognised national races– Shan, Karen, Kachin, Mon, 

Karenni, Chin and Arakan. Although the armed conflict continues in some areas, the government’s 

political legitimacy to rule the country is secure. 

After the handover of power from military rule to the USDP government, Thein Sein 

stressed the government’s caretaking role in peacebuilding efforts among the different ethnic 

groups and in fostering national unity. At the end of March 2011, Thein Sein’s inaugural address 

symbolically expressed his goodwill by proposing an olive branch to the EAGs. His speech stated 

his pursuit of peace with the ethnic groups as one of his term’s most prioritised tasks (Horsey 2012, 

46; Egreteau 2016, 2–3; Lall 2016, 101). The USDP first gained trust from the EAGs by dropping 

the previous regime’s demand for a BGF  (Kipgen 2016, 189). Also, several ministries tried to 

access remote ethnic areas, sometimes EAG-controlled areas, for development projects and social 

services (Lall 2016). 

The USDP government gradually proceeded with political dialogues with the EAGs. The 

parliament established the Ethnic Affairs and Internal Peace Committee to plan a peace talk 

(Kipgen 2016, 189). As the central mechanism for ethnic reconciliation, the peace process that was 

planned in August 2011 was to have three steps, including state-level negotiation, national-level 

dialogue and an inclusive Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). In late 2011, the preliminary 

 
69 However, the USDP approach to peace were ceasefires, but not conflict resolution. The government put pressure 

towards EAGs to disarm and enter parliamentary politics. It was still a military approach to peace and democracy. 
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ceasefires between the USDP government and ten EAGs went well. These EAGs came from major 

ethnic groups like Shan, Karen, Karenni, Rakhine, Chin and Mon, as well as the Pa-O, Wa and 

Mongla groups. In January 2012, the dialogue on ceasefire agreements was further successful 

when the Karen National Union/ Karen National Liberation Army (KNU/KNLA), the longest-

existing EAG founded in 1947, was the first to sign the government-led agreement. The KIO/KIA 

also joined the ceasefires (Lall 2016, 101). The government promised to hold a national dialogue. 

Despite the ceasefire agreements, armed conflict was still occurring. The Burmese army’s 

intensive counter-insurgency contradicted the government’s peace process (Jolliffe 2018). The 

USDP government was unable to prevent clashes between the Tatmadaw and some EAGs, such 

as the KIO/KIA in 2013 and MNDAA in 2015 (Kipgen 2016, 205; Skidmore and Wilson 2012, 

4). More importantly, non-state militias continued to exist, and they practically governed massive 

territories (Myint-U 2012, 27). The one-army concept could not be possible. 

However, the Thein Sein government’s eagerness to create political space for ethnic groups 

could leverage the government’s momentum in caring for the ethnic-political landscape. In 

principle, the government accepted the concept of a federal union, which was one of the ethnic 

groups’ supreme goals. The president addressed the government’s commitment based on 

federalism concept in December 2014 (Kipgen 2016, 201). The USDP also gathered key political 

figures from the former military regime to unprecedentedly commit to the principle of a federal 

union in a written agreement (Jolliffe 2018, 359). Instrumentally, the USDP government 

introduced a central mechanism for national-level political dialogue, the NCA. The draft of the 

NCA came from seven rounds of peace talks between the government and 14 EAGs from union-

level and state-level dialogues (Chit Win 2016, 205). Most invited groups agreed upon the draft at 

the end of March 2015, before the signing ceremony took place on 15 October 2015. It was so 

challenging for the government to build trust with ethnic groups that only eight armed groups70, 

including Karen, Shan, Chin, Arakan, Pa-O and the Burmese student movement, agreed to sign on 

that day. Even though the NCA seemed to be successful in number of parties, armed clashes 

continued in the Kachin state and Kokang-controlled areas (Kipgen 2016, 124)71. However, the 

government was able to include some of the powerful EAGs in the negotiation. 

 
70 KNU, KNLA, PNLO, ABSDF, CNF, ALP, DKBA and RCSS/SSA-S 
71 The Burmese Army was fighting with the Kachin Independence Army and the MNDAA, the Kokang group that are 

ethnically Chinese. 
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Myanmar governments, after the transitional period, have attempted to establish their 

political legitimacies in the ethnic-political landscape. Despite military actions in some areas by 

the Tatmadaw, the governments have successfully pushed the peace-process agenda as a priority 

in national politics. The legitimacy of the ruling government, therefore, has been considerably 

secured as it has become the sole leader in caring for the country’s political stability. Moreover, 

the governments’ peace dialogues, as well as the principle of federalism, reflect how the Burmese 

ruling regime has changed its approach towards ethnic groups. This new approach comes from a 

new interpretation of the concept of national integration, which now means protecting and not 

attacking ethnic minorities (Chachavalpongpun 2018). 

 

Thailand’s non-interference  

Myanmar’s ruling regime has also secured an intervention from Thailand, previously the 

Burmese regime’s top enemy. Despite ongoing armed conflict, ethnic conflicts between the 

Burmese army and major ethnic minorities are no longer a dominant factor in inter-state tensions 

between Myanmar and Thailand. The Thai government has increasingly pleased the Burmese 

regime, especially regarding ethnic politics, since before the political transition. In 2008, the Thai 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced their new foreign policy approach for Myanmar called 

“Neighbour Engagement” (Bangkok Post 2008). The approach put national economic interests 

before human rights concerns in dealing with Myanmar. This implied that Thailand would not 

intervene in Myanmar’s domestic politics, even in the form of public criticism. Moreover, the Thai 

government actively attacked several Burmese political dissident groups inside Thailand. In March 

2009, Thai authorities ordered Burmese exiles in Mae Sot to close down their office (DVB 2009),  

forced KNU leaders to leave Thailand (Mizzima News 2009a) and imposed a curfew on all kinds 

of Myanmar migrants living in Chiang Mai (Irrawaddy 2009). Thailand also clearly supported 

Myanmar’s political transition, starting by proposing a road map toward democracy for Myanmar 

in 2003 (Haacke 2006, 52). In 2009, the Thai government further asserted its willingness to align 

with the SPDC’s seven-step road map and Myanmar’s national reconciliation process through its 

attempts to convince EAGs to coordinate in the process (Nation 2009; Bangkok Post 2009). The 

change in Thailand’s standpoint on Myanmar’s ethnic politics guarantees that the Thai government 

has completely accepted the legitimacy of the Burmese regime in governing the country. This 
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implies that a major external threat to regime security in Myanmar’s ethnic-political landscape has 

ended.  

 

Full Implementation of the MOU 

The secured regime after 2010 led to the full implementation of the Workers’ MOU, which 

consisted of regularising existing undocumented workers and formal emigration channels for 

prospective Myanmar workers to Thailand. 

The regularisation scheme was accomplished through the National Verification process 

according to the bilateral Workers’ MOU signed in 2003. The process began in July 2009 and ran 

until the full implementation was conducted in 2011 (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016). In the past, 

only overseas workers dispatched under Myanmar’s legal channels were legally protected, and 

Myanmar was even reluctant to solve the problem of existing irregular migration. After the ethnic-

political landscape shifted, the boundary of states’ official recognition of undocumented migrant 

workers has been gradually expanding to include them. The Myanmar government has started 

regularising these workers and offering them legal protections. 

The control of undocumented migrants became a form of bilateral management. Within the 

National Verification, Myanmar issued a legal document called the Certificate of Identity (C.I.), 

which guaranteed the citizenship of its migrants. Myanmar also called for Thai authorities’ 

amnesty of migrants in the regularisation process (Hall 2012b), showing the full willingness of the 

Myanmar government to solve the problem of irregular migration.  
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Figure 15: Number of registered and regularised Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand from 

2009–2019 (Foreign Workers Administration Office 2020) 

Year Illegal workers who registered 

with Thai authorities 

Workers with nationality 

verification process 

2009 1,078,767 905 

2010 812,984 122,751 

2011 905,573 395,848 

2012 63,768 630,185 

2013 3,055 717,167 

2014 N/A 831,235 

2015 N/A 854,756 

2016 N/A 737,677 

2017 N/A 1,038,048 

2018 N/A 765,640 

2019 N/A 676,769 

 

The National Verification process successfully ended the unilateral migration management 

of Thailand. Figure 15 highlights the transition process of managing undocumented workers during 

2009–2013. The left column shows the number of irregular migrants registering with Thai 

authorities’ existing scheme, which lacked Myanmar cooperation. The right column demonstrates 

the significance of the National Verification, which has been consistent since 2012. These are the 

numbers of undocumented migrant workers that have been recognised by the Myanmar 

government since then.  

The regularisation process helped desecuritise the existing illegal migrants in Thailand. 

The process, according to the Workers’ MOU, mainly categorised most mixed-motivation 

migrants into purely economic migrants. It has applied a more migration-oriented perspective, 

which replaced the previous highly securitised view of seeing the ethnic migrants as a threat to 

Myanmar’s national unity. More concrete migration-management schemes could reduce the 

existence of mixed migration by categorising migrant workers as distinct from refugees in 

Thailand.  
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Apart from National Verification, the Workers’ MOU aimed to facilitate the flow of 

migrant workers through legal channels. It has been the foundation for bilateral labour migration 

management between Myanmar and Thailand. The import of Myanmar workers under the bilateral 

MOU started in 2010; the number of migrants in this scheme escalated with each passing year.  

Figure 16: Number of Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand from 2009 to 2019 (Foreign Workers 

Administration Office 2020) 

Year Imported workers under 

the MOU  

Workers with nationality 

verification process  

2009 0 905 

2010 4,641 122,751 

2011 8,160 395,848 

2012 18,241 630,185 

2013 58,158 717,167 

2014 97,984 831,235 

2015 136,314 854,756 

2016 195,752 737,677 

2017 300,869 1,038,048 

2018 437,471 765,640 

2019 518,321 676,769 
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Figure 17: Number of Myanmar workers migrating to Thailand regularised and imported 

according to the implementation of the MOU (Foreign Workers Administration Office 2020) 

 

Figure 17 demonstrates how the import of labour from Myanmar has increasingly been a 

norm in the labour exchange. At the same time, the number of migrants in the National Verification 

has fluctuated. This is due to the normalised, long-term pattern of recruiting Myanmar workers to 

Thailand through legal migration channels.  

As a result, international migration relations between Thailand and Myanmar became fully 

cooperative. Relations shifted from conflictual during the 1990s to mostly cooperative after 2003. 

After the political transition began, Myanmar fully implemented the national verification and 

labour export, according to the MOU. Such practices were positive responses to the Thai demands 

that began in 2003 and included controlling the existing flow of undocumented migrants and 

easing labour shortages in certain industries that Thai workers refused to work in.  
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Conclusion 
 

Due to shifts in Thailand’s behaviour, Myanmar’s bilateral migration relations with 

Thailand gradually became cooperative based on the bilateral MOU on Cooperation in the 

Employment of Workers. For Thailand, the MOU served the purpose of solving the existing 

problem of irregular migration and controlling the flows of legal foreign workers for the sake of 

their economic contribution. In this case, Thailand’s vulnerability was overwhelming because the 

unsolvable problem of irregular migration lack of the cooperation of Myanmar as its most 

important sending state. For Myanmar, the MOU could have been accomplished if it had not 

undermined Myanmar’s national security because the SPDC regime prioritised security concerns 

over economic gains. During the early 2000s, Myanmar’s security concerns about international 

migration were attributed to Thailand’s intervention to Myanmar’s ethnic politics and mixed-

migration among ethnic migrants in Thailand. To pave the way for bilateral cooperation, Thailand 

had to change aspects of its foreign policy that related to Myanmar’s ethnic politics, vis, it had to 

stop its buffer-zone policy. Cooperation over migration diplomacy could start when Myanmar 

became less concerned about the receiving state’s intervention in its domestic affairs. 

However, the securitisation of ethnic politics remained high on the agenda throughout the 

process of negotiations on the draft and the implementation of the MOU. The MOU led Myanmar 

to start acknowledging its migrants in Thailand and accepting Thailand as a receiving state, but 

Myanmar was reluctant to fully cooperate with Thailand. It was a long process for both countries 

to have a practical implementation of the national verification and the deployment of newly 

recruited migrants. Most actions of Myanmar were products of Thailand’s diplomacy. As 

Myanmar ethnic politics landscape maintained its preceding conditions, Myanmar was not willing 

to have a normalised migration management with Thailand. Therefore, the transformation in 

Myanmar’s domestic politics landscape genuinely affected its international migration relations. 

Myanmar started the full implementation of the Workers’ MOU with Thailand. The normalisation 

of bilateral relations could occur when factors regarding ethnic politics declined. Thailand adjusted 

the behaviour and the domestic landscape changed. Myanmar’s gradual transformation of 

migration diplomacy with Thailand from noncooperative to cooperative was due to the shift of two 

factors – Thailand’s behaviour and Myanmar’s ethnic political landscape.   
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Chapter 5: Myanmar’s Reformation of Emigration Policies and Practices  
 

Introduction 

In 2011, the administration of Myanmar, under President Thein Sein’s Union and 

Solidarity Development Party (USDP), shifted the entire political and economic landscape of 

Myanmar’s so-called partial civilian rule. This transition started with the drafting of Myanmar’s 

2008 constitution, which introduced significant political transformation to the national framework 

even before it was implemented. Many scholars have concluded that political reform was 

stimulated by the country’s desire to re-engage with the international community, since reform can 

generate external legitimacy and recognition (Pedersen 2012; Steinberg 2015a; Egreteau 2016). In 

short, Myanmar’s political reform was driven by its new foreign policy goals. 

The effects of the country’s transition have impinged upon international migration 

arrangements, leading Myanmar to become a migrant-sending state with more liberal emigration 

policies and practices. Myanmar has changed its policies and practices on the emigration of its 

population through several measures. These include: the establishment of migrant-related 

government agencies and revision of emigration regulations. 

This chapter argues that the reform of country’s international migration arrangements was 

part of an extensive political transition which reflected the country’s new foreign policy objectives. 

This chapter demonstrates how the normalisation of emigration policies in compliance with 

international standards during the transition period was founded up the country’s foreign policy 

goal of engagement with the international community.  

 

5.1 Myanmar’s Shift in Foreign Policy Goals  

The development of Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices was the part of the 

national political transition that became aligned with Thein Sein’s foreign policy goals after 2011.  
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Thein Sein Administration as the transitional period 

 

When President U Thein Sein took office in 2011, the quasi-civilian government initiated 

political, economic and administrative reforms that led the country into a period of transition. After 

decades of complete military control and isolation from the outside world, the military government 

of August 2003 adopted a seven-step roadmap to a “disciplined-flourishing democracy” (Egreteau 

2016, 4). It comprised a series of political reforms to move towards civilian administration. A new 

constitution drafted in 2008 provided for substantial political transition prior to the national 

election in 2010. The most acclaimed symbol of the new era of Myanmar politics was the release 

of the leader of the National League for Democracy (NLD), Aung San Suu Kyi, from house arrest 

in November 2010. After by-elections were held in April 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi and 42 other 

members of the NLD were elected to Parliament (Steinberg 2015a, 6).  

There is a considerable amount of highly-politicised discussion in the literature on the 

essential indicators of Myanmar’s widespread political reformation (Steinberg 2015a; Ganesan 

2013; Bünte and Dosch 2015).  The issues discussed by these scholars include the electoral system; 

the release of political prisoners; easing of some media restrictions; formation of the Myanmar 

National Human Rights Commission (Kipgen 2016, 81); 72  and the gradual liberalisation of 

freedom of expression and assembly. Since 2012, the country has continued to foster national 

reconciliation between ethnic minority groups while the negotiations between the central 

government and ethnic armed groups were gradually increased (Egreteau 2016, 2–3), albeit only 

over territorial disputes between the Tatmadaw and certain ethnic armed groups. In 2015, the 

USDP (Union Solidarity and Development Party) government introduced the final version of the 

central instrument for political dialogue at a national level called the Nationwide Ceasefire 

Agreement (NCA). A similar arrangement was formulated by the current NLD government, which 

came into power in 2016, and which has established peace dialogues at a high level between 

leaders of different ethnic communities called “the 21st Century Panglong Conference”. These are 

the political initiatives examined in the studies of Myanmar’s political transition referred to above. 

These scholars make a variety of assumptions about the impetus for political reform; but 

they all reach the same conclusion, viz, that the ultimate goal of the USDP government was the 

 
72 This Commission was founded in 2011. It replaced the Human Rights Committee which was formed on 26 April 

2000 by the Myanmar military government under the Ministry of Home Affairs, but it became dysfunctional until it 

started to make an impact during Thein Sein administration. (Kipgen 2016, 60)  
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continuation of domination by the Burmese military (Macdonald 2013; Croissant and Kamerling 

2013; Jones 2014; Haacke 2006, 10). To achieve this paramount objective, the USDP government 

has undertaken reform as a strategy to gain domestic political legitimacy (Ganesan 2013; Pedersen 

2012); and to revive an extremely precarious economy which could potentially destroy the regime 

(R. H. Taylor 2012). The irony is that military elites and their institutions have themselves overseen 

the transition to parliamentary democracy. The reservation of a quarter of all the seats in the 

legislature for the representatives of the Burmese army has significantly corroborated the plan to 

entrench the military regime (Smith 2015; Jones 2014). Despite the regime’s widely acknowledged 

strategy of maintaining a military regime, the Thein Sein administration is considered to be the 

true beginning of Myanmar’s political transition. Even though the hybrid civil-military regime 

distanced from the monolithic authoritarianism, the military regime orchestrated the political 

transition and safeguarded its political and military dominance (Brenner and Schulman 2019). 

 

Political Transition and Foreign Policy Implication 
 

Due to the political reform described above, the landscape of Myanmar’s international 

relations was also modified by Thein Sein’s USDP government. Historically, Myanmar was one 

of the most isolated countries in the international community; at the same time, it reaffirmed its 

positive relationship with China and the regional bloc, Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN). The Western countries extended sanctions against the State Peace and Development 

Council (SPDC) government several times calling for the release of political prisoners. Once 

political reform became a reality, the international community began to respond positively  in 

support of the change. In his augural speech on 30 March 2011 Thein Sein stated that:  

“This is why I invite and urge some nations wishing to see democracy flourish and 

the people’s socioeconomic lives grow in Myanmar to cooperate with our new 

government that emerged in line with the constitution by accepting and recognising 

Myanmar’s objective conditions and ending their various forms of pressure, assistance 

and encouragement to the anti-government groups and economic manipulations. … We 

need to convince some nations with negative attitude towards our democratisation process 

that Myanmar has been committed to shaping a democratic system correctly and 

effectively” (The New Light of Myanmar 2011a).  
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 His foreign policy objective in reforming the country was met. Thein Sein wished to 

escape from international isolation and sanctions. Many Western countries rewarded the Thein 

Sein government by gradually lifting sanctions against Myanmar (Ganesan 2013; Kipgen 2016, 

93). The European Union and the United Kingdom lifted all sanctions in April 2012 before the 

United States eased sanctions in May 2012. Canada, Switzerland, Japan, Australia and New 

Zealand followed suit. Foreign direct investment was gradually increasing since 2012 after 

sanctions were lifted.  The United Nations even applauded Thein Sein on the country’s overall 

reform (Bünte and Dosch 2015, 3). The ASEAN chairmanship in 2014 was another award for 

Myanmar’s concrete steps towards democratic reform, proving its credibility among intra-regional 

countries and international partners of ASEAN (Kipgen 2016, 88–89). Overall, there were 

improvements in Myanmar’s diplomatic ties with a greater number of foreign countries as a result 

of the political reform. 

Since the quasi-civilian USDP government came to power in 2011, international 

organisations began to participate in the development of Myanmar. The support and favourable 

reports of international organisations was increasing. Since 2012 Myanmar became one of the 

principal recipients of international aid from the European Union and the United States. A large 

number of development projects operated by Western countries and Japan in Myanmar were 

launched after 2011. In 2014 the World Bank agreed to provide Myanmar with loans, aid and 

investments after it had refused to lend money to the country over a period of 26 years prior to 

2011. Before the transition of 2011 the SPDC government had restricted the involvement of 

international organisations in Myanmar. For instance, in 2007, the SPDC issued regulations which 

imposed restrictions on humanitarian agencies (US Government Accountability Office 2007; 

Altsean-Burma 2007). 

Apart from these political reforms, Thein Sein’s government carried out an immense 

foreign policy realignment in order to reintegrate itself into the international community and 

restore foreign relations (Bünte and Dosch 2015), especially with Western democracies and the 

United States. At the same time, the government continued to insist on the foreign policy principles 

of independence (Pedersen 2014a). According to the 2008 Constitution, Article 41 says “the Union 

practices independent, active and non-aligned foreign policy aimed at world peace and friendly 

relations with nations and upholds the principles of peaceful co-existences among nations” 

(Myanmar Constitution 2008). In addition, in 2011 Thein Sein’s government enacted Special 
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Economic Zone Laws  and Foreign Investment Law in 2012 to attract foreign investors. The largest 

foreign investment was the investment in a mobile telecommunication network which was owned 

by Qatar and Norway in 2013. In contrast, Chinese government investment decreased in the early 

2010s. 

To explain the international response to the political transition and Myanmar’s 

rapprochement with the international community, many studies have focused on the international 

factors behind Myanmar’s decision. Some contend that the existence of a quasi-civilian 

government was the reason Myanmar gained international legitimacy (Pedersen 2012). Others 

explain Myanmar’s desire to balance the interests of powerful countries (Myoe 2016), especially 

the power of China (Myoe 2015). Foreign countries and the international community accepted the 

ruling authority of the Myanmar government. They perceived that Myanmar has done well in its 

political transition. The political transition put the country of Myanmar back on the wider 

international stage (Myoe 2016). Moreover, as far as ethnic-political issues, foreign countries 

tended to be confident in the Burmese government’s actions. In the NCA ceremony, there were 

observers and delegates from the United States, the United Kingdom, Norway, Japan and the 

United Nations. 

Amongst all these contentions, none have discussed the implication of Myanmar’s reform 

of its emigration policies. While most of the literature explains Myanmar’s political transition in 

terms of high-profile political  issues that have shaped the country’s foreign relations, the reform 

of emigration policies under Thein Sein’s government is rarely considered to provide a reason for 

the international response. Yet the refugee issue is critical for explaining the international response 

to Myanmar since 2012. Previously, the international community led by the United States criticised 

the Burmese military for civil wars with ethnic minorities which provoked the persistent outflow 

of refugees from Myanmar to neighbouring countries (Kipgen 2016, 110). The attempts of Thein 

Sein’s government to reconcile with ethnic minorities had the largest impact on international 

responses. Myanmar refugees in Kuala Lumpur explained that some refugee-hosting countries had 

stopped granting asylum for certain minority groups from Myanmar since 2013 as those countries 

claimed that Myanmar was currently safe and doing well in its political transition (Interview ER3 

2018; Interview ER4 2018).   

 



139 
 

5.2 Engaging with International organisations   

 

The states’ adoption of international norms and the work of international organisations are 

based on national politics (Betts 2013b).  While states receive similar patterns of advice, 

international organisations cannot implement their programmes without the cooperation of 

domestic actors (Geiger and Pécoud 2010). Moreover, migration scholars link state transformation 

to the political construction of globalisation and multilateral cooperation that makes a state become 

a key actor in arranging labour migration (Geddes and Korneev 2015). This is the reason why 

Myanmar accepted guidance from the international institutions after political transition started. 

Myanmar’s political transformation was relevant to its openness to migration-related international 

agencies. 

 

International Organisations and Sending States 
 

Before discussing how Myanmar started its engagement with international migration 

organisations, this section addresses the role of international agencies at the state level. One their 

main roles is the diffusion of international norms from international agencies and institutions 

which contribute to the states’ migration-related policies (Østergaard-Nielsen 2016). International 

norms constitute in the form of, for example, international conventions, treaties on human rights 

and practices in the international community. A growing global consensus can persuade even the 

most recalcitrant state to abide by the norms shared by the global community (Khondker 2017, 

179). With regard to the issue of forced migration, certain studies have pointed to the role of global 

refugee norms and global IDP (internally displaced persons) norms, which have translated into 

national practices in Uganda, Tanzania and Nepal (Schmidt 2006; Orchard 2014). 

Regarding the management of international migration, the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) has been one of the leading agencies in global migration management with 

comprehensive and cooperative policies (Mekong Migration Network and Asian Migrant Centre 

2007, 11). In 1993 the notion of migration management was raised for the first time by Bimal 

Ghosh, following requests from the UN Commission on Global Governance (Geiger and Pécoud 

2010). Generally, the IOM’s role is to operate services and provide consultations for states and 
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other multilateral organisations (S. Martin 2013, 133). One of its main roles is to transfer migration 

management norms to developing countries. The IOM has practical programmes that help 

strengthen sending states’ domestic institutions to effectively regulate migration; campaign to stop 

irregular migration; and conduct training for relevant civil servants (Geiger 2010; Pécoud 2010). 

The migration management provided by the IOM is connected to the triple-win argument which 

benefits all parties (Kalm 2010). The IOM carries out the task of coordination agreements on global 

migration with normative guidelines to direct states’ management of migration. It addresses all the 

policy issues connected to migration such as development, remittances, the role of diaspora 

communities, human rights and security (Geiger and Pécoud 2010). 

 The IOM formulated a way to influence state policies in accordance with global norms of 

managing migration. The role of the IOM has played in supporting the management of migration 

in sending countries such as Albania (Geiger 2010) which adopted the IOM’s national strategy in 

2004, and Mauritania (Poutignat and Streiff-Fenart 2010) whose migration policy has been aligned 

with the strategies of the IOM and other agencies since 2006.  Apart from working in the domestic 

area of sending states, it also takes part in developing regional strategies by providing a governance 

framework for migration in the Global South. For example, the IOM promotes Regional 

Consultative Processes which are regular non-binding regional arrangements for the South East 

Asian region (Rother and Piper 2015; Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 184).  

Some studies say that international agencies support the control that receiving states have 

over emigration from sending states.  The process is viewed as a discourse of global policy by 

several scholars (Walter 2010; Kalm 2010; Pécoud 2010). In particular, the IOM’s projects are 

considered political projects which serve the interests of powerful receiving states by encouraging 

the enforcement of borders or discourse of migration management in migrant-sending countries 

(Poutignat and Streiff-Fenart 2010; Georgi 2010; Betts 2008). They point out the asymmetry 

within the global migration regime. Western states can discuss the link between migration, 

development and human rights with less developed countries at the UN level while asking IOM to 

support border control policies and enforcement in sending states (Geiger and Pécoud 2010). Some 

point out how the IOM migration management discourse struggles to be a hegemon in international 

migration policy; and the IOM fights  to receive funds from major donor states for its own benefit 

(Georgi 2010). The IOM’s programmes of preventing unauthorized migration are likely to  further 
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the belief in  immobility and self-government among individuals in home countries (Pécoud 2010). 

This is seen as a tool of Western countries, as the main donors of the international agencies to 

discourage potential migrants (Georgi 2010; Guiraudon 2000; Schain 2009). 

 

IOM and ILO before Myanmar’s political transition 

Before the political transition in Myanmar began, the IOM had to run the project at the 

level of community-based agencies, rather than at the level of international agencies, on 

humanitarian grounds. According to the interview with an officer from the IOM in Myanmar, the 

IOM started operating in Myanmar in 2005 with a health programme dealing with HIV along the 

Thailand-Myanmar border and cooperated with the Ministry of Health. After the Nargis Cyclone 

incident in 2008, the IOM was further able to provide Emergency Humanitarian Assistance 

(Interview IO3 2017). At that time, government agencies needed more humanitarian assistance 

from the international NGOs (Lall 2016, 38).  

Similarly, the ILO’s engagement with Myanmar has a long history outside the context of 

international migration. During the regime of the SPDC government, the ILO was mainly involved 

with Myanmar regarding the issue of forced labour. Because Burma had ratified two ILO 

conventions– the Forced Labour Convention, and the Freedom of Association and Protection of 

the Right to Organise Convention– in 1955,  the ILO had to establish a commission to investigate 

Myanmar’s prevalent use of forced labour. In 1998, the ILO Commission of Inquiry disclosed that 

Burmese military personnel forced civilians to work as free labourers and servants (South 2008, 

103). There were even forced child labourers in the army (Giannini and Bugher 2018, 339). The 

Commission of Inquiry recommended Myanmar amend the Village Act and the Towns Act which 

did not conform with the provisions of the Forced Labour Convention. As a result, the ILO first 

carried resolutions on Myanmar in June 1999 – a cessation to provide any technical cooperation 

or assistance and any invitation for Myanmar to attend ILO meetings (International Labour 

Organisation 2000). After further investigation and no concrete implementation on the end of 

forced labour, the ILO imposed sanction against Myanmar in June 2000 (Trichote 2008). Due to 

the ILO’s pressure and protracted negotiations between the ILO and the SPDC government, the 

ILO increasingly engaged with Myanmar on the forced labour-related policies and institutions. In 
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May and October 2000, Myanmar government invited ILO’s technical teams to visit the country. 

In 2002, the government allowed the ILO to open its liaison office in Yangon to facilitate dialogue 

and independent investigation.73 Over the whole decade, the ILO pushed and helped the SPDC’s 

Ministry of Labour to establish several instruments to deal with the issue, such as a new labour 

law, related training for officials (Simpson 2012, 315), a regulation of the abolition of child labour, 

and a complaint mechanism (South 2008, 103), which then received cases about thousands of 

different types of forced labour (Lall 2016, 80; Mizzima News 2010). The ILO also asked the 

SPDC government to address the forced labour issue in the 2008 Constitution (Mizzima News 

2009b).  

However, the official collaboration with the ILO did not guarantee the government’s 

implementation of the instruments described above. State-backed newspapers repeatedly 

published articles that attacked the ILO by denying  the accusations of forced labour and accused 

the ILO of being neo-colonialist (Kaung Myat 2000; Tin Win 2000; Zun 2000; Kankaung 2001). 

After that, the SPDC revealed its unwillingness to curb its pervasive forced labour practices (DVB 

2007) and the situation of forced labour continued to worsen (Irrawaddy 2006; South 2008, 103; 

Altsean-Burma 2009). Until 2010, there had been an abundance of well-documented evidence 

about the nationwide forced labour violations incessantly carried out by the military and civil 

personnel (Mizzima News 2009b; AFP 2010). Therefore, prior to the transition period, the SPDC’s 

commitment with the international standard was substantially low (Horsey 2012, 46). The SPDC’s 

formal engagement with the ILO was also limited to the forced labour issue. 

 Therefore, the roles of the ILO and IOM in Myanmar before the country’s transition period 

were not relevant to international migration. The ILO was able to carry out its activities to prevent 

forced labour in Myanmar because of Myanmar’s existing legal commitment to the Forced Labour 

Convention. The IOM had to confine  its practices to humanitarian activities because the SPDC 

military government appeared to oppose international intervention  and neglected multilateral 

 
73  Myanmar government signed an Understanding between the Government of the Union of Myanmar and the 

international Labour Office concerning the appointment of an ILO Liaison Officer in Myanmar in March 2002. During 

that time, Myanmar insisted on a step-by-step approach in increasing cooperation with the ILO by accepting to start 

with a Liaison Officer and refusing ILO’s proposal of the immediate appointment of an ILO’s permanent 

representation in Myanmar (Myanmar MoFA 2002). 
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cooperation (Horsey 2012, 46).  The ILO indirectly pressured Myanmar on the regularisation of 

Myanmar workers in Thailand. The normalisation the migration relations with Thailand was part 

of increasing acceptance among international community. 

 

Myanmar after the political transition began 

 

Under Thein Sein’s quasi-civilian government, the country took meaningful, but 

incomplete, steps to engage with the international community. Myanmar’s reintegration into the 

global community was the main message that the USDP government wished to communicate to 

the world (Myoe 2015, 24).  At the beginning of the transition period, President Thein Sein 

emphasised Myanmar’s duty to engage in active participations with international organisation and 

activities of the United Nations (UN) (Thein Sein 2012). “Thein Sein spoke openly about 

safeguarding ‘fundamental rights of citizens and human rights’ and ‘work[ing] together with 

international organisations including the UN, INGOs and NGOs” (Giannini and Bugher 2018, 

339). Within the international migration context, Myanmar’s political transition opened the way 

for both the IOM  and the ILO to directly strengthen their cooperation and networks with 

government agencies. 

The IOM was one of the first international organisations to enter into talks with the USDP 

government after the 2010 election. The IOM first developed its relationship with the Myanmar 

government through the expansion of post-Cyclone Nargis emergency response and recovery 

programmes which helped increase the government’s trust for the IOM. The IOM then started 

another initiative to become more involved in Myanmar’s regulation of migration by establishing 

a Counter-Trafficking Unit in Yangon. The purpose of the unit was to support government 

strategies to reintegrate and assist Myanmar’s victims of trafficking.  

The USDP government’s intention of cooperating with the international community on 

international migration was clearly identified in the official missions of the Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration and Population (afterwards: Ministry of Labour, MOLIP). As for the main roles and 

functions, the Ministry of Labour stated that it had a role to play in “matters pertaining to 

international affairs” and in the function of “participation in international labour affairs” (MOLIP 

n.d.). Moreover, the Labour Ministry’s policy guideline called “National Labour Migration Policy” 
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stated that it had to collaborate “with international organizations, civil society organizations, both 

international and local, on issues regarding migrant workers” (MOLIP 2014).  

As a result, Myanmar became an official IOM member in 2012 while the USDP 

government’s relations with the ILO became more harmonious and signed an MOU with ILO in 

2012. 74  In an IOM staff’s view, the MOLIP sought to approach the IOM for guidance on 

international migration policy during that time (Interview IO4 2018). Similarly, the ILO developed 

a relationship with the Ministry by starting with an issue concerning domestic labour. In August 

2011, the ILO took part in the drafting process of new labour legislation, in accordance with 

international standards, which the Ministry submitted to the Parliament (Pedersen 2012, 281; Lall 

2016, 74).75  In June 2012, the ILO officially lifted restrictions on Myanmar’s full access to the 

ILO’s activities and technical assistance (Reuters 2012; NLM 2012). An officer in Myanmar’s 

Ministry of Labour viewed that representatives from both international agencies have been able to 

establish close connections to high-level officers in the Ministry of Labour since then (Interview 

MOL2 2017). Therefore, Myanmar’s new foreign policy goal opened the way for the government’s 

cooperation with the IOM and the ILO. This cooperation led to the adoption of international 

standards and norms in managing migration.  

 

5.3 The Reformation of Emigration Institutions  

The reformation of emigration policies reflects several aspects of Myanmar’s new foreign 

policy goals. This section of this chapter explains the reform of emigration institutions as a means 

for the Myanmar government to engage with the international community. In this discussion, the 

IOM and the ILO represent the international community in the arena of migration; the adoption of 

permissive emigration regulations; and the establishment of migrant-related government agencies 

that adhere to the international standards of sending states required mainly by the IOM.   

 

 
74 The MOU provided framework for the ILO’s engagement with Myanmar. The main objective constituted the 

abolition of forced labour, social dialogue and freedom of association (Lall 2016, 81).   
75 In March 2012, the new Labour Organisation Law came into force. There were 264 workers organisations that 

registered under the law by October 2012, as well as 13 employers’ organisations (Lall 2016, 81).   
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Migration-related government actors  
  

Since 2012, the IOM and ILO offices in Myanmar have engendered a close relationship 

with the Ministry of Labour (MOLIP). Both the IOM and ILO interact with the administration at 

ministry level and have been working with high-ranking officers in the migration-related 

department, according to the interviews with staffs from the IOM and ILO (Interview IO1 2017; 

Interview IO3 2017). 76  As MOLIP is the leading government agency in labour migration 

management, the government’s migration-related agencies have therefore been involved directly 

with the international organisations, either in terms of the establishment of domestic emigration 

arrangements or  technical support Myanmar’s reforms. 

 

Figure 18: The Migration Division within the structure of Myanmar’s Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration and Population (MOLIP n.d.)  

                     The Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population 

 

 

Minister’s Office                         Social Security Board                    

                      Department of Labour           Factories and General Labour  

                                                                        Law Inspection Department 

                         Migration Division                                    

                                                                              Department of Labour Relations 

  

 

 
76 The weak point is that the IOM only engages with high-level officers while the operational level may not be able to 

respond or counter the recommendations. 
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The most fundamental institutional reform in Myanmar’s management of labour migration 

under the MOLIP occurred as a consequence of the government’s engagement with the IOM. 

Established in 2012, The newly formed Migration Division, Department of Labour, MOLIP, 

became a focal operational government agency to serve the outflows of all types of international 

labour migration (Mekong Migration Network 2017, 38). The Migration Division also technically 

operated in support of the Overseas Employment Committee established in accordance with the 

1999 Law Relating to Overseas Employment. In working closing with Migration Division, both 

the IOM and the ILO have conducted regular training courses for government officials in the 

Department of Labour and other frontline labour officials to provide technical support for the 

government to enhance its institutional capacity (International Organisation for Migration 2014). 

The Ministry received advice on how to establish new migration-related agencies or improving the 

existing ones as follows. 

Firstly, international best-practices led the Myanmar government to appoint Labour 

Attachés. Since 2012 the Migration Division has appointed Labour Attachés to Thailand, 77 

Malaysia and the Republic of Korea (Saw Naing n.d.; Win Moh Moh Htay 2016). An officer in 

the Ministry of Labour explained that Labour Attachés’ main responsibilities are to facilitate the 

process of sending migrant workers out of the country, which includes approving demand letters 

submitted by employers and investigating the conditions of workplaces (Interview MOL4 2017). 

In Malaysia, a migrant worker activist in Kuala Lumpur viewed that the attachés mainly deal with 

licensed recruitment agencies (Interview CSO4 2018).  As for the opinion of a representative from 

Thailand’s Ministry of Labour, these attachés work closely with Thai authorities in regular 

consultation and in solving migrant-related problems (Interview THMOL2 2018). However, on 

the ground, both a former Labour Attaché and a non-governmental organisation based in Thailand 

admitted that Labour Attachés have limited authority to deal only with documented migrant 

workers and operated on case-by-case basis. (Interview MOL4 2017; Interview THCSO2 2018). 

Staffs from the IOM and ILO insisted that their organisations were directly involved with 

Myanmar Labour Attachés in conducting pre-migration training and capacity building for these 

 
77 During the early 2000s, Thailand used to propose Myanmar to appoint labour advisory to deal with labour 

migrants matters. “We reiterate the importance of having the presence of a Myanmar Labour Attaché in Bangkok. 

Such official would enhance our capability to deal with the issue of Myanmar workers in Thailand more effectively” 

(Thai MFA 2003a). 
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attachés to ensure their competence in protecting the rights of migrant workers (Interview IO1 

2017; Interview IO2 2018). The IOM also expected Labour Attachés to work with IOM offices in 

the receiving states  (International Organisation for Migration 2014).  

The government made some progress in appointing these attachés. Initially, there was one 

Labour Attaché in each country. In the interview with an officer from the MOLIP, he explained 

that there were two Labour Attachés appointed for Thailand before extending to the number to five 

attaché to be in charge of other Myanmar migrants- concentrated in areas outside Bangkok, such 

as Mae Sot and Chiang Mai (Interview MOL4 2017). As for the position in Malaysia, the first 

Labour Attaché in Malaysia was appointed in 2013 and the minister assigned the second one in 

2014 (Phyo 2016b; Interview MOL1 2017). A high-ranking officer in the MOLIP revealed that 

the ministry also had plans for the appointment of Labour Attachés in more receiving countries, 

starting with Japan, followed by Jordan (Interview MOL1 2017). Thus, over time the government 

recognised  the importance of Labour Attachés. 

Secondly, the IOM supported the decentralisation of overseas employment. The IOM has 

helped the government to create a new recruitment system at the MOLIP’s Labour Exchange 

Offices, which were government agencies on labour issues, that were located in 91 townships as 

of May 2020 (MOLIP n.d.).  In December 2016, the Upper House (House of Nationalities) 

discussed the launch of 78 Labour Exchange Offices which were concentrated in the hometowns 

of the greatest number of migrant workers employed in Thailand, Malaysia and China (Phyo 

2016a). These offices helped potential migrants to access information about overseas employment 

processes and possible employment opportunities.  

Thirdly, the Migrant Resource Centre (MRC) was established to facilitate would-be 

migrants and supports their protection by providing related services, such as counselling on safe 

migration, migrant-friendly recruitment, network building and pre-departure orientation (ILO 

2016). The MRC is a facility that the ILO often has introduced into South East Asian states, such 

as Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Thailand (ILO 2013). With the full cooperation of the 

IOM, five MRCs78  were first established in 2014 before the ILO subsequently launched more 

MRCs; and both organisations expanded the number of MRCs to eleven centres (Interview MOL1 

 
78 These five centres are located in Yangon, Mawlamyine, Magway, Pha-an and Myawaddy. 
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2017; MOLIP n.d.). The IOM and ILO expected the MRC to provide long-term effectiveness so 

that the government could be  mainly responsible for the provision of public services (Interview 

IO3 2017). So, most MRCs outside Yangon used the resources of the government’s Labour 

Exchange Offices while their local officials were trained by the ILO (ILO 2016). However, a staff 

in the MRC in Yangon stated in the interview that the centre was run directly by the IOM because 

of the lack of human resources in the busiest Labour Exchange Office which took care of internal 

migration (Interview IO5 2017).  The other exception is the ILO-initiated centre in Kyaing Tong, 

Shan State, which cooperated with local civil society organisations (Interview IO1 2017).   

The effectiveness of the MRC was limited. In the interviews, both a civil society 

organisation and a recruitment agency stated that most would-be migrants did not know of the 

existence of the MRC and how it worked (Interview CSO5 2017; Interview MOEAF2 2017). As 

of 2016, a small number of people has received counselling from the MRCs, 291 people in Kyaing 

Tong and 873 people in Mandalay and Tanintharyi (ILO 2016). According to my observation in 

Yangon, in the MRC located in the Labour Exchange Office there was no one using MRC services 

even though hundreds of would-be migrants came to the Labour Exchange Office to be recruited 

under Korea’s Employment Permit System. During that period, a staff in the Yangon MRC told 

me that she served only three or four people per week (Interview IO5 2017). Local civil society 

organisations and private recruitment agencies also saw themselves taking charge of most of 

MRC’s roles (Interview CSO1 2017; Interview MOEAF1 2017). The MRC, therefore, was another 

symbol of the government’s openness to the works of IOM and ILO, it had not yet been an effective 

mechanism for supporting migrants. 

Despite no direct influence, both IOM and ILO coordinated with several stakeholders to 

streamline their roles within government. Several Myanmar-based NGOs relating to migrant 

worker issues, interviewed by me, explained that the ILO had gathered and managed capacity-

building training for their networks, and had worked with them to mutually conduct pre-migration 

trainings (Interview CSO5 2017; Interview CSO6 2017; Interview CSO7 2018). Moreover, the 

ILO attempted to include civil society organisations in the negotiation room with the government 

when drafting national guidelines (Interview CSO6 2017). To assist the government of Myanmar 

in standardising the recruitment system, the IOM and the ILO have also conducted programmes to 

enhance ethical recruitment standards among employment agencies (IRIS 2018; ILO 2019, 21).  
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The reform of migration-related government actors has also partly been involved with the 

government’s desecuritisation of international migration. One prominent feature was that this 

reform completely ended the role of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the primary government 

agency dealing with migration. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs took care of migrants only through 

embassies which complement the roles of Labour Attaché.  A former Labour Attaché, interviewed 

by me, stated that Myanmar’s embassy in Malaysia oversaw migrants’ criminal cases, child labour 

cases and the deportation process (Interview MOL5 2017). The Ministry of Labour had full 

responsibility for legal overseas employment and labour export. By facilitating the formal 

recruiting channels, the MOLIP and other government agencies treated migrants as labourers who 

seek economic opportunities abroad and fully distinguished these migrant workers from other 

types of displaced people. This reform also meant that the negotiation on labour migration with 

receiving states was also transferred to the authority of Ministry of Labour. Moreover, Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population was transformed from the Ministry of Labour Employment 

and Social Security (Hall 2012a, 8) to mainly manage all types of populations altogether. 

 

Migration-related guidelines  

During the Thein Sein administration, the creation of comprehensive emigration policies 

and legal frameworks mostly involved the guidance of international organisations. According to 

my interview with an officer from the IOM, the IOM viewed that MOLIP actively involved in 

developing programmes on labour migration at that time (Interview IO3 2017) while the ministry 

also benefited from significant guidance from the ILO in policy implementation on migration 

management. A National Plan of Action for the Management of International Labour Migration 

(afterwards: NPA), a government paper on migration, had resulted from the direct intervention of 

the international actors related to international migration. Written in 2012, the NPA for 2013–2017 

superficially appeared to be the government of Myanmar’s first initiative on labour migration, but 

it was actually drafted by the IOM before being approved by the MOLIP. A high-ranking officer 

in MOLIP stated in the interview that MOLIP then adopted the NPA as an official government 

document (Interview MOL1 2017). The adoption of the NPA showed the government’s intention 

to engage with the IOM and to comply with international norms for managing migration. 
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With the influence of the ILO, the USDP government of Thein Sein made some progress 

in enhancing the rights of workers employed within the country by enacting a series of labour laws. 

During the period 2011–2013, the government enacted the Labour Organisation Law, the 

Settlement of Labour Disputes Law and the Minimum Wage Law. These laws grant workers the 

right to form labour unions, the right to strike, the right to be treated and compensated equally, and 

all the standard rights of workers.79 Even the functions of these measures were not evident in 

practice, these legal frameworks on labour demonstrate that Myanmar had — at least on paper — 

embraced some human rights related to employment.  

As for the recruitment process, the trajectory of Myanmar’s migration policies tended to 

be more permissive in the sense that it sought to manage migration instead of being indifferent. 

The fundamental guidelines of MOLIP below entitled “National Labour Migration Policy” suggest 

that the role of government agencies was to simplify regular channels for people to work abroad 

and to reduce migration costs (MOLIP 2014). In practice, the MOLIP continuously controlled the 

overseas employment agencies via the licence system. As of 2016, the Ministry had regulated 224 

private recruitment agencies (ILO 2016). The public could gain access to the lists of licensed 

recruitment agencies, as well as blacklisted ones, which were available on the official website of 

Ministry of Labour. In doing so, the government had increased its authority over  export of labour. 

 

Myanmar’s National Labour Migration Policy (The nine-points policy)  

(MOLIP 2014) 

• Simplifying regular channels that allow people to seek work abroad. 

• Ensuring basic rights for migrants. 

• Reducing transaction costs associated with migration. 

• Improving socio-economy status for migrants and their families.  

• Enabling experience, skill and knowledge from mobility and sharing those 

with others. 

 
79 There were certain positive results from the laws such as the registration of 566 labour organisations, increasing 

number of strikes and National Committee to set minimum wage levels. 
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• Making mobility an integral part of national development strategies. 

• Facilitating data collection, information management and research and policy 

analysis. 

• Collaborating with international organisations, civil society organisations, 

both international and local, on issues regarding migrant workers. 

• Enhancing development of labour market in local and overseas 

 

As for the NPA, most measures resemble the ideas of migration management introduced 

by the IOM, such as the importance of the governance of labour migration, protection, data 

collection and the inclusion of migration in the national development agenda (Ministry of Labour, 

Employment and Social Security 2012; Mekong Migration Network 2017). The second NPA, of 

which the drafting process received greater cooperation from international organisations and civil 

society organisations,80 followed the same path as the former NPA. 

 The IOM also encouraged the MOLIP to revise some existing migration regulatory 

frameworks. The ILO was the main supporter of the Ministry in updating the national 1999 Law 

Relating to Overseas Employment to comply with international standards (Shoon Naing 2016). 

This intention clearly stated in the second National Action Plan (Ministry of Labour, Immigration 

and Population 2017). The government intended to review the 1999 Law in order to have a new 

working permit licensing system and a better system for recruitment allocation (Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 27). These reforms in government regulations related 

to migration reflect Myanmar’s explicit engagement with the international community.   

 

5.4 The Reformation of Emigration Policies  

 

The institutional reforms that the IOM and ILO promoted led to the Myanmar 

government’s adoption of international norms regarding migrant workers — mainly on official 

documents.  Government officers stated in my interview that the government sought to protect 

 
80 Apart from IOM and the Ministry, the other partners are, for example, International Labour Organisation (ILO), 

UN Women, the World Vision, Save the Children and Migrant Worker Rights Network. 
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Myanmar’s migrant workers (Interview MOL2 2017; Interview MOL3 2017). Moreover, the 

utilisation of emigration as a national development tool increasingly turned up in policy papers. 

The liberal discourses could be found in national guidelines and indicate the endorsement of 

migration-related international norms. Despite the lack of effectiveness, Myanmar under quasi-

civilian governments was undoubtedly moving towards more permissive policies than it had in the 

past, as will be discussed below. Thein Sein’s administration instituted a raft of reforms conducive 

to international labour mobility.   

 

The protection of overseas workers  
 

The first international norm that Myanmar adopted was the promotion and protection of 

migrants’ rights. This norm provides foundational principles to safeguard the outflow of migrants. 

The norms are influenced by international organisations in which human rights play a central role 

in the migration management. The norm sets a standard that sending sates must undertake a 

stronger commitment to human rights norms and more inclusive policies towards their nationals 

abroad. However, migrant rights do not only derive their intrinsic value from human rights 

approaches, they also have an instrumental effect on state policies and practices (Ruhs 2013, 2). 

In this sense, the migrant rights principle has also encouraged formal migration channels to protect 

migrants from exploitation. 

After the beginning of political reform, the Thein Sein administration started to adopt the 

language of human rights into national policies and practices (Giannini and Bugher 2018, 341). 

According to the MOLIP’s National Labour Migration Policy, ensuring basic rights for migrants 

was considered one of three most important tenets that the MOLIP had to pursue, said by the 

ministry’s officer in my interview (Interview MOL2 2017). This development is different from the 

pre-transition period when the SPDC government did not introduce any significant policy for the 

protection of migrants even though there was some exploitation of Myanmar workers by foreign 

employers (Hall 2012b, 5).  

The IOM was the main actor in placing the norms for the protection of Myanmar migrants 

on the government’s agenda. The IOM engaged in consultative dialogues with the Ministry of 

Labour in the drafting of the 2013–2017 NPA. The NPA’s highest priority was to ensure that the 

rights and the protection of overseas workers was inserted into a wide range of policies and 
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practices. The approach of “Protection and Empowerment of Migrant Workers” was clearly placed 

at the forefront of other strategic issues, including “Governance of Migration”, “Labour Migration 

and Development” and “Data Collection and Management” (Ministry of Labour, Employment and 

Social Security 2012, 7). The protection policies are “at the heart of labour migration policy” and 

are linked to other components of the national plan (Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social 

Security 2012, 9). Some examples of the well-being of migrant workers that the government raised 

in the NPA include decent wages, safe working conditions and basic welfares (Ministry of Labour, 

Employment and Social Security 2012, 11). This approach was also repeated in the second NPA 

which provided additional means for the protection of workers such as welfare funding for 

migrants (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 29–30) and the provision of 

temporary shelter at embassies for migrants facing difficulties (Ministry of Labour, Immigration 

and Population 2017, 55). 

 By accepting the IOM’s guidance, Myanmar incorporated the notion of migrant rights as 

an instrumental value in managing migration. The promotion and protection of migrant workers 

was placed at the centre of the management of regular migration. According to the first NPA, the 

range of actions to implement the policy of Protection and Empowerment of Migrant Workers 

were mainly relevant to the legal recruiting process. These included, for example, “adoption of a 

standard model employment contract”, “effective licensing of private sector”, “self-regulation and 

rating of recruitment sector”, “significant reforms achieved in the private sector system” and 

“improved access to legal overseas employment opportunities” (Ministry of Labour, Employment 

and Social Security 2012, 11–14). Similarly, apart from ensuring basic rights, an officer in the  

MOLIP pointed out that the ministry prioritised the other two points of National Labour Migration 

Policy, including “simplifying regular channels” and “reducing transaction costs” (Interview 

MOL2 2017). This reflects the way in which the government used the protection of migrant rights 

as a foundation for managing migration. Moreover, it implies the adoption of the IOM’s core theme 

of migrant rights protection called “Safe Migration”, advocated as the foundation of emigration 

policy to ensure the orderly, regular, systematic, mobility of people from their countries of origin 

(International Organisation for Migration 2015). This means that under international norms, 

sending states have an obligation to maintain legal channels for migration and to fight against 

unwanted migration on the ground of a state’s protection of migrant rights.    
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In the main, migration-related government officials interpreted safe migration as the 

protection of migrant workers abroad from exploitation and trafficking. The policies and practices 

had two elements: legal recruitment and regulating employers and brokers. As for the legal 

recruitment, the MOLIP had urged prospective overseas workers to use the formal emigrating 

channels. Leaving the country legally gave them access to services and protection provided by 

Myanmar government agencies; otherwise, they may easily be trafficked and exploited. In the 

perception of the government officer in the MOLIP, employers and brokers were the main actors 

who inflict abuse on workers (Interview MOL2 2017). In addition, the government tried to raise 

the deposit fees that overseas employment companies were required to pay to the government of 

Myanmar as insurance against the abandonment of migrant workers (Htwe 2017b). As for the 

brokers, the MOLIP had attempted to minimise and downplay the role of recruitment brokers 

(Htwe 2016b). The permanent secretary of the MOLIP stated that “Our main aim is to protect the 

workers. Overseas employment business is not a trade. It involves human beings. We want to 

restrain the agencies from committing labour violations” (Htwe 2017b). 

The IOM also helped the government to disseminate the concept of “Safe Migration”. 

Apart from providing technical assistance to the MOLIP officers to promote safe cross-border 

labour migration, the MRC had a direct role in raising awareness by providing counselling services 

on safe migration to prospective migrants. The IOM supported the Ministry of Labour in producing 

published media for distribution to would-be migrants. For example, the brochures for those 

wishing to work in Malaysia and Thailand include information on recruitment procedures, 

documents issuance, welfare, and complaint mechanisms (Ministry of Labour, Employment and 

Social Security 2014).  

The protection of the rights of migrants was gradually extended to cover undocumented 

migrant workers. Under the NLD government started in 2016, the government increased the 

protection of illegal migrants. At the same time, the second NPA drafted in 2017 was the first 

policy guideline that formally extended protection to undocumented migrant workers (Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 31). An officer in MOLIP said in my interview that the 

NLD government also launched central complaint centres in Naypyidaw and Yangon (Interview 

MOL3 2017). This complaint mechanism’s objective was to solve ill-treatment and any disputes 

against labourers (Phyo 2016a). 
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The promotion and protection of migrant rights was, therefore, at  the centre of Myanmar’s 

migration policies and practices. It was also the most prominent indication of the regime’s adoption 

of  international migration norms. This is the result of MOLIP’s direct engagement with the IOM 

and ILO, particularly during the establishment of the NPA and its training programmes. While the 

norm significantly appeared in policy papers as an intrinsic value, the government adopted the 

norm on a practical level as a foundation in the struggle against human trafficking and exploitation. 

It has had an instrumental effect on government manage regular migration. 

 

Migration as a national development tool 

 

The other international migration norm that Myanmar embraced after the transition period 

was related to the economic development. During the Thein Sein administration, Myanmar started 

considering migration as a tool for development derived from the economic inflow of remittances 

from migrants and from the new skills they had gained from migration (Hall 2012b, 2; Turnell, 

Vicary, and Bradford 2008). This awareness became apparent mainly in policy guidelines.  

The international organisations related to migration promotes a “migration-development 

nexus”, that is, a policy field which refers to the results of migration in a country of origin’s 

development processes (Nyberg–Sørensen, Hear, and Engberg–Pedersen 2002). The policy field 

highlights financial remittances, skill transfer, and investment from migrants and tools from the 

diaspora that contribute to long-term national development (Naerssen, Spaan, and Zoomers 2007). 

Within the context of labour migration, migrant-sending states can benefit from financial 

remittances, for the country’s economic growth. The transfer of capacities and skills that migrants 

develop in their host countries, which is referred to “brain gain”, can advance skill development 

in sending states. Global discourse now prioritises development derived from migration to promote 

a change in states’ perception of the international flow of people as tools of development rather 

than threats to the country’s human resources. It has been demonstrated on several global 

platforms, for example, the United Nations’ “Migration for Development” (MfD) paradigm81 

(APMM 2015, 12–13), UN High Level Dialogue (HLD) in International Migration and 

Development which was held in 2006, and the Global Forum on Migration and Development 

 
81 It was started by talking about the movement of people in Latin America before extending the programme to Africa 

and Asia. 
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(GFDM) which was formed in 2007, that migration issues can become a “space for migration and 

development policy” (United Nations Global Forum on Migration and Development 2007). As a 

leading international actor on international migration, the IOM transfers this policy field to 

emigration states. 

Several of Myanmar’s policy papers shows that the government aims to integrate migration 

as a development tool. Firstly, National Labour Migration Policy involves the utilisation of 

remittances and the benefits of migration for the country’s development. It mentions the 

developmental aspect of migration in two points: firstly, the “enabling experience, skill and 

knowledge from mobility and sharing those to other” and “making mobility an integral part of 

national development strategies” (MOLIP 2014).  

Secondly, the first NPA, which resulted from the IOM’s intervention, clearly referred to 

the nexus of labour migration and development. Under the strategic issue of “Labour Migration 

and Development”, the NPA connected international migration with development and the 

economic growth of the country mainly through financial remittances, gains and losses of skills, 

and changes in labour supply. Remittances were seen as a primary element that could produce 

positive results for the purchasing power of households, raising standards of living and reducing 

poverty. The relevant policy options included, for example, “mainstreaming labour migration 

issues within the national development agenda”, “establishing a system of skills recognition”, 

“promoting the productive use of migrant worker remittances”, “increasing level of official 

remittances”, and “establishing linkages with the diaspora” (Ministry of Labour, Employment and 

Social Security 2012, 15–16). These similar policy options were replicated in the second NPA 

which was fully supported by the IOM and ILO. The second NPA addresses the contribution of 

overseas workers’ financial remittances and professional skills to national development (Ministry 

of Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 62). It states that the remittances systems should be 

improved, to become faster and easier to use, and should be systematically utilised to decrease 

poverty and improve local economic development (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and 

Population 2017, 68). This NPA aims to encourage migrants to transfer their remittances to bank 

accounts. The second NPA also advocates that the professional skills of the returnees should be 

approved and standardised (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 57–58). 
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Myanmar’s policy guidelines showed how the government recognised the migration-development 

nexus.  

On a practical level, Myanmar took small steps to regulate the receipt of the remittances of 

migrant workers abroad to control the role of informal brokers. The intention of the government 

in providing a formal policy for remittances increased incrementally during the Thein Sein 

administration. In October 2011, the government allowed four major Myanmar banks to begin 

operating in Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore to facilitate the transfer of remittances. The first 

set of agreements on Myanmar migrants’ remittances were signed in March 2012 between 

Malaysian and Myanmar banks (Hall 2012b, 8). Similarly, Myanmar Central Bank and Thailand 

mutually negotiated about remittance transfer system, according to the interview of a high-ranking 

officer in Myanmar’s Ministry of Labour (Interview MOL2 2017). Western Union and 

MoneyGram also participated in remittance services for Myanmar workers (Ma 2017). Western 

Union revealed that more migrants were using the services from Thailand, Malaysia, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan and the United States (ILO 2016). Moreover Myanmar’s monetary policy of liberalising 

the currency as a managed floating exchange rate, which began in April 2012, attempted to 

diminish the informal remittance exchange dominated by brokers (Ma 2017). However, despite 

this, most migrants still relied on informal agents because of social ties, lower transaction fees, 

less complex processes, and their migrant statuses. A representative from a migrant-related civil 

society organisation told me in the interview that the older people in the hometowns of the migrants 

lacked the knowledge to use the formal banking services (Interview CSO8 2018). 
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Figure 19: Annual Migrant Remittance Inflows to Myanmar 1996-2019 (World Bank 2020) 

 

 

 

Despite the informal remittances-transferring system, the World Bank was increasingly 

able to track the data relating to migrants’ incomes. Figure 19 demonstrates how recorded inbound 

remittances, through both formal and informal channels, became exponentially significant in 

Myanmar after the reform of migration policies under the hybrid quasi-civilian government.  

Myanmar received US $1.6 billion in remittances in 2013, compared with $127.1 million in 2011, 

according to World Bank data. Recently, the 2019 annual remittance inflow to Myanmar was $2.8 

billion, equivalent to 4.3 percent of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (World Bank 2020).82 

Therefore, the developmental approach also increasingly liberalised and internationalised the 

economic benefits from remittances of Myanmar workers.  

Regarding the need for brain gain, the government supported overseas workers returning 

to the country. The government ultimately aimed to encourage these returnees to seek employment 

inside the country because it needed them to contribute their skills to national development (Swan 

Ye Htut 2016b). Therefore, Myanmar’s economic development plan sought to extend job 

opportunities to Myanmar citizens through foreign direct investment. The Foreign Investment Law 

2012 protects the domestic labour market and intends to gain skills from foreign investors and 

 
82 GPD of Myanmar in 2019 is 65.994 billion US Dollar.  
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employees.83   This policy complies with the recommendations of the IOM and World Bank 

regarding attempts to encourage migrants to return to their home countries so that they can fill 

skills gaps in their own countries (Mehlmann 2011, 108).   

The trajectory of the reform reflects Myanmar’s intention to become a more liberalised 

sending state than in the past. Policymakers started to view international labour migration as a 

means of economic development. As for the best practices derived from the notion of the 

migration-development nexus, Myanmar government mainly expressed its intention to integrate 

migration into national development plan via policy papers. An interviewee working for the IOM 

stated that the MOLIP was also interested in learning from the Philippines’s regulation of financial 

remittances and overseas protection funds (Interview IO4 2018).  

However, the adoption of the notion of migration-development nexus and other migration-

related policies and practices was along with an unfinished national political transition. Even 

though remittance channels were increasingly traceable, the role of financial remittances was of 

minor significance to international emigration in Myanmar. The reformation of emigration policies 

in this area of policy now only focused on the regularisation of financial remittances channels. The 

government had no plan to boost the amount of remittances nor materialise the skill transferred 

from the returnees.  

   

Conclusion 
 

The chapter demonstrated how Myanmar transformed itself to become a sending state 

recognised by the international oganisations during the political transition period. Direct 

engagement with the IOM and ILO led to the normalisation of migration management which 

included the establishment of migration-related government agencies, national policy guidelines, 

a norm for the protection of migrant rights, and the integration of migration as a part of economic 

development. Although the introduction of formal administrative tools to dispatch labourers was 

significant, the Myanmar government applied international norms in the least institutionalised 

 
83 Only Myanmar citizens can be employed in unskilled jobs and jobs with special skills must be increasingly 

transferred to local workers every year; 75 percent of the employees must be Myanmar in the third period. 
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way. The result is that the normalisation of emigration policies, practices and discourses was 

symbolically a part of the rapprochement with the international community, which was Myanmar’s 

foreign policy goal after 2011.   

Under the military-designed constitution, the transition from full authoritarianism to quasi-

democratic government was highly involved with to the maintenance of the military regime’s 

interests. One of regime adaptation’s strategy was the opening to the international community to 

gain more external legitimacy. This new foreign policy goal that helped sustain the continuation 

of the regime also led to the reformation in international migration nexus, mainly through the 

engagement with IOM and ILO. The government needed to receive technical assistance to advance 

itself and adopt the norm of being a sending state in the global migration regime. All in all, the 

regime’s endorsement such international norms hindered its new foreign policy goal that aimed to 

sustain the regime’s legitimacy and security.  
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Chapter 6: An Emigration State in Transition   

 

Introduction  

Due to the country’s political transition, Myanmar gained legitimacy and received positive 

responses from the international community. The previous chapter discussed Myanmar’s 

engagement with international organisations in the reformation of international migration policy. 

In this chapter, it shows how Myanmar was gradually recognising its role as a migrant-sending 

state in its evolving migration relations with receiving states after its political transition. In terms 

of migration management, the Myanmar government facilitated labour export to all receiving 

states mostly in accordance with the bilateral agreement. In terms of diplomacy, Myanmar 

negotiated the issue of migrant workers directly with its receiving states to assert the rights and 

protection of its overseas workers. The rights of migrant workers have become the main agenda in 

Myanmar’s bilateral negotiations with receiving states because the transition to democracy 

encouraged a state to express its concerns for the economic and social life of its nationals as well 

as to rhetorically encourage the protection of emigrants. 

The chapter compares Myanmar’s state practices with other sending states in terms of 

standard rationale as well as the utilisation of international migration for economic development 

and national politics. The chapter argues that Myanmar had a distinctive imperative compared with 

most sending states. Unlike most sending states, Myanmar does not utilise migration to advance 

its economic goals and selectively adopted the practices of active sending states. Economic 

advantage was not the initial catalyst for Myanmar’s reformation of its international migration 

management. 

 

6.1 A Default Bilateral Migration Management 

 

Due to the reform in Myanmar’s migration management and shifted ethnic political 

landscape, it provided regular emigrating channels to all receiving states. In 2016, the government 

reported to the ILO that Myanmar had legally dispatched around two million workers to 16 

countries (ILO 2016).  The Myanmar government facilitated emigration to all receiving countries 
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mainly through private recruitment agencies. The government controlled the recruitment agencies 

with a licence system. Thailand and Korea had different patterns because Myanmar signed formal 

bilateral agreements with these two receiving states. Regarding Thailand, a revision was made in 

the bilateral agreement to advance the migration management and protection of migrants. 

Regarding the labour export to Korea, Myanmar became a partner state of Korea’s Employment 

Permit System (EPS), which only allows the government agencies in the recruitment process.  

 

Official Statistics 

The official statistics of regular overseas workers recorded by the Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration and Population (MOLIP) since 2016 show there were only nine receiving countries: 

Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, Japan, UAE, Qatar, Macau and Jordan. Figure 20 

demonstrates that Thailand was officially the top receiving state with the largest number of 

overseas migrants, followed by Malaysia. Myanmar’s official numbers of regular overseas workers 

in South Korea and Japan were both significant with thousands of workers. In Figure 21, the 

official labour export of Myanmar overseas workers to Middle Eastern countries and Singapore 

was mostly fewer than 500 workers except for Jordan in the second half of 2019.  

Figure 20: The statistics of Myanmar’s regular overseas workers recorded by the Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population (MOLIP 2019) 

Countries 

of 

Destination 

July–Sep 

& Nov–

Dec 

201684 

Jan–

Jun 

2017 

July–

Dec 

2017 

Jan–Jun 

2018 

July–

Dec 

2018 

Jan–Jun 

2019 

July–

Dec 

2019 

Thailand 48,720 67,268 81,674 96,014 102,003 107,381 130,701 

Malaysia 13,521 844 2,459 5,832 18,941 32,559 46,204 

Singapore 216 169 186 305 199 224 243 

 
84 The official statistics of October 2016 are not available. 
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South 

Korea 

2,092 2,136 3,440 3,089 2,516 2,651 2,105 

Japan 972 1,352 1,901 1,311 2,578 2,731 3,959 

UAE 55 71 56 118 93 138 185 

Qatar 105 100 35 62 34 55 61 

Macau - 5 1 9 0 9 0 

Jordan - - - 267 167 459 656 

Total 65,682 71,945 89,752 107,007 126,531 146,207 184,114 

 

Figure 21: The statistics of Burmese overseas workers in South Korea, Japan, Singapore, 

Macau, Qatar, UAE and Jordan recorded by the Ministry of Labour, Immigration and 

Population (MOLIP 2019) 
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Moreover, Hong Kong, Kuwait and some Western countries were recognised by the 

Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population (MOLIP), but their records did not show in the 

official statistics (MOLIP 2015). Regarding Hong Kong, the number of Myanmar workers showed 

in the other statistics from MOLIP according to Figure 22. This figure illustrates the cumulative 

number of overseas migrants that the Ministry shared with the media in 2017. 

Figure 22: Myanmar overseas workers as of September 2017 according to the Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population (Phyo 2017) 

 

Country of Destination Number of Myanmar Workers 

Thailand 2,345, 115 

Malaysia 422, 253 

South Korea 32,834 

Japan 7,111 

UAE 1,135 

Qatar 481 

Hong Kong 174 

 

The Census was another official statistic that demonstrates the pattern of emigration. The 

Myanmar government recognised the existence of emigrant population as appeared in the 2014 

Myanmar Population and Housing Census.85 The Census reported that former household members 

who were living outside Myanmar constituted approximately two million people, of which 70 

percent were residing in Thailand and 15 percent of those were living in Malaysia (Department of 

Population 2015, 41). The Census reported that 1,366,293 of the total former household members 

were recent emigrants who left the country during 2010-2014 (Department of Population 2016, 

85). According to Figure 24, the majority of recent emigrants were young working-age population, 

implying that they migrated for employment opportunities. 

 
85 The Census was done with the technical assistance from United Nations Population Fund. 
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Figure 23 Number of former household members who were living abroad, according to household 

respondents in the 2014 Census, categorised by country of residence (Department of Population 

2016, 76). 

 

Figure 24: Recent emigration during 2010-2014 by age (Department of Population 2016, 90) 
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The Role of Private Recruitment Agencies  

States have direct intervention in the legality of private recruitment agencies and state 

policies can affect the development of the migration industry (Hugo and Stahl 2004). Along with 

the government bodies, sending states mostly deal with the recruitment process via the licensing 

and monitoring system of recruitment agencies, emigration procedures and so on, such as the 

Philippines’s Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipino Act 1995, Bangladesh’s 1982 Emigration 

Ordinance (Shamim 2006, 159) and Indonesia’s first overseas migration law in 2004 (Palmer 

2016).  

Under the control of the government, private recruitment agencies maintain their important 

roles in the process of labour export from Myanmar. Surak (2018) explains that the mode of 

engagement between states and migration industry actors based on the formality of the contract 

and the agents’ profit orientations. According to the delegation type, the Myanmar government 

mostly relies on the delegation of states having formal contracts with for-profit private agents to 

outsource the state’s responsibility in facilitating migration. When overseas employment agencies, 

which are labour emigration industry actors, operate together with Myanmar’s government 

policies, the pattern is called a public-private partnership. Most sending states retain a public-

private partnership in the migration management even after creating a government institution to 

facilitate labour emigration (Thiollet 2011, 110).  

In this public-private partnership, MOLIP facilitated and regulated the recruitment 

agencies through a license system and coordination with Myanmar Overseas Employment 

Agencies Federation (MOEAF)86, a federation of recruitment agencies in Myanmar. The license 

system was used to determine the limit of legality of recruitment agencies. Besides the 1999 Law, 

the 2014 Rules and Regulations for Overseas Employment Agency License was also the other 

regulation regarding recruitment agencies. It set the rules that the employment agencies must be 

Myanmar citizens and register licenses holders must be Myanmar citizens or Myanmar-owned 

companies. As the government’s objective in regulating recruitment agencies was to prevent the 

exploitation of overseas migrants, the MOLIP blacklisted or revokeed licenses of the violating 

 
86 “With the technical support from the ILO GMS Triangle project, the Code of Conduct was developed by the 

MOEAF. MOEAF was established to ensure the enhancement of the quality of services, improving ethical practices 

and promoting best practices in the process of recruiting Myanmar workers for employment overseas.”(MOEAF 

2016) 
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employment agencies (Mekong Migration Network 2017, 42). The representatives from MOEAF 

interviewed by me explained that there were two types of licenses for recruitment companies: first, 

a small license for companies sending migrants to Thailand only; and, second, a big license that 

allowed companies to dispatch migrants to all countries (Interview MOEAF1 2017). Myanmar 

authorities started giving licenses to recruitment agencies sending workers to Thailand in 2012 

before these agencies could operate in 2013 (Interview MOEAF1 2017; Interview MOEAF3 

2017). A government officer in the MOLIP told me in an interview that the government authorised 

the licenses for sending migrants to Thailand in 2014 (Interview MOL3 2017). As of 2016, the 

MOLIP regulated a total 224 agencies, of which 67 overseas employment agencies export workers 

to Thailand (ILO 2016). Not only recruiting people to work overseas, recruitment companies in 

Myanmar also play a middleman role in facilitating the legal transfer of migrant’s remittances 

(Htwe 2018). 

MOEAF is one of main actors of the public-private partnership in Myanmar’s migration 

management. It was established in 2012 with encouragement and advice from civil society 

organisations led by the Yangon-based Migrant Worker Rights Network in cooperation with 

recruitment agencies. The MOEAF acts as a middleman between recruitment agencies and the 

MOLIP. A representative of MOEAF said that the federation works closely with the MOLIP 

regarding the system of sending migrants to other countries, and with Labour Attachés in those 

countries on the approval of demand letters for employment (Interview MOEAF2 2017). The 

MOEAF has been a tool for the Myanmar government to control recruitment agencies.  To obtain 

official licences, all recruitment agencies must register as members of MOEAF 87 and any irregular 

recruitment agencies are reported to the government by MOEAF.  

For most formally listed receiving countries, Myanmar maintained its default migration 

arrangements that had been unaltered since the era of Myanmar’s military government. Such 

arrangements were through private recruitment agencies and without long-term bilateral 

agreements. As of 2019, the top receiving country through these arrangements had been Malaysia. 

For Japan, a high-ranking officer in the Ministry of Labour explained in the interview conducted 

by me that private recruitment agencies played a role in legally sending migrants to Japan with the 

approval of the Myanmar authorities. Myanmar followed its unilateral arrangement that 

 
87 As of November 2017, there had been around 259 members of MOEAF. 
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categorises foreign workers as ‘training workers’  under the Japan International Training 

Cooperation Organisation (JITCO) (Interview MOL1 2017). The system had continued from the 

1990s until Myanmar held a discussion with the JITCO in 2013 (Saw Naing n.d.). As for Qatar, 

Myanmar migrants work there in the hospitality, construction and airline industries (Ye Mon 

2017). A representative from Myanmar’s Ministry of Labour said that the ministry has 

occasionally followed the requests of Qatar and UAE in importing labour, such as calling for 

Myanmar workers to work in garment factories in 2017 (Interview MOL2 2017).  

Under the supervision of the MOLIP, these overseas employment agencies took full 

responsibility in all the processes of managing the flow of migrant workers from Myanmar to 

Malaysia. Recruitment agencies dispatch around 4,000 migrants to Malaysia every month (Nyan 

Lynn Aung 2016a). As Myanmar migrants were needed in manufacturing sectors and restaurants, 

according to the representative of Malaysia’s Ministry of Human Resources interviewed by me 

(Interview MOHR 2018). My interviews with activists based in Kuala Lumpur found out that  

migrants mainly dealt with private agents for work in Malaysia and regular Myanmar migrants 

travelled to the country by air arranged by the agents (Interview ER1 2018; Interview CSO4 2018). 

In this sense, the public-private partnership had the most crucial role in managing labour 

emigration. 

 

Revising the MOU with Thailand  

  

Although the public-private partnership played a role in facilitating labour export to 

Thailand, the bilateral agreement on labour migration between Thailand and Myanmar made a 

distinction from other receiving states. After fully implementing the 2003 Workers’ MOU, 

discussed in Chapter 4, Myanmar persistently pursued cooperation with Thailand on international 

labour migration. Myanmar became more active in migration diplomacy with Thailand following 

the Thein Sein era. The cooperation with Thailand was emphasised in Myanmar’s National Plan 

of Action Plan in several articles, including investigating criminal cases of migrant workers, 

seasonal workers, daily cross workers, detention, repatriation of illegal workers, increasing the 
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basic standards and workers in fishing industries (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population 

2017).  

Not only implementing the 2003 Workers’ MOU, but Myanmar was also active in revising 

migration management with Thailand. In August 2012, Myanmar instigated the idea of forming a 

body to review the 2003 Workers’ MOU. An IOM officer based in Yangon, interviewed by me, 

stated that the 2003 MOU was merely a board guiding principle which focused more on national 

security. However, at that time, both countries agreed to proceed the revision of the 2003 MOU 

based on a more migration-oriented perspective (Interview IO3 2017). Myanmar’s influence on 

policy decisions relating to Thailand’s migrant workers was partially transparent. Myanmar 

suggested that the aim of the review would be to improve the process of sending Myanmar’s 

workers to Thailand and that the issuance of documents would be more inclusive in order to permit 

the migration of migrant workers’ families (Ei Ei Toe Lwin 2012). From Myanmar’s perspective, 

the agreement could push all migrants into a formal recruitment system that could provide migrant 

workers with state protection by guaranteeing safe migration and preventing labour exploitation. 

The process of revising the Workers’ MOU was led by the labour ministries from both 

Thailand and Myanmar. The discussion that started in 2015 was aimed at finding a way to ensure 

the social protection of migrant workers and enhance migrants’ skill development (Sirivunnabood 

and Baek 2020, 38). The final version of the Memorandum of Agreement on Employment of 

Workers (afterwards known as the 2016 MOA) also included broadening technical and academic 

cooperation on labour migration and a new recruitment and employment system to replace the 

2003 MOU (MOA 2016). On 24 June 2016, Thailand’s prime minister and Aung San Suu Kyi 

were guests of honour in the signing ceremony of the 2016 MOA (Ministry of Labour 2016).  

The 2016 MOA attempts to protect Myanmar migrants who work legally in Thailand. First, 

it guarantees that Myanmar migrants get the same protection as local workers without 

discrimination. Both countries improved protections provided to Myanmar migrant workers 

entering Thailand legally and impose measures to prevent exploitation, especially from the 

migration costs, with centres for helping abused migrants. Second, the agreement provides details 

of the whole process, from recruitment procedures until returning. It reduces the current work-

break period from three years to one month, and workers can remigrate even after maximum 

numbers of visa renewals.  It is also beneficial for migrants as they can easily change employers 
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(Mekong Migration Network 2017, 44). In addition, there are pre-departure and re-entry centres 

to train Myanmar workers properly. Third, Thailand issues a Certificate of Identity for migrant 

workers at designated nationality verification centres in Myanmar. The provisions aimed to 

provide proper identity documents to assure they will be protected from abuses. Thus, these 

agreements ensure mutual regulations of the flows of migrant workers in the long term and the 

revision was largely based on the protection of migrants. 

 

Korea’s Employment Permit System 
 

Apart from Thailand, Myanmar also signed bilateral agreements with South Korea in 2010 

under the Employment Permit System (EPS) to Myanmar. The Republic of Korea is a receiving 

state that determines the whole process of the bilateral migration management. Korea has 

introduced the EPS to selected migrant-sending states in Asia. The Korean government 

implemented the system in 2004 to relieve the expanding labour shortages in the country while 

protecting the domestic labour market from illegal foreign workers (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 

194; Ministry of Employment and Labour 2017). The EPS is a point-based quota system used to 

allocate a controlled number of low-skilled foreign workers to a specific industry. The quotas are 

regulated by the Foreign Workplace Policy Committee, while the sending countries have important 

roles in selecting workers according to the set criteria. All workers have to pass the Korean 

Language Proficiency test (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 195). Sending countries that have entered 

the EPS include Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Cambodia, East Timor, Laos, 

Mongolia, China, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Myanmar 

(Ministry of Employment and Labour 2017). Therefore, Myanmar’s management of overseas 

employment in relation to Korea needs to comply with the control of Korean government. 

In accordance with the EPS shaped by Korea, sending Myanmar migrants to Korea can 

only be done through a government-to-government channel. The MOLIP launched an office of the 

Public Overseas Employment Agency (POEA) located at the Labour Exchange Office in Yangon 

to serve as a one-stop service for prospective workers applying for the EPS. The POEA is the only 

overseas employment agency that belongs to the government. Before working in Korea, 

prospective migrants have to pass tests and sign contracts with employers at the POEA. A former 
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Labour Attaché in Korea told me in the interview that most Myanmar workers worked in industrial 

factories, with the next most common areas of employment being construction sites and agriculture 

(Interview MOL6 2017). 

The EPS has led to constant labour export to Korea. Before Myanmar signed the MOU 

with Korea in 2010, general estimates showed that Korea hosted around 6,000–15,000 Myanmar 

migrant workers (Myat Mon 2010, 34). As for the official record of the MOLIP since late 2016, 

Myanmar had dispatched 400–500 workers to Korea on average every month (MOLIP 2019). 

Myanmar’s bilateral migration management with Korea, therefore, was seamless during the 

administration of quasi-civilian governments. 

 

No bilateral agreement with Malaysia 
 

There has been no bilateral agreement in managing migration between Malaysia and 

Myanmar. International labour migration from Myanmar to Malaysia remained constant since the 

years of Myanmar’s authoritarian rule before 2010. Malaysia had always been the top destination 

for Myanmar regular migrants, and the Myanmar government authorised licensed recruitment 

agencies to export labour to Malaysia. Myanmar’s arrangements for regular labour migration to 

Malaysia in the previous period continued during the political reform.  Myanmar maintained their 

default form of labour export to Malaysia. 

Without the bilateral agreement, some ad hoc cooperation did take place in the 

management of illegal migrant workers. For example, Malaysia agreed with Myanmar’s Ministry 

of Labour to allow the return of undocumented Myanmar migrants without any prosecution in 

2013 (Altsean-Burma 2013, 9). In 2015, both countries had a programme called “Cooperation in 

Registration, Legislation and Deportation of Undocumented Myanmar Workers in Malaysia”. 

Officials from both countries issued work permits and approved the papers of 2,633 undocumented 

Myanmar workers in Malaysia. Another 2,236 migrant workers from Myanmar were awaiting 

legalisation (Mizzima News 2015). Moreover, Malaysia and Myanmar occasionally cooperated in 

the deportation of illegal migrants. Some undocumented Burmese migrants were detained in 11 

immigration camps in Malaysia. In solving this problem, in 2013, Malaysia asked Myanmar for 
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their cooperation in repatriating thousands of Burmese nationals in detention (AFP 2013a). 

Myanmar responded in 2015 until 2016, when Malaysia repatriated at least 12,000 individuals to 

Myanmar (Nyan Lynn Aung 2016a). The Myanmar government, led by the Ministry of Labour 

and the Myanmar embassy, arranged the repatriation of detained nationals under a programme 

termed “Calling Back Myanmar Overseas Workers”, which was in effect from 8 August 2016 until 

late October 2016.88 The NLD (National League for Democracy) government, in cooperation with 

the Malaysian government, provided a total of 13 repatriation flights. The procedure included 

citizenship verification, in which verified migrants would receive a C.I. (MOLIP 2016a). Under 

this programme, 2,300 nationals were successfully returned to Myanmar. Therefore, both countries 

occasionally coordinated on short-term bases. 

While the government of Myanmar implemented a bilateral agreement with Thailand 

following the political transition, there was no such progress in the case of Malaysia. Even though 

Malaysia was one of the top receiving states of Myanmar’s migrant workers, the cooperation could 

not yet be bilaterally formalised. In contrast, Malaysia had accepted bilateral agreements with 

several other countries, such as, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Thailand and 

Vietnam (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 187).  

Myanmar and Malaysia used to consider a bilateral agreement on labour migration. In 

March 2015, Najib Razak, the Malaysian Prime Minister, and Thein Sein discussed the issue of 

formalising bilateral arrangements in the form of a MOU. Malaysia initiated the plan while 

Myanmar was interested in doing so in order to safeguard the rights of migrants from Myanmar 

into Malaysia, according to my interview with an officer in Myanmar’s MOLIP (Interview MOL2 

2017). In this negotiation, Najib Razak pledged to improve the protection of Myanmar migrant 

workers in Malaysia.  

However, the plan was not successful due to a disturbance in migration relations between 

the two countries. The reasons behind it were not officially approved. A representative of a civil 

society organisation in Myanmar claimed in my interview that the lack of bilateral agreement was 

 
88 On 28 October 2016, 128 Myanmar workers from Malaysia returned Myanmar by plane. On 13 October 2016, 

Myanmar workers in Malaysia in detention centre will go back Myanmar. On 6 October 2016, 137 Myanmar workers 

from Malaysia returned via airlines. (11th) On 28 September, 136 people returned. On 7 September 138 returned. On 

24 August 2016, 138 people returned from Malaysia. On 19 August 2016, 138 workers from Malaysia. 
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due to religious problems. She said that if both governments could separate the migrant worker 

issue from religious matter, the protection on migrant workers would be better  (Interview CSO6 

2017). Similarly, an officer from Malaysia’s Ministry of Human Resources stated that the 

Rohingya issue would cause the objection among Malaysian people if his government had an 

MOU with Myanmar  (Interview MOHR 2018). Therefore, the migration relations between 

Myanmar and Malaysia have maintained their existing arrangements, which consist of a lack of 

long-term formal cooperation. 

 

6.2 Protection of Migrants in Bilateral Negotiation 

  

While Myanmar mostly managed migration in response to the receiving states’ regulations, 

it had become increasingly assertive in demanding the protection of migrants. Myanmar utilised 

the norm of migrant protection to engage with receiving states in bilateral negotiations. The 

predilections that sending states have for the recognition of the rights of their migrant workers are 

directly related to the promotion and protection of universally recognised migrant labour rights. In 

bilateral contexts, the protection of migrant workers has been an issue that sending states have 

been able to raise without difficulty, but, in practice, it depends on receiving states. This matter 

differs from the recruitment process, which requires the mutual agreement of both parties and is 

mostly initiated by receiving states. 

To achieve migration-related goals, sending states may directly use bilateral negotiations 

to raise their demands. They seek to negotiate with receiving states for the protection of their 

nationals in these states. Like other sending states, Myanmar utilised international migration in the 

bilateral context to assert its agenda of protecting its nationals.  In general, sending states appear 

to lack ability in enforcing the protection and requesting such demands with their receiving state  

(Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 12). However, stronger sending states can have influence over some 

policy decisions regarding their migrant workers in receiving states (Ruhs 2013, 3). One example 

is the Philippines’s negotiations with several receiving states for improving wages and working 

conditions during the late 1980s. The government of the Philippines could successfully negotiate 

as the minimum wages of Filipina workers were higher than those of other nationals (Heyzer et al. 

1994, 66).  
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Myanmar’s Thein Sein government began to take its own initiative to set certain agendas 

in its bilateral dealings with Thailand. The issue of migrant protection was first brought to the 

negotiation with Thailand in 2011 and kept being highlighted in each bilateral meeting to date. 

Following the first initiatives taken by the Thein Sein administration, bilateral negotiations 

regarding migrant workers between the two countries have generally taken place at the leadership 

level. Thein Sein even engaged with specific cases of Myanmar migrants and called for fair legal 

protection for the alleged involvement of two Myanmar migrant workers in the murder of two 

British tourists in Thailand (Radio Free Asia 2014). Figure 25 demonstrates the bilateral 

negotiations with Thailand in which the Myanmar government addressed the protection of 

Myanmar migrants.  

Figure 25: Thailand–Myanmar negotiations that included the issue of migrant workers 

Date Thailand’s 

representative 

Myanmar’s 

representative 

Other issues discussed 

5 Oct 2011 The prime 

minister 

The president - Border conflict  

- Border crossing 

- Special economic zone projects in 

Dawei (MCOT 2011; Yadana Thun 

2011) 

17 Sep 2013 The prime 

minister 

Tatmadaw 

commander-in-

chief  

- Border demarcation 

- Special economic zone project in 

Dawei  

22 Aug 2014 Chief of 

defence 

The president  - Development of economic zone 

project in Mae Sai and Mai Sot 

9 Oct 2014 The prime 

minister 

The president - Bilateral trade 
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- Special economic zone project in 

Dawei 

- Construction of communication link 

- Human resources development 

(Global New Light Of Myanmar 

2014)  

27 Aug 2015 The prime 

minister 

Tatmadaw 

commander-in-

chief  

- Border area industrial zones  

June 2016 The prime 

minister 

State counsellor 

(Aung San Suu 

Kyi)  

- Refugee repatriation 

- Cooperation on development (Radio 

Free Asia 2016a) 

 

According to the table, Myanmar had to add other items to the negotiation agendas when 

bargaining with Thailand over labour migration. Issues related to migrant workers often arose from 

economic items on the agendas, particularly with regard to special economic zones. The goals of 

special economic zones included the mitigation of problems arising from the migration of 

undocumented workers and the need to ease the unemployment rate inside Myanmar in order to 

reduce the number of would-be migrants going to Thailand. 

Similarly, the Thein Sein government expressed its demands for the protection of its 

overseas workers in Malaysia through negotiations. Negotiation has been the strategy that 

Myanmar used to put direct pressure on Malaysia. Most of Myanmar’s demands during 

negotiations were based on the need to protect its workers from incidents such as physical attacks. 

June 2013 was the first occasion in which Myanmar officials urged the Malaysian government to 

protect Myanmar migrants after Burmese migrants were attacked and murdered in Kuala Lumpur 

and Selangor. Myanmar’s deputy minister of foreign affairs met the Malaysian ambassador to 
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Myanmar to negotiate. The ministry also issued a statement calling on Malaysian officials to take 

legal action against those responsible for the attacks.  

The NLD government continued what the Thein Sein government had done. Aung San Suu 

Kyi discussed the improvement of Burmese migrant workers’ living conditions in Thailand with 

Thailand’s Ministry of Labour and deputy prime minister in 2012 (Associated Press 2012; 

Ashayagachat 2012). When the NLD government ruled Myanmar in 2016, it repeatedly raised the 

issues of a secure working environment, workplace safety and general welfare benefits for its 

citizens. For instance, President Htin Kyaw of the NLD government urged the Thai government 

to provide Myanmar migrant workers with the same rights that Thai workers enjoyed in Thailand. 

Furthermore, the high-level participation of Myanmar supreme leaders also raised the issue of the 

protection of undocumented migrant workers. In July 2017, Aung San Suu Kyi negotiated with 

the Thai ambassador to Myanmar to grant amnesty for illegal Myanmar migrants after Thailand’s 

declaration of the new labour law. As a result, the Thai authorities announced a three-month delay 

in the law’s enforcement. Thailand also made a promise of handing undocumented Myanmar 

nationals over to Myanmar authorities, instead of arresting them (Htet Naing Zaw 2017).  

What Myanmar requested from Thailand regarding the crackdowns on undocumented 

migrants was comparable to that asked for by Indonesia and the Philippines. Both countries 

expressed their concerns on the crackdown in Malaysia, which affected a great number of their 

own citizens. Indonesia and the Philippines also emphasised their interstate relations with Malaysia 

in order to urge the Malaysian government to remove restrictive policies and practices (Nah 2007, 

52). The Malaysian government recognised the requests and delayed the crackdowns while 

extending the amnesty89 to facilitate the registration of migrants (Nah 2007, 49).  

However, Myanmar did not forward the agenda at the multilateral level. At the ASEAN 

level, Myanmar has failed to promote the regional mechanism for the protection and promotion of 

migrant workers’ rights. The Philippines and Indonesia have often been the leaders. Indonesia 

wants legal commitment in protecting migrant workers while the Philippines attempts to set an 

agenda at the ASEAN level (The Myanmar Times 2017b). Another example is the emergence of 

the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. The 

 
89 There were an estimated 400,000 individuals who fled Malaysia during the amnesty. Most of these people were 

Indonesian. 
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Philippines and Indonesia extended the scope of protection in their initial draft and attempted to 

develop the declaration to oblige all members (Adamrah 2011). Although there are six sending 

states in ASEAN, only the Philippines and Indonesia have been playing an active role in 

developing this regional instrument for protecting the migrants’ rights (Bagus 2011). Myanmar 

did not show interest in advocating for the issue at the regional level. 

Myanmar’s demands for the protection of its migrant workers emphasise the norm that the 

government adopted in its migration policies. Myanmar’s claims for the rights of migrant workers 

in the context of bilateral relations were derived from policy guidelines. Myanmar’s Ministry of 

Labour formally announced its decision to protect the fundamental rights and welfare of its 

overseas workers in destination countries after the political transition began. In the National Plan 

of Action, it stated that the protection of Myanmar migrant workers must be ensured in receiving 

countries and that the agenda is a priority for the bilateral negotiations with Thailand and Malaysia 

(Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security 2012, 11). Moreover, Article 380 of the 

2008 Constitution stated that “every citizen who has relations with foreign counties shall have the 

right to seek protection of the Union at home or abroad” (Myanmar Constitution 2008, sec. 380). 

The claim for the rights of migrant workers in the bilateral context helps reiterate the government’s 

existing policy guidelines that discursively prioritised the protection of its nationals. 

 

6.3 State-diaspora engagement    

Apart from bilateral relations with receiving state, Myanmar during the political transition 

in the 2010s had development in its state-diaspora relations. However, Myanmar does not adopt 

the practice being common within active sending states of institutionalising economic and political 

ties with diaspora.  

Some sending states need to actively cultivate transnational links with their citizens abroad 

in order to acquire economic and political resources from emigrants for the state’s own ends. 

Sending countries look upon to maintain networks with emigrants in host countries for maintaining 

the ties and promoting the state interests and ensure it is a temporary migration. Most sending 

states aware of the drawback of long-term emigration due to the absence of skilled labours or brain 

drain (Heisler 1985). To reach out to overseas populations, the most obvious form relevant to the 
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political domain includes the extension of political rights, dual citizenship, extraterritorial 

expansion of voting rights (Castles 2007; Brand 2010), and influencing political activities in the 

host country (Fitzgerald 2009, 26; Østergaard-Nielsen 2016). The schemes have been significant 

in the cases of Dominican Republic, Mexico, the Philippines and India (D. Howard 2003; Castles 

2007, 272). To reach out to diasporic communities, the Philippines has the Commission of Filipino 

Overseas, while Mexico established the Institute of Mexicans Abroad (Délano 2009, 791). 

Moreover, certain sending states conduct further diaspora engagement policies for the sake of 

national politics, e.g. Mexico’s lobbying activities in the USA, absentee voting for Mexican and 

Turkish diaspora communities, and the overseas electoral campaigns of Turkey and the Dominican 

Republic (Délano 2009).  

Unlike these sending states, Myanmar has not yet been interested in institutionalising the 

ties with diaspora. The establishment of linkages with the diaspora for national development 

appeared only in policy guidelines (Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security 2012). 

So far, Myanmar state-diaspora relations involved with both migrant workers and political 

dissidents. Along with the political reform, the Myanmar government increasingly granted the 

rights to citizenship and the rights to vote towards migrants. Nonetheless, the state-diaspora 

engagements were ineffective and in the least institutionalised form. Without economic 

imperatives, Myanmar’s state-led transnational relations was relevant to the early stage of the 

country’s democratisation process. 

 

Rights towards migrants  

As for the rights to citizenship, the Myanmar government recognised the citizenship of 

migrants, including state-recognised national races. The government developed the documentation 

system for classifying undocumented migrants as citizens. In late 2012, the Ministry of Labour 

planned to introduce temporary passports to undocumented migrant workers and to grant 

citizenship to migrants’ children (Altsean-Burma 2012, 10). In 2015, the Ministry proposed the 

issuance of permanent passports, instead of temporary ones, to thousands of migrants who already 

had household registration, while those with temporary residency cards could apply for the C.I. To 

collect information before launching the document issuance, the government arranged a 
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preliminary survey of millions of Burmese migrant workers and their dependents living in 

Thailand (Kyaw Phone Kyaw 2015). As for returning refugees, exiles and internally displaced 

persons, the government also aimed to regrant them citizenship status. The Immigration Ministry 

created centres in Shan, Karen, Mon and Kayah states, where were all originally hometowns for 

displaced people in Thailand, to facilitate ethnic returnees on getting their National Registration 

Cards (Lall 2016, 107). Moreover, the second National Plan of Action on Labour Migration 

Management (NPA) stated the issuance of national citizenship cards to illegal migrants and their 

children (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population 2017, 32). All of these attempts 

exemplify how the Myanmar government increased its official recognition of previously 

undocumented migrants.  

However, not all ethnic minorities of Myanmar have gradually come to enjoy state 

recognition. The Rohingya suffered from endless exclusion. Myanmar authorities reportedly 

refused to issue C.I. for Rohingya migrant workers, which also affected other Muslims. Almost no 

Rohingya or Muslims were able to pass the National Verification process (VoiceTV 2017). This 

reflects an exceptional scenario within the ethnic-political landscape following the political 

transition which is discussed in the next chapter. 

Regarding the rights to vote, Myanmar started to grant extraterritorial voting rights to 

overseas migrants. The extraterritorial franchise constitutes a part of democratic transition and 

responses to civil society. Brand (2010) discusses that sending states undergoing political 

transition extend external voting to connect with their overseas nationals. The 2015 election 

marked the beginning of public anticipation of improvement in migration-related issues. The 2015 

election granted extraterritorial voting rights to overseas workers, particularly those in Thailand, 

Singapore and Korea (Liang 2015; Thin Lei Win 2015; Htwe 2015).90 However, a small proportion 

of millions of migrants, only 30,000 people, registered for advance overseas voting while there 

were around 3,000 Myanmar nationals that registered in Thailand.  

  

 
90 Many problems happened along the process, namely complicated registration procedures, long queues to vote in 

the embassy, incorrect number of ballot numbers, missing names, and the mismanagement of sending new ballots. 

Therefore, the advance overseas voting turned out unsuccessfully.  
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Linkages with former political dissidents  

Formal linkages established with dissidents against the former regime are necessary for the 

political transition and also help heal histories of oppression in the past (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003). 

To engage with diaspora, Myanmar under both quasi-civilian governments expected the return of 

former  political dissidents. The Thein Sein government recognised the Burmese diaspora as a 

political actor to be part of the country’s political reform (Lall 2016, 74–75). This state-diaspora 

engagement was the form of state rhetoric and the amnesty.  

State rhetoric since the political transition focused on asking diaspora to return the country. 

At the beginning of the quasi-civilian government in 2011, President Thein Sein gave a speech 

inviting political exiles to come back (Lall 2016, 74). Thein Sein’s delivered a similar speech on 

17August 2011 of which part of the speech was related to Myanmar people outside the country.  

“We will make reviews to make sure that Myanmar citizens living abroad for some reasons 

can return home if they have not committed any crimes. And if a Myanmar citizen in a 

foreign country who committed crimes applies for returning home to serve terms, we will 

show our benevolent attitude in dealing his case. Everyone who is honest and good-hearted 

loves their homeland. They want their country to enjoy prosperity and to live in amity and 

unity. And they have strong attachment to their country and own people, and build a 

peaceful and prosperous society. That is our common ground.” (The New Light of 

Myanmar 2011b). 

 

His USDP government repeatedly called for diaspora living in India, Thailand and in 

Western countries to return to their country (Steinberg 2015a, 6). In addition to freeing political 

prisoners inside Myanmar, the USDP government granted amnesty to political exiles.91 This made 

some prominent political activists in exile returning to Myanmar during 2012-2013 (Lall 2016, 

255).92 As for the ethnic minorities, the government encouraged them to return Myanmar as well, 

but the government urged them to return not as actively as Burmese political exiles. The NLD 

 
91 “The president explained that those were not under criminal investigation would be welcomed and that those who 

had committed crimes would be treated with leniency.” 
92 For example, Aung Naing Oo who had been an exile in Chiangmai, Thailand, returned to Myanmar and worked 

with Thein Sein government on peace process. 
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government continued opening the country for the political exiles and refugees.93 In 2016, the 

MOLIP removed 200 Burmese nationals living abroad from the existing state blacklist (Tin Htet 

Paing 2016; Global New Light Of Myanmar 2016). In regard to refugees, civil society 

organisations in Kuala Lumpur, interviewed by me, stated that  the Myanmar Embassy in Malaysia 

increasingly had more positive reactions towards refugees and facilitated them when they intended 

to go back to Myanmar (Interview CSO4 2018; Interview CSO9 2018). 

However, the return of exiles and ethnic refugees was a gradual process. The cancellation 

of backlisted exiles accounted for only about 7% of the total number of names (Burma Partnership 

2016). The government’s invitations also came with a condition that the returning exiles must 

avoid being involved in politics and opposing the authorities (Buncombe 2012).  

 

6.4 Utilising International Migration for National Politics 

 

The Myanmar government utilised emigration for political goals, rather than economic 

ones. It rhetorically promoted the protection of migrants in receiving states and within the national 

political context. Indeed, the reformation of emigration policies and practices generally signalled 

the Myanmar government having greater recognition of overseas workers than in the past. 

Myanmar’s ongoing democratisation partially included overseas workers in the development of 

populist politics. Unlike most labour-sending states, such as Indonesia, in which the government 

prioritised economic contributions from overseas employment programmes to partially enhance 

its political legitimacy (Palmer 2016), Myanmar did not intend to integrate emigration as a part of 

its economic development. The reform of Myanmar’s migration management, along with the 

political transition process, brought greater recognition of overseas workers to the national political 

agendas. 

Myanmar’s discursive support of migrant worker functioned for national politics. The 

agenda of overseas workers engaged with national politics mainly through the NLD party. The 

NLD party utilised the international migration for political support several times. According to 

opinions of interviewees from an international organisation, civil society organisations in 

 
93 After being released from the house arrest in 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi promised Myanmar workers that she would 

support them to return the country and to have better lives in Myanmar. 
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Myanmar and Thailand,  migrants and their families – comprising 10% of the population – could 

become one of target audiences for the NLD to gain votes  (Interview IO3 2017; Interview CSO3 

2018; Interview THCSO1 2017). In 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi visited Burmese migrant workers in 

Mahachai, one of the areas in Thailand with the greatest concentrations of Myanmar nationals, on 

her first international trip after being released from house arrest. During the election campaign in 

2015, the NLD party introduced a policy regarding the lives of migrant workers and refugees that 

brought hope to migrant workers (Nyan Lynn Aung 2015b; Nyan Lynn Aung and Htoo Thant 

2016). On many occasions, Myanmar’s NLD leaders had underlined their government’s attempts 

to ensure the rights of migrant workers in foreign jurisdictions.  

The utilisation of the international migration in national politics became partially 

significant after the NLD government’s rule of the country. After gaining rule over the country, 

she made another visit to Mahachai and met thousands of Myanmar migrants in June 2016 (Radio 

Free Asia 2016a).94 It was her second trip since becoming the State Counsellor. 95 She noted the 

government’s priority to improve the lives of migrants and emphasised that migrants are the guests 

of host countries. She said “Burmese people have to live in Thailand as a guest. The hosts will 

respect the guests. The Myanmar embassy must help Burmese workers in Thailand”.96 At a joint 

press conference between the leaders in May 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi said that her government 

would be fully responsible for the protection of Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand and grant 

them proper documents (Lun Min Mang 2016).Moreover, some members of parliament from the 

NLD and an ethnic party addressed the government on the agenda of the protection of overseas 

workers in September 2016 (Swan Ye Htut 2016a). Furthermore, the ambit of legal protection for 

migrant workers abroad gradually expanded to include illegal migrant workers. In the past, only 

those dispatched through Myanmar’s legal channels were legally protected.  

Existing undocumented migrant workers, instead of being prosecuted, became more 

protected. During 2016, the government introduced new regulations for extending the protection 

 
94 This brought the parliament (Pyithu Hluttaw) debated on the topic of protecting Myanmar workers to ensure their 

basic rights. 
95 The trip was also for signing two agreements (MOA) with Thailand to improve Myanmar workers’ conditions. 

The regularisation and documentation of Myanmar workforce became the main subject of negotiation between the 

two countries.  During the visit, she met around 500 Myanmar workers chosen from Thai employers while Thai 

government did not allow labour rights groups to join. 
96 Aung San Suu Kyi also planned to visit a refugee camp, which Thai authorities call a temporary shelter for 

displaced people, located in Ratchaburi province of Thailand. The plan was then cancelled. 
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of migrants. First, Myanmar migrants in Malaysia could access services from the Myanmar 

Embassy if they experienced abuse or exploitation. In practice, the Ministry of Labour and 

Myanmar embassies had already been assisting undocumented Myanmar workers who were 

arrested in Malaysia and sought to ask for justice in murder cases (Htet Naing Zaw 2017). A task 

force for migration protection for Myanmar migrants in Malaysia was launched in July 2016 (Htwe 

2016a). In July 2017 Myanmar’s Minister of Labour, U Thein Swe, stated that “the policy of the 

president and the state counsellor regarding migrant workers is that the [Myanmar] government 

must protect its citizens whether they are working legally or illegally [in foreign countries]. We 

have informed the concerned embassies of this policy” (Htet Naing Zaw 2017). Second, in late 

2016, the government prohibited the role of employment brokers in the documentation process of 

prospective migrants and enforced a regulation that all overseas workers could not emigrate with 

the wrong type of visa in order to prevent exploitation of migrant workers. Prospective overseas 

workers had to apply directly with licensed recruitment agencies (Htwe 2016b). 

However, the recognition of overseas workers has turned out to be in the form of non-

partisan political arrangements under the NLD government. Despite high expectations and 

promises made during the election campaign to prioritise the lives of migrants, the NLD 

government continues the emigration policies and practices initiated in the former semi-civilian 

government. The NLD government has not fundamentally changed or advanced policies beyond 

what had been done by the Thein Sein government. The reform of emigration management become 

slower with the absence of new government agencies or regulations. The NLD government 

addressed the emigration policies to determine the viability of the reform’s longevity and 

continuation. 

 

6.5 Not an active migrant- sending state 

 

This section examines the cases of other sending states to understand how Myanmar’s 

imperative behind the liberalisation of migration management differed from that of other states. 

The standard rationale of sending states’ emigration policies and practices is based on economic 

imperatives. The sending states that actively seek benefits from emigration establish several 
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policies and practices to encourage emigration. Myanmar, in contrast, did not actively encourage 

citizens to leave the country for employment.  

Sending state’s standard rationale and practices  

The dominant rationale behind sending states’ emigration policies falls upon the economic 

imperatives. Economics is often the most outstanding state interests that push sending states to 

engage with their nationals abroad, especially overseas workers.  Generally, this explanation draws 

widely on the benefit of financial remittances as a lucrative source of foreign currency to enhance 

levels of economic development (Fitzgerald 2009). Economic benefits gaining from financial 

remittances are the main reason why sending countries manage the emigration of workers (Orbeta 

and Gonzales 2013; Massey and Taylor 2004; Stahl and Arnold 1986; Hickey, Narendra, and 

Rainwater 2013).  The arrangements of overseas workers under guest worker schemes guarantee 

remittances back to the countries of origin. Prominent cases include Pakistan (Arnold and Shah 

1984, 300; De Crodier 2014, 21), the Philippines (Alcid 2013), Indonesia (Ananta and Arifin 2014; 

Hugo 2000), and Dominican Republic (D. Howard 2003, 68–69). Secondly, another impetus for 

the liberalisation of exit rules relate to the alleviation of unemployment rates.  Labour surpluses 

are addressed in several research studies as the main determinant motivating sending countries to 

support emigration, for example, Indonesia (Kneebone 2012), Bangladesh (Østergaard-Nielsen 

2003, 9), the Philippines (Battistella 1995; Shuto 2006), Cambodia (Holliday 2012), India, 

Pakistan (De Crodier 2014), Thailand and Malaysia (Lean and Hoong 1983). Some cases are 

relevant to various forms of development nexus. Tunisia and Morocco encouraged labour 

emigration to as a source of foreign income from remittances and reduce unemployment (Brand 

2006, 17). Libyan government under Gaddafi also aimed to have brain gain from promoting 

citizens to train and study abroad (Tsourapas 2019a). This explanation notes that the movement of 

excess labour forces or excess members of the general population is a way of  relieving 

demographic and economic pressures on the domestic labour market that results  from 

unemployment.  

The cases of Indonesia and the Philippines provide empirical evidence of an economic-

oriented rationale, based on both remittances and labour surplus, for managing migration. The 

Indonesian government initially developed an overseas labour migration management system in 

the late 1960s as a part of national economic development plan under the New Order regime. In 
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the mid-1980s, the Indonesian government promulgated legislation to control the overseas 

employment recruitment agencies in response to the state’s strategy for encouraging labour 

migration as one of the alternative sources of foreign currency after international oil prices had 

declined (Palmer 2016). The high unemployment rate and imbalances in domestic labour forces 

after the 1997 economic crisis further forced the government to actively support the export of its 

labour (Firdausy 2006, 140). Similarly, the Philippines first institutionalised the management of 

overseas employment in 1974 by enacting a Labour code. The regulation of labour export was 

attributed to the government’s desire to alleviate unemployment and to absorb foreign exchange 

revenue (Heyzer et al. 1994, 122).  

The migration-related government institutions facilitate the outward migration of their 

citizens to find employment in designated countries of destination. Most active sending states 

mainstream emigration into national development plans and create government institutions to 

attract economic resources, such as remittances as a source of foreign income and investment from 

overseas workers and emigrants, as well as employing returnees’ skills. These institutions’ primary 

roles are managing the overseas employment recruitment, and protecting migrant workers, as well 

as promoting the emigration and undertaking trainings for prospective migrants. The governments 

can facilitate the migration through the existing ministers or separately established agencies. The 

Philippines has developed administrative bodies and regulations including the Philippines 

Overseas employment Administration (POEA) which is the key government agency, the 

Commission of Filipino Overseas (CFO), and the Overseas Workers Welfare Administration 

(OWWA). Likewise, India has been highly proactive in facilitating migration with several related 

institutional mechanisms such as Overseas Indian Workers Welfare Fund; Office of the Protector 

of Emigrants; Council for Promotion of Overseas Employment; and Overseas Workers Resource 

Center (Chanda and Gopalan 2011, 198). Similar government bodies in other countries include, 

for examples, Indonesia’s National Agency for the Placement and Protection of Indonesian 

Overseas Workers (BNP2TKI); the Institute of Mexicans Abroad; Turkey’s Directorate General 

of External Relations and Services for Workers Abroad (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 81); the Sri 

Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (Heyzer et al. 1994, 138); and Bangladesh’s Bureau of 

Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET) (Shamim 2006, 159). Some of these sending states 

also have a specific ministry for the migration issue, such as  the Ministry of Overseas Indian 

Affairs; the Ministry for Moroccans Abroad; and Bangladesh’s Ministry of Expatriates’ Welfare 
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and Overseas Employment. Others let the labour-related ministries deal with international 

migration, for example Indonesia’s Minister of Manpower and Transmigration (Firdausy 2006, 

152).  Within the government bodies, Indonesia and the Philippines have institutionalised the 

remittance transferring system and enforced policies that encourage migrant workers to remit 

(Palmer 2016, 37).97 

A state-organised discourse of migrants as national heroes is another common practice of 

active sending states. As the continuation of emigration ensures a reduction of economic pressure,  

many Asian sending countries actively encourage their nationals to be guest workers abroad to 

support the national economy (Selm 2005, 16). This state practice is found in the Philippines 

(Aguilar 2003; Alcid 2013), Mexico, Indonesia and India. In the Philippines, several governments 

hailed migrants as bagong bayani (new heroes), with President Arroyo calling them overseas 

Filipino investors. Similarly, Mexico’s president in the 1980s promoted the term ‘our heroes’ to 

describe migrants (Martinez-Saldana 2003). Indonesia also used similar rhetoric. The Ministry of 

Manpower and Transmigration emphasised that “overseas workers (are) a promising non-oil 

export commodity” (Ananta and Arifin 2014, 34). Similarly, Indian emigrants are officially 

defined as ‘angels of development’ or ‘global Indian citizens’ (Castles 2007, 271).These 

governments utilised the discourse to encourage citizens to perceive their contributions of national 

development if they seek employment abroad.  

All in all, active sending states’ policies and practices aim to gain economic benefits from 

labour emigration. To sustain emigration, these states do not only establish migration-related 

government agencies, but also encourage emigration through the discourses. 

 

Myanmar’s unwillingness to encourage migration  

In contrast, Myanmar’s main reason for regulating overseas employment was not based on 

economic imperatives. The economic contribution from international labour migration has not 

been prioritised  by the Myanmar government despite the massive outflows of people and 

extremely high unemployment rate. The reformation in labour migration-related institutions and 

 
97 Indonesia required overseas worker to remit via formal banking system at least half of their wages and exempted 

international departure tax for prospective overseas workers.  
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policy fields was part of the country’s openness to the international community after the regime 

had changed from being the monolithically authoritarianism. Originally the government did not 

have the intention of using international labour migration to earn foreign currency or reduce the 

labour surplus in the internal market. Moreover, the responses of both the USDP and the NLD 

governments to the policy fields that had appeared in the migration-related policy papers further 

emphasised the state’s motives. Both quasi-civilian governments placed the protection of migrants 

as a priority. Not only as a discourse, the notion of protection also largely became a foundation for 

the management of regular emigration channels. In contrast, the use of migration for economic 

development was even less important. 

The Myanmar government, whether under the USDP or NLD, explicitly refused to 

rhetorically encourage citizens to leave the country, which is in contrast to most active sending 

states. Both governments of Myanmar did not intend to promote further outflows of workers. In 

the eyes of migrant worker- related civil society organisation and international organisation, 

interviewed by me, they saw that Myanmar government intended to keep labourers in the country 

rather than sending them out (Interview THCSO2 2018; Interview IO6 2018). Apart from the lack 

of rhetoric to encourage migration, the MOLIP clearly stated that the government’s goal was to 

encourage its people to work inside Myanmar (Swan Ye Htut 2016b). Similarly, the NLD 

government insisted on improving the economic situation in Myanmar to attract returning overseas 

workers. Aung San Suu Kyi announced this intention following her visit to see migrant workers 

in Thailand in 2012 (Weng 2012). She planted hopes for migrants to return and use their skills for 

the development of Myanmar (Bangkok Post 2012). In 2016, the NLD government announced a 

five-year national economic policy plan. The plan consisted of 12 goals, one of which was to 

encourage the return of overseas migrant workers by creating more jobs in Myanmar (Aye Thidar 

Kyaw and Hammond 2016). The ruling regime of Myanmar never rhetorically promoted 

emigration but wishes to build confidence among nationals in relation to the enhancement of the 

country’s development. All in all, the reformation of international migration management aimed 

to facilitate and protect labour migration which has been mainly dependent on the individuals’ 

decisions and the interests of recruitment agencies.   
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Conclusion 

After its political transition, Myanmar developed its status as a sending state, but the 

development has been in the early stage. Unlike most migrant- sending states, Myanmar quasi-

civilian governments did not prioritise economic benefits that the state would gain from labour 

emigration. The country was unwilling to utilise the labour migration for economic development, 

or to rhetorically encourage citizens to emigrate. Moreover, Myanmar government has not 

institutionalised the state-led transnationalism. The government’s invitation for the return of 

political exiles and ethnic refugees was in parallel with the continuation of Myanmar’s political 

transition. At the national political level, the Myanmar government occasionally emphasised the 

agenda of the protection and rights of migrants, particularly following the rule of the NLD party. 

The international labour migration was utilised as a political tool for the government. 

The Myanmar case was another case within the context of authoritarian sending states. 

However, Myanmar does not face a dilemma in managing emigration which is called “illiberal 

paradox” (Tsourapas 2020) as some authoritarian sending states do. Due to security and political 

reasons, autocracies’ main desire is to control citizens under their orders which should lead to the 

restriction of emigration. On the other hand, this condition conflicts with their other interests as 

they also seek to gain economic advantages which help sustain their regime security. They wish 

to encourage labour emigration to maximise material benefits mainly, but not exclusively, from 

remittances and to relieve unemployment pressure, as well as human capitals when migrants return 

home. In this sense, most cases of authoritarian sending states seem to not absolutely prioritise 

politics over economic when it comes to the context of international labour migration. Unlike other 

non-democratic sending states, Myanmar’s ruling regime did not aim to utilise international 

migration for economic development to sustain its regime security. The shift in the ruling regime 

and the foreign policy goal were more influential than the economic gains earned from labour 

migration.  
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Chapter 7: Utilising International Migration  

Introduction 

Under the reformed migration management and shifted foreign policy landscape, Myanmar 

has pursued policies and practices of sending states in accordance with international standards. 

While the overall foreign policy goal involves rapprochement with the international community, 

the Myanmar government may preserve the core political goal that maintains the continuity of the 

old establishment. 

The chapter discusses that the existing normalised migration relations could be disrupted 

by Myanmar imposing bans on targeted receiving states in two scenarios. First, to protect migrant 

workers in targeted receiving states, Myanmar imposed bans on sending migrant workers. The 

most prominent case was the ban on exporting domestic workers to all receiving countries. Second, 

Myanmar utilised international migration when a targeted state disrupted the emerging fragility of 

its external legitimacy with regards to domestic ethnic politics. The Myanmar government imposed 

a ban on the flow of its migrant workers into Malaysia in 2016 to signal Malaysia for its 

interference in the Rohingya issue. The Rohingya issue was the predominant cause of the 

deterioration of Myanmar’s external legitimacy during the 2010s. The long, unresolved Rohingya 

issue captured international attention towards Myanmar’s ethnic-political landscape after the 

political transition began. The country received foreign public criticism mainly regarding the 

government’s practices towards ethnic Rohingya.  

In terms of power relations, Myanmar had no bargaining power vis-à-vis receiving states. 

The ban on sending migrant workers to targeted states served symbolic purposes as a politically 

meaningful tool.  

 

7.1 Banning as a tool for sending states 

Sending states place bans on sending migrants largely as a response to cases of abuse 

inflicted on their migrant workers in receiving states. Mistreatment of citizens hurts the national 

pride of sending states (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 11). For example, the Cambodian government 

imposed bans to prevent its nationals to work as domestic workers in Malaysia from October 2011 
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until December 2015 following several reports from abused domestic workers (Hickey, Narendra, 

and Rainwater 2013, 30; Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training 2014, 19; Mekong Migration 

Network 2017, 31). 98  Because of the cases of harassment, Indian government restricted the 

emigration of female workers to Middle East countries.  Indonesia suspended the export of female 

domestic workers to Malaysia periodically due to various high-profile abuse cases committed by 

Malaysian employers (Palmer 2016, 143). Indonesia enacted the same policies towards Saudi 

Arabia by banning labour export after an Indonesian domestic worker was killed in 2011 

(Kneebone 2012, 375). These sending states’ prohibitions on the dispatch of overseas workers are 

established on a case-by-case basis to pressure the receiving states to deal with the cases.  

Some sending states have also enforced long-term bans on specific types of migrant 

workers, typically domestic workers. Moreover, the restrictions placed by sending states in Asia 

largely target the movement of female migrant workers (Hugo 2006, 103). The Philippines banned 

female domestic workers from working in Kuwait during the late 1980s (Hugo 2006, 103). During 

1981–1982, Bangladesh announced a presidential order to prohibit women from doing semi-

skilled and unskilled work overseas unless they had a male guardian. Because of complaints of 

abuse, the Bangladeshi government later banned female workers from being employed as domestic 

workers and nurses, though the ban on nurses was later lifted (Shamim 2006, 161). The other form 

of banning is a selective restriction on movement. Indonesia used to prohibit the overseas 

employment of women younger than 22 and only allow them to work in specific places (Hugo 

2006, 103; Lim and Oishi 1996, 41; Shah and Menon 1997, 19). Moreover, Indonesia turned down 

and banned the recruitment of female domestic workers in Saudi Arabia in 1977 as a response to 

the frequent exploitation of Indonesian workers. In doing so, the Indonesian government aimed 

for improvement regarding the Saudi government’s legal obligation to the protection of foreign 

household workers in accordance with ILO principles (Palmer 2016, 32). In addition, Indonesia 

stopped sending domestic workers to Taiwan in 2015 and planned to lift the ban by 2017 (Frontier 

Myanmar 2016). 

Sending states may utilise bans to bargain with receiving states for the welfare of migrants. 

Placing a ban on sending migrant workers is a strategy used to obtain leverage against receiving 

 
98 In December 2015, Cambodia and Malaysia made an MOU agreement to halt the ban and later signed a bilateral 

agreement to restart the deployment of Cambodian domestic workers to Malaysia in May 2017. 
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states that do not comply with international norms and the protection of migrant labour rights. This 

bargaining seems to have been successful among some sending states. The Philippine 

government’s ban on the overseas employment of female domestic workers was effective in 

leading to the formulation of agreements with Malaysia and Singapore to provide more protection 

for women (Heyzer et al. 1994, 136). In 2011, two years after Indonesia suspended the export of 

female domestic workers to Malaysia as a result of various abuse cases, the two countries agreed 

to revise the MOU in order to provide greater benefits and protection for Indonesian maids.99 This 

illustrates how sending states, which allegedly have weak bargaining positions, are able to respond 

to the receiving states’ behaviours. 

 

Myanmar’s Bans on Sending Domestic Workers 

 Myanmar imposed the bans on the export of domestic helpers based on the similar rationale 

of other sending states. As a sending state, Myanmar imposed sanctions on the dispatch of 

domestic migrant workers as a means to negotiate with targeted receiving states. General bans on 

sending domestic workers abroad have been applied to the countries of destination at the level of 

state policy since 2014. According to the interview of a representative from Thailand’s Ministry 

of Labour, Myanmar rejected authorisation to recruit its nationals to be household workers in 

Thailand, even though Thailand consistently has a high demand for Burmese domestic workers. 

Myanmar side claimed of exploitation, worker rights and salaries to deny  requests for the supply 

of domestic workers made by Thailand (Interview THMOL1 2018). In regard to Malaysia, an 

officer from the Ministry of Human Resources interviewed by me explained that the Myanmar 

government informed Malaysian government about the ban in the early 2000s, but the country has 

less of a preference for Burmese domestic workers due to the majority of Malaysian people being 

Muslim (Interview MOHR 2018).  

Myanmar government claimed that protecting migrants was the main reason for imposing 

bans on the export of domestic workers in response to the practices of receiving states. It has 

officially claimed that the bans were due to a failure to provide safety or guarantee the protection 

 
99 However, before the agreement was made, Malaysia changed the main supplier of maids to Cambodia (Kneebone 

2012, 375).  
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of its migrant workers in these countries of destination. From Myanmar’s perspective, no concrete 

protection has been established in Thailand, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore. This caused the 

country to institute the ban on sending domestic workers to these destinations in 2014 before 

expanding the territory of the bans to any location (Mekong Migration Network 2017, 38–39). In 

specific cases, Thein Sein’s government imposed bans on the export of domestic helpers to 

Singapore in 2013, September 2014 and May 2015. The temporary suspension in 2014 was used 

for about five months due to the cases of ill-treatment and exploitation of maids from Myanmar 

(Ghosh and Baker 2014). 100  Since May 2014, the Myanmar government also prohibited its 

nationals from being employed in households in Hong Kong after 19 household helpers from 

Myanmar had arrived in Hong Kong in early 2014 (AFP 2014; Phyo 2017). The suspension was 

after the high-profile case of an Indonesian domestic worker101 abused by her employer (Ghosh 

and Baker 2014). The bans in Hong Kong and Singapore were established in retaliation for the 

alleged abuse and exploitation of domestic workers in these countries (AFP 2014). 

Therefore, Myanmar, under the hybrid civilian-military regime, used the assertion of the 

protection of migrants to bargain with receiving states. The claims of migrant protection not only 

appeared in national guidelines or policy documents as discussed in chapter 5, but Myanmar could 

also utilise it as a sending state in the bilateral migration relations. 

 

7.2 Myanmar–Malaysia: Deterioration of Migration Relations  

Malaysia became the most prominent targeted state for Myanmar during the period of 

political reform. While the bans on sending domestic workers were applied to all receiving states, 

Myanmar imposed sanctions on dispatching all types of migrant workers to Malaysia several 

times. The sanctions were utilised to respond to Malaysia based on both migration-related and 

diplomatic reasons. Since the time of Thein Sein’s government, the shift in Myanmar’s ethnic-

political landscape led Myanmar to perceive Malaysia’s criticisms on the Rohingya issue as 

interference. Moreover, the issue had a spillover effect on the safety of Myanmar migrant workers 

 
100 During the ban, private recruitment agencies of both Myanmar (MOEAF) and Singapore (Association of 

Employment Agencies Singapore) discussed having a bilateral MOU.  
101 The case of  Erwiana Sulistyaningsih.  
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in Malaysia. To counteract these incidents, Myanmar imposed a temporary ban on migration to 

Malaysia. Even both countries had normalised migration relations before, the default labour 

migration system between Myanmar and Malaysia could be disturbed by ethnic politics. 

 

Mistreatment and Banning  

The migration relations between Myanmar and Malaysia were directly disturbed by the 

mistreatment of Myanmar migrants. In Malaysia, there were several cases of Myanmar migrants 

facing dangers of robbery and murder. During the period of June 2013 until September 2014, 

around 25 Burmese migrants were killed. In July 2016, three Burmese migrant workers and a 

refugee were robbed and stabbed to death. Four months later, four Burmese migrants were found 

dead after having been kidnapped. Five more migrants were killed, and another nine Burmese 

nationals were injured in January 2017 (Htwe 2017a). I found in the interviews with different types 

of stakeholders that it was widely believed that the attacks against Myanmar migrants were based 

on religious discrimination triggered by the news of violence in Rakhine state. A representative 

from migrant worker civil society organisation based in Yangon stated that “the reason of the ban 

was from the violence against Myanmar migrants done by radical Malaysian people who wanted 

to revenge Myanmar people for what happened to Rohingyas in Myanmar” (Interview CSO1 

2017). Similarly, a former government officer told me that Myanmar migrants in Malaysia got 

attacks because of religious issues, specially the problem in Rakhine state (Interview MOL7 2017). 

A civil society organisation working for refugees in Kuala Lumpur also had a same opinion that 

the root cause of attacking Myanmar people in Malaysia was related to religion (Interview ER1 

2018). Even an international organisation officer said that “Myanmar migrants in Malaysia have 

been attached due to the news about Rakhine state” (Interview IO3 2017). These murder cases 

directly deteriorated bilateral relations and the perspectives that Myanmar people had about 

Malaysia. 

In response to the violent attacks, Myanmar suspended the dispatch of migrant workers to 

Malaysia. The first ban Myanmar authorities imposed was in June 2013 (Baştürk 2016) after 

Burmese migrants had been attacked and murdered in Kuala Lumpur and Selangor State. The 
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justification of protecting the safety of its migrants was used again in the most recent ban on the 

export of labour to Malaysia in late 2016: 

“We have no exact date to resume sending labour to Malaysia. It depends on 

political conditions in Malaysia. If Malaysia shows that the security situation is 

good, we will start sending labourers again,” U Thein Win, director of the 

Migrant Affairs Department, MOLIP (Nyan Lynn Aung 2016b). 

In December 2016, the MOLIP officially placed a ban forbidding all licensed recruitment 

agencies from facilitating would-be migrants who applied to work in Malaysia (Aljazeera 2016), 

suspending the issuance of licenses for all types of workers to Malaysia. The official statement 

sent to all private recruitment agencies referred to the ill-treatment, and of several cases of 

murdered Myanmar workers in Malaysia, as a reason for the temporary ban (MOLIP 2016b).  

 

Figure 26: Number of Myanmar workers to Malaysia recorded by the MOLIP from November 

2016 to September 2018 (MOLIP 2019) 

 

Practically, the flow of migrant workers from Myanmar to Malaysia still existed. 

According to Figure 26, legal emigrating channels from Myanmar to Malaysia during the ban, 

from December 2016 until January 2018, were available for a smaller number of migrants than 
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usual. The outflows could not be zero as some prospective migrants had already applied for jobs 

in Malaysia, according to the interview with an recruitment agency (Interview MOEAF1 2017). 

In addition, a Malaysian officer told me in the interview that despite the ban imposed by Myanmar 

government, Malaysian side never stopped the inflow of legal Myanmar migrants (Interview 

MOHR 2018). Moreover, some migrant workers travelled via irregular channels. Some of them 

used Thailand or Singapore as transit countries to Malaysia (Nyan Lynn Aung 2016b), while others 

held tourist visas to work in Malaysia (Htwe 2018). They became pawns in the deteriorating 

migration relations between the two states.  

 

The Rohingya issue behind the ban 

The ban imposed by Myanmar against Malaysia in December 2016 also went beyond the 

context of labour migration. The 2016 ban was a part of the bilateral tension between Myanmar 

and Malaysia based on Malaysia’s constant criticism of the Rohingya issue.  

“There are several reasons for the ban on Myanmar migrant workers going to 

Malaysia, including security concerns and the fact that they are trying to stir up 

political troubles against Myanmar”, Nyut Win, the deputy director general of 

the Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population said in December 2016 

(Asia Sentinel 2017). 

Despite official claims that the purpose of the ban was the safety of migrants, it was widely 

known that the underlying reason was the political tension between the two countries over the 

Rohingya issue (Htwe 2018). People on the ground, according to interviews, also perceived the 

ban as retaliation against the Malaysian government’s criticisms of the Rohingya issue. A 

recruitment agency, interviewed by me at MOEAF, said that “the ban was involved with politics 

as Malaysian government intervened in Rakhine issue. It is very disturbing that there is religious 

issues involved” (Interview MOEAF3 2017). A labour-related civil society organisation in Yangon 

told me in the interview that there were bans because of the political conflict between two 

governments involving the Rohingya issue (Interview CSO5 2017). Similarly, a member of the 

MOEAF’s executive committee claimed that the ban was the government’s response to the actions 

of the Malaysian prime minister (Nyan Lynn Aung 2016b). More importantly, a high-ranking 
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officer from the MOLIP insisted in the interview, conducted by me, that the ban was due to 

Malaysian prime minister’s political response on the violent incidents in Rakhine state (Interview 

MOL1 2017).  

The final straw that the interviewees referred to, before Myanmar imposed the ban, was 

from the Malaysian leader’s actions in December 2016. Najib Razak, the Prime Minister of 

Malaysia, criticised Aung San Suu Kyi in a solidarity rally protesting Myanmar’s government on 

4 December 2016. He used the word ‘genocide’ to describe the Burmese army’s crackdown and 

brutality towards Rohingya people. Furthermore, Razak stated that foreign intervention was 

necessary to solve the matter (Reuters 2016), and the crisis should become a topic for discussion 

in reconsidering Myanmar as an ASEAN member state.  

The Myanmar government became unsettled and dissatisfied by the criticisms. Following 

the rally, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a statement on 7 December 2016, summoning 

Malaysia’s ambassador to Myanmar to express concern about Najib’s criticism. Their statement 

categorically rejected Malaysia’s accusations and emphasised that the criticisms were totally 

different from what was actually happening (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). The Myanmar 

government contended that Najib’s allegations were “unverified and unsubstantiated” (Reuters 

2016). Moreover, Myanmar treated the Rohingya issue as a domestic issue and saw Malaysia’s 

criticisms on the issue as a breach of the non-interference principle which ASEAN members must 

commit to. Therefore, Myanmar had warned Malaysia even before the rally. The deputy director 

general of Myanmar’s president’s office stated on 2 December 2016 that:  

“According to ASEAN principles, a member country does not interfere in other member 

countries’ internal affairs. We have always followed and respected this principle. We hope 

that the Malaysian government will continue to follow it” (Ye Mon 2016).  

As discussed, apart from the verbal responses, Myanmar utilised its status as a migrant-

sending state to Malaysia by suspending the export of overseas workers. In this case, emigration 

became a tool to respond to Malaysia’s action of reiterating Myanmar’s vulnerable external 

legitimacy due to the Rohingya issue. Myanmar used the ban on migratory flows to assert its 

dissatisfaction with Malaysia. 
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7.3 No material gains from banning 

 

Based on the rationale of the protection of migrants, Myanmar utilised the suspension of 

sending migrant workers as a tool to retaliate against targeted receiving states. As discussed above, 

Myanmar imposed several bans on labour export to Malaysia and suspended the citizens from 

being domestic helpers abroad. However, Myanmar could not bargain with receiving states via the 

banning strategy due to the ineffective enforcement of the bans and the unequal power between 

Myanmar and receiving states. 

 

Uncontrollable Flows 
 

Despite the bans on sending domestic workers abroad, the Myanmar government realised 

that the bans were ineffective on the ground. The high-ranking officers of MOLIP acknowledged 

that there had been overseas workers working as housemaids in foreign countries (Phyo 2017). In 

my interview, an officer of MOLIP explained that the countries that host domestic helpers from 

Myanmar were Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and Thailand (Interview MOL2 2017).  

A well-intentioned policy does not necessarily produce a positive outcome due to the low 

state capacity in the terms of governance (Khondker 2017, 175). In the case of Myanmar, its 

attempts to regulate overseas employment are mostly found unsuccessful on the ground since 

majority of migrants are still undocumented (Dannecker and Schaffar 2016; Jirattikorn 2015). 

Myanmar has suffered from the domestic political tensons which caused the low level of state 

capacity. The state capacity affects the effectiveness of migration policy implementation. 

Inherently, most outflows of people take place independent of the government policies 

(Østergaard-Nielsen 2003, 7). Even receiving states find it challenging to implement immigration 

policies seamlessly, and their efforts often yield unintended results due to the inherent feature of 

cross-border mobility. States have limited capacity to control over international migration(Castles 

2004; Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005; Cornelius, Martin, and Hollifield 1994; Geddes and 

Boswell 2011; Guiraudon and Lahav 2007). 
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In the case of Myanmar domestic helpers, the uncontrollable flows occurred due to the high 

demand in receiving states. For Thailand, Myanmar has been a traditional source country of 

household workers for decades. In Singapore, Myanmar domestic helpers have been increasingly 

preferable due to having lower wages than workers from Indonesia and the Philippines (Radio 

Free Asia 2017b). Myanmar’s policy cannot override the unilateral recruitment of domestic 

workers that has prevailed in the receiving states. On the ground, a labour civil society organisation 

in Yangon, interviewed by me, stated that the bans that operated within Myanmar only stand in 

contrast to the reality that Thailand and Singapore openly registered thousands of domestic 

workers directly from Myanmar, and many Myanmar women still travelled to these countries 

themselves to seek domestic employment (Interview CSO5 2017). Thailand’s immigration system 

allows for two categories of low-skilled migrants in accordance with the MOU: labour and 

domestic workers. Due to the ban from the Myanmar government, a migrant worker activist in 

Thailand told me in the interview that the prospective workers seeking household jobs in Thailand 

had to avoid legal recruitment channels in the Myanmar side (Interview THCSO2 2018). Similarly, 

Myanmar’s domestic workers in Singapore leave their home country illegally but hold work 

permits in the host country. Some Myanmar maids in Singapore have to be covered under the title 

of elderly care helpers, according to my interview with a civil society organisation in Kuala 

Lumpur (Interview CSO4 2018). Burmese maids in Singapore who had been abused before the 

ban in September 2014 did not apply jobs through recruitment agencies in Myanmar (Ghosh and 

Baker 2014). A recruitment agency in Yangon explained in the interview that there were at least 

30 people traveling to Singapore every day despite the prohibition (Interview MOEAF1 2017), 

and a total of approximately 40,000–50,000 Myanmar nationals work for household service sectors 

in Singapore (Zue Zue 2017). Domestic workers from Myanmar in Singapore increased by 50 per 

cent during the ban between 2013 and 2015 (Mekong Migration Network 2017, 39). In contrast, 

current official records show that there are only around a thousand Myanmar workers in Singapore 

(MOLIP 2019). Pull factors from receiving states have undermined the efficacy of the bans. 

 “It is unrealistic to assume that people will stop migrating for work simply because there 

is ban in place when they have few employment opportunities domestically. As a result, 

bans often push people to migrate illegally.” (Mekong Migration Network 2017, 39). 
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Moreover, Myanmar’s ban on domestic migrant workers has counterproductively resulted 

in a lack of protection for domestic workers in foreign countries. Paradoxically, the Myanmar 

government recognised the existence of its domestic workers, according to the interview with a 

high-ranking officer in the MOLIP (Interview MOL2 2017), but offer them no official protection 

as it does not permit registration for this kind of work. The ban on working as domestic helpers 

has also driven workers to use unofficial channels or go underground to obtain work (Hugo 2006, 

103). The ban often leads to a clandestine flow of labour. As there is no registration and these 

migrants gain ambiguous legal status, the legal protection is low, and the migrants are at risk of 

being trafficked on black markets. They are vulnerable to exploitation, including in terms of 

migration costs and abuse by employers (Phyo 2017). Without state protection, civil society 

organisations based in Yangon and Taunggyi explained in interviews that brokers have illegally 

sent many underaged girls, who lie about their real ages, to work as maids in Singapore (Interview 

CSO5 2017; Interview CSO7 2018). Bans, therefore, cannot achieve their fundamental purpose of 

ensuring more protection because Myanmar is not able to effectively control the working 

conditions and workplace circumstances of domestic workers in receiving countries. 

As bans were counterproductive, the Myanmar government started to reconsider its 

practice. It began to seek agreements with Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaysia and Thailand on 

sending domestic workers in 2017 (Radio Free Asia 2017b). The MOLIP also stated that it would 

register Myanmar nationals who work as domestic workers overseas and issue them official 

documents in order to guarantee them protection from Myanmar (Zue Zue 2017). In 2019, the 

MOLIP and MOEAF began a pilot project of resuming the overseas employment of Myanmar 

maids in Singapore and ensured their protection by signing contracts with Singaporean recruitment 

agencies. The minister planned to do similar programmes with Thailand, Hong Kong and Macau 

(Htwe 2019). Moreover, Myanmar could not resist the emerging demand for domestic workers in 

several countries. Hong Kong talked with Myanmar and was interested in arranging the 

recruitment of Myanmar domestic workers since 2017 to mitigate its ageing society (Asia Times 

2019). Taiwan also tried to gain Myanmar domestic helpers to replace Indonesian workers (Thiha 

2015). The ineffectiveness of the bans led Myanmar to lift and utilise a more cooperative strategy 

to solve the problem of protection.   
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Unequal Power Relations 
 

The unequal power between the sending state and the receiving state led to an ineffective 

enforcement of the ban. The ban on migration workers from Myanmar to Malaysia was declared 

on the assumption that a lack of Myanmar migrant workers would result in substantial 

vulnerabilities in the Malaysian economy, namely a labour shortage (Nyan Lynn Aung 2016b). 

However, the competence of sending states to bargain in bilateral migration relations depends 

substantially on the encumbrance that receiving states experience from the inflows of migrants. In 

this case, Myanmar’s sanction on the migration of its workers to Malaysia failed to strengthen its 

bargaining position. Myanmar’s ban could not serve its own ends, mainly because of its inability 

to genuinely threaten the supply of foreign labour in Malaysia.  

Malaysia had a low vulnerability to, or low level of dependence on, the supply of Myanmar 

migrants. Myanmar’s workers are in a significantly less powerful position in Malaysia’s economy 

than Indonesian workers due to the smaller size of their workforce in Malaysia as a whole. The 

number of Myanmar economic migrants is not a high-priority concern for Malaysia. Myanmar is 

one of 13 countries of origin (Kanapathy 2004, 383)102 formally designated by Malaysia as 

providing an inflow of migrants. Myanmar is perceived as a substitutive labour-source country, 

ranking fourth or fifth on Malaysia’s list of choices. In comparison with Indonesia, the figure of 

Myanmar’s migrants amounted to only 10 percent of the number of Indonesian workers in 

Malaysia (Kaur 2010, 14). Official statistics published by the government of Myanmar showed 

that there were approximately 150,000 overseas migrants in Malaysia.103 Figures published by the 

Malaysian government provide a comparison between the countries of origin of all its migrant 

workers, including the number for Myanmar, which ranges from around 130,000 to 160,000 per 

year. 

 

 
102 These countries include India, Indonesia, Cambodia, Kazakhstan, Laos, Myanmar, Nepal, the Philippines, Sri 

Lanka, Thailand, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Vietnam. 
103 In 2016, the official data from Myanmar showed that there were around 147,000 Myanmar migrant workers in 

Malaysia and a high number of undocumented workers (Reuters 2016). 
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Figure 27: Number of Foreign Workers in Malaysia by Country of Origin in 2010–2015 (Rahman 

2017, 13) 

Year Indonesia Bangladesh Nepal India Myanmar 

2010 792,809 319,475 251,416 95,112 160,504 

2011 785,236 116,663 258,497 87,399 146,126 

2012 746,063 132,350 304,717 93,761 129,506 

2013 1,021,655 322,750 385,466 124,017 161,447 

2014 817,300 296,930 490,297 105,188 143,334 

2015 835,965 282,437 502,596 139,751 145,652 

 

Figure 28: Percentage of Myanmar legal migrants of total migrant workers in Malaysia (Garcés-

Mascareñas 2012, 57; Rahman 2017, 13)  

 

The percentage of Myanmar legal migrants compared to the total number of migrant 

workers in Malaysia has been decreasing since 2011, as illustrated by the graph. This graph depicts 

changes in the export of labour to Malaysia after Myanmar’s political transition began. Thus, the 

low number of migrant workers from Myanmar did not cause any difficulty for Malaysia. 
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The Malaysian government has greater bargaining strength because it has choices and can 

exercise alternative options with each of its sending states. Malaysia was not affected by the ban. 

During the migrant-labour sanction imposed by Myanmar government in 2016, an ethnic refugee 

organisation and a migrant-related non-governmental organisation in Kula Lumpur both told me 

in the interviews that Malaysian government imported 200,000 migrant workers from Bangladesh 

instead (Interview ER1 2018; Interview MYNGO1 2018). According to my interview with an 

official of Malaysia’s Ministry of Human Resources, Bangladesh agreed to send more labours after 

the ban. Therefore, Malaysia did not face any problem in the supply of foreign workers (Interview 

MOHR 2018). Similarly, the Minister of Domestic Trade and Consumer Affairs insisted that the 

ban could not negatively affect Malaysia’s manufacturing sector because Myanmar was not a main 

migrant-source country (Weijun 2018). For the Malaysian government, Myanmar as a migrant-

sending state has much weaker bargaining power. The unequal power relations in the labour-

migration context caused Myanmar’s ban to be ineffective. 

Regarding political reasons, Malaysia’s concerns about controlling immigration from 

Myanmar are less than its concerns with other sending states. Receiving states such as Malaysia 

throughout Southeast Asia have been facing uncontrollable inflows of migrants from sending 

states such as Myanmar. It is fundamental that formal bilateral arrangements require the 

cooperation of the more powerful host states such as Malaysia, but the effectiveness of the 

arrangements also depends upon the effective cooperation of the sending states. In spite of the fact 

that Malaysia does not share borders with Myanmar, Malaysia also receives uncontrollable inflows 

of fugitives fleeing the unrest in Myanmar. As a result, Malaysia as a receiving state has fewer 

diplomatic concerns in complying with Myanmar’s demands as a sending state. In addition, 

because a relatively small number of migrants are sent from Myanmar to Malaysia through legal 

channels, their numbers do not have a marked effect on Malaysia’s supply of cheap labour. At the 

same time, flows of migrant workers into Malaysia can be controlled under the formal system and 

the number of migrants does not concern the government of Malaysia, especially when compared 

with the influx of Indonesian workers into Malaysia as well as Myanmar migrant workers into 

Thailand. 
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Political Implications 

The bans on sending migrant workers reflect how Myanmar government prioritised 

political gains over economic advantages. The bans also proved to be an obstacle to the economic 

benefits that Myanmar would have been able to reap from the remittances of its migrant workers. 

Despite the Myanmar government’s attempts to link migration with development, the ban on the 

export of its domestic workers is an example of the ambiguity of development discourse as 

economic advantage. The migration of domestic workers can generate a large amount of finance 

from the repatriation of remittances. The contribution of domestic workers to the GDP of the 

Philippines and Indonesia is significant, and the economic contribution is well recognised by the 

Myanmar authorities as the high-ranking officer in the MOLIP mentioned the economic 

contribution these countries could gain from domestic workers (Interview MOL2 2017). 

Moreover, the bans did not comply with the requirements of interest groups inside Myanmar. 

Recruitment agencies and the migrants themselves had long called for the bans to be lifted. They 

believed that Myanmar would not have been able to make the bans useful for all stakeholders 

(Interview MOEAF1 2017; Interview CSO6 2017).  

The bans have been shown to be ineffective in several cases due to the unequal power 

relations between states. Fundamentally, sending states utilise bans with the intention of shaping 

the decisions or behaviour of targeted receiving states. The existing power asymmetry between 

sending and receiving states predominantly undermines the bargaining chips of sending states. 

Receiving countries are more powerful in proclaiming the arrangements for migrant workers 

coming into their territories. In the case of banning domestic workers, receiving states have more 

leverage as they have the capacity to find alternative source countries (Heyzer et al. 1994, 136). 

For example, Taiwan avoided improving working conditions and enhancing the rights of domestic 

workers after Indonesia, the main source country of maids for Taiwan, imposed a ban in 2015. 

Instead, it sought to recruit Myanmar domestic helpers to replace Indonesian nationals (Thiha 

2015). Similarly, with the bans in place, Myanmar could neither put pressure on receiving states 

nor lessen the exploitation and abuse of Myanmar migrants. 

Since Myanmar lost material gains from the ineffective bans, why did Myanmar, a 

powerless sending state, impose them and utilise ineffective policies and practices while ignoring 

economic benefits? A possible answer is that the policies or practices utilised might be politically 
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meaningful. Within the framework of symbolic politics, the implementation and the result of a 

policy may be less important than its introduction. When a policy performs symbolic functions, it 

must be directed at the audience, while aiming to elicit specific perceptions or reactions (Stolz 

2007, 312). The results of policies do not necessarily emerge in an instrumental form. Symbolic 

policies generally target the public. In a migration diplomacy context, the goal of a sending state 

is to perform expressive functions. Their targets might be the receiving states or nationals. 

Therefore, this act is not without value, despite sending states predictably gaining no tangible 

benefit from articulating demands against receiving states or manipulating migration flows in a 

restrictive form. 

Even in an asymmetrical migration system, the symbolic act of a sending state moves away 

from a zero-sum struggle for projecting its demands over receiving states. Bans perform a symbolic 

function, as sending states are unable to formulate and implement them successfully. In this sense, 

bans represent the stance of a sending state’s demands and demonstrate its agency in migration 

diplomacy. The symbolic gestures of Myanmar emphasised the country’s agenda in terms of the 

rights and protection of labour migrants in the bilateral context. In other words, the bans were 

politically meaningful in reinforcing the existing demands Myanmar had made.  

Bans also use symbolic politics to target general people. Traditional perceptions can play 

a significant role in the banning of domestic workers from going to work in foreign countries. 

Some countries have perceived emigration of their citizens to be a means of undermining national 

honour, flouting their status and disturbing national unity (Fitzgerald 2009, 22). For general people 

in Myanmar, the migration of domestic workers seeking employment in foreign countries has 

similar implications in undermining national pride. In the eyes of the Myanmar elites and the 

government, sending domestic workers overseas is at odds with the Myanmar culture.104 In this 

culture, it is seen as inappropriate (Interview MOL2 2017). Based on nationalistic perceptions 

among the public, opposition stems from the belief that sending domestic workers tarnishes the 

image and dignity of the country, as the nature of the work reduces Myanmar to the status of a 

slave to foreigners (Interview IO1 2017; Interview CSO6 2017; Interview IO3 2017). Therefore, 

the ban also has the symbolic purpose of tackling conservative perceptions within the country. 

 
104 During Thein Sein’s government, a group of officers tried to convince the parliament to change the Burmese words 

for domestic workers from ‘ein hpaw’ (slave of the house) to ‘ein a-ku’ (house assistant) (Interview MOL7 2017). 
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7.4 Insecure External Legitimacy 

 

 As a tool of migration diplomacy, the bans on sending migrant workers to Malaysia 

performed a symbolic function on inter-state relations between Myanmar and Malaysia. 

Myanmar’s fragile external legitimacy due to the Rohingya issue occurred in the context of 

bilateral relations with Malaysia and the undermining of migration relations. While the new ethnic-

political landscape post-SPDC government increased Myanmar’s external legitimacy, the 

Rohingya issue resulted in the fragility of the ruling regime’s standing in the international 

community. The issue became a central internationalised topic to the dismay of the Myanmar 

government. Therefore, Myanmar government’s main concern was regarding how international 

intervention in its domestic ethnic politics had been reduced to the Rohingya issue, instead of any 

other ethnic minority.  

The government’s external legitimacy is interlaced with its domestic ethnic politics. Ethnic 

politics was one of focal points of foreign criticism, dating from the time of the rise of the military 

government. Previously, the international community, led by the United States, condemned 

Myanmar for its being a refugee-producing state. It criticised the Burmese authoritarian regime for 

its civil wars among ethnic minorities, which caused the persistent outflow of refugees to 

neighbouring countries (Kipgen 2016, 110). Since Thein Sein government started in 2011, the 

National Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) became grounds for the national peace dialogue, the legacy 

of which remains in the National League for Democracy (NLD) government. Along with the NCA, 

the NLD government established a series of high-level peace conferences called “the 21st Century 

Panglong Conference”, and it gathered a number of ethnic leaders, including NCA non-signatories 

and Burmese government officials. The first dialogue was held between 31 August and early 

September 2016 (The Asia Foundation 2017, 109), and more sessions took place in May 2017, 

July 2018 and August 2020. The NLD government still insisted in “building a democratic federal 

union” (Nyein Nyein 2020). Due to the Myanmar government’s substantial efforts to reconcile 

with ethnic minority groups, ethnic politics between the central Burmese government and state-

recognised national races was less internationalised. The government secured its external 

legitimacy in the international community regarding the issue. 
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The government’s legitimacy also impacted international protections for Myanmar 

refugees during the 2010s. The international community viewed Myanmar as a safe country for 

most ethnic citizens. Since 2013, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

registration process for refugees in Malaysia stopped granting refugee status to ethnic minorities 

from Myanmar, except for Rohingya. In my interviews with ethnic refugees from Myanmar 

residing in Kuala Lumpur, they all addressed that the UNHCR was only granting ‘asylum-seeker’ 

status to ethnic refugees and had changed its strategy to zero resettlement for these refugees, even 

those who have been waiting for decades (Interview ER1 2018; Interview ER2 2018; Interview 

ER3 2018). Besides, a representative from a non-governmental organisation based in Malaysia 

stated that the UNHCR tried to convince Myanmar ethnic refugees to repatriate voluntarily 

(Interview MYNGO1 2018). As for countries of resettlement, a refugee network told me in the 

interview that  Sweden, Norway, Denmark and New Zealand also agreed with the end of 

protections for ethnic refugees from Myanmar (Interview CSO9 2018). An ethnic refugee 

organisation heard that these countries and the UNHCR believed that Myanmar was safe for 

refugees due to the peace dialogues during that time. Moreover, the political transition appeared 

smooth to the UNHCR, particularly once the NLD government started ruling the country 

(Interview ER4 2018). The international community’s lesser concern for ethnic refugees from 

Myanmar demonstrates its positive perspective towards the home country. 

 

The Rohingya in Myanmar’s Domestic Politics 

 In contrast to the majority of ethnic groups in Myanmar, the Rohingya cannot be a part of 

the ongoing peace process because they are denied citizenship (Kipgen 2016, 206). Myanmar 

never accepted Rohingya people as citizens of Myanmar since the start of the post-independence 

era. Initially, Rohingya people’s existence in the country was attributed to the legacy of British 

colonialism. The 1982 Citizenship Law (Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma 1982), as well 

as the 1983 Procedure and a 1989 citizenship investigation process imposed by the Burma Socialist 

Programme Party, denied citizenship to Rohingya and other unrecognised ethnic groups and 

treated them as resident aliens. The military government excluded Rohingya people, as well as 
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people of other ethnic origins from South Asia and China,105 from the 135 national races according 

to the 1992 census. For the regime, the Rohingya were not even one of the indigenous races of the 

country. This legal method of eliminating Rohingya’s official status caused approximately 

800,000–850,000 Rohingya, a predominant Muslim group in the country, to become stateless by 

law. Given their status, they faced severe restrictions in land ownership, freedom of movement,106 

access to state-funded education and marriage 107  (Refugee International 2007). Moreover, 

politically, the name ‘Rohingya’ has been officially abhorred in state documents and Myanmar 

media. The public has preferred the term ‘Bengali’, which reiterates their status as foreigners 

fleeing from Bangladesh (Lidauer 2016, 151; Kipgen 2016, 131).  As the very existence of the 

Rohingya was completely absent in terms of law and politics, they could not be represented in the 

ethnic reconciliation process. 

After Myanmar’s political transition began, the national discourse of Rohingya being 

Bengali interlopers became more intensive. For example, even the Ministry of Immigration and 

Population maintained this perception; their publication insisted that ‘Bengali’ people were aliens 

sneaking into Myanmar (Ministry of Immigration and Population 2012, 202). The Rohingya were 

further targeted with the phrase “the earth cannot swallow a race to extinction – another race can” 

(Ministry of Immigration and Population 2012, 203).  

The violence that erupted in Northern Rakhine state in 2012 marked the beginning of a 

new wave of ethnic conflict in Myanmar. This inter-communal violence intensified the long-

existing anti-Muslim sentiment. The incident started with the conviction of three Rohingya men 

for raping a Rakhine woman, followed by revenge killings committed by Rakhine during May and 

June 2012 (Lidauer 2016, 150). Anti-Muslim riots continued with the influence of Buddhist 

extremist groups in the following years. Mass retaliation for a rape case led to deadly attacks 

against Muslims in 2014 (Khan 2016, 340). In late 2016, the conflict’s scope was extended to 

direct acts of state officials. The Tatmadaw started a military crackdown on Rohingya as a response 

to the insurgents’ attack on border guards (The Guardian 2016). The insurgents were believed to 

 
105 Some examples of these people are the Chinese, Panthay (Chinese Muslims), Indians, Gurkha, Tibetans and 

Pakistanis. 
106 They must ask for permission to travel between villages in Northern Rakhine. 
107 Since 1988, the government has allowed only three marriages per village per year for Rohingya communities in 

Rakhine state. 
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be the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), which had organised itself following the 2012 

violence. The Tatmadaw later launched a more brutal army operation called ‘clearance operations’ 

(Habib et al. 2018). Both sides escalated the severity of their retaliatory attacks, and the armed 

conflicts continued throughout 2017–2018. Following the ARSA attack on 25 August 2017, 

Burmese troops and military-supported local Buddhist Rakhine vigilantes persecuted the 

Rohingya; the violence was not limited to only the militia groups but also targeted civilians. 

Several international organisations reported the massacres, the sexual violence against Rohingya, 

the burning of thousands of homes, the random use of helicopter gunships and the state’s restriction 

on humanitarian assistance in the area (Amnesty International 2017; Human Rights Watch 2017). 

All in all, ethnic Rohingya became the main target of the Tatmadaw’s military operations. 

The Rohingya’s disenfranchisement and their disputed legal status were also obvious in 

the 2014 Myanmar census. The term ‘Rohingya’ does not even appear on the official census list, 

though the rest of Myanmar’s population was subdivided into an extraordinary 135 national races. 

Initially, the government had allowed people to identify themselves as Rohingya in the census 

questionnaire. But such self-identification was later revoked due to political pressure from 

nationalist groups. As a result, it is believed that more than one million Rohingya people were not 

counted in the census (Lidauer 2016, 151). Therefore, the Rohingya people are not officially 

integrated as Myanmar nationals in any way.  

 Myanmar’s political transition with the peace process has created a national consensus 

and stronger unity between the ruling regimes, i.e., the government and the military as well as 

most ethnic minorities in the country, except for Rohingya people. The Rohingya issue became a 

major obstruction to smooth ethnic reconciliation. 

  

Rohingya as Refugees  
 

 The Rohingya issue did not only affect the domestic political landscape, but it had also 

been internationalised through the outflows of Rohingya refugees since before the political 

transition. Exoduses of Rohingya escaping Burmese security forces have occurred since the late 

1970s. More than 200,000 Rohingya crossed over into Bangladesh to escape Operation Nagamin 
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in 1977–1978 (Human Rights Watch 2000; Steinberg 2001, 245). Another exodus of around 

250,000 Rohingya to Bangladesh occurred in 1991–1992 following a wave of suppression by the 

Tatmadaw (UNHCR 2006, 1; South 2008, 81). Because of geographical proximity, Bangladesh 

has been the top country of destination for Rohingya where refugee camps were located in Cox’s 

Bazar and Teknaf (South 2008, 82). Many displaced Rohingya people’s migratory journey did not 

end there; they continued travelling to Malaysia, their second most popular host country. Thailand, 

meanwhile, has served as a transit country for those travelling from Myanmar or Bangladesh and 

hoping to reach Malaysia.  

In Malaysia, Rohingya people were able to access the UNHCR’s programmes like other 

urban refugees. In 2003, the UNHCR started documenting the arrival of Rohingya people from 

Myanmar (Nah 2007, 40). Rohingya people were ranked as the second-largest ethnic refugee group 

from Myanmar in Malaysia, following the Chin, before becoming the largest ethnic refugee group 

in 2007 (Kanapathy 2008, 340). The Malaysian government was willing to accept them on the 

grounds of religion. It granted permission for around 10,000 Rohingya to stay in Malaysia (Kaur 

2006, 46; Liow 2002). According to the record in an ethnic refugee organisation based in Kuala 

Lumpur, referred in my interview, as many as 50,000 Rohingya were registered during the early 

2010s (Interview ER1 2018). Malaysia’s support towards the Rohingya is exceptional as Malaysia 

unexpectedly declared that Rohingya forced migrants would be officially recognised by the 

government. The Muslim brotherhood plays a crucial role. Whereas other ethnic refugees faced 

challenges with regard to finding employment in Malaysia, the government allowed Rohingya 

people to work in Malaysia since 2004 (Nah 2007, 49–50). Then, Rohingya refugees had to register 

with one of two Rohingya communities located in either Kuala Lumpur or Penang. The Rohingya 

Association in Malaysia has been the primary organisation registering Rohingya refugees in 

Malaysia since 2010. A Rohingya community- based organisation explained in my interview that 

its organisation alone had approximately 70,000 members (Interview ER5 2018). 

Although the massive cross-border mobility of the Rohingya is not a new phenomenon, its 

exoduses after the political transition have been the most internationally recognised. Since 

Buddhist–Muslim violence broke out in 2012 in the Rakhine State, international agencies estimate 

that the number of internally displaced persons grew to around 650,000 under the Thein Sein-

USDP government. Following the violence, cross-border displacement rose to 145,000 people 
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(Lidauer 2016, 150). After the military operations of 2017, more than 624,000 Rohingya people 

fled to Bangladesh. This flow of refugees was one of the fastest exoduses in modern history 

(International Crisis Group 2017). Thousands have fled by boat to Thailand and Malaysia in 

unprecedented attempts to escape poverty, degradation and oppression.  

The existence of these refugees endangered Myanmar’s evolving external legitimacy as the 

international community gave attention to them. The continuous exoduses in recent years led to a 

new phase of international protection for Rohingya refugees. A Myanmar refugee in Kuala 

Lumpur, interviewed by me, explained that while the UNHCR in Malaysia stopped granting 

refugee status and started providing only asylum-seeker status to other ethnic groups from 

Myanmar, it has prioritised the registration of Rohingya since 2013 (Interview ER1 2018). 108 

According to my interview with Rohingya organisation in Malaysia, there were more than 100,000 

Rohingya in Malaysia, of which 70,000 were members of the Rohingya Society in Malaysia 

(Interview ER5 2018). A non-governmental organisation told me in the interview that the 

Malaysian government allowed Rohingya to move around, to work and even arranged jobs in 

plantation sites for them. However, the project was not successful because the Rohingya preferred 

self-employment (Interview MYNGO1 2018). The Malaysian Ministry of Human Resources’ 

representative in my interview said that the ministry also offered skill training for Rohingya 

refugees so that they could resettle in other countries (Interview MOHR 2018). Since 2017, the 

UNHCR has predominantly started focusing on Rohingya refugees, while other ethnic groups were 

indirectly forced to return to Myanmar voluntarily. Many international agencies have provided 

humanitarian aid to refugee camps in Bangladesh. The international community kept an eye on the 

Rohingya refugees as a product of state repression under Myanmar’s quasi-civilian government. 

Insecure external legitimacy due to the exodus of the Rohingya caused reluctance for 

Myanmar government during the period of political transition. The quasi-civilian government was 

concerned with international pressure, but they could not fully accept the Rohingya on the ground 

of domestic politics. The Thein Sein government tried to convince the international community 

that resettling the Rohingya population to third countries was the only solution. However, no 

Western countries agreed. The UNHCR and the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights further 

 
108 However, he said that the UNHCR in Malaysia claimed that they needed to think globally since there was a 

greater refugee crisis in Syria and the Middle East. 
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pushed the government to pursue a reconciliation and integration process (Kipgen 2016, 132). In 

2017, Bangladesh expected the NLD government to cooperate in the repatriation process (The 

Myanmar Times 2017a). The Myanmar government undertook the repatriation process, which 

commenced on 23 January 2018. It agreed to accept more than one thousand Rohingya people 

each week. The Myanmar authorities attempted to convince the international community that the 

government was ready for the repatriation programme. However, the operation could not relieve 

the international pressure since international agencies were suspicious of the Rohingya’s safety in 

Myanmar as well as the willingness of those returning (BBC 2018). 

 

International Criticism of the Rohingya Issue 
  

The external legitimacy that Myanmar had gained from its political transition deteriorated 

because of the Rohingya crisis. This differed from the past when the persecution against Rohingya 

did not receive wide international attention, except among some Muslim countries. For example, 

Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei resisted Thailand’s invitation to be observers in the ASEAN 

summit, to which Myanmar was also invited, because the Burmese regime had ordered an 

expulsion of Rohingya in 1992 (Chachavalpongpun 2018). Meanwhile, the international 

community focused more on ethnic conflicts between the regime and other national races. As 

discussed, the Thein Sein government gained growing international support over its peace process 

and political reforms. However, international criticisms arose due to the government’s response to 

the 2012 communal violence in Rakhine state (Kipgen 2016, 93,124). The Rohingya issue has 

been placed at the centre of international concern. 

Following the deadly violence between Rohingya and Rakhine people in 2012 and the 

violence in central Myanmar in 2013, foreign countries widely criticised Myanmar for the 

incidents. Western countries, including the United State of America, the United Kingdom and 

France, as well as the United Nations, expressed their concerns over the government’s actions in 

the plight of the Rohingya and their right to citizenship. Several Muslim-majority states, such as 

Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Turkey, Egypt and Iran, as well as the Organization of Islamic 

Cooperation (OIC), called for solutions from the Burmese regime and harshly criticised Myanmar. 

Foreign ministers from Egypt and Turkey claimed that the violence in 2013 was a systematic 
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operation intending to target Muslims, while the OIC called the incident an unacceptable practice 

(FNA 2013; Anadolu Agency 2013; AFP 2013b). A high-level delegation from the OIC later 

visited Myanmar to observe the situation (NLM 2013). 

The NLD government, which the international community expected to be more democratic, 

faced a further deterioration of external legitimacy. Myanmar received widespread international 

criticism for its clearance operation against the Rohingya in 2016. Myanmar was accused of 

committing ‘crimes against humanity’. The term was first used in a report by the UN Human 

Rights Council in June 2016 (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 2016). In November 

2016, one UNHCR official used another harsh term, ‘ethnic cleansing’, to describe what 

Myanmar’s ruling regime was doing to the Rohingya (BBC 2016a). The Burmese delegate to the 

UN strongly protested against the comment (Radio Free Asia 2016b). Similar criticisms of the 

Tatmadaw’s tendency to commit crimes against humanity were made by Amnesty International 

(BBC 2016b), the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (OHCHR 

2017) and 23 Nobel laureates (Holmes 2016). Moreover, the OIC made a harsher accusation in 

early 2017 by calling the treatment of Rohingya ‘genocide’ (Sipalan and Harris 2017). Along with 

the condemnation of the Tatmadaw, Aung San Suu Kyi, State Counsellor and de facto leader of 

the government since early 2016, became a target of international criticism as well. The 

international community criticised her of failing to utilise her domestic authority and legitimacy 

in solving the conflict and lessening the anti-Muslim sentiments (International Crisis Group 2017). 

The group of Nobel laureates also blamed her for not implementing any measures to guarantee 

Rohingya’s full citizenship rights (Bulman 2016). These international criticisms of the Tatmadaw 

and Myanmar government demonstrated the country’s fragility in its external legitimacy. 

Concerns emerged not only in the wider international community but also in the regional 

context. Although ASEAN welcomed Myanmar’s political transition, the Rohingya crisis raised 

distress among ASEAN state members. In June 2012, the ASEAN Secretary-General and 

Cambodia, as the 2012 ASEAN Chair, asked for the organisation of a meeting of ASEAN foreign 

ministers to discuss the violence in Rakhine. As the Thein Sein government opposed that request, 

ASEAN issued a statement instead (Haacke 2018). As for the conflict in 2016, Indonesia’s Foreign 

Minister met Aung San Suu Kyi to convey Indonesia’s concern about the situation and called for 

the rights of Rohingya (Prasetyo 2016). The Foreign Minister of Indonesia held a series of 
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meetings with other top officials of Myanmar, including the commander-in-chief, to pressure them 

to end the violence and accept humanitarian aid from Indonesia (Maulia 2017).  

Moreover, Malaysian leaders expressed public criticisms over the Rohingya issue at 

international stages, including ASEAN and OIC. At an ASEAN conference held in 2015 under the 

chairmanship of Malaysia, Mahathir Mohammad, former prime minister of Malaysia, accused 

Myanmar of not being humane to the Rohingya and suggested that Myanmar should withdraw its 

ASEAN member status if its ruling regime committed genocide (Nyan Lynn Aung 2015a; Haacke 

2018, 308). Likewise, in mid-December 2016, Malaysia’s Foreign Minister called for ASEAN 

cooperation in providing aid and in investigating the ongoing Rohingya crisis (Lewis 2016). 

Mahathir Mohammad repeatedly criticised Aung San Suu Kyi and the Burmese military. During 

a speech he delivered at the 2018 ASEAN summit, he said that “It would seem that Aung San Suu 

Kyi is trying to defend what is indefensible…They are actually oppressing these people to the 

point of killing them, mass killing” (Reuters 2018). In the OIC, Malaysia, led by Najib Razak, also 

tried to propose the protection of Rohingya and urged OIC member countries to interfere in the 

issue (Sipalan 2017; Radio Free Asia 2017a).  

As a result, Myanmar government in its transition period was highly vulnerable due to the 

issue of the Rohingya. Changes in Myanmar’s political landscape  did not undermine the state’s 

core foreign policy goals of defending state unity and the security of the military regime (Myoe 

2016, 133). This is because the regime had secured its continuity of military dominance and control 

over all important functions of the union (Tin Maung Maung Than 2011; Pedersen 2014b). The 

regime previously viewed public foreign criticisms as interference in its domestic affairs (Kipgen 

2016, 69; Steinberg 2001, 293; 2013, 156). In the political transition, foreign infringement in the 

form of international criticism may destabilise the security of the ruling regime, which it had 

gained in the political transition process. Therefore, Myanmar’s regime needs to have defensive 

responses against foreign comments, as it did to the UN as discussed above. Moreover, Myanmar 

continued to treat the international discussions and criticisms as interference. Myanmar claimed a 

non-interference principle to reject any agendas on the Rohingya issue from the ASEAN meetings 

(Haacke 2018). The shifted ethnic-political landscape caused the Rohingya issue to become a 

determinant of Myanmar’s foreign relations.  
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7.5 Regime interests during the NLD government  

   

During the NLD government administration, Myanmar was ambiguously a unitary actor 

that has one national interests of the state as same as the military’s. The NLD government had their 

own interests that was distinct from the military’s. The ruling government was not a united agency 

with the ruling regime of Tatmadaw. However, regime continuation makes the military regime’s 

interests be firmly established in the policymaking.  Limited devotion of power did not make the 

hybrid regime became a transition to democratic rule.  

 It can be said that state interests under the NLD government tended to be complied with 

the military regime’s interests. After the political transition, more inclusive emigration policies 

related to migrant’s rights and safety were introduced. As discussed in previous chapters, it was 

an intention to sustain the regime through the engagement with international community and 

norms. In contrast, any Rohingya- related issues remained exceptional for both military regime 

and the civilian government.  

To be specific, Aung San Suu Kyi’s actions and inactions on the Rohingya issue had two 

sides of political implication. On one side, Aung San Suu Kyi could not resist the country’s 

dominant  sentiments which may affect her political popularity. Despite international pressure, 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s official agenda missed the Rohingya issue and she herself avoided to use the 

term ‘Rohingya’ but used “Muslim community in Rakhine”. She lacked opinions on the status of 

Rohingya and never condemned the violence in Rakhine or discrimination against Muslim 

communities. Her expressions can be understood that they were for the sake of her political career 

as she needed to maintain the support from majority of Myanmar population. Taking side with 

Rohingya might upset her potential voters (Lall 2016, 199). Therefore, some people in the country 

saw her as a representative of the establishment. Lall (2016, 91) stated that “coming to the end of 

President Thein Sein’s term in office, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is firmly part of Myanmar’s political 

spectrum. 

On the other side, Aung San Suu Kyi and her government did not fully hold the power in 

the country. The regime secured its roles in ruling the country through the 2008 constitution that 

came into force in 2011 (Steinberg 2015b, 43). Many constraints made by the 2008 constitution as 
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the political reform was not meant to build a Western- style democracy, but a ‘discipline- 

flourishing democracy’.  The military regime remained its controls much of state decisions though 

its dominations in three main ministries, namely Defence and Security, Home Affairs, and Border 

Affairs (Egreteau and Jagan 2013, 340–41). Another constraint appeared in the Article 201 of the 

2008 Constitution which was related to the National Defense and Security Council of which 

members full of military personnel. Military- relevant bodies were also uncheckable by the 

legislatures (Egreteau 2015, 75). Lastly, the armed forces reserved their seats in national and 

regional assemblies. Despite the civilianisation of the government, the military regime’s “interests 

and threat perception continued to be that of the state” (Egreteau and Jagan 2013, 341–42). 

 

Conclusion 

Myanmar’s incomplete external legitimacy based on the shift in its ethnic-political 

landscape led to changes in migration relations with receiving states. On one side, Myanmar has 

fully cooperated with Thailand and normalised overseas employment there. Thailand became the 

official receiving state for Myanmar. The state-recognised ethnic minorities were no longer a 

factor in the migration relations between Myanmar and Thailand. On another side, Myanmar made 

no progress in shaping a bilateral agreement with Malaysia, and it imposed a ban on sending 

migrant workers to Malaysia. The deteriorated Myanmar–Malaysia migration relations were 

largely based on the Rohingya issue, which has been the major source of Myanmar’s insecure 

external legitimacy.  

Under the new migration-policy framework, Myanmar reformed along with its political 

transition. It still reserved the possibility of resisting the interference of foreign countries in its 

ethnic politics. Even if default international migration relations between Myanmar and Malaysia 

remained in their regular pattern, they could be disturbed by Malaysia’s intervention into 

Myanmar’s politics. The Malaysian government’s criticisms and actions over the Rohingya issue 

posed a threat to Myanmar’s external legitimacy. The ad hoc policy of halting the export of migrant 

workers became one of Myanmar’s political tools to object Malaysia, illustrating Myanmar’s 

conflicted relations with them. The ban demonstrated how Myanmar utilised its status of being a 

sending state against a targeted receiving state. Even though the economic advantages of labour 
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emigration would have been helpful to the state, the support of labour export to a receiving country 

that intervenes in Myanmar’s domestic ethnic politics would undermine the political goal of the 

regime.  

As for its power relations vis-à-vis receiving states, Myanmar’s utilisation of international 

migration in the bilateral context was unable to increase its leverage. While this utilisation could 

not achieve the goal of migrants, it had a symbolic function in demonstrating Myanmar 

government’s agency in the bilateral contexts.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 

This chapter offers some concluding remarks. First, it addresses the rationales behind 

Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices. It focuses on the diplomatic rationales of Myanmar 

as a sending state, including ethnic politics-related foreign policy goals and engagement with the 

international community. It confirms that Myanmar’s emigration policies, as well as its migration 

reform, were not driven by economic advantages. Second, it examines the political implications of 

Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices by identifying its use of international norms and 

investigating its power relations with receiving states. Throughout the discussion, the chapter 

studies Myanmar’s state-level behaviours through migration policy, migration diplomacy and 

migration reform which Myanmar’s political transition is a critical juncture. The chapter also 

discusses the future works that will help enlarge understanding based on this thesis and policy 

implications, which impact the daily lives of migrants. 

Overall, this thesis reveals how and why Myanmar transformed to become a sending state 

across a major political juncture. It discusses Myanmar’s foreign policy goals behind emigration 

policies and practices along with the evolution of its status as a sending state. It provides a 

chronological account of the dynamics of Myanmar as a sending state since the country was under 

the ruling of military government until the NLD government, showing its direction of change in 

the context of within-country variation.  All in all, Myanmar’s labour migration policy interacts 

with and compliments specific foreign policy goals, which vary according to the targeted receiving 

state’s interference and the degree of the regime’s adaptation.  

8.1 Rationales of Emigration Policies and Practices 

The thesis’ first key finding is the diplomatic rationale behind, first, Myanmar’s various 

responses to the receiving states and, second, the country’s reform of migration management. 

International political gains instigated the policy options and migration reform. To aid 

understanding, the thesis investigates Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices according to 

the degree of the state’s engagement with migratory outflows. Myanmar’s actions towards labour 

emigration are based on an institutionalised migration framework and the formal classification of 

emigrants, resulting in policy options ranging from being indifferent to managing migration. Such 
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variation in Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices has occurred alongside the evolution of 

Myanmar as a sending state. The variation in the emigration policies also leaves room for 

reiterating other rationales, which is not a common economic goal. The findings contribute to the 

study of sending states, which may overlook the economic gains from labour emigration under 

certain conditions.  

 

The Ethnic politics-related foreign policy goal 

The first diplomatic rationale is the foreign policy goal of non-intervention in Myanmar’s 

ethnic politics. Myanmar’s default migration management is responsive to the flows of migrants 

and the receiving states’ demands unless a receiving state interferes in Myanmar’s domestic ethnic 

politics. According to the default scenario, the Myanmar government would not be interested in 

obstructing labour emigration. Since labour emigration from Myanmar was originally independent 

of the state’s intention, the unilateral migration management has been in the hands of private 

recruitment agencies through which the state formally recognised the labour outflows. Formal 

labour export mechanisms to most labour-receiving states of Myanmar were available, albeit 

limited before the migration reform. Bilaterally, Myanmar would be responsive to the receiving 

states’ demands due to the unequal power relations. The reversal of the default modes occurs when 

there is a loss in international political calculations. Throughout the history of Myanmar as a 

sending state, the calculation of international political gains and losses from its ethnic politics has 

changed over time. Myanmar’s ruling regime has always avoided the loss from the 

internationalisation of its ethnic political issue and its emigration policies reflecting such rationale.  

The exceptional scenario brought a diplomatic rationale, driven by Myanmar’s foreign 

policy goal, to the understanding of Myanmar as a sending state. Myanmar avoided cooperating 

with the receiving state under one common condition: the receiving state interfered in Myanmar’s 

ethnic politics. Ethnic politics-related diplomatic rationales are always behind Myanmar’s 

exceptional emigration policies and practices, which can be distinguished by the period before 

2011 and after 2011. The rationales, based on the receiving state’s interference in ethnic politics, 

consist of two components, which are the regime’s sensitivity to certain ethnic groups and the 

interfering of a targeted receiving state in Myanmar’s ethnic political landscape. These two 
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components defined the internationalisation of the ethnic political issue, which could impose 

external threats to Myanmar’s ruling regime security. 

In the periods before 2011, an exceptional scenario occurred in the case of the emigration 

of the Myanmar population to Thailand. Myanmar was reluctant to formally recognise itself as a 

migrant-sending state of Thailand, and there was an absence of formal engagement with the 

migrants to Thailand. The Myanmar government did not formally recognise its labour outflows to 

Thailand, nor did it open legal channels for employment in Thailand. Bilaterally, Myanmar denied 

cooperation with Thailand on the management of its migrants when the Thai government initiated 

negotiations in 2000–2001. In the bilateral negotiations, Myanmar securitised the international 

migration and the ethnic migrants in Thailand. In contrast, Myanmar cooperated with Malaysia’s 

ad hoc labour exchange programmes. The refusal to cooperate with Thailand obviously 

demonstrated Myanmar’s intention to not engage with the migrants in Thailand. It was due to the 

internationalisation of the ethnic political issue. Before the country’s political transition began in 

2011, ethnic conflict between the Burmese military and the major officially-recognised national 

races, mainly Shan and Karen, was the principal threat to the regime’s security. Thailand’s 

interfering took place through the buffer zone policy, namely supporting the existence of ethnic 

armed groups along the Myanmar-Thai border. The Thai government was directly related to the 

sustainability of Shan- and Karen-ethnic armed groups. Thailand’s buffer zone policy directly 

impacted Myanmar’s national security and physical border. Therefore, Thailand was the only 

targeted receiving state against which Myanmar employed a different response compared to its 

responses to other receiving states. The refusal to cooperate with Thailand on international 

migration was firmly based on interstate tensions and distrust. 

This diplomatic rationale is confirmed by the fact that Myanmar’s response towards 

Thailand turned into a default mode. Myanmar could return to the default migration management 

of a receiving state when two components of the internationalisation of ethnic politics changed. 

As for the regime’s sensitivity to certain ethnic groups, the ceasefire and compromised pressure 

from the international community led to Myanmar reduce its involvement regarding ethnic politics 

with major ethnic groups, mainly Shan and Karen. At the same time, the receiving state remained 

neutral to Myanmar’s ethnic politics. The external support from Thailand for ethnic separatism 

was significantly reduced. The internationalisation of the issue of ethnic politics of major ethnic 
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groups gradually declined despite continued armed conflicts and ineffective ceasefire agreements. 

As a result, the Myanmar government formally recognised Thailand as the most important 

destination country for its overseas workers. Also, Myanmar started implementing the 

Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the Employment of Workers and agreed to 

regularise existing undocumented migrant workers in Thailand. Once the conditions changed, the 

international migration relations between Myanmar and Thailand gradually normalised and 

became cooperative.  

After 2011, the exceptional scenario related to Myanmar’s ethnic politics occurred in the 

migration relations with Malaysia. The diplomatic rationale after the beginning of Myanmar’s 

political reform changed. As for the regime’s sensitivity, the focus of the ethnic conflict shifted to 

the Rohingya after 2011. In the context of foreign relations, the Rohingya issue became the centre 

of Myanmar’s fragile external legitimacy than it had been in the past. As for the interfering act, 

Malaysia openly criticised Myanmar on the Rohingya issue. The Myanmar government could not 

tolerate Malaysia’s criticisms and perceived the actions as interference in domestic affairs. 

Malaysia’s interference in Myanmar’s ethnic politics discursively engaged with the external 

legitimacy of Myanmar. In response, Myanmar imposed a ban on the passage of migrant workers 

to Malaysia in 2016. The ban was utilised as a signal to express dissatisfaction with Malaysia due 

to the fragile external legitimacy.  

Moreover, the internationalisation of ethnic politics explains why not all of the receiving 

states’ acts of intervention matter to Myanmar’s emigration policies and practices. The Malaysian 

government’s criticisms of the Rohingya issue have received international attention since 1991 

(Selth 2003, 11), but Myanmar still continued its permissive migration management to Malaysia. 

This is because ethnic tensions with other major ethnic groups were its main concern when it came 

to foreign interference, which was the foreign policy goal at that time. Therefore, the variation in 

Myanmar’s responses towards the receiving states was based on the dynamics of domestic ethnic 

politics during that period and the degree of the regime’s sensitivity to the issue of ethnic politics. 

All the cases above demonstrate that Myanmar’s emigration policies can be driven by 

international political incentives. The various responses to the receiving states reflect how 

Myanmar held the core foreign policy goal of preventing interference in domestic ethnic politics. 
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Based on international political gains and losses calculus, Myanmar has utilised emigration 

policies to restrict potential losses, although the international political gains may not be significant. 

 

Engagement with the international community  

The second diplomatic rationale is the foreign policy goal of engaging with the 

international community. The main focus is on the liberalisation of emigration management after 

Myanmar’s political transition began. The evolution of migration management started from an 

unintended consequence of the ethnic conflict until the migration reform. The changing foreign 

policy goal in engaging with the international community was embedded in the reform of 

Myanmar’s emigration management.  

This unintended origin led to a low level of migration management in the pre-transition 

period. As labour migration was an unforeseen consequence of the ethnic conflict, Myanmar’s 

engagement with the migratory flows was in an indifferent form, and it did not directly engage 

with the emigration flows. The Myanmar government was first absent from managing migration 

while the private recruitment agencies were the main actors in the labour export and generally 

following the labour demands in the receiving countries. During the pre-transition, the government 

facilitated certain groups of migrants. It unilaterally recognised specific passages of migrant 

workers. At the same time, it refused to engage with international organisations. 

Myanmar’s most significant transformation as a sending state occurred due to its foreign 

policy goal of rapprochement with the international community after 2010. The liberal and 

inclusive emigration policy options increased after the political transition. Myanmar’s 

institutionalisation of migration management was a result of its engagement with migration-related 

international governmental organisations led by the International Organisation for Migration 

(IOM) and the International Labour Organisation (ILO). Both organisations played important roles 

in establishing Myanmar’s migration-related government agencies and national policy guidelines 

on international labour migration. They successfully influenced Myanmar’s emigration policies. 

These norms and practices from the international migration regime are stated as recommendations 

and best practices rather than binding commitments for states. Myanmar has adopted the 

international norm of protecting migrant workers’ rights and has rhetorically promoted the norm 
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in its policy guidelines, mainly for facilitating safe orderly and regular migration channels. More 

liberal engagement with the international community was a consequence of the transformed 

diplomatic aims as the changed foreign policy goal led to the migration reform. 

The finding also shows that diplomatic rationale is the main factor in the reform of 

migration management. The reform did not come from the economic imperatives, as is the case 

with most sending states.The current stage of Myanmar’s management reiterates its foreign policy 

goals outweighing the potential economic advantages. Myanmar has selectively embraced the 

practices and ideas of active sending states, which have been diffused from the international 

migration organisations. Myanmar does not intend to integrate emigration as a part of its economic 

development, and effective formal channels for financial remittances are unavailable. Myanmar 

has never formally championed overseas workers as national heroes like the Philippines. Instead, 

the Myanmar government called for the return of migrants and refugees and promotes people 

remaining in the country and contributing economically. Myanmar’s decision to not facilitate the 

labour export of domestic servants partly demonstrates that economic advantage is not the main 

motivation for the country. Migration is not integrated into Myanmar’s national development 

framework and overall national policy context to enable the assessment of the benefits of labour 

migration to its economy. Throughout the history of the migration management of Myanmar, the 

country has not been interested in promoting the economic benefits gained from emigration. It 

simply facilitates the labour export according to the demands on the ground and the demands of 

the receiving states. 

 

Contributions to migration studies 

The findings move beyond the well-established body of research on sending states that 

employ the economic developmental approach. Sending states largely maximise the benefit of 

migration due to its economic assets. The liberalisations of the exit rules in most cases of sending 

states have been based on the goal of developing a local economy through the benefits of 

remittances and the reduction of unemployment rates. A development angle of migration also 

includes human capital and skills that migrants can bring back to home countries (Østergaard-

Nielsen 2003, 9). These states incorporate migrants into the national economy and encourage 

migration to gain remittances. If Myanmar sought to gain economic advantages from labour 
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migration, it would have encouraged labour migration to Thailand to extract remittances from the 

migrants in Thailand during the pre-political transition era. In the political transition era, Myanmar 

would have been pro-emigration like other sending states that focused on remittances before 

changing their focus to working conditions and welfare and then returnees (Raj-Hashim 1994). 

However, these two scenarios do not appear in the case of Myanmar; even Myanmar has 

accumulated the best practices from advanced, active migrant-sending states, like the Philippines 

and Indonesia (Interview MOL2 2017). 

The thesis contributes to the understanding of the case of a sending state whose rationales 

in the shift of emigration policies lack standard rationales. The reform of migration management 

develops administrative measures to organise the recruitment process of workers based on the 

protection of migrants claim rather than gaining remittances. For Myanmar, emigration is not used 

as a safety valve, namely for the alleviation of unemployment nor for the reduction of political 

pressure. Myanmar is not a strategic actor in gaining economic benefits from labour migration. 

Instead, the diplomatic factors instigated the emigration policy reform and influenced the shifts of 

Myanmar’s responses to the receiving states. The diplomatic rationales include all the external 

factors regarding the state-level policy. In the case of Myanmar, there are foreign interferences in 

its ethnic politics and the state’s engagement with the international community. 

The rationale also defines the status of Myanmar as a sending state. Considering Myanmar 

within the spectrum of passive and active sending states positions, the country is in the middle of 

a transition. The country started from solely being a refugee-producing state. As the regime 

transitioned, its emigration policies and practices transformed from being fully passive to being 

partly active. Compared with other states, Myanmar is still in the early stages of becoming an 

active sending state. Throughout history, migratory outflows from Myanmar are mostly not state-

led ones, independent of the state’s encouragement. Therefore, the case also contributes to the 

understanding of state transformation in an international migration context. 

Moreover, the thesis suggests additional policy options that are meaningful for studying 

sending states. In terms of emigration policies, they are not limited to either the permissive state-

orchestrated export of labour or restrictive policies. A better understanding of a sending state’s 

intention may also come from the policy of not having a policy or not accounting for being 

indifferent as a policy option. The important point is finding a varied pattern in the policy 
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responses. In this case, Myanmar’s being indifferent or not was based on the receiving states. As 

for migration diplomacy, the thesis suggests that migration diplomacy is not either in cooperative 

or in coercive form. Migration diplomacy can be in a form that is in between cooperative and 

coercive. The thesis suggests a noncooperative form of migration diplomacy to target a receiving 

state. The migration diplomacy with Thailand was noncooperative as Myanmar denied Thailand’s 

requests. It was not coercive migration diplomacy since it did not resort to violence or threat of 

force.  

The Myanmar case was another case within the context of authoritarian sending states. 

Some autocratic sending countries gain both economic and political benefits from emigration to 

sustain their regime security. Economically, the inflows of foreign income enable people to 

overlook the economic structural change in the country. Politically, emigration is a safety valve to 

defuse political unrest, which is critical to the regime. Migration can be an escape valve to relieve 

pressure on the political system. Some countries may also look forward to controlling their citizens 

via migration management. As for the stability of the authoritarian regime, the inflow of foreign 

income into Myanmar would benefit the sustainability of the old establishment in the sense that 

the regime can maintain its influences in the national economy (Morgenbesser 2020, 37). The 

regime would exploit foreign aid flows to redirect the foreign incomes and aids into the old 

regime’s networks (Morgenbesser 2020, 38). However, such economic advantages to maintain 

regime stability were not accounted for in advancing the utilisation of labour migration. Also, the 

widely utilised safety valve rationale is not present in the case of Myanmar. The regime does not 

directly utilise the international migration to maintain its security, but its intention to maintain its 

security, behind diplomatic rationales, caused the migration policy reform and the shift in 

migration diplomacy. 

 

8.2 Political Implications of Emigration Policies and Practices 

 

The second finding of the thesis is the political implications of Myanmar’s emigration 

policies and practice. Even though some of Myanmar’s emigration policies do not fit its diplomatic 

aim, the enactment of these policies is politically meaningful. Although Myanmar cannot leverage 

its position vis-à-vis receiving states, Myanmar’s several forms of migration diplomacy have 
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different diplomatic and political implications. This section demonstrates several findings related 

to the diplomatic consequences of emigration policy and diplomacy.  

 

International norms 

Myanmar partly integrated itself with the international community through the adoption of 

normative discourse and transnational values in the policy papers. Normally, the direction of 

change is shaped under the context of a state’s engagement in international society (Finnemore 

1996). Similarly, Myanmar is getting closer to the international standard of sending states by 

adopting migrant rights discourse and by engaging with international organisations to 

institutionalise migration management. The policy development and capacity building that 

international organisations have employed in other sending states has also appeared in Myanmar. 

Myanmar shifted in discourse and received appropriate state behaviours through shared knowledge 

in the international community. However, the normalisation of emigration institutions and policies 

to an international standard was partially implemented. Myanmar has selectively adopted certain 

norms and conducts them in the least institutionalised form. Two important norms that Myanmar 

has adopted are predominantly in an early stage of institutionalisation: first, migrant rights and 

protection and second, migration as a development tool. Myanmar has mostly followed the 

protection of migrants norm.  

The normalisation of emigration policies, practices and discourses was symbolically a part 

of the rapprochement with the international community, which was Myanmar’s foreign policy goal 

after 2011. The effectiveness of the norm in the policy paper made it a symbol of a foreign policy 

goal. The policy was not for a migration goal but for other aims. The appropriate state behaviour 

that appears internationally according to the structural principles and norms may be more 

significant than the functional need (Finnemore 1996, 65). It helps to enhance the image of the 

state. 

The transition period made Myanmar also engage with the norm in the migration 

diplomacy. Myanmar has also used the norm of protecting migrants in bilateral contexts by making 

claims to protect its overseas workers’ rights in both cooperative and coercive diplomacy. In order 

for Myanmar to appear cooperative, Myanmar used the norm as a tool in bargaining with receiving 
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states to gain benefits for its nationals. Myanmar claimed of migrants rights and protection in 

negotiations with receiving states. After the transition period, Myanmar had more proactive 

migration diplomacy, such as initiating the revision of its bilateral agreement with Thailand and 

calling for migrant workers’ welfare in its bilateral negotiations with Thailand and Malaysia. 

Myanmar utilised the protection issue as a bargaining instrument in its migration diplomacy. Also, 

it carried out a revision of the MOU with Thailand in June 2016 (ILO 2017, 6). It used diplomatic 

tools for migration-related purposes in the form of cooperative migration diplomacy. Myanmar 

used coercive migration diplomacy when receiving states do not provide protection as requested. 

The claim could result in halting the labour export. The claims on migrants’ rights were also 

associated with the bans on sending migrant workers. Myanmar utilised these tools to express its 

dissatisfaction with the targeted receiving states. 

 

Power relations  

A further contribution of this study is in the area of the power relations between the 

receiving and sending states in the politics of international migration. The thesis confirms that 

power asymmetries usually exist as the receiving states tend to be more powerful in bilateral 

migration relations. More powerful states can influence policy decisions. For example, Korea’s 

Employment Permit System has shaped all the processes of Myanmar dispatching overseas 

workers to Korea. Through the lens of migration diplomacy, the power relations between Myanmar 

and the receiving states do not change. The sending country’s influence in formulating and 

implementing is limited (Fawcett 1989). Sending states are less powerful in indicating an agenda 

and persuading the receiving states to follow their demands. Some literature has discussed several 

cases of sending states that leverage their positions as sources of labour migration to influence the 

receiving states’ decisions on international migration (Heyzer et al. 1994). Some studies present 

cases where states utilise international migration to influence the targeted states’ decisions on 

issues beyond migration (Greenhill 2010; Tsourapas 2019b). States in a weak position may reverse 

power relations. The Philippines has been a model of imposing an active policy of negotiating with 

receiving states in making bilateral agreements on labour migration (Money and Lockhart 2019, 

243). This thesis instead engages with the case of a relatively weak sending state and investigates 

the political implications of that state’s actions, irrespective of their effectiveness.  
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In addition, the inherent features of international migration reiterate the power 

asymmetries. The ineffectiveness of migration diplomacy is because of the inherent features of 

uncontrollable migration and the pull factor from the receiving states’ policies. First, the push-pull 

factors of international migration exist. Uncontrollable flows of migrants led to the ineffectiveness 

of all bans, which Myanmar’s government enforced. Second, due to state sovereignty, a sending 

state cannot intervene in the making of immigration policies in a receiving state. Therefore, 

receiving states may recognise migrants differently from the sending states’ requests. For example, 

Myanmar’s intention to ban domestic migrant workers was defeated by Singapore’s and 

Thailand’s immigration policies. 

The leverage of Myanmar was due to the receiving states’ vulnerabilities. Even though the 

power relations between Myanmar and its receiving states were not reversed and the power 

asymmetries remained, Myanmar’s ability to leverage its position varied according to the 

interdependence vulnerabilities of the receiving states. Myanmar could bargain with Thailand to a 

greater degree than with Malaysia. For example, Myanmar bargained with Thailand on the drafting 

of the 2003 MOU. Throughout the 2000s, several negotiations took place, and Myanmar made 

several requests in the implementation of the 2003 MOU that were distinct from those made by 

other sending states of Thailand. This is because Thailand has a high vulnerability to the massive 

flows of migrants from Myanmar. Migrants from Myanmar constitute economic and security 

vulnerabilities for Thailand. In this case, Thailand needed the cooperation of Myanmar, and this 

paved the way for Myanmar’s bargaining power. Thailand had to follow some of Myanmar’s 

requests. The vulnerability of the receiving states stems from their being unable to prevent irregular 

migration and control the border perfectly. In contrast, Malaysia’s low vulnerabilities to Myanmar 

migrants emerged from having plenty of alternative sources of migrants from other sending states. 

As a result, the ban on sending migrant workers to Malaysia cannot increase Myanmar’s 

bargaining power; it only functions as a political symbol. 

However, the ineffectiveness of coercive migration diplomacy does not define its political 

importance. Based on the main argument of the thesis, these impractical policies functioned 

symbolically to demonstrate Myanmar’s foreign policy priorities and diplomatic purpose rather 

than strengthen its bargaining position on migration. Migration diplomacy has symbolic functions 

based on a diplomatic rationale. Coercive migration diplomacy has been utilised for other foreign 
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policy purposes. Highly symbolic policies present an image of protecting migrants and of 

emphasising the needs of sending states. The symbolic politics emerged from the migration 

policies and diplomacy when the incentives to have certain policies arose from the benefits of 

enacting the policies rather than comprehensively implementing them. The diplomatic interests 

are derived from the enactment of policies and reform even a state may have fewer incentives in 

pursuing comprehensive implementation.  

Apart from the context of migration diplomacy with receiving states, Myanmar is not 

relevant to the power asymmetry vis-à-vis states in Global North. Some studies say that 

international agencies support the control that receiving states have over emigration from sending 

states.  In particular, the IOM’s projects are considered political projects which serve the interests 

of powerful receiving states by encouraging the enforcement of borders or discourse of migration 

management in migrant-sending countries (Poutignat and Streiff-Fenart 2010; Georgi 2010; Betts 

2008). However, Myanmar is not in the power quotation of Global North and Global South 

relations. The work of international organisations in Myanmar is not critical for Global North 

intervention to immobilise its migratory flows.  

 

Contributions to Myanmar studies 

Even though this thesis explains the transformation of the state through the lens of 

international migration, it further contributes to existing studies regarding Myanmar politics. In a 

broader sense, this thesis contributes to the literature on the political transition of Myanmar. First, 

it implies the evolution of foreign policy in Myanmar. Second, it reiterates Myanmar’s concerns 

about its external legitimacy after said political transition. Third, it implies the insurance of the old 

establishment in Myanmar’s political landscape after the political transition began. Moreover, the 

thesis also contributes to the study of Myanmar’s ethnic politics within an international migration 

context. 

The first dimension is concerned with the country’s evolving foreign policy goals. It 

reflects the foreign policy goal of the state that changed following the political transition. While 

the ethnic politics factors influenced diplomatic aims in the pre-transition period, the transition 

period must consider the additional diplomatic factor of engaging the international community. In 

the pre-political transition period, Myanmar’s military government prioritised domestic ethnic 
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politics as its sole foreign policy goal in the implementation of emigration policies. Since the 

hybrid regime of the Thein Sein government, the government started pursuing the foreign policy 

goal of rapprochement with the international community. At the same time, Myanmar 

governments after the transition period still preserve the long-held foreign policy goal of defending 

state unity. This perspective focuses on the evolution of Myanmar as a sending state interacting 

with international norms while preserving its core foreign policy goal. Furthermore, this thesis 

confirms that Myanmar currently employs a political-security imperative, as was the case in the 

previous period (Haacke 2006). The results from the calculations of the regime regarding security 

define the making of its foreign policy with other states and the international community. 

Secondly, the country’s increasing engagement with the international community reveals 

the regime’s concern for the maintenance of its international support. Its diplomatic aims after 

political transition began also include aversion to international criticisms and international 

shaming. Any issues that could deteriorate the state image must be taken seriously. The country 

was more concerned with its external legitimacy within the international community. This thesis 

discusses that the Rohingya issue was the only ethnic political issue that influenced the 

international relations of Myanmar, which made Myanmar’s external legitimacy fragile and gained 

international criticism. At the same time, the reform of migration management and the adoption of 

international norms demonstrate Myanmar’s attempts to be part of the international community. 

Myanmar has selectively adopted international norms and allowed some intervention from 

international organisations to signal state transformation. Myanmar wishes to portray itself in more 

liberal, democratic and human rights-oriented ways. After the country has greater linkages to the 

international system, it had higher costs of nonconformity with international society and avoided 

the risk of international sanctions. 

It also reflects how the old establishment of the military regime secured its position in 

power after the transition. First, this was mainly through the shifted ethnic–political landscape that 

changed the regime’s perception toward the majority of national races; the majority of ethnic 

nationals were no longer threats to the regime. After the political transition started, the regime 

exclusively focused on the Rohingya issue, both in domestic and international spheres. Second, 

the thesis confirms that Myanmar’s transition to a hybrid regime with a quasi-civilian government 

secured the continuity of the regime. Under Thein Sein’s government, the consolidation of a hybrid 
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regime was streamlined between a monolithic political party and the Tatmadaw’s political 

strategies. In contrast, the NLD government could not fully oversee the country’s transition. Its 

raft of administrative, political and socioeconomic reforms was not as sophisticated as Thein Sein 

administration, especially regarding international migration.  

Moreover, the thesis contributes to the existing studies of ethnic politics in the context of 

international migration. Existing studies have discussed how Myanmar’s ethnic conflict caused 

the country to become a refugee-producing state and how it deteriorated inter-state relations 

(Trichote 2005; Lang 2002). The thesis demonstrates the importance of ethnic politics in the 

making of Myanmar’s migration diplomacy, which is different from other foreign policies. Ethnic 

politics has mattered to Myanmar’s noncooperative or coercive migration diplomacy mainly due 

to receiving states’ interference in Myanmar’s ethnic politics. Myanmar may maintain its amicable 

bilateral relations with receiving states in other contexts. Furthermore, within the international 

migration context, the ethnic politics rationale has mainly appeared in the bilateral context. The 

securitised repressive migration policies were not obvious, as Myanmar did not directly use 

restrictive policies to discriminate against ethnic migrant workers. It neglected to categorise the 

migratory outflows of ethnic migrants with mixed motivation. However, securitisation only 

emerged on the inter-state level rather than being based on the receiving states’ actions. In the 

bilateral contexts, Myanmar securitised international migration and ethnic migrants. By 

fundamentally connecting Myanmar’s ethnic politics to its foreign policy goals, the thesis points 

out that the internationalisation of ethnic politics defines the diplomatic rationale of migration 

diplomacy. The de facto ethnic conflict in the country is not as necessary as the internationalisation 

of the topic.  

 

8.3 Enlarging Understanding  

 The arguments and discussions in this thesis suggest that further research is needed in 

several areas, including Myanmar’s migration policies, sending states and Myanmar’s migration 

diplomacy.  

 Regarding Myanmar’s migration policies, this thesis addresses the role of a state actor in 

the making of migration policies and interactions on a macro level between states and external 
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actors, namely receiving states and the international community. For a better understanding, future 

research could provide deeper examinations of the roles of social forces and domestic institutions 

within the context of Myanmar’s domestic politics. In this sense, future research can theoretically 

focus on non-state actors, which this thesis has only considered during the data collection process. 

Migrant-related non-governmental organisations, labour unions, migrant and refugee community’s 

networks in receiving countries, kinship structure and recruitment agencies are all important parts 

of the implementation of migration policies that could be addressed. Empirically, these non-state 

actors also have close connections to the international migration organisations. Future research 

may apply the transnational advocacy network theory to examine their roles as norm entrepreneurs 

(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Also, it may compare this case with other cases in which migrant 

mobilisation and transnational advocacy networks force government actions to reform the 

migration policies (Norman 2020). 

Furthermore, the interactions among social forces could define the degree of domestic 

legitimacy. As the country is undergoing democratisation, it is interesting to investigate how much 

the government or political parties utilise emigration to increase their popularity and what the 

political implications of Myanmar politicians’ actions and inactions are. The role of civil society 

organisations in transnational advocacy, the role of domestic stakeholders who are pressure groups 

in the democratisation process can be engaged in the study. 

A gendered perspective can also be considered in future research. This thesis lacks 

perspective on gender, even when explaining the policy of banning female domestic workers, and 

it does not engage all migration statistics with gender relations. The ban on sending female 

domestic workers does not only reflect the decision of the Myanmar government but also social 

values. Future studies may integrate Myanmar’s culture into their research and may compare this 

with other sending states that place selective bans based on gender, such as Indonesia (Shah and 

Menon 1997, 19; Lim and Oishi 1996, 41) and Bangladesh (Shamim 2006, 161).  

 In terms of the study of sending states, this thesis has empirically contributed to the 

understanding of authoritarian sending states in transition. A rising body of research has begun to 

establish the imperatives of authoritarian sending states, and future research may provide more 

case studies to confirm or disconfirm the theory through, for example, a remittance-led approach 

or the lens of the politics of international migration. Future research can also further examine cases 
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of sending states in transition to enhance the understanding of these states’ imperatives. It may 

discuss other cases of non-democratic sending countries, where regime security relies on the 

ethnic–political landscape. Moreover, the concept of transnational repression (Moss 2016; 

Tsourapas 2020) may be relevant to the case of Myanmar following the coup in February 2021. 

The military regime may need to reach diaspora communities to silence the voices fighting for 

democracy. It may cooperate with non-democratic host states to tackle political exiles. 

 Lastly, this thesis investigated Myanmar’s migration diplomacy. Further research can more 

deeply investigate Myanmar’s migration diplomacy in a forced migration context. For example, 

the framework may help theorise Myanmar’s responses to the Rohingya issue on the international 

stage. Moreover, future research could bring in more cases of host states of Myanmar migrants 

and refugees, such as Bangladesh, China and India, to deepen the understanding of the foreign 

policy imperatives behind Myanmar’s migration diplomacy. This thesis does not investigate 

Myanmar’s migration relations in terms of these states. Based on the rationale of Myanmar’s 

migration diplomacy, religious politics may also be further investigated in terms of international 

migration relations between Myanmar and Malaysia. During the fieldwork of this thesis, many 

interviewees raised religious issues as being another factor behind the treatment of Myanmar 

migrants in Malaysia and the interstate relations between these two countries. Future research may 

connect the context of international migration with the religious rationale embedded in Myanmar 

society. 

 

8.4 Engaging with the real world 

 The thesis can engage with the real world through the impacts of policies on the livelihood 

of migrants. The study reveals the existing policies and the trajectory of enacting policies. 

However, in reality, the policies do not necessarily turn into inclusionary practices. The migration 

reform has impacted policy implications in terms of rhetoric while having minimal consequences 

for the effective protection of migrants. International agencies have been able to have their norms 

at least partially embedded in state-level rhetoric. The real issue is that many Myanmar migrants 

still reside in receiving states by informal means. In Thailand, it is estimated that the documented 

Myanmar migrants are only half of the de facto number of Myanmar migrants working in Thailand. 

Most of them are still being exploited. Moreover, the state’s capacity is a challenge to the 
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implementation of emigration policies as well. As Myanmar has abided more by international 

standards and utilised the discourse of upholding the rights of its nationals abroad, the migration-

related stakeholders and civil society organisations can utilise this knowledge to pressure the 

Myanmar government. Identifying the gap between the de jure and de facto treatment of migrants 

would help develop effective protection systems for them from Myanmar as a home state. The 

existing institutionalised migration regime in Myanmar, which has evolved to be more liberal and 

permissive, can be improved in terms of migrants’ livelihoods and accessibility to government 

services.  

Mainstreaming international migration into the national political agenda could benefit 

migrants on the ground as well. The adoption of relevant discourses took place in parallel with 

Myanmar’s political transition. Under Thein Sein administration, international labour migration 

appeared to be a low-politics and technocratic agenda within Myanmar’s domestic politics. The 

NLD government developed the rights of overseas workers through technocratic arrangements 

based on the embedded international norms and existing migration-related government agencies. 

During the NLD government’s rule over the country, the benefits of labour migration were not 

prioritised in national politics, despite their mention occasionally appearing in political campaigns. 

International migration was not a high priority for the overall political agenda. This gap is a way 

to pressure the government. As Myanmar overseas workers and their families account for at least 

10 per cent of the total population, the importance of the government’s role in managing migration 

and protecting migrants should increasingly be mainstreamed and promoted to the general 

population. People can raise their voices about the impact of labour migration on their wellbeing. 

 Lastly, the thesis enhances the understanding of migration management in the context of 

Myanmar as a sending state, which helps find solutions related to migration and reduce anti-

migrant sentiments in host states. Based on this understanding, the authorities in receiving states 

may increasingly realise the importance of a sending state’s role in solving the existing problems 

of migrants, e.g., the migrant registration process and the guarantee of safe migration. The COVID-

19 crisis in Thailand revealed a lack of understanding of the migration process from Myanmar to 

Thailand. At an official level, Thai authorities have mismanaged the recruitment process of 

Myanmar migrant workers, which has led to cross-border smuggling and increased numbers of 

undocumented migrants. As a result, Myanmar migrant workers were the main carriers of COVID-
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19 during the second wave of the pandemic in Thailand. The outbreak directly reiterated the anti-

migrant sentiment among the Thai public, triggering attacks against Myanmar people. When Thai 

people heard the news of 60,000 Myanmar migrants waiting for entry to Thailand (Tint Zaw Tun 

2020), the majority of the public misunderstood that all of these migrants were looking to cross 

the border illegally and became outraged. The study could reduce the negative public sentiment in 

the sense that it could highlight that there are official channels of labour migration, even from the 

Myanmar side. The public should realise that it is not only a burden for the Thai government to 

deal with during the pandemic – Myanmar’s government was also responsible for taking care of 

its citizens, and bilateral mechanisms were available. 
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Appendix 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

Introduction  

The purpose of this form is to provide you with information so you can decide whether to 
participate in this study. Any questions you may have will be answered by the researcher or by 
the other contact persons provided below. Once you are familiar with the information on the 
form and have asked any questions you may have, you can decide whether or not to 
participate. If you agree, please either sign this form or else provide verbal consent  

Research title: Emigration State in Transition: Myanmar’s migration policies 
and foreign relations  

Type of Project PhD research 

Research 
coordinator: 

Miss Sirada Khemanitthathai, 644246@soas.ac.uk 

Purpose of 
Research: 

This research aims to find out how Myanmar as a migrant-
sending state have policies towards overseas workers. The 
study focuses on the development of emigration policies of 
Myanmar in relations with each migrant-receiving state.  

Reasons for data 
collection: 

The research needs primary sources from the view of relevant 
personnel. Different perspectives on migration policies need 
to be explored. There are also the other 30 informants in this 
research. 

Nature of 
Participation 

 

The interview will be around one hour with a semi-structured 
set of questions. The data will be roughly noted down on 
papers. Audio recordings will be done by using iPhone if the 
researcher gets permission.  

Risks and Benefits 
of participation 

 

The participant will contribute to the understanding of 
Myanmar’s emigration policies. None of payment is made for 
the participation, but possibly a small gift. There is no 
concrete risk in participating, but the participant might feel 
inconvenience in some questions. In this case, the participant 
can refuse to answer those specific questions.  

Data Sharing: The transcription will only be shared with the committee of 
the PhD research if it is asked to do so. None of transcription 
will be publicized. However, selected relevant data will be put 
in the PhD thesis.  

mailto:644246@soas.ac.uk
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Countries to which 
the data may be a 
transferred: 

Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia, and United Kingdom. 

Data about you gathered in the course of your participation in 
this project may be transferred to countries or territories 
outside the European Economic Area for purposes connected 
with this project and similar future projects, subject to 
appropriate safeguards to protect the security and 
confidentiality of your data. 

Security measures: All primary data, both audio file and transcription, will be 
securely kept in the laptop and dropbox with highly secured 
password protection.  

Methods of 
anonymisation: 

If the participant wants to be anonymized in the publication 
of the research, the participant can choose the method of 
anonymisation. The first step is that the name will be 
unidentified. The further step is that all the identifying 
information will be removed.  

Methods of 
publication: 

The data and the research result will be published in a PhD 
thesis which will be available in the form of both printed 
books and Open Access via the internet. If the participant 
agrees that his/her identity can be fully or partially revealed, 
the information will be shown in the publication according to 
the level of his/her consent. Otherwise, his / her personal 
information will be unidentified.   

Withdrawal of Consent  

Please note your participation is voluntary and you may decide to leave the study at any time. 
You may also refuse to answer specific questions you are uncomfortable with. You may 
withdraw permission for your data to be used, at any time up to 30 September 2018 in which 
case notes, transcriptions and recordings will be destroyed.  

Data Protection Statement 

Information about you which is gathered in the course of this research project, once held in the 
United Kingdom, will be protected by the UK Data Protection Act and will be subject to SOAS's 
Data Protection Policy.  You have the right to request access under the Data Protection Act to 
the information which SOAS holds about you.  Further information about your rights under the 
Act and how SOAS handles personal data is available on the Data Protection pages of the SOAS 
website (http://www.soas.ac.uk/infocomp/dpa/index.html), and by contacting the Information 
Compliance Manager at the following address: Information Compliance Manager, SOAS, 
Thornhaugh Street, Russell Square, London WC1H 0XG, United Kingdom (e-mail to: 
dataprotection@soas.ac.uk). 
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Copyright Statement 

By completing this form, you permit SOAS and the research to edit, copy, disseminate, publish 
(by whatever means) and archive your contribution to this research project in the manner and 
for the purposes described above.  You waive any copyright and other intellectual property 
rights in your contribution to the project, and grant SOAS and researchers who are involved, a 
non-exclusive, free, irrevocable, worldwide license to use your contribution for the purposes of 
this project. If you wish to receive a copy final published research outputs once completed I will 
happy to provide you with an electronic copy 

 

Contact Information  

Telephone No:  
(UK) +44-7511-368411, (Thailand) +66-89696-6286, (Myanmar) +95-9798282300 

Email Address: 644246@soas.ac.uk 

Postal Address: Department of Politics and International Studies, SOAS University of London, 
Thornhaugh Street, Russell Square, London WC1H 0XG 

Alternative contact: Dr.Enze Han   /   eh22@soas.ac.uk 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Research Participant Declaration 

I confirm that I have read the above information relating to the research project.  I freely 
consent to my information being used in the manner and for the purposes described, and I 
waive my copyright and other intellectual property rights as indicated.  I understand that I may 
withdraw my consent to participate in the project, and that I should contact the project 
coordinator if I wish to do so. 

Consent to be Audio Recorded  
I agree to be audio recorded.     YES_________NO_________ 

 

Signature    

Participant Name: 

Signature:       Date: 

Researcher Name: Miss Sirada Khemanitthathai 

Signature:       Date: 

PLEASE KEEP THIS FORM FOR FUTURE REFERENCE 



238 
 

References  
 

Achawanichakul, Krittaya, and Khunlapha Wachanasara. 2009. Employment of Migrant Workers 

under the working of Aliens Act 2008. Bangkok: International Organisation for 

Migration. https://thailand.iom.int/employment-migrant-workers-under-working-aliens-

act-2008. 

Adamrah, Mustaqim. 2011. “ASEAN ‘Unlikely to Discuss Worker Rights.’” McClatchy - 

Tribune Business News, March 13, 2011. 

Adamson, Fiona B., and Madeleine Demetriou. 2007. “Remapping the Boundaries of `State’ and 

`National Identity’: Incorporating Diasporas into IR Theorizing.” European Journal of 

International Relations 13 (4): 489–526. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066107083145. 

Adamson, Fiona B, and Gerasimos Tsourapas. 2019. “Migration Diplomacy in World Politics.” 

International Studies Perspectives 20 (2): 113–28. https://doi.org/10.1093/isp/eky015. 

Adamson, Fiona B., and Gerasimos Tsourapas. 2020. “The Migration State in the Global South: 

Nationalizing, Developmental, and Neoliberal Models of Migration Management.” 

International Migration Review 54 (3): 853–82. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0197918319879057. 

AFP. 2010. “ILO Targets Myanmar’s Military over Forced Labour,” June 7, 2010. 

———. 2013a. “Malaysia to Repatriate Myanmar Nationals after Clashes.” AFP, June 14, 2013. 

———. 2013b. “Muslim Nations Press UN over Myanmar Rohingya.” AFP, July 11, 2013. 

———. 2014. “Myanmar Bans Women from Working as Maids in Hong Kong.” News. South 

China Morning Post. September 14, 2014. 

https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/article/1592019/fearing-abuse-myanmar-bars-its-

women-maid-jobs-hong-kong-singapore. 

Aguilar, Filomeno V. 2003. “Global Migrations, Old Forms of Labor, and New Transborder 

Class Relations.” Southeast Asian Studies 41 (2): 137–61. 

Alcid, Mary Lou L. 2003. “Overseas Filipino Workers: Sacrificial Lambs at the Altar of 

Deregulation.” In International Migration and Sending Countries: Perceptions, Policies, 

and Transnational Relations, edited by Eva Østergaard-Nielsen, 99–120. Houndmills, 

Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

———. 2013. “Migrant Labor in Southeast Asia. Country Study: The Philippines.” Project on 

Migrant Labor in Southeast Asia. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES). 

Aljazeera. 2016. “Rohingya Crisis: Myanmar Bans Workers Going to Malaysia.” News. 

Aljazeera. December 7, 2016. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/12/7/rohingya-

crisis-myanmar-bans-workers-going-to-malaysia. 

Altsean-Burma. 2007. “Burma Bulletin: A Month-in-Review of Events in Burma, Issue 7, July 

2007.” Bangkok: Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma. 

———. 2009. “Burma Bulletin: A Month-in-Review of Events in Burma, Issue 26, February 

2009.” Bangkok: Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma. 



239 
 

———. 2012. “Burma Bulletin: A Month-in-Review of Events in Burma, Issue 72, December 

2012.” Bangkok: Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma. 

———. 2013. “Burma Bulletin: A Month-in-Review of Events in Burma, Issue 81, September 

2013.” Bangkok: Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma. 

Amnesty International. 2017. “My World Is Finished: Rohingya Targeted in Crimes Against 

Humanity in Myanmar.” ASA 16/7288/2017. London: Amnesty International. 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Amnesty-My-World-Is-

Finished-Myanmar-18.10.20171.pdf. 

Anadolu Agency. 2013. “Turkey Calls on Myanmar to Act against Violence on Muslims.” 

Anadolu Agency, March 23, 2013. 

Ananta, Aris, and Evi Nurvidya Arifin. 2014. “Emerging Patterns of Indonesia’s International 

Migration.” Malaysian Journal of Economic Studies 51 (1): 29–41. 

Apiwong, Thanyarat. 2016. “Thai Borders and Burmese Migrants in Chiang Mai, 1880s-1980s.” 

London: SOAS, University of London. 

APMM. 2015. “Global Migration Report 2015 on Migration, Development and Migrant 

Movement.” Hong Kong: Asia Pacific Mission for Migrants. 

Arnold, Fred, and Nasra M. Shah. 1984. “Asian Labor Migration to the Middle East.” The 

International Migration Review 18 (2): 294–318. https://doi.org/10.2307/2545952. 

Ashayagachat, Achara. 2012. “Suu Kyi Concerned for Myanmar Workers.” News. Bangkok 

Post. May 31, 2012. https://www.bangkokpost.com/world/295973/suu-kyi-raises-

concern-for-myanmar-workers. 

Asia Sentinel. 2017. “Myanmar Migrants Face Malaysian Violence.” Asia Sentinel. January 12, 

2017. https://www.asiasentinel.com/p/myanmar-migrants-face-malaysia-violence. 

Asia Times. 2019. “Myanmar to Lift Ban on Maids Who Work Abroad.” News. Asia Times. 

April 29, 2019. https://asiatimes.com/2019/04/myanmar-to-lift-ban-on-maids-who-work-

abroad/. 

Associated Press. 2012. “Long Fighting Oppression at Home, Suu Kyi Focuses Foreign Trip on 

Suffering of Migrants,” May 31, 2012. 

Aye Thidar Kyaw, and Clare Hammond. 2016. “Government Reveals 12-Point Economic Policy 

| The Myanmar Times.” News. The Myanmar Times. July 29, 2016. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/business/21664-nld-12-point-economic-policy-

announcement.html. 

Bagus, Saragih. 2011. “ASEAN Urged to Speed up Talks on Migrant Worker Protection.” 

McClatchy - Tribune Business News, April 11, 2011. 

Bangkok Declaration. 1999. The Bangkok Declaration on Irregular Migration (1999). 

Bangkok Post. 2007. “Burma Blamed for Verification Process Failure.” Bangkok Post, August 2, 

2007. 

———. 2008, February 2008. 

———. 2009. “Kasit Agrees to Push KNU Disarmament.” Bangkok Post, March 24, 2009. 

———. 2012. “Suu Kyi Talks to Migrant Workers.” Bangkok Post, May 30, 2012. 



240 
 

Banki, Susan. 2009. “Contested Regimes, Aid Flows, and Refugee Flows: The Case of Burma.” 

Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 28 (2): 47–73. 

———. 2016. “Transnational Activism as Practised by Activists from Burma: Negotiating 

Precarity, Mobility and Resistance.” In Metamorphosis: Studies in Social and Political 

Change in Myanmar, 234–59. IRASEC Studies of Contemporary Southeast Asia. 

Singapore: NUS Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1ntgbt. 

Banki, Susan, and Hazel Lang. 2008. “Protracted Displacement on the Thai-Burmese Border: 

The Interrelated Search for Durable Solutions.” In Protracted Displacement in Asia: No 

Place to Call Home, 59–81. Ashgate. https://research-

repository.griffith.edu.au/handle/10072/23039. 

Baştürk, Tonguçnaz Seleme. 2016. “Myanmar Halts Sending Workers to Malaysia over Visa 

Fees.” Anadolu Agency. January 18, 2016. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/myanmar-

halts-sending-workers-to-malaysia-over-visa-fees/506776. 

Battistella, Graziano. 1995. “Philippine Overseas Labour: From Export to Management.” ASEAN 

Economic Bulletin 12 (2): 257–73. 

———. 2002. “Unauthorised Migrants as Global Workers in ASEAN.” In . Chulalongkorn 

University. 

Bauböck, Rainer. 2003. “Towards a Political Theory of Migrant Transnationalism.” The 

International Migration Review 37 (3): 700–723. 

Baxter, Pamela, and Susan Jack. 2008. “Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design and 

Implementation for Novice Researchers.” The Qualitative Report 13 (4): 544–59. 

BBC. 2016a. “Myanmar Wants Ethnic Cleansing of Rohingya - UN Official.” BBC News, 

November 24, 2016, sec. Asia. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-38091816. 

———. 2016b. “Amnesty Accuses Myanmar Military of ‘Crimes against Humanity.’” BBC 

News, December 19, 2016, sec. Asia. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-38362275. 

———. 2018. “Rohingya Crisis: Bangladesh and Myanmar Agree Repatriation Timeframe.” 

BBC News, January 16, 2018, sec. Asia. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-

42699602. 

Beach, Derek, and Rasmus Brun Pedersen. 2016. Causal Case Study Methods:  Foundations and 

Guidelines for Comparing, Matching and Tracing. Michigan: University of Michigan 

Press. https://www.press.umich.edu/9310275/causal_case_study_methods. 

Betts, Alexander. 2008. Global Migration Governance. Global Economic Governance Program, 

Working Paper. Oxford, UK: University College. 

http://www.globaleconomicgovernance.org/. 

———. 2013a. “State Fragility, Refugee Status and ‘Survival Migration’ | Forced Migration 

Review.” May 2013. http://www.fmreview.org/fragilestates/betts.html. 

———. 2013b. Survival Migration : Failed Governance and the Crisis of Displacement. Cornell 

University Press. https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/30779. 



241 
 

Betts, Alexander, and James Milner. 2007. “The Externalisation of EU Asylum Policy:: The 

Position of African States.” Danish Institute for International Studies. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep13146. 

Bhatnagar, Pradip, and Chris Manning. 2005. “Regional Arrangements for Mode 4 in the 

Services Trade: Lessons from the ASEAN Experience.” World Trade Review 4 (2): 171–

99. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474745605002260. 

Birks, J. S., and C. A. Sinclair. 1979. “International Labour Migration in the Arab Middle East.” 

Third World Quarterly 1 (2): 87–99. 

Boswell, Christina. 2007. “Theorizing Migration Policy: Is There a Third Way?1.” International 

Migration Review 41 (1): 75–100. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2007.00057.x. 

Brand, Laurie A. 2006. Citizens Abroad: Emigration and the State in the Middle East and North 

Africa. Cambridge Middle East Studies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511491498. 

———. 2010. “Authoritarian States and Voting From Abroad: North African Experiences.” 

Comparative Politics 43 (1): 81–99. 

Brees, Inge. 2009. “Burmese Refugee Transnationalism: What Is the Effect?” Journal of Current 

Southeast Asian Affairs 28 (2): 23–46. https://doi.org/10.1177/186810340902800203. 

———. 2010. “Burden or Boon: The Impact of Burmese Refugees on Thailand.” The Whitehead 

Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations. 

http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/51189810/burden-boon-impact-burmese-

refugees-thailand. 

Brenner, David, and Sarah Schulman. 2019. “Myanmar’s Top-Down Transition: Challenges for 

Civil Society.” IDS Bulletin 50 (3). https://doi.org/10.19088/1968-2019.128. 

Breunig, Christian, Xun Cao, and Adam Luedtke. 2012. “Global Migration and Political Regime 

Type: A Democratic Disadvantage.” British Journal of Political Science 42 (4): 825–54. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123412000051. 

Brubaker, Rogers. 2004. Ethnicity Without Groups. Harvard University Press. 

———. 2009. “Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism.” Annual Review of Sociology 35 (1): 21–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-115916. 

Bulman, May. 2016. “Nobel Laureates Are Condemning Aung San Suu Ki over the ‘ethnic 

Cleansing’ of Burma’s Rohingya Muslims.” News. The Independent. December 30, 

2016. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/nobel-peace-prize-winners-aung-

san-suu-kyi-criticise-burma-rohingya-muslims-ethnic-cleansing-desmond-tutu-

a7501576.html. 

Buncombe, Andrew. 2012. “Burma’s Exiles Can Return - If They Promise to Be Good.” News. 

The Independent. October 19, 2012. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/burma-s-exiles-can-return-if-they-

promise-be-good-8217108.html. 



242 
 

Bünte, Marco, and Jörn Dosch. 2015. “Myanmar: Political Reforms and the Recalibration of 

External Relations.” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 34 (2): 3–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/186810341503400201. 

Burma Partnership. 2016. “Blacklist of Border-Based Pro-Democracy and Rights Activists Must 

Be Removed to Ensure Greater Civil Society Space.” Burma Partnership. August 2, 2016. 

https://www.burmapartnership.org/2016/08/blacklist-of-border-based-pro-democracy-

and-rights-activists-must-be-removed-to-ensure-greater-civil-society-space/. 

Callahan, Mary P. 2005. Making Enemies: War and State Building in Burma. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press. 

Campillo-Carrete, Beatriz. 2013. South-South Migration: A Review of the Literature. Migration 

Literature Review 2. International Institute of Social Studies. 

Carlos, Ma. Reinaruth D. 2002. “On the Determinants of International Migration in the 

Philippines: An Empirical Analysis.” The International Migration Review 36 (1): 81–

102. 

Castles, Stephen. 2004. “Why Migration Policies Fail.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 27 (2): 205–

27. https://doi.org/10.1080/0141987042000177306. 

———. 2007. “Comparing the Experience of Five Major Emigration Countries.” IMI Working 

Paper Series 07. https://www.imi.ox.ac.uk/publications/wp-07-07. 

Castles, Stephen, Hein de Haas, and Mark J. Miller. 2014. The Age of Migration : International 

Population Movements in the Modern World. Fifth edition /. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan,. 

Chachavalpongpun, Pavin. 2018. ชาติพลาสติก : ความสัมพันธ์ไทย-พม่า ผ่าน “ความเป็นไทย”(A Plastic Nation: 

The Curse of Thainess in Thai-Burmese Relations). Bangkok: Sameskybooks. 

https://www.naiin.com/product/detail/235142. 

Chanda, Rupa, and Sasidaran Gopalan. 2011. “Managing Migration in Asia: The Role of 

Interstate Cooperation.” In Migration, Nation States, and International Cooperation, 

edited by Randall Hansen, Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money, 170–210. 

Transnationalism. Routledge Research in Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, 

Taylor & Francis Group. 

Chantavanich, Supang. 2007. Thailand Policies towards Migrant Workers from Myanmar /. 

Bangkok : Asian Research Center for Migration,. 

Chavez, Jenina Joy. 2007. “Social Policy in ASEAN: The Prospects for Integrating Migrant 

Labour Rights and Protection.” Global Social Policy 7 (3): 358–78. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468018107082239. 

Checkel, Jeffrey T. 2005. It’s the Process Stupid! Process Tracing in the Study of European and 

International Politics. ARENA. 

Chikanda, Abel. 2019. “An Analysis of Forced Migration from Zimbabwe.” Migration Studies 7 

(1): 59–82. https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnx067. 

Chit Kyiyay Kyi Nyunt. 2001. “1 March 2001.” The New Light of Myanmar, March 1, 2001. 



243 
 

Chit Win. 2016. “The Hluttaw and Conflicts in Myanmar.” In Conflict in Myanmar: War, 

Politics, Religion, edited by Nicholas Farrelly and Nick Cheesman, 199–220. ISEAS–

Yusof Ishak Institute. https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/conflict-in-

myanmar/hluttaw-and-conflicts-in-

myanmar/8DE7E2B4F6B5127A77ADC6FB123D8CB9. 

Clapp, Priscilla. 2014. “The Influence of Domestic Issues on Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: A 

Historical Perspective.” In Myanmar’s Growing Regional Role, edited by Mely 

Caballero-Anthony, Priscilla Clapp, Catharin Dalpino, Abraham M. Denmark, Meredith 

Miller, and Morten B. Pedersen, 5–22. Seattle: National Bureau of Asian Research. 

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/31337. 

Collier, David. 2011. “Understanding Process Tracing.” PS: Political Science &amp; Politics 44 

(4): 823–30. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096511001429. 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. 1951. 189 UNTS 137. 

Cornelius, Wayne A., Philip L. Martin, and James Frank Hollifield. 1994. Controlling 

Immigration: A Global Perspective. Stanford University Press. 

Cornelius, Wayne A., and Marc R. Rosenblum. 2005. “Immigration and Politics.” Annual 

Review of Political Science 8 (1): 99–119. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.8.082103.104854. 

Croissant, Aurel, and Jil Kamerling. 2013. “Why Do Military Regimes Institutionalize? 

Constitution-Making and Elections as Political Survival Strategy in Myanmar.” Asian 

Journal of Political Science 21 (2): 105–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02185377.2013.823797. 

Dannecker, Petra, and Wolfram Schaffar. 2016. “The Thai-Burmese Borderland: Mobilities, 

Regimes, Actors and Changing Political Contexts.” Asian Anthropology 15 (2): 132–51. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1683478X.2016.1214343. 

De Crodier, Brono. 2014. “The Dynamics of South-South Interaction: An Examination of the 

Multidimensional Ties between Pakistan and the Arab Gulf Countries.” Alternatives 

Turkish Journal of International Relations 13 (4). 

Délano, Alexandra. 2009. “From Limited to Active Engagement: Mexico’s Emigration Policies 

from a Foreign Policy Perspective (2000-2006).” The International Migration Review 43 

(4): 764–814. 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations. 2016. “United Nations Population 

Division | Department of Economic and Social Affairs.” 2016. 

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates1

5.shtml. 

Department of Employment. 2000. “Letter to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 6 June 2000.,” 

June 6, 2000. 

———. 2009. “Information on Permitted Foreign Workers.” Bangkok: Ministry of Labour, 

Thailand. 



244 
 

Department of Population. 2015. “The 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census: The 

Union Report, Census Report Volume 2.” Census Report. Nay Pyi Taw: Ministry of 

Immigration and Population, The Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 

———. 2016. “The 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census: Thematic Report on 

Migration and Urbanisation.” Volume 4-D. Census Report. Nay Pyi Taw: Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population. 

Devadason, Evelyn Shyamala, and Chan Wai Meng. 2014. “Policies and Laws Regulating 

Migrant Workers in Malaysia: A Critical Appraisal.” Journal of Contemporary Asia 44 

(1): 19–35. https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2013.826420. 

DVB. 2007. “Widespread Forced Labour Cases Reported in Burma.” DVB, March 8, 2007. 

———. 2009. “Exiled Burmese Groups Close Following Rumours of Thai Crackdown.” DVB, 

March 12, 2009. 

Eberle, Meghan L., and Ian Holliday. 2011. “Precarity and Political Immobilisation: Migrants 

from Burma in Chiang Mai, Thailand.” Journal of Contemporary Asia 41 (3): 371–92. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2011.582709. 

Eckstein, Harry. 1975. “Case Studies and Theory in Political Science.” In Handbook of Political 

Science, edited by Mass Reading and Addison-Wesley, 79–138. 7. 

Egreteau, Renaud. 2012. “Burma in Diaspora: A Preliminary Research Note on the Politics of 

Burmese Diasporic Communities in Asia.” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 31 

(2): 115–47. 

———. 2015. “Emerging Patterns of Parliamentary Politics.” In Myanmar: The Dynamics of an 

Evolving Polity. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

———. 2016. Caretaking Democratisation : The Military and Political Change in Myanmar. 

London: C Hurst & Co Pub Ltd,. 

Egreteau, Renaud, and Larry Jagan. 2013. Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma : Understanding the 

Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State /. Singapore : [Bangkok] : NUS 

Press ; IRASEC,. 

Ei Ei Toe Lwin. 2012. “Committee to Review Myanmar-Thai Labour MoU.” The Myanmar 

Times. August 13, 2012. http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/191-

committee-to-review-myanmar-thai-labour-mou.html. 

Embassy of the Union of Myanmar in Bangkok. 2006. “Letter from the Embassy of the Union of 

Myanmar to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand No. 632/47,” August 4, 2006. 

———. 2007. “Letter of the Embassy of the Union of Myanmar in Bangkok to the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand. No. 60/45, Dated 22 January 2007.,” 

January 22, 2007. 

Fawcett, J.T. 1989. “Networks, Linkages, and Migration Systems.” International Migration 

Review 23 (3): 671–80. 

Fink, Christina. 2001. Living Silence : Burma under Military Rule /. London : Zed,. 

Finnemore, Martha. 1996. National Interests in International Society. Cornell University Press. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt1rv61rh. 



245 
 

Finnemore, Martha, and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. “International Norm Dynamics and Political 

Change.” International Organization 52 (4): 887–917. 

Firdausy, Carunia Mulya. 2006. “Indonesian Labour Migration after the 1997–98 Asian 

Economic and Financial Crisis.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in 

Asia, edited by Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 139–54. London: Palgrave Macmillan 

UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_7. 

Fitzgerald, David. 2005. “Nationality and Migration in Modern Mexico.” Journal of Ethnic and 

Migration Studies 31 (1): 171–91. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183042000305735. 

———. 2006. “Inside the Sending State: The Politics of Mexican Emigration Control.” 

International Migration Review 40 (2): 259–93. https://doi.org/10.111/j.1747-

7379.2006.00017.x. 

———. 2009. A Nation of Emigrants: How Mexico Manages Its Migration. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 

FNA. 2013. “Iran Voices Concern about Fresh Clashes in Myanmar.” FNA, March 23, 2013. 

Ford, Michele. 2006. “After Nunukan: The Regulation of Indonesian Migration to Malaysia.” In 

Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by Amarjit Kaur and Ian 

Metcalfe, 228–47. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_12. 

Foreign Workers Administration Office. 2005. “Annual Report- Fiscal Year 2005 (รายงานผลการ

ปฏิบติังาน ประจ าปีงบประมาณ 2548).” Bangkok: Department of Employment, Ministry of Labour. 

https://www.doe.go.th/prd/assets/upload/files/alien_th/d3390d3de75da8d717407c7a9299

0fcf.pdf. 

———. 2020. “Statistics of Foreign Workers in Thailand.” Department of Employment, 

Ministry of Labour, Thailand. 2020. 

https://www.doe.go.th/prd/alien/statistic/param/site/152/cat/82/sub/0/pull/category/view/l

ist-label. 

Freeman, Gary P. 1995. “Modes of Immigration Politics in Liberal Democratic States.” The 

International Migration Review 29 (4): 881–902. https://doi.org/10.2307/2547729. 

———. 2006. “National Models, Policy Types, and the Politics of Immigration in Liberal 

Democracies.” West European Politics 29 (2): 227–47. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380500512585. 

Frontier Myanmar. 2016. “Taiwan Confirms Myanmar Migrant Recruitment Decision.” News. 

Frontier Myanmar (blog). January 6, 2016. https://www.frontiermyanmar.net/en/taiwan-

confirms-myanmar-migrant-recruitment-decision/. 

Ganesan, N. 2005. “Myanmar’s Foreign Relations: Reaching out to the World.” In Myanmar: 

Beyond Politics to Societal Imperatives, edited by Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 

30–50. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. 

———. 2013. “Interpreting Recent Developments in Myanmar as an Attempt to Establish 

Political Legitimacy.” Asian Journal of Peacebuilding 1 (2): 253–74. 



246 
 

Garcés-Mascareñas, Blanca. 2012. Labour Migration in Malaysia and Spain: Markets, 

Citizenship and Rights. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press. 

https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/34537. 

Geddes, Andrew. 2009. Migration as Foreign Policy?: The External Dimension of EU Action on 

Migration and Asylum. SIEPS 2009 2. Stockholm: Swedish Institute for European Policy 

Studies. http://www.sieps.se/en/publications/reports/migration-as-foreign-policy-20092. 

Geddes, Andrew, and Christina Boswell. 2011. Migration and Mobility in the European Union. 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Geddes, Andrew, and Oleg Korneev. 2015. “The State and the Regulation of Migration.” In 

Handbook of the International Political Economy of Migration, edited by Leila Simona 

Talani and Simon McMahon, 54–73. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Pub. 

Geddes, Andrew, and Jeannette Money. 2013. “Mobility within the European Union.” In 

Migration, Nation States, and International Cooperation, edited by Randall Hansen, 

Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money, 31–43. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in 

Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

Geiger, Martin. 2010. “Mobility, Development, Protection, EU-Integration! The IOM’s National 

Migration Strategy for Albania.” In The Politics of International Migration Management, 

edited by Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 141–59. Migration, Minorities, and 

Citizenship. Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Geiger, Martin, and Antoine Pécoud. 2010. The Politics of International Migration Management. 

Migration, Minorities, and Citizenship. Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, 

Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Georgi, Fabian. 2010. “For the Benefit of Some: The International Organization for Migration 

and Its Global Migration Management.” In The Politics of International Migration 

Management, edited by Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 45–72. Migration, 

Minorities, and Citizenship. Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Gerring, John. 2004. “What Is a Case Study and What Is It Good For?” American Political 

Science Review 98 (2): 341–54. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055404001182. 

Ghosh, Nirmal, and Jalelah Abu Baker. 2014. “Myanmar Imposes Temporary Ban on Maids to 

Singapore.” News. AsiaOne. September 15, 2014. 

https://www.asiaone.com/singapore/myanmar-imposes-temporary-ban-maids-singapore. 

Giannini, Tyler, and Matthew Bugher. 2018. “International Law and Inter-Governmental 

Organisations.” In Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Myanmar, edited by Adam 

Simpson, Nicholas Farrelly, and Ian Holliday. Abingdon: Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315743677-28. 

Global New Light Of Myanmar. 2014. “President U Thein Sein Warmly Welcomes Thai Prime 

Minister.” News. Global New Light Of Myanmar. October 9, 2014. 



247 
 

https://www.gnlm.com.mm/president-u-thein-sein-warmly-welcomes-thai-prime-

minister/. 

———. 2016. “REVIEWING OUR EFFORTS — Three Ministries Hold Press Conference On 

Work Performance For First 100 Days - Global New Light Of Myanmar.” News. The 

Global New Light of Myanmar (blog). August 13, 2016. 

https://www.gnlm.com.mm/reviewing-our-efforts-three-ministries-hold-press-

conference-on-work-performance-for-first-100-days/. 

Greenhill, Kelly M. 2010. Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement, Coercion, and 

Foreign Policy. 1st ed. Cornell University Press. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt7v70q. 

Guiraudon, Virginie. 2000. “European Integration and Migration Policy: Vertical Policy-Making 

as Venue Shopping.” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 38 (2): 251–71. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00219. 

Guiraudon, Virginie, and Gallya Lahav. 2007. Immigration Policy in Europe: The Politics of 

Control. Routledge. 

Haacke, Jürgen. 2006. Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influences and International 

Implications. New York: Routledge. 

———. 2018. “Regional.” In Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Myanmar, edited by Adam 

Simpson, Nicholas Farrelly, and Ian Holliday, 300–311. Abingdon: Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315743677-28. 

Habib, Mohshin, Christine Jubb, Salahuddin Ahmad, Masudur Rahman, and Henri Pallard. 2018. 

“Forced Migration of Rohingya: An Untold Experience.” SSRN Scholarly Paper ID 

3242696. Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network. 

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3242696. 

Hall, Andy. 2012a. Myanmar and Migrant Workers: Briefing and Recommendations. Mahidol 

Migration Center, Institute for Population and Social Research. 

———. 2012b. Experience of Myanmar Migrant Workers in Thailand with the MOU Import 

Process. Mahidol Migration Center, Institute for Population and Social Research. 

Han, Enze. 2020. “Neighborhood Effect of Borderland State Consolidation: Evidence from 

Myanmar and Its Neighbors.” The Pacific Review 33 (2): 305–30. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2019.1572642. 

Han, Raphaela. 2013. “From ‘Vulnerable’ to ‘Valuable’: Burmese Diaspora and Forced Migrants 

as Distant Peaceworkers.” The Hague,the Netherlands: Institute of Social Studies. 

Hansen, Randall. 2013. “Making Cooperation Work: Interests, Incentives, and Action.” In 

Migration, Nation States, and International Cooperation, edited by Randall Hansen, 

Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money, 14–27. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in 

Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

Hansen, Randall, Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money. 2011. Migration, Nation States, and 

International Cooperation. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in Transnationalism ; 

23. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 



248 
 

———. 2013. “Introduction: Incentivizing Cooperation.” In Migration, Nation States, and 

International Cooperation, 1–13. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in 

Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

Heisler, Barbara Schmitter. 1985. “Sending Countries and the Politics of Emigration and 

Destination.” The International Migration Review 19 (3): 469–84. 

Heyzer, Noeleen, G. Lycklama à Nijeholt, Nedra Weerakoon, and Asian and Pacific 

Development Centre, eds. 1994. The Trade in Domestic Workers Causes, Mechanisms, 

and Consequences of International Migration. Kuala Lumpur : London ; Atlantic 

Highlands, N.J: APDC ; Zed Books. 

Hickey, Maureen, Pitra Narendra, and Katie Rainwater. 2013. A Review of Internal and Regional 

Migration Policy in Southeast Asia. Working Papers. 

Hoffstaedter, Gerhard. 2014. “Place-Making: Chin Refugees, Citizenship and the State in 

Malaysia.” Citizenship Studies 18 (8): 871–84. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2014.964549. 

Holliday, Jenna K. 2012. “Turning the Table on the Exploitative Recruitment of Migrant 

Workers: The Cambodian Experience.” Asian Journal of Social Science 40 (4): 464–85. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/15685314-12341249. 

Hollifield, James F. 1992. “Migration and International Relations: Cooperation and Control in 

the European Community.” The International Migration Review 26 (2): 568–95. 

———. 2004. “The Emerging Migration State.” The International Migration Review 38 (3): 

885–912. 

———. 2012. “Migration and International Relations.” In Oxford Handbook of the Politics of 

International Migration, edited by Marc R. Rosenblum and Daniel J. Tichenor, 345–79. 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195337228.001.0001/oxf

ordhb-9780195337228-e-15. 

Holmes, Oliver. 2016. “Nobel Laureates Warn Aung San Suu Kyi over ‘ethnic Cleansing’ of 

Rohingya.” News. The Guardian. December 30, 2016. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/30/nobel-laureates-aung-san-suu-kyi-

ethnic-cleansing-rohingya. 

Horsey, Richard. 2012. “Myanmar’s Political Landscape Following the 2010 Elections: Starting 

with a Glass Nine-Tenths Empty.” In Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and 

Opportunities, edited by Nick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore, and Trevor Wilson, 39–51. 

Myanmar Update Series. Singapore: ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/myanmars-

transition/83F91977E48BDB0B79FDF685557A7FC9. 

Howard, David. 2003. “Dominicans Abroad: Impacts and Responses in a Transnational Society.” 

In International Migration and Sending Countries: Perceptions, Policies, and 

Transnational Relations, edited by Eva Østergaard-Nielsen, 57–76. Basingstoke, 

Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 



249 
 

Howard, Paul. 2017. “The Political Economy of Labour Migration within the Greater Mekong 

Sub-Region.” In South-South Migration: Emerging Patterns, Opportunities and Risks, 

edited by Patricia Short, Moazzem Hossain, and M.Adil Khan, 34–53. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315198125-3. 

Htet Naing Zaw. 2017. “34,000 Migrant Workers Return from Thailand.” Irrawaddy. July 7, 

2017. https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/34000-migrant-workers-return-

thailand.html. 

Htwe, Zaw Zaw. 2015. “Overseas Votes Marred by Limited Registration, Lack of Ballot 

Papers.” Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. October 20, 2015. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/17101-overseas-votes-marred-by-limited-

registration-lack-of-ballot-papers.html. 

———. 2016a. “Embassy Forms Team in Bid to Better Protect Migrants in Malaysia.” The 

Myanmar Times. July 20, 2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/21472-

embassy-forms-team-in-bid-to-better-protect-migrants-in-malaysia.html. 

———. 2016b. “Stricter Policy for Overseas Workers Coming.” Newspaper. The Myanmar 

Times. October 26, 2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/23297-stricter-

policy-for-overseas-workers-coming.html. 

———. 2017a. “Five Myanmar Migrants Murdered.” Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. January 

9, 2017. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/24452-five-myanmar-migrants-

murdered.html. 

———. 2017b. “Overseas Employment Agencies Could Face 10-Fold Hike in Fees.” 

Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. January 27, 2017. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/yangon/24727-overseas-employment-agencies-

could-face-10-fold-hike-in-fees.html. 

———. 2018. “Myanmar Lifts Worker Ban to Malaysia.” Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. 

January 11, 2018. https://www.mmtimes.com/news/myanmar-lifts-worker-ban-

malaysia.html. 

———. 2019. “Govt to Resume Sending Maids to Singapore, Three Other Areas.” News. The 

Myanmar Times. April 26, 2019. https://www.mmtimes.com/news/govt-resume-sending-

maids-singapore-three-other-areas.html. 

Hugo, Graeme. 2000. “The Crisis and International Population Movement in Indonesia.” Asian 

and Pacific Migration Journal 9 (1): 93–129. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/011719680000900104. 

———. 2006. “Women, Work and International Migration in Southeast Asia: Trends, Patterns 

and Policy.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by 

Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 73–112. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_5. 

Hugo, Graeme, and Charles Stahl. 2004. “Labor Export Strategies in Asia.” In International 

Migration: Prospects and Policies in a Global Market, edited by Douglas S. Massey and 



250 
 

J. Edward Taylor, 174–200. International Studies in Demography. Oxford, New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Human Rights Documentation Unit. 1997. “Burma Human Rights Yearbook 1996.” National 

Coalition Government of the Union of Burma. https://www.burmalibrary.org/docs/96-01-

TITLEPLUS.PDF. 

———. 1999. “Burma Human Rights Yearbook 1998–1999.” National Coalition Government of 

the Union of Burma. https://www.burmalibrary.org/en/category/burma-human-rights-

yearbook-1998-1999. 

———. 2009. “Burma Human Rights Yearbook 2008.” National Coalition Government of the 

Union of Burma. http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs08/HRDU_YB-

2008/pdf/refugees.pdf. 

Human Rights Watch. 2000. “Burma/Bangladesh: Burmese Refugees In Bangladesh - Historical 

Background.” Vol 12., No. 3 (C). https://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/burma/burm005-

01.htm. 

———. 2017. “Burma: New Satellite Images Confirm Mass Destruction.” Human Rights 

Watch. October 17, 2017. https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/10/17/burma-new-satellite-

images-confirm-mass-destruction. 

ILO. 2013. “GMS TRIANGLE: Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) and the Provision of 

Support Services.” International Labour Organization (GMS TRIANGLE project). 

———. 2015. Review of the Effectiveness of the MOUs in Managing Labour Migration between 

Thailand and Neighbouring Countries. Tripartite Action to Protect the Rights of Migrant 

Workers within and from the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS TRIANGLE project). 

http://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_356542/lang--en/index.htm. 

———. 2016. “TRIANGLE in ASEAN Quarterly Briefing Note: Myanmar (October – 

December 2016).” Briefing Note. Bangkok: International Labour Organization, Regional 

Office for Asia and the Pacific. 

———. 2017. Building Labour Migration Policy Coherence in Myanmar. Yangon: International 

Labour Organization, ILO Liaison Officer for Myanmar. 

———. 2019. Implementation of Recommendations from the 3rd to 10th ASEAN Forum on 

Migrant Labour (AFML): Progress Review Background Paper for the 11th ASEAN 

Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML), 29-30 September 2018, Singapore. TRIANGLE in 

ASEAN Programme. Bangkok: International Labour Organization. 

International Crisis Group. 2017. “Myanmar’s Rohingya Crisis Enters a Dangerous New Phase.” 

292. https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/292-myanmars-rohingya-

crisis-enters-dangerous-new-phase. 

International Labour Organisation. 2000. “ILC87 - Resolution on the Widespread Use of Forced 

Labour in Myanmar, 87th Session Geneva, June 1999.” International Labour 

Organisation. January 26, 2000. 

https://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc87/com-myan.htm. 



251 
 

International Organisation for Migration. 2014. “Myanmar: Support for Migrant Workers at Five 

Key Embassies.” International Organization for Migration. March 18, 2014. 

https://www.iom.int/news/myanmar-support-migrant-workers-five-key-embassies. 

———. 2015. “10 Years of IOM in Myanmar (2005-2014).” Geneva: International Organisation 

for Migration. https://publications.iom.int/books/10-years-iom-myanmar-2005-2014. 

Interview CSO1. 2017. Interview with a migrant worker non-governmental organisation in 

Yangon. 

Interview CSO3. 2018. Interview with a migrant worker civil soceity organisation based in 

Bangkok. 

Interview CSO4. 2018. Interview with a migrant worker non-governmental organisation based in 

Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview CSO5. 2017. Interview with a labour civil society organisation in Yangon. 

Interview CSO6. 2017. Interview with a trade union in Yangon. 

Interview CSO7. 2018. Interview with a community-based organisation in Taunggyi, Shan State. 

Interview CSO8. 2018. Interview with a migant worker civil society organisation in Bangkok. 

Interview CSO9. 2018. Interview with a refugee organisation network in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview ER1. 2018. Interview with an ethnic refugee organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview ER2. 2018. Interview with an ethnic refugee organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview ER3. 2018. Interview with an ethnic refugee organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview ER4. 2018. Interview with an ethnic refugee organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview ER5. 2018. Interview with an ethnic refugee organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview IO1. 2017. Interview with an international organisation in Yangon. 

Interview IO2. 2018. Interview with an international organisation in Kuala Lumpur. 

Interview IO3. 2017. Interview with an international organisation in Yangon. 

Interview IO4. 2018. Interview with an international organisation in Bangkok. 

Interview IO5. 2017. Interview with an international organisation in Yangon. 

Interview IO6. 2018. Interview with an international organisation in Bangkok. 

Interview MOEAF1. 2017. Interview with MOEAF in Yangon. 

Interview MOEAF2. 2017. Interview with MOEAF in Yangon. 

Interview MOEAF3. 2017. Interview with a recuritment ageny at MOEAF in Yangon. 

Interview MOHR. 2018. Interview with a Malaysian official in Putrajaya. 

Interview MOL1. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Yangon. 

Interview MOL2. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Naypyitaw. 

Interview MOL3. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Naypyitaw. 

Interview MOL4. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Naypyitaw. 

Interview MOL5. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Naypyitaw. 

Interview MOL6. 2017. Interview with a Myanmar official in Naypyitaw. 

Interview MOL7. 2017. Interview with a former civil servant in Yangon. 

Interview MYNGO1. 2018. Interview with a Malaysian non-governmental organisation in Kuala 

Lumpur. 



252 
 

Interview THCSO1. 2017. Interview with a Thai non-governmental organisation in Bangkok. 

Interview THCSO2. 2018. Interview with a Thai non-governmental organisation in Chiang Mai. 

Interview THMOL1. 2018. Interview with a Thai official in Bangkok. 

Interview THMOL2. 2018. Interview with a Thai official in Bangkok. 

IOM Thailand, and Chulaongkorn University The Asian Research Center for Migration. 2013. 

“Assessing Potential Changes in the Migration Patterns of Myanmar Migrants and Their 

Impacts on Thailand.” Bangkok: International Organization for Migration, Country 

Mission in Thailand. https://thailand.iom.int/assessing-potential-changes-migration-

patterns-myanmar-migrants-and-their-impacts-thailand. 

IRIS. 2018. “Myanmar Overseas Employment Agencies Explore Pathways to More Ethical 

Recruitment | IRIS International Recruitment Integrity Sustem.” IRIS Ethical 

Recruitment. November 14, 2018. https://iris.iom.int/news/myanmar-overseas-

employment-agencies-explore-pathways-more-ethical-recruitment. 

Irrawaddy. 2006. “ILO to Seek International Court of Justice Ruling on Burma.” Irrawaddy, 

November 16, 2006. 

———. 2009. “Burmese Authorities Issue ‘Passports’ to Migrants.” Irrawaddy, June 16, 2009. 

James, Helen. 2004. “Myanmar’s International Relations Strategy: The Search for Security.” 

Contemporary Southeast Asia 26 (3): 530–53. 

Jirattikorn, Amporn. 2015. Managing Migration in Myanmar and Thailand: Economic Reforms, 

Policies, Practices and Challenges. Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. 

http://www.seatide.eu/?content=showdetail&id=801&type=3. 

Jolliffe, Kim. 2018. “Peace and Reconciliation.” In Routledge Handbook of Contemporary 

Myanmar, edited by Adam Simpson, Nicholas Farrelly, and Ian Holliday, 359–70. 

Abingdon: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315743677-28. 

Jones, Lee. 2014. “Explaining Myanmar’s Regime Transition: The Periphery Is Central.” 

Democratization 21 (5): 780–802. https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.863878. 

———. 2016. “Understanding Myanmar’s Ceasefires: Geopolitics, Political Economy and State-

Building.” In War and Peace in the Borderlands of Myanmar: The Kachin Ceasefire, 

1994-2011, edited by Mandy Sadan, 95–111. NIAS Studies in Asian Topics, no. 56. 

Copenhagen: NIAS Press. 

Kalm, Sara. 2010. “Liberalizing Movements? The Political Rationality of Global Migration 

Management.” In The Politics of International Migration Management, edited by Martin 

Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 21–44. Migration, Minorities, and Citizenship. Basingstoke ; 

New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Kanapathy, Vijayakumari. 2004. “International Migration and Labour Market Developments in 

Asia: Economic Recovery, the Labour Market and Migrant Workers in Malaysia.” In . 

———. 2008. “Malaysia.” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 17 (3–4): 335–47. 

Kankaung, Kappiya. 2000. “Robin Cook, Sukhumbhand and Defamation of Human Rights, 3 

May 2000.” The New Light of Myanmar, May 3, 2000. 



253 
 

———. 2001. “The Attitude of ILO, 18 May 2001.” The New Light of Myanmar, May 18, 2001. 

Kaung Myat. 2000. “The National Spirit That Can Ward off Hegemonism.” The New Light of 

Myanmar, 2000. 

Kaur, Amarjit. 2006. “Order (and Disorder) at the Border: Mobility, International Labour 

Migration and Border Controls in Southeast Asia.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and 

Border Controls in Asia, edited by Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 23–51. London: 

Palgrave Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_3. 

———. 2010. “Labour Migration in Southeast Asia: Migration Policies, Labour Exploitation 

and Regulation.” Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 15 (1): 6–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13547860903488195. 

———. 2014. “Managing Labour Migration in Malaysia: Guest Worker Programs and the 

Regularisation of Irregular Labour Migrants as a Policy Instrument.” Asian Studies 

Review 38 (3): 345–66. https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2014.934659. 

Kerdmongkol, Adisorn. 2012. “แรงงานขา้มชาติชาวปะโอจากพม่าในกรุงเทพฯ: ชีวิตขา้มพรมแดนบนพ้ืนท่ีของอ านาจและการ

ต่อรอง.” Bangkok: Faculty of Sociology and Anthropology, University of Thammasat. 

Khan, Helal Mohammed. 2016. “Threat Perceptions in the Myanmar–Bangladesh Borderlands.” 

In Conflict in Myanmar: War, Politics, Religion, edited by Nicholas Farrelly and Nick 

Cheesman, 333–50. Singapore: ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/conflict-in-myanmar/threat-perceptions-in-the-

myanmarbangladesh-borderlands/48B1A2097376FFD899C031F6948D2237. 

Khondker, Habibul Haque. 2017. “Migration Governance : Global National Interface.” In South-

South Migration: Emerging Patterns, Opportunities and Risks, edited by Patricia Short, 

Moazzem Hossain, and M.Adil Khan, 173–98. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315198125-9. 

KHRG. 2009. “Abuse, Poverty and Migration: Investigating Migrants’ Motivations to Leave 

Home in Burma.” 2009–03. The Karen Human Rights Group (KHRG). 

Kipgen, Nehginpao. 2016. Myanmar : A Political History /. First edition. New Delhi, India : 

Oxford University Press,. 

Kneebone, Susan. 2012. “Migrant Workers Between States: In Search of Exit and Integration 

Strategies in South East Asia.” Asian Journal of Social Science 40: 367–91. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/15685314-12341246. 

Ko Thet. 2002. “Work Permit Deadline Nears in Malaysia.” The Irrawaddy. July 23, 2002. 

https://www2.irrawaddy.com/article.php?art_id=2310. 

Krasner, Stephen D. 1999. Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy. Princeton University Press. 

Kritz, Mary M., C. B. Keely, and Silvano M. Tomasi. 1981. Global Trends in Migration : Theory 

and Research on International Population Movements /. Staten Island, N.Y. : Center for 

Migration Studies,. 

Kyaw Phone Kyaw. 2015. “Migrant Worker Survey to Begin Aug15.” The Myanmar Times, 

August 4, 2015. 

Kyemon. 2000. “General Khin Nyunt’s Speech on 14 December 2000.” Kyemon, December 15, 

2000. 



254 
 

Lall, Marie. 2016. Understanding Reform in Myanmar: People and Society in the Wake of 

Military Rule. 1st edition. London: Hurst. 

Lall, Marie, and Hla Hla Win. 2012. “Perceptions of the State and Citizenship in Light of the 

2010 Myanmar Elections.” In Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and 

Opportunities, 72–88. ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/myanmars-transition/perceptions-of-the-state-

and-citizenship-in-light-of-the-2010-myanmar-

elections/D80FB692333D761D63D79F8B71877339. 

Lam, Jasmine. 2013. “Refugee Policy and Foreign Policy: Examining Policy Linkage in Chinese 

Relations with North Korea, Myanmar and Vietnam.” Inquiries Journal/Student Pulse 5 

(10). http://www.kmmvc.com/view-15526.html. 

Lang, Hazel J. 2002. Fear and Sanctuary : Burmese Refugees in Thailand /. Studies on Southeast 

Asia ; Ithaca, N.Y. : Southeast Asia Program Publications, Southeast Asia Program, 

Cornell University,. 

Laongin, Nattaporn. 2014. “Thai Policy during the Administration of Thaksin Shinawatra 

towards Myanmar’s Minority Groups.” Bangkok: Faculty of Political Science, 

Chulalongkorn University. 

Laungaramsri, Pinkaew. 2014. “Contested Citizenship: Cards, Colors and the Culture of 

Identification.” In Ethnicity, Borders, and the Grassroots Interface with the State: Studies 

on Mainland Southeast Asia in Honor of Charles F.Keyes, edited by J.A. Marston. 

Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books. 

Lean, Lim Lin, and Paul Chan Tuck Hoong. 1983. “Migrant Workers in Asean: A Review of 

Issues and Implications for Government Policies.” International Migration 21 (2): 277–

87. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.1983.tb00462.x. 

Lee, Jusil. 2017. “Why Have Policies Often Remained Symbolic? Understanding the Reasons for 

Decoupling between Policy and Practice.” Review of Policy Research 34 (5): 617–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/ropr.12241. 

Levitt, Peggy, and Rafael Dehesa. 2003. “Transnational Migration and the Redefinition of the 

State: Variations and Explanations.” 2003. http://www.tinyurl.com/mkw9e3b. 

Lewis, Simon. 2016. “Malaysia Calls for ASEAN to Coordinate Aid for Myanmar’s Rohingya.” 

Reuters, December 19, 2016. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-

asean-malaysia-idUSKBN1480E1. 

Liang, Annabelle. 2015. “Hundreds of Burmese Citizens Queue to Vote in Singapore.” News. 

The Irrawaddy. October 18, 2015. https://www.irrawaddy.com/election/news/hundreds-

of-burmese-citizens-queue-to-vote-in-singapore. 

Lidauer, Michael. 2016. “The 2015 Elections and Conflict Dynamics in Myanmar.” In Conflict 

in Myanmar: War, Politics, Religion, edited by Nicholas Farrelly and Nick Cheesman, 

139–62. Singapore: ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/conflict-in-myanmar/threat-perceptions-in-the-

myanmarbangladesh-borderlands/48B1A2097376FFD899C031F6948D2237. 



255 
 

Lijphart, Arend. 1971. “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method.” American Political 

Science Review 65 (3): 682–93. https://doi.org/10.2307/1955513. 

Lim, Lin Lean, and Nana Oishi. 1996. “International Labor Migration of Asian Women: 

Distinctive Characteristics and Policy Concerns.” In Asian Women in Migration, edited 

by Graziano Battistella and Anthony Paganoni, 23–54. Quezon City: Scalabrini 

Migration Centre. 

Liow, Joseph Chin Yong. 2002. “Desecuritising the ‘Illegal Indonesian Migrant Worker’ 

Problem in Malaysia’s Relations with Indonesia.” In RSIS Commentaries, No. 017. 

Singapore: Nanyang Technological University. 

https://dr.ntu.edu.sg//handle/10356/91887. 

———. 2003. “Malaysia’s Illegal Indonesian Migrant Labour Problem: In Search of Solutions.” 

Contemporary Southeast Asia 25 (1): 44–64. 

Lockhart, Sarah P., and Jeannette Money. 2013. “Migration Cooperation in Asia: The Trans-

Tasman Travel Arrangement.” In Migration, Nation States, and International 

Cooperation, edited by Randall Hansen, Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money, 44–72. 

Transnationalism. Routledge Research in Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, 

Taylor & Francis Group. 

Lun Min Mang. 2016. “After State Counsellor’s Visit, Overhaul of Thai Migrant Worker 

Scheme Expected.” The Myanmar Times, July 1, 2016. 

http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/21149-after-state-counsellor-s-visit-

overhaul-of-thai-migrant-worker-scheme-expected.html. 

Ma, Alex. 2017. “Labor Migration from Myanmar: Remittances, Reforms, and Challenges.” 

Migrationpolicy.Org. January 17, 2017. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/labor-

migration-myanmar-remittances-reforms-and-challenges. 

Macdonald, Adam P. 2013. “From Military Rule to Electoral Authoritarianism: The 

Reconfiguration of Power in Myanmar and Its Future.” Asian Affairs: An American 

Review 40 (1): 20–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/00927678.2013.759479. 

Mahoney, James. 2012. “The Logic of Process Tracing Tests in the Social Sciences.” 

Sociological Methods & Research 41 (4): 570–97. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124112437709. 

Manning, Chris, and Pradip Bhatnagar. 2006. “Coping With Cross-Border Labour Flows Within 

Southeast Asia.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by 

Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 52–72. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_4. 

Marston, Hunter, and Joshua Kurlantzick. 2019. “A Review of ‘The Hidden History of Burma: 

Race, Capitalism, and the Crisis of Democracy in the 21st Century.’” Council on Foreign 

Relations (blog). October 10, 2019. https://www.cfr.org/blog/review-hidden-history-

burma-race-capitalism-and-crisis-democracy-21st-century. 

Martin, Philip. 2007. The Economic Contribution of Migrant Workers to Thailand: Towards 

Policy Development. Bangkok: International Labour Organization. 



256 
 

http://www.ilo.int/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-

bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_098230.pdf. 

Martin, Susan. 2013. “International Cooperation and International Migration: An Overview.” In 

Migration, Nation States, and International Cooperation, edited by Randall Hansen, 

Jobst Koehler, and Jeannette Money, 128–45. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in 

Transnationalism ; 23. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

Martinez-Saldana, J. 2003. “Los Olividados Become Heroes: The Evolution of Mexico’s Policies 

Towards Citizens Abroad.” In International Migration and Sending Countries: 

Perceptions, Policies, and Transnational Relations, edited by Eva Østergaard-Nielsen, 

33–56. Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Massey, Douglas S., Jaoquin Arango, Graeme Hugo, Ali Kouaouchi, Adela Pellegrino, and J. 

Edward Taylor. 2005. Worlds in Motion : Understanding International Migration at the 

End of the Millennium /. International Studies in Demography. Oxford : Clarendon Press,. 

Massey, Douglas S., and J. Edward Taylor, eds. 2004. International Migration: Prospects and 

Policies in a Global Market. International Studies in Demography. Oxford, New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Maulia, Erwida. 2017. “Indonesian Minister Meets Suu Kyi as Rohingya Crisis Deepens.” News. 

Nikkei Asia. September 4, 2017. https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Indonesian-minister-

meets-Suu-Kyi-as-Rohingya-crisis-deepens2. 

May, George. 2015. “Using Security: The Securitisation of Migration in Malaysia.” The New 

Birmingham Review 2 (1). 

http://newbirminghamreview.uk/ojs/index.php/nbr/article/view/69. 

McCarthy, Stephen. 2008. “Burma and Asean: Estranged Bedfellows.” Asian Survey 48 (6): 

911–35. https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2008.48.6.911. 

MCOT. 2011. “Thailand, Myanmar Agree to Strengthen Cooperation at All Levels,” October 10, 

2011. 

Mehlmann, Isabel. 2011. “Migration in Afghanistan: A Country Profile 2011.” Maastricht: 

Maastricht Graduate School of Governance. 

Mekong Migration Network. 2013. “Migration in Thailand: Timeline of Facts and Figures.” 

January. 

http://www.mekongmigration.org/BEZ%20chart%20MMN_Thailand%20facts%20and%

20figures.pdf. 

———. 2017. Safe from the Start: The Roles of Countries of Origin in Protecting Migrants. 

Chiang Mai: Mekong Migration Network. 

Mekong Migration Network, and Asian Migrant Centre. 2007. Mekong Symposium on 

Migration: Protecting Migrants’ Rights When They Leave the Host Country (30 

September- 2 October 2004). Chiang Mai: Mekong Migration Network. 

http://www.mekongmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Proceedings-i-vi.pdf. 

Messina, Anthony M., and Gallya Lahav, eds. 2006. The Migration Reader: Exploring Politics 

and Policy. Boulder, Colo: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 



257 
 

Ministry of Employment and Labour. 2017. “Employment and Labor Minister Has Meeting with 

Ambassadors of 16 Sending Countries under EPS.” Ministry of Employment and Labour, 

Republic of Korea. March 29, 2017. 

https://www.moel.go.kr/english/poli/poliNewsnews_view.jsp?idx=1363. 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 2016. “Press Release 7 December 2016.” 

Ministry of Immigration and Population. 2012. “Onus of Golden Gatekeepers.” Shwe Takha Mu 

Magazine, 2012. 

Ministry of Labour. 2016. “ไทย-เมียนมา MOU เนน้ความร่วมมือแกปั้ญหาดา้นแรงงานตามหลกัสากล (Thailand- 

Myanmar MOU cooperated on labour issue in accordance with universal principles).” 

The Government of Thailand. Ministry of Labour. June 25, 2016. 

http://www3.mol.go.th/content/51207/1466825848. 

Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training. 2014. “Policy on Labour Migration for Cambodia.” 

International Labour Organization (GMS TRIANGLE project). 

Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Security. 2012. “Five-Year National Plan of Action 

for the Management of International Labour Migration 2013-2017.” The Government of 

the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 

———. 2014. “Brochures for Myanmar Labours Who Are Going to Work in Malaysia and 

Thailand.” The Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 

Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population. 2017. “Meeting Agendas for the Draftng of the 

Second Five-Year National Plan of Action for the Management of International Labour 

Migration 2018-2022.” 

Mitchell, Christopher. 1989. “International Migration, International Relations and Foreign 

Policy.” The International Migration Review 23 (3): 681–708. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2546435. 

Mizzima News. 2009a. “Pressure Mounts on KNU to Move out of Thailand.” Mizzima News, 

March 4, 2009. 

———. 2009b. “Constitutional Loophole Leaves Door Open for Forced Labor: ILO.” Mizzima 

News, June 8, 2009. 

———. 2010. “ILO, Burma Renew Supplementary Understanding’.” Mizzima News, January 20, 

2010. 

———. 2015. “Myanmar Workers in Malaysia Granted Permits.” 2015. 

http://www.mizzima.com/news-regional/myanmar-workers-malaysia-granted-permits. 

MOA. 2016. Memorandum of Agreement between Myanmar and Thailand on Employment of 

Workers. 

MOEAF. 2016. “Code of Conduct for the Members of Myanmar Overseas Employment 

Agencies Federation.” Myanmar Overseas Employment Agencies Federation. 

MOLIP. 2014. “The Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population’s Nine-Point Policy.” The 

Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population. 



258 
 

———. 2015. “A List of Worker-Receiving Countries from 1990 to July 2015.” Government of 

Myanmar. Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population. 2015. 

https://www.mol.gov.mm/foreign-countries-lists. 

———. 2016a. “13th Time Calling 128 Myanmar Workers Back to Myanmar by MAI 

Airways.” Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population. 

———. 2016b. “Official announcement no. 3/27/AaLaNya (Migration)2016 (29321).” Ministry 

of Labour, Immigration and Population. 

———. 2019. “Monthly Statistics of Labour.” Government of Myanmar. Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration and Population. 2019. http://www.mol.gov.mm/mm/information/news/. 

———. n.d. “Addresses of Labour Exchange Offices.” Government of Myanmar. Ministry of 

Labour, Immigration and Population. Accessed May 20, 2017a. 

https://www.mol.gov.mm/mm/departments/department-of-labour/dol-manpower-

statistics-division/leo-office-update/. 

———. n.d. “Main Role and Function.” Government of Myanmar. The Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration and Population. Accessed May 11, 2018b. 

https://www.mol.gov.mm/en/main-role/. 

Money, Jeannette, and Sarah P. Lockhart. 2019. Migration Crises and the Structure of 

International Cooperation. Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press. 

Moretti, Sebastien. 2015. “The Challenge of Durable Solutions for Refugees at the Thai-

Myanmar Border.” SSRN Scholarly Paper ID 2914993. Rochester, NY: Social Science 

Research Network. https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2914993. 

Morgenbesser, Lee. 2020. The Rise of Sophisticated Authoritarianism in Southeast Asia. 

Cambridge Elements in Politics and Society in Southeast Asia. Cambridge University 

Press. 

Moss, Dana M. 2016. “Transnational Repression, Diaspora Mobilization, and the Case of The 

Arab Spring.” Social Problems 63 (4): 480–98. 

MOU. 2002. Memorandum of Understanding between Lao PDR and Thailand on Cooperation in 

the Employment of Workers. 

Muniandy, Parthiban, and Valeria Bonatti. 2014. “Are Migrants Agents or Instruments of 

Development? The Case of ‘Temporary’ Migration in Malaysia.” Journal of Ethnic and 

Migration Studies 40 (11): 1836–53. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.907738. 

Myanmar Constitution. 2008. Consitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 

Myanmar MoFA. 2000. “A Letter from Myanmar’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Thailand’s 

Ministry of Foriegn Affairs, 23 March 2000,” March 23, 2000. 

———. 2002. “A Letter from Myanmar’s Minister for Foreign Affairs to Thailand’s Minister of 

Foriegn Affairs, 11 March 2002,” March 11, 2002. 

———. 2003a. “Myanmar’s Counter Draft of the MOU Submitted on 22 April 2003, Letter of 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Myanmar to the Royal Thai Embassy in 

Yangon No. 40 48 01 (988), Dated 22 April 2003.” 



259 
 

———. 2003b. “Letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Myanmar to the Royal 

Thai Embassy in Yangon No. 40 48 01 (1962), Dated 13 August 2003.,” August 13, 

2003. 

———. 2003c. “Letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Myanmar to the Royal 

Thai Embassy in Yangon No. 48 48 (32)/2003 (3172), Dated 10 December 2003.,” 

December 10, 2003. 

———. 2006a. “Letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Myanmar to the Royal 

Thai Embassy in Yangon No. 3325/48 48(32)/2006, Dated 10 October 2006.,” October 

10, 2006. 

———. 2006b. “Letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Union of Myanmar to the Royal 

Thai Embassy in Yangon No. 47 03 2006 (3727), Dated 6 November 2006.,” November 

6, 2006. 

Myanmar MOL. 2004. “(Draft) The Procedures in Accordance with the Memorandum of 

Understanding Between the Government of the Union of Myanmar and the Government 

of the Kingdom of Thailand on Co-Operation in the Employment of Workers. Union of 

Myanmar, Ministry of Labour.” Ministry of Labour of Myanmar. 

Myat Mon. 2010. “Burmese Labour Migration into Thailand: Governance of Migration and 

Labour Rights.” Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 15 (1): 33–44. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13547860903488211. 

Myint-U, Thant. 2012. “White Elephants and Black Swans: Thoughts on Myanmar’s Recent 

History and Possible Futures.” In Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and 

Opportunities, edited by Nick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore, and Trevor Wilson, 23–36. 

Singapore: ISEAS Publishing. 

https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1355/9789814414173-009/html. 

Myo Theingi Cho. 2006. “New Air Policy Hits at Myanmar Workers.” The Myanmar Times, 

June 5, 2006, Vol 16. No. 319 edition. 

Myo Thit Tun. 2000. “Saviour.” In World Renowned Notoriety and Other Articles, 121. Yangon: 

News and Periodical Enterprises. 

Myoe, Maung Aung. 2002. Neither Friend nor Foe : Myanmar’s Relations with Thailand since 

1988 : A View from Yangon /. IDSS Monograph ; Singapore : Institute of Defence and 

Strategic Studies,. 

———. 2015. “Myanmar’s China Policy since 2011: Determinants and Directions.” Journal of 

Current Southeast Asian Affairs 34 (2): 21–54. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/186810341503400202. 

———. 2016. “Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuities and 

Changes.” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 35 (1): 123–50. 

Naerssen, Ton van, Ernst Spaan, and Annelies Zoomers, eds. 2007. Global Migration and 

Development. 1st edition. New York: Routledge. 

Nah, Alice M. 2007. “Struggling with (Il)Legality: The Indeterminate Functioning of Malaysia’s 

Borders for Asylum Seekers, Refugees and Stateless Persons.” In Borderscapes: Hidden 



260 
 

Geographies and Politics at Territory’s Edge, NED-New edition, 29:35–64. Borderlines. 

University of Minnesota Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttsn8c. 

———. 2010. “Refugees and Space in Urban Areas in Malaysia.” Forced Migration Review, 

2010. 

———. 2012. “Globalisation, Sovereignty, and Immigration Control: The Hierarchy of Rights 

for Migrant Workers in Malaysia.” Asian Journal of Social Science 40 (4): 486–508. 

Natali, C. 2014. “National Verification Process in Thailand: What Worked, What Did Not and 

the Steps Forward.” In On the Move: Critical Migration Themes in ASEAN, edited by 

Supang Chantavanich, Carl Middleton, and M. Ito, 175–92. Bangkok: International 

Organisation for Migration and Chulalongkorn University- Asian Research Centre for 

Migration. 

Nation. 2009. “Thailand to Help with Burma’s National Reconciliation.” The Nation Thailand, 

March 24, 2009. 

Nga Khin Nyo. 2000. “Creators of Refugees, 9 May 2000.” The New Light of Myanmar, May 9, 

2000. 

NLM. 2012. “ILO Lifts Most of Restrictions on Myanmar’ - Lifting, Removing and Suspending 

of Restrictions Benefits Myanmar in Trading with EU for Interests of People.” NLM, 

June 14, 2012. 

———. 2013. “OIC Secretary-General and Party Visits Relief Camps in Rakhine State.” NLM, 

November 16, 2013. 

Norman, Kelsey P. 2020. Reluctant Reception: Refugees, Migration and Governance in the 

Middle East and North Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108900119. 

Nyan Lynn Aung. 2015a. “Myanmar Rejects Mahathir’s Push for ASEAN Expulsion.” The 

Myanmar Times, June 16, 2015. 

———. 2015b. “Migrant Workers Pin Hopes on NLD.” Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. 

December 21, 2015. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/18231-migrant-workers-

pin-hopes-on-nld.html. 

———. 2016a. “Uncertain Fate for Many Migrant Workers.” News. The Myanmar Times. 

August 16, 2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/21965-uncertain-fate-for-

many-migrant-workers.html. 

———. 2016b. “Labour Official Upbeat on Migrants-to-Malaysia Restart but No Date Set.” 

Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. December 9, 2016. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/24139-labour-official-upbeat-on-migrants-to-

malaysia-restart-but-no-date-set.html. 

Nyan Lynn Aung, and Htoo Thant. 2016. “NLD Takes First Steps on Migrant Policy.” 

Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. April 7, 2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-

news/19868-nld-takes-first-steps-on-migrant-policy.html. 

Nyan Win Kyaw. 1995. “Good Neighbour.” In Nyan Win Kyaw’s Good Neighbours and Other 

Articles, 68–71. Yangon: News and Periodical Enterprises. 



261 
 

Nyberg–Sørensen, Ninna, Nicholas Van Hear, and Poul Engberg–Pedersen. 2002. “The 

Migration–Development Nexus: Evidence and Policy Options.” International Migration 

40 (5): 49–73. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2435.00211. 

Nyein Nyein. 2020. “Myanmar Peace Conference Ends With Participants Praising ‘Meaningful’ 

Principles, Post-Election Plan.” Newspaper. The Irrawaddy. August 21, 2020. 

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-peace-conference-ends-participants-

praising-meaningful-principles-post-election-plan.html. 

OHCHR. 2017. “Interviews with Rohingya Fleeing from Myanmar since 9 October 2016: Flash 

Report.” Report of OHCHR mission to Bangladesh. United Nations Human Rights Office 

of the High Commissioner. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/MM/FlashReport3Feb2017.pdf?ct=t(Fortify

_Rights_News_Release_Myanmar_Impl8_24_2017)&mc_cid=7cc148ca15&mc_eid=189

9bded53. 

Orbeta, Aniceto C., Jr., and Kathrina Gonzales. 2013. Managing International Labor Migration 

in ASEAN: Themes from a Six-Country Study | EABER. Discussion Paper Serries 

No.2013-26. Philippine Institute for Development Studies. 

http://www.eaber.org/node/23422. 

Orchard, Philip. 2014. “Implementing a Global Internally Displaced Persons Protection 

Regime.” Faculty of Law, Humanities and the Arts - Papers (Archive), January, 105–23. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198712787.003.0006. 

Østergaard-Nielsen, Eva. 2003. International Migration and Sending Countries: Perceptions, 

Policies, and Transnational Relations. Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

———. 2016. “Sending Country Policies.” In Integration Processes and Policies in Europe, 

edited by Blanca Garcés-Mascareñas and Rinus Penninx, 147–65. IMISCOE Research 

Series. Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-21674-4_9. 

Paitoonpong, Srawooth. 2011. “Different Stream, Different Needs, and Impact: Managing 

International Labor Migration in ASEAN: Thailand (Immigration).” Working Paper 

2011–28. PIDS Discussion Paper Series. https://www.econstor.eu/handle/10419/126863. 

Palmer, Wayne (Wayne Joseph). 2016. Indonesia’s Overseas Labour Migration Programme, 

1969-2010 /. Verhandelingen van Het Koninklijk Instituut Voor Taal-, Land- En 

Volkenkunde ; Leiden ; Boston : Brill,. 

Paoletti, Emanuela. 2011a. The Migration of Power and North-South Inequalities: The Case of 

Italy and Libya. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

———. 2011b. “Power Relations and International Migration: The Case of Italy and Libya.” 

Political Studies 59 (2): 269–89. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2010.00849.x. 

Pécoud, Antoine. 2010. “Informing Migrants to Manage Migration? An Analysis of IOM’s 

Information Campaigns.” In The Politics of International Migration Management, edited 

by Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 184–201. Migration, Minorities, and Citizenship. 



262 
 

Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Pedersen, Morten B. 2012. “Rethinging International Assistance to Myanmar in a Time of 

Transition.” In Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and Opportunities, edited by 

Nick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore, and Trevor Wilson, 271–86. Singapore: ISEAS 

Publishing. https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1355/9789814414173/html. 

———. 2014a. “Myanmar Foreign Policy in a Time of Transition.” In Myanmar’s Growing 

Regional Role, edited by Mely Caballero-Anthony, Priscilla Clapp, Catharin Dalpino, 

Abraham M. Denmark, Meredith Miller, and Morten B. Pedersen, 53–74. Seattle: 

National Bureau of Asian Research. https://muse.jhu.edu/book/31337. 

———. 2014b. “Myanmar’s Democratic Opening: The Process and Prospect of Reform.” In 

Debating Democratization in Myanmar, edited by Nick Cheesman, Nicholas Farrelly, 

and Trevor Wilson, 19–39. Myanmar Update Series. Singapore: Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies. 

Petcharamesree, Sriprapha. 2016. “ASEAN and Its Approach to Forced Migration Issues.” The 

International Journal of Human Rights 20 (2): 173–90. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2015.1079021. 

Pho Khwa. 2001. “What Is Called a Good Neighouring Nation, 14 March 2001.” The New Light 

of Myanmar, March 14, 2001. 

Phyo, Pyae Thet. 2016a. “Labour Exchange Offices Opened.” Myanmar Times, December 14, 

2016. http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/nay-pyi-taw/24192-labour-

exchange-offices-opened.html. 

———. 2016b. “Myanmar to Boost Its Thai Embassy Staffing.” Myanmar Times, December 19, 

2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/nay-pyi-taw/24268-myanmar-to-boost-

its-thai-embassy-staffing.html. 

———. 2017. “Domestic Migrant Workers in Thailand, Malaysia ‘Underpaid.’” The Myanmar 

Times, September 29, 2017. https://www.mmtimes.com/news/domestic-migrant-workers-

thailand-malaysia-underpaid.html. 

Piper, Nicola. 2006. “Regional Perspectives on the 1990 UN Convention on the Rights of All 

Migrant Workers.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by 

Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 292–310. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_15. 

Pobsuk, Supatsak. 2018. Identification Regimes: Negotiating Regimes of Identification in Mae 

La Refugee Camp and Mae Sot Township. Vol. 10. Consortium of Development Studies 

in Southeast Asia Series. Chiang Mai: Regional Center for Social Science and 

Sustainable Development, Chiang Mai University. 

Pongsawat, Pitch. 2007. “Border Partial Citizenship, Border Towns, and Thai-Myanmar Cross-

Border Deveopment: Case Studies at the Thai Border Towns.” University of California, 

Berkeley. 



263 
 

Poutignat, Philippe, and Jocelyne Streiff-Fenart. 2010. “Migration Policy Development in 

Mauritania: Process, Issues and Actors.” In The Politics of International Migration 

Management, edited by Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 202–19. Migration, 

Minorities, and Citizenship. Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Prasetyo, Eko. 2016. “FM Retno Meets Suu Kyi to Express Concern Over Violence in Rakhine 

State.” Jakarta Globe. December 7, 2016. https://jakartaglobe.id/news/fm-retno-meets-

suu-kyi-express-concern-violence-rakhine-state. 

Radio Free Asia. 2014. “Thein Sein Wants Fair Probe Over Myanmar Nationals’ Links to 

Murders in Thailand.” News. Radio Free Asia. October 10, 2014. 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/murder-suspects-10102014184613.html. 

———. 2016a. “Aung San Suu Kyi to Sign Pact to Allow Myanmar Workers Smoother Access 

to Jobs in Thailand.” News. Refworld. June 22, 2016. 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/579ef4ca11.html. 

———. 2016b. “Myanmar Protests UN Official’s Comments on ‘Ethnic Cleansing’ in Rakhine.” 

News. Radio Free Asia. November 28, 2016. 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/myanmar-protests-un-officials-comments-on-

ethnic-cleansing-in-rakhine-11282016154242.html. 

———. 2017a. “Malaysian Prime Minister Wants Myanmar to Stop Violence, Discrimination 

Against Rohingya.” News. Radio Free Asia. January 19, 2017. 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/malaysian-prime-minister-wants-myanmar-

to-stop-violence-discrimination-against-rohingya-01192017150611.html. 

———. 2017b. “Myanmar Seeks Agreements With Southeast Asian Countries to Send Maids 

Abroad.” News. Radio Free Asia. December 11, 2017. 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/myanmr-seeks-agreements-with-southeast-

asian-countries-to-send-maids-abroad-12112017163326.html. 

Rahman, Ramlee Abdul. 2017. “Divulging Foreign Workers Issues in Malaysia.” In Foreign 

Labour in Malaysia: Selected Works, edited by Alice Suriati Mazlan, Zuraidah Abdul 

Manaf, Ramlee Abdul Rahman, and Suhana Saad, 11–18. Putrajaya: Ministry of Higher 

Education. 

Raj-Hashim, R. 1994. “A Review of Migration and Labour Policies.” In The Trade in Domestic 

Workers Causes, Mechanisms, and Consequences of International Migration, edited by 

Noeleen Heyzer, G. Lycklama à Nijeholt, Nedra Weerakoon, and Asian and Pacific 

Development Centre. Kuala Lumpur : London ; Atlantic Highlands, N.J: APDC ; Zed 

Books. 

Refugee International. 2007. “Refugees International: 2006 Annual Report.” 

https://reliefweb.int/report/world/refugees-international-2006-annual-report. 

Reuters. 2012. “ILO Brings Myanmar out of Cold Ahead Suu Kyi Visit.” Reuters, June 13, 2012. 



264 
 

———. 2016. “Myanmar Stops Migrant Workers Going to Malaysia after Rohingya Row.” 

Reuters, December 7, 2016. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-

malaysia-idUSKBN13W19X. 

———. 2018. “‘Defending the Indefensible’: Malaysia’s Mahathir Slams Suu Kyi over 

Rohingya Crisis.” Business Insider. November 13, 2018. 

https://www.businessinsider.com/r-defending-the-indefensible-malaysias-mahathir-

slams-suu-kyi-over-rohingya-crisis-2018-11. 

Rhoden, T F. 2017. “Neither Refugee nor Migrant: Comparative-Historical Study of Burmese 

Migration into Thailand.” Northern Illinois University. 

https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.28406.40002. 

Rhoden, T. F. 2019. “Beyond the Refugee-Migrant Binary? Refugee Camp Residency Along the 

Myanmar-Thailand Border.” Journal of International Migration and Integration 20 (1): 

49–65. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-018-0595-8. 

Roberts, Christopher. 2010. ASEAN’s Myanmar Crisis: Challenges to the Pursuit of a Security 

Community. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. 

Rother, Stefan, and Nicola Piper. 2015. “Alternative Regionalism from Below: Democratizing 

ASEAN’s Migration Governance.” International Migration 53 (3): 36–49. 

Rudland, Emily, and Morten B. Pedersen. 2000. “Introduction: Strong Regime, Weak State?” In 

Burma Myanmar: Strong Regime, Weak State?, edited by Morten B. Pedersen, 1–21. 

Adelaide: Crawford House. 

Ruhs, Martin. 2013. The Price of Rights: Regulating International Labor Migration. 

Oxfordshire: Princeton University Press. 

Sai Kham Mong. 2007. “The Shan in Myanmar.” In Myanmar: State, Society and Ethnicity, 

edited by N. Ganesan and Kyaw Yin Hlaing, 256–77. Singapore : Hiroshima, Japan: 

ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute. 

Saw Naing. n.d. “Policies and Programs on Migration Management System in Myanmar.” 

Accessed January 28, 2017. 

https://library.pcw.gov.ph/sites/default/files/Annex%2026%20-%20Policies%20and%20

Programs%20on%20Migration%20Management%20System_Myanmar.pdf. 

Schain, Martin A. 2009. “The State Strikes Back: Immigration Policy in the European Union.” 

European Journal of International Law 20 (1): 93–109. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chp001. 

Schenk, Caress. 2016. “Assessing Foreign Policy Commitment Through Migration Policy in 

Russia.” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 24 (4): 475–99. 

Schmidt, Anna Barbara. 2006. From Global Prescription to Local Treatment: The International 

Refugee Regime in Tanzania and Uganda. University of California, Berkeley. 

Schutt, Russell K. 2011. Investigating the Social World: The Process and Practice of Research. 

Pine Forge Press. 



265 
 

Selm, Joanne van. 2005. “Immigration and Regional Security.” In International Migration and 

Security: Opportunities and Challenges, edited by Elspeth Guild and Joanne van Selm, 

1st edition, 11–27. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Shah, Nasra M., and Indu Menon. 1997. “Violence against Women Migrant Workers: Issues, 

Data and Partial Solutions.” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 6 (1): 5–30. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/011719689700600102. 

Shamim, Ishrat. 2006. “The Feminisation of Migration: Gender, the State and Migrant Strategies 

in Bangladesh.” In Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by 

Amarjit Kaur and Ian Metcalfe, 155–71. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_8. 

Shanks, Cheryl. 2001. Immigration and the Politics of American Sovereignty, 1890-1990. 

University of Michigan Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3998/mpub.17363. 

Shoon Naing. 2016. “Calls for Further Protection for Migrant Workers.” Newspaper. The 

Myanmar Times. September 20, 2016. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/22605-

calls-for-further-protection-for-migrant-workers.html. 

Shuto, Mokoto. 2006. “Labour Migration and Human Security in East and Southeast Asia.” In 

Migration, Regional Integration and Human Security: The Formation and Maintenance 

of Transnational Spaces, edited by Harald Kleinschmidt, 205–24. Research in Migration 

and Ethnic Relations Series. Aldershot, England ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate. 

Sidhu, Jatswan S. 2008. “Malaysia-Myanmar Relations Since 1958.” Journal of International 

Studies 4: 75–90. 

Simpson, Adam. 2012. “Prospects for a Policy of Engagement with Myanmar: A Multilateral 

Development Bank Perspective.” In Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and 

Opportunities, edited by Nick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore, and Trevor Wilson. 

Myanmar Update Series. Singapore: ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/myanmars-

transition/83F91977E48BDB0B79FDF685557A7FC9. 

Sipalan, Joseph. 2017. “Malaysian PM Tells Myanmar to ‘stop the Killing’ of Rohingya, as 

Muslims Meet.” Reuters, January 19, 2017. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-

rohingya-malaysia-idUSKBN1530QX. 

Sipalan, Joseph, and Ebrahim Harris. 2017. “OIC Envoy Calls for U.N. Intervention to Avoid 

Genocide of Rohingya Muslims.” Reuters, January 18, 2017. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-myanmar-rohingya-oic-idUKKBN1520C5. 

Sirivunnabood, Pitchaya, and Yong Jun Baek. 2020. “Demographic Trends and Labour 

Migration Policies in Asia.” In Innovative Approaches for the Management of Labour 

Migration in Asia, edited by Asian Development Bank Institute, International Labour 

Organisation, and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 25–44. 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/innovative-approaches-for-

the-management-of-labor-migration-in-asia_be84707b-en#page3. 



266 
 

Skidmore, Monique, and Trevor Wilson. 2012. “Interpreting the Transition in Myanmar.” In 

Myanmar’s Transition: Openings, Obstacles and Opportunities, edited by Nick 

Cheesman, Monique Skidmore, and Trevor Wilson, 3–22. Singapore: ISEAS Publishing. 

https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1355/9789814414173/html. 

Smith, Martin. 1991. Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity. London: Zed Books. 

———. 1999. Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity. 2nd edition. Dhaka: Zed Books. 

———. 2005. “Ethnic Politics and Regional Development in Myanmar: The Need for New 

Approaches.” In Myanmar: Beyond Politics to Societal Imperatives, edited by Kyaw Yin 

Hlaing, Robert H. Taylor, and Tin Maung Maung Than, 56–85. Singapore: ISEAS 

Publishing. 

———. 2007. State of Strife: The Dynamics of Ethnic Conflict in Burma. Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies. Singapore : Washington, D.C: East-West Center Washington. 

———. 2015. “Ethnic Politics in a Time of Change.” In Myanmar: The Dynamics of an 

Evolving Polity, edited by David I. Steinberg. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers. 

Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma. 1982. Burma Citizenship Law. 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b4f71b.html. 

South, Ashley. 2008. Ethnic Politics in Burma: States of Conflict. New York: Routledge. 

Soysal, Yasemin Nuhoglu. 1994. Limits of Citizenship: Migrants and Postnational Membership 

in Europe. University of Chicago Press. 

Stahl, C. W., and F. Arnold. 1986. “Overseas Workers’ Remittances in Asian Development.” 

The International Migration Review 20 (4): 899–925. 

Stark, S., and H. Torrance. 2005. “Case Study.” In Research Methods in the Social Sciences, 

edited by B. Somekh and C. Lewin, 33–40. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Steinberg, David I. 2001. Burma: The State of Myanmar. Washington, DC: Georgetown 

University Press. 

———. 2013. Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know. 2nd edition. Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

———, ed. 2015a. Myanmar: The Dynamics of an Evolving Polity. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne 

Rienner Publishers. 

———. 2015b. “The Persistence of Military Dominance.” In Myanmar: The Dynamics of an 

Evolving Polity. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

———. 2018. “The World.” In Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Myanmar, edited by 

Adam Simpson, Nicholas Farrelly, and Ian Holliday, 291–99. Abingdon: Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315743677-28. 

Stolz, Barbara. 2007. “Interpreting the U.S. Human Trafficking Debate through the Lens of 

Symbolic Politics.” Law and Policy 29 (3): 311–38. 

Surak, Kristin. 2018. “Migration Industries and the State: Guestwork Programs in East Asia.” 

International Migration Review 52 (2): 487–523. https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12308. 



267 
 

Swan Ye Htut. 2016a. “Lawmakers Call for Stronger Protection of Overseas Workers.” 

Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. September 28, 2016. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/22769-lawmakers-call-for-stronger-protection-

of-overseas-workers.html. 

———. 2016b. “Labour Ministry to Target Migrant Workers in Efforts to Boost Economy.” 

Newspaper. The Myanmar Times. October 24, 2016. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/23249-labour-ministry-to-target-migrant-

workers-in-efforts-to-boost-economy.html. 

Taylor, Charles. 1971. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man.” The Review of Metaphysics 25 

(1): 3–51. 

Taylor, Robert H. 2005. “Do States Make Nations? The Politics of Identity in Myanmar 

Revisited.” South East Asia Research 13 (3): 261–86. 

———. 2012. “Myanmar: From Army Rule to Constitutional Rule?” Asian Affairs 43 (2): 221–

36. https://doi.org/10.1080/03068374.2012.682367. 

Teitelbaum, Michael S. 1983. “International Migration and Foreign Policy.” In Defense of the 

Alien 6: 219–23. 

———. 1984. “Immigration, Refugees, and Foreign Policy.” International Organization 38 (3): 

429–50. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300026801. 

———. 2002. “The Role of the State in International Migration.” The Brown Journal of World 

Affairs VIII (2): 157–66. 

Thai Embassy in Singapore. 2000. “Document No. 196/2543. 3 April 2000.” 

Thai Embassy in Yangon. 1999. “A Meeting Report of the Head of Royal Thai Embassy in 

Yangon 8/1999 (รายงานการประชุมหวัหนา้ส านกังานสถานเอกอคัราชทูต ณ กรุงย่างกุง้ คร้ังท่ี 8/2542), 22 

Septemer 1999.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

Thai MFA. 1998a. “Report Note, Social Division, Department of International Organization, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 15 January 1998.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 1998b. “Report for July 1998, MFA 0804/1701, 24 September 1998.” Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 1999a. “Conversation record between H.E. Surin Pitsuwan, Minister for Foreign 

Affairs, and Senior General Than Shwe, Prime Minister of Myanmar, on 24 August 1999 

in Yangon (บนัทึกการสนทนาระหว่าง ฯพณฯ นายสุรินทร์ พิศสุวรรณ รัฐมนตรีว่าการกระทรวงการต่างประเทศ กบั พลเอก

อาวุโส ตาน ฉ่วย นายกรัฐมนตรีพม่า วนัท่ี 24 สิงหาคม 2542 ณ กรุงยา่งกุง้).” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Thailand. 

———. 1999b. “Minute Meeting Note of Thai Embassy in Yangon, 22 September 1999.” 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 1999c. “A meeting summary of National Unemployment Relief Policy Committee 

3/1999 (สรุปผลการประชุมคณะกรรมการนโยบายบรรเทาปัญหาการว่างงานแห่งชาติ คร้ังท่ี 3/2541).Memo of 

International Organisation Department, MFA. No. 0804/2729.Dated 30 December 1999.” 

———. 2000a. “Letter to Thai Embassy in Singapore and Thai Embassy in Kuala Lumpur. No 

0804/112/2543 and No. 0804/138/2543. 23 February 2000.,” February 23, 2000. 



268 
 

———. 2000b. “Letter to His Excellency U Win Aung, Minister of Foreign Affairs, The Union 

of Myanmar. No. 0804/430, 29 February 2000,” February 29, 2000. 

———. 2001. “The Negotiation with Myanmar about the Repatriation of Illegal Migrant 

Workers. No. 0804/2759.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2003a. “Chairman’s Notes for H.E. Tej Bunnag, Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Co-Chairman of Thai-Myanmar Joint Task Force on Illegal Workers 

for the Fifth Meeting of Myanmar-Thai Joint Task Force on Illegal Workers, 14 May 

2003, Bagan, Written on 9 May 2003.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2003b. “The Meeting Record of a Subcommittee on the Repatriation of Burmese, 

Laotian and Cambodian Illegal Migrants. 1/2546.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Thailand. 

———. 2003c. “An Explaination Regarding the Article on Solving the Problem of Illegal 

Migrant Workers (การช้ีแจงบทความเก่ียวกบัการแกไ้ขปัญหาแรงงานผิดกฎหมาย). Memo of East Asian 

Department, MFA. No. 1303/ 1041/ 2546. Dated 10 September 2003.” Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2004a. “Agreed Minutes of the First Meeting of Thai-Myanmar Senior Officials for the 

Implementation of the Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the 

Employment of Workers, 28–29 January 2004.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2004b. “Minute of the Meeting on Considering the Framework for Changing the Status 

of Myanmar Illegal Migrant Workers Who Working in Thailand, at Department of 

Employment, Ministry of Labour, 8 March 2004.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Thailand. 

———. 2004c. “An interview of the Ministry of Labour on the issue of Myanmar’s migrant 

workers (ค าให้สัมภาษณ์ของกระทรวงแรงงานเก่ียวกบัปัญหาแรงงานพม่า). Memo of East Asian Department, 

MFA. No. 1303/ 422/ 2547. Dated 26 April 2004.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Thailand. 

———. 2004d. “Letter to the Embassy of the Union of Myanmar, Bangkok. No. 1303/1908, 16 

September 2004,” September 16, 2004. 

———. 2005a. “Summary of the Meeting of the Working Group on National Verification of 

Burmese, Lao and Cambodian Illegal Foreign Workers 1/2005  (สรุปผลการประชุม คณะท างานเร่งรัด

ติดตามการพิสูจน์สัญชาติแรงงานต่างดา้วหลบหนีเขา้เมือง สัญชาติพม่า ลาว และกมัพูชา คร้ังท่ี 1/2548).” Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2005b. “Record of Discussions of the Senior Officials’ Meeting between Myanmar and 

Thailand on Myanmar Illegal Workers in Thailand, Yangon 15 December 2005.” 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. 

———. 2006a. “A summary of the visit of Mr.Muang Myint , Deputy Minister for Foreign 

Affairs of Myanmar,to Thailand for solving the problem of Myanmar illegal workers on 

22–25 June 2006 (สรุปผลการเยือนประเทศไทยของนายหม่อง มิ้น รัฐมนตรีช่วยว่าการกระทรวงการต่างประเทศพม่าเพื่อแกไ้ข



269 
 

ปัญหาแรงงานผิดกฎหมายสัญชาติพม่า ระหว่างวนัท่ี 22-25 มิถุนายน 2549).” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Thailand. 

———. 2006b. “Myanmar’s Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs visited Thailand for discussing 

about labour-related cooperation (การเดินทางเยือนประเทศไทยของ รมช.กต.พม่า เพื่อหารือเร่ืองความร่วมมือดา้น

แรงงาน). Memo of East Asian Department, MFA. No. 1302/469/ 2549. Dated 30 August 

2006.” 

———. 2006c. “Meeting of the Executive Committee of Illegal-Entry Foreign Workers 3/2549 

(การประชุมคณะกรรมการบริหารแรงงานต่างดา้วหลบหนีเขา้เมือง คร้ังท่ี3/2549). Memo of East Asian 

Department, MFA. No. 1302/1261/ 2549. Dated 12 December 2006.” 

The Asia Foundation. 2017. The State of Conflict and Violence in Asia. Bangkok: The Asia 

Foundation. https://asiafoundation.org/publication/state-conflict-violence-asia/. 

The Border Consortium. 2007. “TBBC Programme Report: January-June 2007.” The Border 

Consortium (TBC). https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ec256bb2.html. 

———. 2014. “The Border Consortium Programme Report, July - December 2014 - Myanmar.” 

https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/border-consortium-programme-report-july-

december-2014. 

The Guardian. 2016. “Myanmar Says Nine Police Killed by Insurgents on Bangladesh Border.” 

Newspaper. The Guardian. October 10, 2016. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/10/myanmar-nine-police-killed-insurgents-

bangladesh-border. 

The Myanmar Times. 2002. “MWVO Downplays Hopes on Malaysian Jobs.” The Myanmar 

Times, August 12, 2002. Burma: Smoke Screen, Bangkok: ALTSEAN-Burma, 2002, 

pp.36-37. 

———. 2006. “Thailand Recruits Myanmar Workers.” The Myanmar Times, September 4, 2006, 

Vol 17. No.332 edition. 

———. 2017a. “Refugee Repatriation Gains Momentum.” The Myanmar Times, September 29, 

2017. 

———. 2017b. “ASEAN May Boost Aid for Migrant Workers,” November 10, 2017. 

The Nation. 1999. “Chuan Firm on Repatriation of Illegal Burmese.” The Nation Thailand, 

November 10, 1999. 

The New Light of Myanmar. 2001. “The 50th Anniversary of the Founding of UNHCR, Traders 

Hotel, Yangon.” The New Light of Myanmar, March 4, 2001. 

———. 2006. “Deputy Foreign Affairs Minister Arrives Back from Thailand.” The New Light of 

Myanmar, September 2, 2006. 

———. 2011a. “31 March 2011.” The New Light of Myanmar, March 31, 2011. 

———. 2011b. “President of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar U Thein Sein Delivers an 

Address in Meeting with Officials from Economic and Social Fields, Associations and 

Organisations.” The New Light of Myanmar, August 18, 2011. 

The Rangoon Post. 1999. “Myanmar Paper Lashes out at Thailand over Workers,” December 13, 

1999. 



270 
 

The State Peace and Development Council. 1999. The 1999 Law Relating to Overseas 

Employment. 

Thein Sein. 2012. “Statement by His Excellency U Thein Sein President of the Republic of the 

Union of Myanmar and Chairman of the Myanmar Delegation at the General Debate of 

the Sixty-SeventhSession of the United Nations General Assembly, New York 27 

September 2012.” Permanent Mission of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar to the 

United Nations. https://gadebate.un.org/sites/default/files/gastatements/67/MM_en.pdf. 

Thiha. 2001. “The So-Called Refugees, 4 March 2001.” The New Light of Myanmar, March 4, 

2001. 

———. 2015. “Taiwan Turns to Myanmar to Fill Labour Shortage.” Consult-Myanmar. March 

10, 2015. https://consult-myanmar.com/2015/03/10/taiwan-turns-to-myanmar-to-fill-

labour-shortage/. 

Thin Lei Win. 2015. “Burmese Migrant Workers in Thailand ‘Shut out from Voting’ | DVB 

Multimedia Group.” News. DVB. October 17, 2015. http://english.dvb.no/news/burmese-

migrant-workers-in-thailand-shut-out-from-voting-myanmar/58237. 

Thiollet, Helene. 2011. “Migration as Diplomacy: Labor Migrants, Refugees, and Arab Regional 

Politics in the Oil-Rich Countries.” International Labor and Working-Class History 79 

(1): 103–21. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547910000293. 

Tin Htet Paing. 2016. “Burma Removes Hundreds of Names from Blacklist.” News. The 

Irrawaddy. July 28, 2016. https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/burma-removes-

hundreds-of-names-from-blacklist.html. 

Tin Maung Maung Than. 2011. “MYANMAR’S 2010 ELECTIONS: Continuity and Change.” 

Southeast Asian Affairs, 190–207. 

Tin Win, Pe Kanto. 2000. “Analysing the True Nature of ILO.” The New Light of Myanmar, 

December 27, 2000. 

Tint Zaw Tun. 2020. “Myanmar Govt Urged to Ask Thailand to Allow Entry of 60,000 

Workers.” The Myanmar Times. December 17, 2020. 

https://www.mmtimes.com/news/myanmar-govt-urged-ask-thailand-allow-entry-60000-

workers.html. 

Torpey, John. 2000. The Invention of the Passport : Surveillance, Citizenship, and the State /. 

Cambridge Studies in Law and Society. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,. 

Trichote, Pornpimol. 2005. ไร้แผ่นดิน : เส้นทางจากพม่าสู่ไทย (A Journey of Ethnic Minority). Bangkok: 

Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University. 

———. 2008. การต่างประเทศพม่า: ปฏิสัมพันธ์กับเพ่ือนบ้านและชนกลุ่มน้อย (Myanmar’s Foreign Affairs with 

Neighboring Countries in Ethnic Minority Context). Bangkok: Institute of Asian Studies, 

Chulalongkorn University. 

Tsourapas, Gerasimos. 2015. “Why Do States Develop Multi-Tier Emigrant Policies? Evidence 

from Egypt.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 41 (13): 2192–2214. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1049940. 



271 
 

———. 2017. “Migration Diplomacy in the Global South: Cooperation, Coercion and Issue 

Linkage in Gaddafi’s Libya.” Third World Quarterly 38 (10): 2367–85. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2017.1350102. 

———. 2019a. “The Long Arm of the Arab State.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 43 (2): 351–70. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2019.1585558. 

———. 2019b. The Politics of Migration in Modern Egypt : Strategies for Regime Survival in 

Autocracies /. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,. 

———. 2020. “Global Autocracies: Strategies of Transnational Repression, Legitimation, and 

Co-Optation in World Politics.” International Studies Review, no. viaa061 (August). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa061. 

Turnell, Sean, Alison Vicary, and Wylie Bradford. 2008. “Migrant-Worker Remittances and 

Burma: An Economic Analysis of Survey Results.” In Dictatorship, Disorder and 

Decline in Myanmar, edited by Monique Skidmore and Trevor Wilson, 63–86. ANU 

Press. https://doi.org/10.22459/DDDM.12.2008.05. 

Ueafuea, Jiraporn. 1999. “News.” Salween  Magazine, December 1999. 

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. 2016. “Situation of Human Rights of Rohingya 

Muslims and Other Minorities in Myanmar : Report of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights.” Submitted pursuant to Human Rights Council 

resolution 29/21 A/HRC/32/18. Geneva: United Nations. 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/846981?ln=en. 

UNHCR. 2006. “UNHCR Country Operations Plan 2006 - Myanmar.” United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees. 2006. 

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/cops/4332c63d2/unhcr-country-operations-plan-2006-

myanmar.html. 

UNICEF. 2016. “Myanmar: Migration Profiles.” 2016. 

https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/Myanmar.pdf. 

United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. 2009. “Trafficking and Extortion of 

Burmese Migrants in Malaysia and Southern Thailand.” Washington, DC. 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/congress/index.html. 

US Government Accountability Office. 2007. “Assistance Programs Constrained in Burma April 

2007.” 

Vaddhanaphuti, Chayan. 2011. มองพม่า: ประวัติศาสตร์สังคม อ านาจ และประชาธิปไตย (Burma at a glance : 

social history, power and democracy). Chiang Mai: The Regional Center for Social 

Science and Sustainable Development. 

Van Evera, Stephen. 1997. Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science /. Ithaca, N.Y, 

London : Cornell University Press,. 

Vasuprasat, Pracha. 2008. Inter-State Cooperation on Labour Migration : Lessons Learned from 

MOUs between Thailand and Neighboring Countries. Vol. Working paper; no.16. 

Bangkok: ILO Regional Offi ce for Asia and the Pacific, Asian Regional Programming 

on Governance of Labour Migration. 



272 
 

VoiceTV. 2017. “ชาวพม่ามุสลิมไม่ไดรั้บสัญชาติเพื่อท าบตัรแรงงาน.” VoiceTV. November 21, 2017. 

https://www.voicetv.co.th/read/r18UZ9WlM. 

Wæver, Ole. 1985. “Securitization and Desecuritization.” In On Security, edited by Ronnie D. 

Lipschutz, 46–86. New York: Columbia UP. 

http://research.ku.dk/search/?pure=en/publications/securitization-and-

desecuritization(5bd7493b-7650-4162-9ff3-380d23e931d0)/export.html. 

Walter, William. 2010. “Imagined Migration World: The European Union’s Anti-Illegal 

Immigration Discourse.” In The Politics of International Migration Management, edited 

by Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud, 73–95. Migration, Minorities, and Citizenship. 

Basingstoke ; New York, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230294882. 

Walton, Matthew J. 2013. “The ‘Wages of Burman-Ness:’ Ethnicity and Burman Privilege in 

Contemporary Myanmar.” Journal of Contemporary Asia 43 (1): 1–27. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2012.730892. 

Weijun, F. 2018. “Myanmar Lifts Ban on Sending Workers to Malaysia.” Newspaper. Free 

Malaysia Today. January 11, 2018. 

http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2018/01/11/myanmar-lifts-ban-on-

sending-workers-to-malaysia/. 

Weiner, Myron. 1985. “On International Migration and International Relations.” Population and 

Development Review 11 (3): 441–55. https://doi.org/10.2307/1973247. 

Weiner, Myron, and Rainer Münz. 1997. “Migrants, Refugees and Foreign Policy: Prevention 

and Intervention Strategies.” Third World Quarterly 18 (1): 25–51. 

Weng, Lawi. 2012. “Suu Kyi Woos Thousands in Mahachai.” News. The Irrawaddy. May 30, 

2012. https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/suu-kyi-woos-thousands-in-

mahachai.html. 

Wickramasekara, Piyasiri. 2015. Bilateral Agreements and Memoranda of Understanding on 

Migration of Low Skiled Workers: A Review. Geneva: International Labour Organization. 

Win Moh Moh Htay. 2016. “Labor Migration in Myanmar.” Briefing Note. South- South 

Parliamentarian Cooperation Project. Parliamentary Institute of Cambodia. 

https://www.pic.org.kh/images/2016Research/20170404%20Myanmar%20Labour%20M

igration_Eng.pdf. 

Wongboonsin, Patcharawalai. 2006. “The State and Labour Migration Policies in Thailand.” In 

Mobility, Labour Migration and Border Controls in Asia, edited by Amarjit Kaur and Ian 

Metcalfe, 248–73. London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230503465_13. 

World Bank. 2006. “Labor Migration in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region - Synthesis Report : 

Phase 1.” Text/HTML 40773. 

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-

reports/documentdetail/256041468749804342/Labor-migration-in-the-greater-Mekong-

sub-region-synthesis-report-phase-1. 



273 
 

———. 2020. “Annual Remittances Data (Updated as of Apr. 2020).” Migration and 

Remittances Data. 2020. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-

remittances-data. 

Yadana Thun. 2011. “Thai PM Yingluck Makes Flying Visit.” The Myanmar Times, October 10, 

2011. https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/1976-thai-pm-yingluck-makes-flying-

visit.html. 

Ye Mon. 2016. “Myanmar Tells Malaysia Not to Interfere in Internal Issues.” Newspaper. The 

Myanmar Times. December 2, 2016. http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-

news/24018-myanmar-tells-malaysia-not-to-interfere-in-internal-issues.html. 

———. 2017. “Burma Monitoring Migrant Workers in Qatar amid Middle East Diplomatic 

Row.” News. DVB. June 7, 2017. http://www.dvb.no/news/burma-monitoring-migrant-

workers-qatar-amid-middle-east-diplomatic-row/75927. 

Yeoh, Brenda S. A., and Katie Willis. 2004. State/Nation/Transnation Perspectives on 

Transnationalism in the Asia-Pacific. Transnationalism. Routledge Research in 

Transnationalism ; 12. London ; New York: Routledge. 

https://www.dawsonera.com/guard/protected/dawson.jsp?name=https://lse.ac.uk/idp&des

t=http://www.dawsonera.com/depp/reader/protected/external/AbstractView/S978020349

7340. 

Yeoh, Saw Ai Brenda, and Miriam Ee. 2014. “Labour Migration and Integration in ASEAN.” In 

Migration and Integration: Common Challenges and Responses from Europe and Asia, 

edited by Wilhelm Hofmeister, Patrick Rueppel, Yves Pascouau, and Andrea Frontini, 

13–30. Singapore: Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung and European Union. 

https://scholarbank.nus.edu.sg/handle/10635/79822. 

Zolberg, Aristide R. 1989. “The Next Waves: Migration Theory for a Changing World.” The 

International Migration Review 23 (3): 403–30. https://doi.org/10.2307/2546422. 

———. 2000. “The Dawn of Cosmopolitan Denizenship.” 7 Indiana Journal of Legal Studies 

511 (2000) 7 (2). http://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/ijgls/vol7/iss2/3. 

Zue Zue. 2017. “Ministry to Legalize Myanmar Domestic Workers in Singapore.” News. The 

Irrawaddy. June 19, 2017. https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/ministry-legalize-

myanmar-domestic-workers-singapore.html. 

Zun, (Myet-Khin-Thit). 2000. “The Unyielding Spirit.” The New Light of Myanmar, December 

24, 2000. 

 

 




