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Delivering the Goods 
In 2016, 1991 destitute workers (besides those already being assisted at the 
beginning of the year) were provided with meals through The Cuff Road 
Project. At our Wednesday clinics, 57 workers who needed specialized advice 
on their cases were assisted by seven volunteers. TWC2 staff handled 429 
cases and advised a further 260 workers. 

Once or twice a month, workers without incomes were able to join Discover 
Singapore outings to give them a change and a bit of a lift in their months of 
awaiting case settlement. 

The reach of our website continued to expand and 110 new webpage articles 
were published in 2016. Typically, each one drew between 2,000 and 5,000 
readers. In addition, our FaceBook Page has 11,000 followers, with a strong 
viewership: by far the highest was for the 3G ‘phone donation project, which 
drew over 345,000.  

Two major research reports (“The Price of a Job” and “Diluted Justice”) were 
released during the year, as well as a series of shorter reports on recruitment 
costs in different countries that are part of a bigger project that will look at 
ways of bringing down costs for migrant workers who come to Singapore. 

Our public engagement volunteers have been kept busy all year with 
answering information requests and providing a series of talks, mostly at 
educational institutions.  

Advocacy work proceeds slowly but steadily, buttressed by our online 
initiatives and underpinned by our research.  

These are points that emerge from the latest TWC2 committee report for the 
2017 Annual General Meeting on Sunday, 23

rd
 April. The meeting also heard 

about the society’s financial position and the ongoing efforts made to ensure 
that TWC2 can pay its way and sustain the services it provides to workers. 
Deep appreciation was expressed for the work of our volunteers and staff and 
the support of our donors. 

All posts on the committee were up for election this year, with one falling 
vacant due to the emigration of one of our veterans. 

TWC2 president, Dr Noorashikin Abdul Rahman, said following the AGM: 
 
“It went well. About 45 members turned up. All the members of Exco were 
re-elected into their posts. Beverly Shaddick was elected to be on Exco 
replacing Shelley Thio, who stepped down as she relocated to Australia to 
be near her family. The meeting thanked Shelley for her contribution in the 
past decade for her work in case management especially involving 
domestic workers and trafficking of fishermen.” 
 
The committee report and financial report will be posted on TWC2’s website, 
available in full for anyone to read. (See photo from AGM overleaf) 
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Heartbeat 
The next “Heartbeat”, our 
orientation session for potential 
volunteers, is on Tuesday, 9th 
May, at 7:30 pm. If you are 
interested in helping, please 
email our Administration 
Officer at info@twc2.org.sg with 
the header “interested in 
volunteering”. 

Outreach 
Our next outreach is on 
Sunday, 21st May from 4 – 6pm, 
when we fan out to distribute 
flyers and share information 
with migrant workers at a 
specified location near an MRT 
station (to be decided). If you’re 
able to help, please drop an 
email to info@twc2.org.sg with 
the header “can help with May 
2017 outreach”. 
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TWC2’s Executive Committee: Alex Au, Debbie Fordyce, Yew Kong Leong, Noorashikin Abdul Rahman, Russell 
Heng, Bashir Basalamah and new member, Beverly Shaddick. Members Christine Pelly and Loh Wei Hung 
could not be at the meeting. 
 

Events 
 
10

th
 March: A TWC2 representative took part in a consultation session held by the Singapore Inter-Agency 

Taskforce on Trafficking in Persons. 
12

th
 March-19

th
 March: Students from NUS and Yale-NUS organized a series of activities for their Migrant 

Workers Awareness Week. The week started with a carnival, held at Fort Canning Park, where food was 
provided.  John Gee, from TWC2, spoke briefly to the workers and students there about TWC2’s work and 
outstanding problems migrant workers face. 
The week ended the following Sunday with Dialogue in the Dark, held at Yale-NUS College Blackbox theatre. 
Four volunteers from TWC2, seven from the Indonesian Family Network, and volunteers and a staff 
member from Project X went along and joined students for this event.  
The day before the carnival, a group of students went on a visit to Mandai dormitory, which included seeing 
how the HealthServe clinic operates there. On 15

th
, another group went on a visit to the Tuas dormitory. 

Other events of the week included a lunch with migrant workers, the painting of a mural conceptualized by 
migrant workers and a showing of the film, “Remittance”, in cooperation with the National Gallery. 
20

th
 March: A panel discussion on trafficking held at NUS-Yale college drew around 25 students. The 

panelists were Stephanie Chok, for HOME, Wei Chern, for Hagar International – Singapore and John Gee, for 
TWC2. Students had lots of questions afterwards. 
 

***** 

Debbie Fordyce reports on other activities in March/April: 
 
I spoke at the morning assembly for International Friendship Day at Anderson Secondary School on 4th 
April. The students were polite and attentive, but appeared to be unmoved by or perhaps unable to relate 
to the situation of migrant workers in Singapore. It appears as if they’ve been taught that the Singapore 
government has arranged systems and procedures that benefit the Singapore citizenry, and that the 
motivation and activities of the government ministries should not be questioned.  
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Discussions with other groups of students elicited more conversation. Shona spoke to a group of students 
from the University of Liverpool in the UK on 1st April and Debbie spoke to a group of MBA students from 
McGill University in Canada on 22nd April. Both these groups brought interesting perspective and analysis 
to the issues, and contributed to a learning experience for everyone. 
The Cuff Road Project has seen numbers soaring since the introduction of the voucher system. From the 
start of April, the men are given vouchers that can be exchanged for meals at one of three restaurants in 
the morning, and one of four restaurants in the evening. The result has been a doubling of the meals given 
away, from 1,500 meals per week to over 3,000 meals per week, and a rise in the number of individuals 
registering for the programme.  
The popularity of the new system coincided with several other handouts that drew larger numbers than 
usual. One was the distribution of 3G phones. (See below)  
On 13th March, a generous individual distributed 300 phone cards worth $10 each. On 18th March, the Sri 
Satya Society handed out 200 bags of snacks, drinks and a $20 voucher for Mustafa Centre. On 24th April, 
250 individual servings of gelato were passed out to our beneficiaries, and on 1st May, a couple handed out 
150 backpacks with toiletries and snacks. The enthusiastic response to the meal options and the handouts 
indicate that many people who were previously eligible for our meal program chose not to participate as 
they had other means to sustain themselves. When we offered more choice for meals and a pricier meal, 
and donors offer handouts, new people sign up for the meal project, and previous registrants come more 
regularly. 
This has put a strain on our volunteers as we struggle to deal with the much larger numbers. It also suggests 
that many people find ways to sustain themselves in spite of being prohibited from working or engaging in 
any sort of business according to the restrictions of the special pass. We’re not surprised, as many men, 
especially those awaiting work injury compensation, may have to wait more than a year for the conclusion 
of the insurance claim without the ability to find work legally and without other sources of financial 
assistance.  
 

$11,570 Raised for Faruk 
 
41-year-old Faruk was employed in Singapore as a welder on ships. It was hard work, but he did it for eight 
years. 
He was injured twice. The first time, he recovered, and returned to work. It was a different story when he 
suffered a second injury. Faruk suffered from a persistent debilitating pain. 
An MRI scan showed that Faruk had developed tumours on his spine. They were found to be benign, but 
they restrict his movement, and will likely cause him pain for the rest of his life. 
Robust as he was – a necessity in his work- Faruk is now unable to continue to do the kind of manual work 
he used to perform or move around quickly. 
Faruk’s former employer’s insurer would not pay for medical treatment for his condition, as is generally the 
case when a worker falls ill with what is determined to be a non-work-related illness, and his tumours have 
indeed been deemed to be non-work related. 
More than his own pain, what troubled Faruk was that he owed money and that he would be unable to 
support his family financially: he has young children at school.  
TWC2 launched an appeal for Faruk on the Give.Asia website. As TWC2 general manager, Ethan Guo, told 
“The New Paper” (Elaine Lee, “$10,800 raised for worker with spinal tumours”, 21

st
 April), TWC2 seldom 

undertakes fundraising for workers with non-workplace related injuries: “We do so only for a few 
exceptional ones…whose stories resonate with the public.” 
As of April 28

th
, the appeal had raised $11,570 for Faruk to take home to Bangladesh. 

Employers of migrant workers in Singapore are required by law to insure them for hospitalization should 
they be injured or fall ill as a result of working conditions and, under work permit regulations, have a 
general duty of care for workers who become ill, but they have no such duty towards workers who have 
pre-existing health conditions or who fall ill from complaints that are not work related. Few employers take 
out the more comprehensive insurance policies that could provide for their workers in such circumstances, 
which leaves some workers ruined when they do become ill. 
 
See an appeal video at: https://give.asia/movement/faruk_and_his_family_need_your_help 
 

https://give.asia/movement/faruk_and_his_family_need_your_help
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Destitute Workers Receive ‘Phones  
 

 
Following the success of TWC2’s drive to collect or buy mobile ‘phones for destitute workers (see past three 
newsletters), we distributed 230 at three sessions in March, and provided others to fellow NGOs serving 
workers who also needed them. 
 
With 2G service due to end on 1

st
 April, we anticipated that workers who still had 2G phones and no income 

would find themselves cut off from their families and from easy contact with hospitals, Ministry of 
Manpower and the NGOs that are assisting them.  
 
There was a first ‘phone distribution session at New Shapla Restaurant on 21

st
 March, which was well 

covered in the mainstream media. Two more distribution sessions were held at TWC2’s Dayspace on 27
th

 
and 30

th
 March.  

 
We had three phone distribution sessions in the end - the media event on 21 March at New Shapla 
Restaurant, followed by two more at Dayspace on 27 and 30 March. Some ‘phones had meanwhile been 
given to HOME and HealthServe for workers they are assisting. 
 

Can You Help Fill Gaps in Our Records? 

We’re overhauling TWC2’s small library, and find that our collection of our own publications is incomplete. 
Most people don’t keep old material on their computers, but if you have back copies of this newsletter, we’d 
be pleased to receive certain missing issues: 

January-February 2008, March-April 2008, May-June 2008, January-February 2009 and November-December 
2011. 
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From Dreams to Reality with Aidha 

“It was 16 years ago I arrived to Singapore as a young scared lady who couldn’t speak or write English.”  

It is difficult to imagine Nilu this way, looking at her now. She is confident and, as she admits in her TED talk, an 
“empowered” woman. Nilu began her transformation after enrolling in classes at the Singaporean non-profit 
organization, Aidha. The charity aims to provide ‘sustainable futures through financial education’ for foreign 
domestic workers (FDWs) who come to Singapore to make a living for themselves and their families. 

However, many women who do this find themselves stuck in a circle of endless poverty. Given the fact that 60% 
of FDWs return with no money at all, or only a few material possessions, it is the work of non-profits such as 
Aidha to help break this cycle and instill a confidence in women to take control of their lives. Nilu emerged at 
the other end of the Aidha process as a business owner; she buys tealeaves from farms in Sri Lanka and 
packages them, sending them to her some 500 customers worldwide. 

So how did this change emerge?  

She joined Aidha in 2011 and “never looked back”. She learnt, along with many other FDWs, basic skills in 
finance, technology and leadership. Aidha offers tiered programs designed to take women on their 
developmental journey to independence. Particularly important are the financial skills imparted to students – 
they learn how to save, invest and manage their money. Nur Aini, a student at Aidha, explained how the 
lessons improved her confidence in communicating with others in English and opened her eyes to new 
opportunities: “I have hopes, dreams and abilities that go beyond domestic work.” Nur is not alone in this 
realization, and it helps that employers like Mr Sayana often support their helpers who seek to join Aidha, 
believing that “FDWs should be seen as people with families and goals. They should be given the opportunity to 
achieve them.” 

The leadership, technology and money management modules are delivered at the Aidha campus at United 
World College by a network of professional volunteers, called mentors, who devote their Sundays to teaching 
FDWs. Mirana, like all the mentors, is a source of support to Aidha students on their learning journey. “I just 
love how the Aidha students are so loving, so enthusiastic, so open. They don’t have any inhibitions and this 
motivates me as a mentor to get closer to them and get to know them better outside the classroom.” 

It is through this process that dreams do become reality in classes. All students say they learn how to manage 
their money effectively: Nine in 10 students save money every month after graduating from Aidha, and 100% 
of them own productive assets. Rosaline, another employer, said the “'managing your money' course entirely 
changed our helper's mind-set about her self-worth and the value of saving for the future.” Aidha equips FDWs 
with the valuable skills to not only set goals, but to achieve them. 

Later modules go further to guide students in how to set up businesses on their return home. Many of the 
businesses are farms, restaurants and other small enterprises that provide financial stability to these women 
and their families. “Concrete plans, changes, decisions and businesses all come to fruition during Aidha courses,” 
says Arun Kelshiker, an Aidha mentor. In fact, after graduating from Aidha, four in 10 students start a business. 
Students like Radliyah, who, having taken part in the Alumni Development Programme after graduating from 
Aidha, worked with her family to pass on this knowledge and open two successful hostels in Indonesia.  

Likewise, after having no savings for 15 years, Norma decided she wanted to “give [her] children a better 
education in order to help them succeed and to overcome poverty in the Philippines.” Being encouraged by her 
employer to enroll at Aidha, she ended up in 2012 buying a small pigpen which her two nieces managed. Later 
in the year, she used her savings to buy a rice farm from a relative. By 2014, she was investing in dragon fruit 
and in 2015, barns for vines and grapes. As her financial independence snowballed, Norma realized that 
“because of Aidha, I know what my dreams are and I know that I can achieve them.”  

A fundamental aspect of the Aidha experience is the community that students become part of. Being a FDW in 
Singapore can be isolating – there is only one day a week of free time and not speaking local languages well 
can be a barrier to inclusion. But for Jena, now a pig farm owner and marathon runner, Aidha is much more 
than a school: “Aidha means a lot to me. It's like my second home and family in Singapore.” It is a place to 
make friends, get support and develop confidence. Students remain involved in the organization even after 
graduation day; they attend workshops, receive mentoring and volunteer at Aidha events to give back to the 
community that has brought them so far.  
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100% of Aidha students share what they have learnt throughout their journey with their family and wider 
community. Jena shared in a speech at Aidha’s 10-year anniversary event how the non-profit has inspired her 
to carry out charity work in her home village in the Philippines. “I have three scholars in high school, I pay their 
tuition fee yearly until they finish high school. I also have one University student … I send her monthly 
allowance until she finishes her university.” Nilu, who owns a tea business, has started educating 25 women in 
her home village in Sri Lanka in a similar initiative to Aidha. “I believe that education, but most importantly, 
empowerment, is key to a brighter future for women,” she says on the TED talk stage. This is why Aidha 
constantly advocates the multiplier effect of their courses – to educate one woman is to impact nine lives. 

Following our tenth birthday last year, Aidha has impacted more than 3,350 students to date. Yet with nearly 
240,000 foreign domestic workers in Singapore, there are a great many more lives waiting to be changed for 
the better. Aidha aims to reach out to as many of these women as possible as, in the words of Nilu, “today I 
am empowered and free. I can choose my own destiny.” 

Jessica Higgins, LL.B.  
Aidha research volunteer 

 
For more information: 
Visit our website: www.aidha.org, call +65 6341 5287, or email: info@aidha.org 
Office address: 748A North Bridge Road, Singapore 198716 
Sunday Campus: UWC Dover, 1207 Dover Road, Singapore 139654 

IFN and FFN Courses 

The Indonesian Family Network (IFN) and Filipino Family Network (FFN), domestic worker partners of TWC2, 
organize a variety of courses each year. They are held on Sundays. 

The courses that IFN currently provides are: 
1. Computer (Basic & Intermediate) 
2. Dressmaking (Basic, Intermediate & Advanced) 
3. English (Basic & Intermediate) 
4. Handicraft (Brooches, hairbands, hair clips making) 
5. Make up (Javanese Bridal) 
 
FFN’s present courses are: 
1. Photography 
2. Dressmaking 
3. Basic Entrepreneur (with Alalay Sa Kaunlaran Incorporated, a Filipino NGO) 
4. Computer Literacy (with the cooperation of “Willing Heart”, a local NGO) 
5. Cosmetology (also with the cooperation of “Willing Heart”) 
 
In 2016, 86 students graduated from IFN courses and 71 from FFN courses. The courses offered by IFN and FFN 
vary somewhat from year to year, depending on the availability of teachers and suitable premises for the 
classes, as well as the interests expressed by domestic workers.  
 

“One of the Family?”  
 
Many an employer in Singapore says “I treat my maid like one of the family”. This is generally intended to be 
benign: to indicate that the employer treats a worker with consideration. Workers may often appreciate feeling 
included in the family and having employers who think of their wellbeing, but this can jar with the expectations 
of long hours of work sometimes expected of workers by the very same employers, or the assumption that 
being “one of the family” makes low pay or delayed payment excusable. 
 
This “one of the family” perspective is referred to as “fictive kinship” and it features prominently in “Worker, 
helper, auntie, maid?”, a UN Women/ International Labour Organisation report on working conditions and 

http://www.aidha.org/
tel:%2B65%206341%205287
mailto:info@aidha.org
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attitudes experienced by migrant domestic workers in Thailand and Malaysia, compiled by Bridget Anderson 
and published in 2016. The report breaks down how relations in private households between employers and 
domestic workers are understood and managed into two general models: contractual relations and fictive kin. 
A contractual relationship is one like that between factory workers and employers, in which workers sell their 
labour power for a specific period of time or to complete a particular task. Usually, this model would involve 
recognition of certain rights if used with domestic workers, and would mean recognising their status as workers. 
 
A “fictive kin” relationship “suggests a relationship that is governed by emotion and reciprocity rather than 
contract. The fictive kin concept is particularly associated with the employment of live-in workers. It draws on 
hierarchical relations of status, and the participants are not imagined as coming from positions of formal 
equality. The emphasis is not on selling labour power, but on “helping”. “Helping” is what the domestic worker 
does in the household (rather than “working”), but also what the householder does for the worker.” (P.42) 
 
The report notes, “Unlike “real” kin, it is relatively easy to withdraw kinship status from domestic workers, and 
at key moments in their lives (pregnancy, ill health, old age) the kin relationship is often dissolved by the 
employer. When a “real” family member can expect support, a fictive kin member may find that support 
withdrawn.” (P.43) 
 

The report finds that the average daily working hours for domestic workers in Malaysia  were 14.42, while in 
Thailand they were 11.89, which compares with around 14 hours or so in Singapore. The ILO has found that 
domestic workers in Malaysia work the longest hours of domestic workers anywhere in the world. Of the 
sample of employers interviewed in Malaysia, only one in five thought that a rest day should mean 24 hours of 
not working, compared to two out of three in Thailand. 

 
This explains why migrant rights activists generally promote a domestic worker-employer relationship that is 
primarily contractual: it is more equal and likely to require the recognition of workers’ rights. 
 
In the report’s conclusions, a very telling statement by Kamlee, a Myanmar domestic worker employed in 
Thailand, is quoted: “People treat you badly when they think you have no choice.” The report notes: “This is an 
important observation. It is often assumed, in press and policy and public opinion, that it is abusive employers 
who withdraw freedom and opportunity from domestic workers. Kamlee suggests rather that it is the other way 
around, and that it is a person’s lack of freedom and choice that gives the license to abuse. The institutional and 
policy context is critical in shaping the attitudes and practices of employers.” 
 
The report calls for domestic work to be recognised as work. It asserts that labour rights can co-exist with a 
fictive kin relationship and can enhance relationships in the household setting. 
 
One of the topics considered in the report is the role of the media in influencing public attitudes towards 
migrant workers (including domestic workers. 
 
By far the most common descriptive word attached to the words “immigrants” and “foreign workers” (singular 
or plural) in two Southeast Asian newspapers was “illegal”. Between 1999 and 2014, references to immigrants 
as “illegal” in Malaysia’s “New Straits Times” occurred 346.81 times per thousand mentions of immigrants, 
compared to 27.17 times for the next most common modifier, “Indonesian”. In Thailand’s “The Nation” during 
the same years, “illegal” was the most common modifier for immigrants: 88.82 times per thousand mentions, 
compared to 13.62 per thousand for the next most common, “Chinese”.  
 
For “foreign workers”, the top modifier in “New Straits Times” was “Illegal” (18.22 times), followed by “legal” 
(8.19 times) and “many” (5.39 times). In “The Nation”, the top modifiers were “illegal” (14.63 times), 
“domestic” (3.05 times), followed pretty equally by “many” and “migrant”. 
 
These findings appear in The two newspapers are English-language and more readily accessible to the 
researchers than those in Thai, Malay or other languages.  
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The negative perception of migrant workers that this illustrates is clear, but the report asks whether the print 
media were shaping public opinion in their reporting or were reflecting existing negative views towards 
migrant workers. 

John Gee 
 
“Worker, helper, auntie, maid?: Working conditions and attitudes experienced by migrant domestic workers in 
Thailand and Malaysia, International Labour Organisation, Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Bangkok, 
2016. 

Students Succeed with “Maid a Friend” 
 
 TWC2 is often approached by students who have project ideas. Sometimes they aren’t practical or don’t 
answer any real need, and often the students don’t follow through on them, but now and then, we meet 
students who are imaginative, come up with good ideas and see them through successfully.  
 
In September 2016, we were approached by a group of Nanyang Technological University students who had 
ideas for a project called “Maid A Friend”. They were flexible in rethinking some of their ideas and making 
changes to create a workable project, and then they put in the work to make it happen. Below is the press 
release on the project that they released on its completion:  
 

Most employers overlook meaningful conversations with foreign domestic workers – NTU Study 
 
NTU Students led social campaign initiative to encourage households to communicate better with their maids 
 
27 March 2017, Singapore – Many residents employing a Foreign Domestic Worker (FDW) often overlook 
thinking about the importance of communicating well with their foreign domestic worker. Of 381 residents 
living with maids surveyed, three-quarters (74.8%) do not converse about personal matters outside of work, 
and one-third (29.66%) of respondents do not even actively engage in casual conversations with their foreign 
domestic workers at least once a month. 
More than half of foreign domestic workers who face communication barriers with their Singaporean 
employers, citing awkwardness (55.35%) and lack of know-how (51.34%) as the main obstacles. 
“We found through our research that that the lack of meaningful communication can lead to mistrust, 
misunderstanding and lack of support pillars for foreign domestic workers, which can lead to unfulfilling 
working experiences in Singapore,” said Ms Denicia Lew, co-founder of the initiative. 
“With increasing scrutiny over the the foreign domestic workers’ rights and welfare in our region by 
governments and NGOs alike, the campaign aims to address this timely issue via a more positive, ground-up 
approach,” added Ms Lew. 
A recent high-profile case of the sentencing of a foreign domestic worker over causing harm while nursing a 
four-year-old bedridden boy has not just raised issues about the many roles maids are expect to play, but also 
underlines the imperativeness of good communication between employers and maids. 
Our campaign, ‘Maid a Friend’ has employed various creative strategies to promote better communications 
through our initiatives. These included a ‘Chatter Platter’ dining event, which brought together 10 FDWs and 
their household members over a traditional meal, an online ‘Message Mission’ video that that demonstrates 
FDW and employers’ interaction, a ‘Word of the Day’ Instagram series, which offers translations and 
pronunciations of various essential words in the vernacular languages of FDWs, and a ‘Foreign Domestic 
Wonders’ roving photo exhibition series which seeks to encourage the public to get to know more about their 
own foreign domestic workers through the retelling of personal life stories of other maids. 
The project is funded by National Youth Council, Young Change Makers, Singapore Kindness Movement and 
Nanyang Technological University, and is supported by Transient Workers Count Too, Island Maids and 
Sincere Maid Station. 
 
For more information, please visit http://maidafriend.org/ 
 

 

http://maidafriend.org/
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Tackling Human Trafficking in ASEAN 
 
This article was first published at New Mandala -- a specialist website on Southeast Asia’s politics and 
societies. It was posted on 2

nd
 March 2017.  

    
ASEAN’s new convention against human trafficking is noteworthy progress on an issue that plagues 
Southeast Asia. But without a focus on prevention, trafficking won’t stop, writes Ruji Auethavornpipat.  
 
On 6 February, the Philippines became the sixth member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) to ratify the ASEAN Convention Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 
(ACTIP). The ACTIP will now come into force in 30 days. 
This is monumental for ASEAN as the ACTIP is the first legally-binding regional instrument to tackle human 
trafficking. However, three fundamental issues will impede the successful eradication of human trafficking 
in the ASEAN region. 
Last year I wrote on New Mandala that ASEAN leaders should think ‘regional’ in crafting anti-trafficking 
programs. ASEAN has come a long way since 1997 when ASEAN Home Ministers first brought up the issue. 
In 2004, ASEAN issued a declaration which recognised the ‘immorality and inhumanity’ of the phenomenon 
and called for an establishment of a regional anti-trafficking network. The commitment to enhance 
cooperation was further reaffirmed in a plan of action and a joint statement issued in 2010 and 2011 
respectively. 
ASEAN leaders first signed up to the ACTIP in November 2015, which will come in effect in March this year 
after receiving the minimum of six ratifications. The ACTIP adheres more closely to the internationally 
accepted standard against human trafficking as specified by the United Nations (UN) and the United States. 
In particular, ASEAN adopts the international framework based on the “3Ps” notion, which emphasises 
prosecution, protection and prevention in the global anti-human trafficking effort. This is remarkable 
progress for ASEAN. However, the ACTIP has three pitfalls. 
First, the ACTIP overly stresses the prosecution and criminalisation of traffickers as opposed to concrete 
prevention measures as a deterrent to future human trafficking. Of the 30 articles adopted in the ACTIP, six 
are on criminalisation and prosecution, two on the protection of victims, and only one focuses on 
prevention. The same emphasis on criminalisation is also reflected in this month’s report by Thailand’s 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs whose Minister Don Pramudwinai confidently claims the country’s progress is 
based on the increasing number of indictments and convictions. 
Second, while the sole ACTIP article on prevention aims to “discourage the demand that fosters all forms of 
exploitation of persons,” it makes no reference to any measures to eliminate labour trafficking. The 
International Labour Organization reports that forced labour is most prevalent in the Asia-Pacific region and 
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime confirms trafficking in the form of forced labour is as high as 64 per cent 
in the region – a number greater than all other forms of trafficking combined. Hence, there is an obvious 
mismatch between the policy response and the nature of trafficking in the region. 
Third, although the ACTIP encourages legal migration, it neglects the important connection between 
migration and the vulnerability of migrant workers. Migrants, crossing borders with hopes for a better life, 
are among the most vulnerable to human trafficking. This is a common thread throughout Southeast Asia – 
whether it be Myanmar nationals deceived into working in Thai seafood industries, Bangladeshi migrants 
forced to work on palm-oil plantations in Malaysia or Indonesian women trafficked into domestic work 
abroad. And let’s not forget the mass grave of trafficked Rohingya migrants found along the Thai-Malaysian 
border. 
This casts doubts over the effectiveness of anti-trafficking implementation. For instance, Phil Robertson, 
Deputy Asia Director of Human Rights Watch, is questioning whether the current program, especially in 
Thailand, will tackle the trafficking of migrant workers. 
Nevertheless, these shortcomings can be addressed with the advantages that come with the Philippine 
Chairmanship of ASEAN this year. The Philippine government has long been the major proponent in 
safeguarding the rights of migrant workers so it is well-positioned to strengthen the migration-human 
trafficking nexus. Further, it can help generate a change in thinking about this challenging issue by 
reframing human trafficking – from a transnational organised crime approach that stresses the prosecution 
of traffickers, to a labour approach that prevents migrants from being trafficked in the first place. 

http://asean.org/%e2%80%8bphilippines-deposits-instrument-of-ratification-on-anti-trafficking-convention/
http://www.newmandala.org/thailand-must-end-trafficking-migrant-workers/
http://asean.org/?static_post=asean-declaration-on-transnational-crime-manila-20-december-1997
http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/research/Philippines/ASEAN%20Declaration%20Against%20Trafficking%20in%20Persons%20Particularly%20Women%20and%20Children.pdf
https://www.mfa.gov.sg/content/dam/mfa/images/om/UN_new_york/AnnexG.pdf
http://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/images/archive/Joint_Statement_TIP.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/Framework_for_Action_TIP.pdf
https://www.state.gov/j/tip/3p/
http://www.mfa.go.th/main/en/media-center/28/75066-Thailand%E2%80%99s-Trafficking-in-Persons-Report-2016.html
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/politics/1191573/thailand-hopes-for-upgrade-on-human-trafficking
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/policy-areas/statistics/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/GLOTIP_2014_full_report.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/dec/14/shrimp-sold-by-global-supermarkets-is-peeled-by-slave-labourers-in-thailand
http://apmigration.ilo.org/news/plantation-workers-in-malaysia-abused-reports-wsj
http://www.aic.gov.au/media_library/publications/tandi_pdf/tandi471.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/01/thailand-mass-graves-rohingya-found-trafficking-camp
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2017/02/02/world/asia/ap-as-thailand-human-trafficking.html?_r=0
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/philippines-culture-migration


▪ Winner of the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre’s New Non-Profit Initiative Award 2005 ▪ 
▪ Winner of the American Women’s Association Woman of the Year Award 2011 ▪ 
▪ Winner of the Rotary Club of Singapore Good Samaritan 2011 Award ▪                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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A focus on labour is a more effective preventative measure in combating human trafficking because it curbs 
the demand for trafficked victims by attending to the legislative loopholes and conditions that make 
migrants vulnerable. For example, it regulates the recruitment process so migrants are not trapped in debt 
bondage by unscrupulous agents or in irregular migration, which is among the most common preconditions 
for human trafficking. More importantly, a recent study has found that human trafficking occurs much less 
when good labour practices are upheld and enforced. 
With ACTIP, ASEAN has made noteworthy progress in the anti-trafficking agenda. However, unless ASEAN 
governments adopt prevention programs that attend to the very nature of human trafficking in Southeast 
Asia, challenges in eradicating human trafficking successfully will remain. 
 
Ruji Auethavornpipat is a PhD candidate in the Department of International Relations, Coral Bell School of 
Asia Pacific Affairs, Australian National University. His doctoral dissertation examines the diffusion of 
migrant worker rights norms among ASEAN member states. Follow him on Twitter at @ruji_aue 
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LOG ONTO OUR WEBSITE www.twc2.org.sg AND JOIN OUR FACEBOOK PAGE FOR UP-TO-DATE NEWS, EVENTS AND FEATURES, AND 
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE COMMUNITY OF MIGRANT WORKER ADVOCATES. 
TO HELP ENSURE TWC2 CONTINUES ITS WORK TO RAISE AWARENESS AND IMPROVE CONDITIONS FOR MIGRANT WORKERS, PLEASE 
CONSIDER SUPPORTING OUR WORK THROUGH A DONATION. YOU COULD SEND A CHEQUE, DO A BANK TRANSFER (details below), or LOG ON 
TO THE WEBSITE and donate through the fundraising portals sggives.org or give.sg. 
Account name: Transient Workers Count Too 
Bank:  DBS Bank Ltd Singapore, 12 Marina Boulevard, Marina Bay Financial Centre, Tower 3, Singapore 018982 
Type:  Current Account 
Number: 006-900625-0 
Bank code:  7171 
Swift Code: DBSSSGSG 
If paying in US$ from overseas, provide details of DBS agent bank as follows: Pay to Bank of New York Mellon, New York (SWIFT address: 
IRVTUS3N) FED ABA: 021000018. For account of: DBS Bank Ltd, Singapore (SWIFT address: DBSSSGSG) 
 
IF YOU WISH TO CEASE RECEIVING THE TWC2 NEWSLETTER, PLEASE EMAIL THE PHRASE “Unsubscribe TWC2 Newsletter” TO info@twc2.org.sg FROM THE EMAIL ADDRESS TO WHICH WE SENT IT  
 

http://www.jagori.org/wp-content/uploads/2006/03/The%20Demand%20Side.pdf
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