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he United Nations estimates that in
2019, there were 169 million migrant
workers around the world. While the
Covid-19 pandemic slowed migrant labour

2

flows, it is likely that this number will continue
to increase. Those migrant workers represent
about 5% of the total global workforce, but
in many places they are a much larger share
of the local labour market. In the United
Arab Emirates and Qatar, for example, over
80% of the workforce comprises temporary
labour migrants. While a small number of
migrant workers are well-paid ‘expats’, the
vast majority are in low-paid and low-status
jobs in farms, factories, resorts, homes, ships
and construction sites. Over 40% of labour
migrants globally are women — many
employed as domestic workers.

worker in Doha, Qatar

This article takes a detailed look at the infrastructure which supports and
promotes labour migration from the Philippines to the rest of the world

K migration infrastructure

Labour migrants are usually motivated by a
desire to support their families back home.
That desire outweighs both the painful
separation from loved ones and the risks
of mistreatment while working in a foreign
place with fewer rights than local citizens. It is
easy, then, to assume that migration for work
is an individual process in which migrants
hear about opportunities, make a decision to
leave, and then set out for their job overseas.
Certainly, when migration is discussed, it
is often the motivations and experiences of
individual migrants that are the focus.
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But labour migration doesn't happen as
an individual endeavour. Even in ‘normal’
situations (as opposed to extremes like
droughts, which can force people to migrate)
it is facilitated by an array of institutions
and actors, which together form a network
that recruits, prepares and deploys workers
for their contracts abroad. We can think of
this network as a ‘migration infrastructure’,
which has been described by researchers as
‘the systematically interlinked technologies,
institutions and actors that facilitate
and condition mobility’ (Xiang and
Lindquist 2014).

Migration infrastructure in
the Philippines

Every country with a major outward flow of
migrant workers has such an infrastructure,
but one of the most highly developed and
visible is in the Philippines. See Figure 1. In
December 2021, the Philippine government
finalised plans to create a Department of
Migrant Workers — a cabinet-level bureaucracy
that will take responsibility for the marketing,
deployment and protection of migrant Filipino
workers. But the creation of this new ministry
is just a rearrangement of several longstanding
government institutions that have overseen the
export of Filipino workers for many decades.

As far back as 1974, government agencies
were created to organise the recruitment and
placement of workers overseas. In 1982, several
agencies were amalgamated into the Philippine
Overseas Employment Administration. This
remains the key player in a web of governmental
units involved in labour migration,
from the Office of the President to the
Central Bank.

Over time, the government'’s role has
shifted from direct placement of workers
to the regulation and licensing of private
recruitment agencies, which have expanded
rapidly. Other roles for government officials
include: marketing of Filipino workers to
overseas employers; signing government-
to-government recruitment agreements
with other countries; occasional bans on
migrant worker deployments to specific
places; providing compulsory pre-departure
orientations or inductions for labour
migrants; extending assistance to overseas
workers through officials located in
embassies and consulates around the world.
From the government'’s point of view, this
infrastructure has been very successful —
around 10% of the country’s GDP comes

The Philippine Overseas Employment

Administration in Manila is a key part of the
country’s migration infrastructure.
PHoto crepit: R
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