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Policy Proposal: Migrant Workers in the Agricultural Sector in Thailand

The study included stakeholder interviews and a survey of 528 documented and undocumented migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao
PDR and Myanmar who work in the cultivation of four agricultural crops important to their exports. Thailand In the provinces of Tak,
Loei, Surat Thani and Sa Kaeo during January-December 2018, the majority of respondents were migrants from Cambodia, followed
by Lao PDR and Myanmar, with the highest proportion. Workers were employed in sugarcane fields (47.5 percent), followed by corn
(29 percent), rubber plantations (19 percent) and palm oil (5 percent).

Key conclusions from the research findings: While a majority of migrants had been registered and verified their nationality, over
30% were undocumented. Only 14.9 percent came to work through MOU channels, while 13.1 percent came to work through a
border-based form of employment. The employment channels for migrant workers in these two forms are still limited and do not
answer the question.

Employment registration model that works with one employer to one migrant employee is inconsistent with the reality of multiple
employers. Additionally, in practice agriculture has high labor turnover. As a result, workers as temporary seasonal workers are not
fully protected by the labor law. Employment fees and related expenses are largely passed onto migrant workers. Due to the lack of
guidelines for handling registration and permit expenses for job recruitment, workers are more at risk of incurring debt due to
document brokers over-charging. Additionally, employers may pay upfront, but due to unregulated deductions, and the fact that
employment revenue in agriculture is uncertain throughout the year, the risks for debt migration increases.

Challenges in labor protection in ensuring minimum wages, as well as unique wage payment systems exist. Wage inequality between
men being paid more than women, the lack of weekly holidays, and regulated working hours are also major problems in labor
protection.

Lack of safety measures at work both in terms of lack of protective equipment and training to educate about safety at work, housing
safety and quality, and access to work person’s compensation funds negatively affects health security. Moreover, the lack of access to a
complaint mechanism in the event of an accident at work coupled with lack of access to health services, despite having a health
insurance system is still a big problem for migrant workers. There is currently a lack of verification of whether migrant workers are
receiving or able to access these benefits.

Actionable recommendations

Thailand should consider improving the law and measures on the collective bargaining targeting agricultural workers by adopting ILO
Conventions 87 and 98; and developing remedial channels for agricultural workers that facilitate access. Further development of a
mechanisms that is easy and friendly (in employee language) to the workers, if they must lodge a complaint is much needed. Ministry
of Labor should develop guidelines for appropriate and safe accommodation for agricultural workers.

Develop laws and policies that require all agricultural migrants to have health insurance that is covered by the accident compensation
fund that is accessible and friendly (in employee language) to ensure use of the health/social insurance system. There should be a
verification mechanism to ensure that workers can access the health and safety fund.

There should be revision of the regulations on migrant workers so that all migrant workers are covered by minimum wage and other
labour protections, regardless of job sector. This is important as a tool to address underpayment of wages.

Additionally, the government needs to review the utilization of the border employment scheme in order to re-evaluate gaps in labor
protections and standards, particularly regarding the inaccurate categorization of workers as temporary and outside the system.

A development of a new agricultural scheme that allows and accounts for the reality of full-time employment with multiple employers
reflects the need to carefully reconsider recruitment regulations that reflect actual hiring practices.

Lastly, new guidelines for labor inspections are needed for the uniqueness of the agricultural sector to enforce: placement and
document service fees, level of indebtedness to employers and agencies/agents, and occupational safety and hazards that combines
workplace and housing.
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