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I congratulate the Ministry of Labour, Thai Labour Solidarity Committee and the Employers’ Confederation 
of Thailand for the initiative to convene this Seminar, with the support of the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, to 
consider ways and means to promote decent work for workers, especially the increasing number of 
vulnerable workers in Thailand and ASEAN.  I deem it a privilege to be invited to share with you some of 
our thoughts on these critical issues. 
 
In their statement on the ASEAN Community – A Community of Caring Society, the ASEAN Leaders 
declared:  “We envision a socially cohesive and caring ASEAN where hunger, malnutrition, deprivation and 
poverty are no longer basic problems, where strong families as the basic units of society tends to their 
members particularly the children, youth, women and elderly; and where the civil society is empowered 
and gives special attention to the disadvantaged, disabled and marginalized and where social justice and 
the rule of law reign.  
 
We commend the ASEAN Leaders for these fine noble goals.  We are comforted by their assurance that 
ASEAN shall be a ‘community of caring societies’, committed to ‘raising the standard of living of 
disadvantaged groups’.  
 
However, these commitments collide with certain realities in the ongoing regional integration process, 
which, we observed is uneven and unequal. Like globalization in general, regional integration has largely 
benefited a few economic players, principally the multinational corporations and the big home-grown 
ASEAN corporations. They can now move freely in and out of the individual ASEAN countries or invest in a 
cross-border fashion.    
 
The truth is that many workers and farmers have not felt any positive change in their lives as a result of 
globalization and regional integration.  Many employees in the old smokestack industries such as plastics 
and textiles or in the sweatshop export industries such as garments and fish canning have been victimized 
by ‘labor flexibility’ measures like short-term hiring or deployment by ‘labor-dispatching companies. These 
measures enabled investors to squeeze maximum profits from underpaid and unorganized workers. In 
export processing zones, workers are generally in their 20s-30s because they are ‘redundated’ before they 
reach age 40.   
 
Yes, new industries are emerging. However, many are unable to create enough jobs to offset the job 
losses in old industries which are collapsing. Even then, the jobs created do not provide secure 
employment nor ensure regular and sustainable income. Worse still, a never-ending process of downsizing 
is taking place all over the region due to a never-ending series of mergers-acquisitions-consolidations 
(MACs) among the big banks, telecoms and various industries being opened up in the name of 
liberalization and globalization.  
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ASEAN is also promoting ‘value-chain production network’, which some footloose MNC investors use to 
relocate plants from country to country in search of cheap labor, thus fueling a ‘race to the bottom’ among 
the capitalists. The obsession for privatization has also put jobs in the public sector on the brink, especially 
in countries with a large number of state-owned enterprises. 

 
In the countryside, the situation is even more unequal.   There are pockets of growth in agrarian ASEAN 
countries, principally those hosting MNC investments on export-oriented crop production. But the ordinary 
small farmers  and fisher folks are vulnerable not only to the vagaries of the weather but also to the 
monopoly control by the big traders, the MNC distributors of farm inputs and the global  producers from  
the rich subsidizers – the United States,   European Union and Australia.   As a result, rural farm incomes 
have been shrinking, while the army of the landless and jobless rural poor has been swelling, providing the 
ASEAN MNC employers  with numerous migrant recruits to do the 3D jobs (dirty, dangerous and difficult) 
in the developed ASEAN and other Asian countries.    

 
In short, regional integration has excluded many in the ASEAN.  Thus, we are alarmed over the obsession 
to focus singularly on economic regional integration. The reduction of agro-industrial tariffs, the 
deregulation of the service sector and the liberalization of investment regimes without due regard to the 
development disparities in the region and in the individual ASEAN countries are divisive – leading to social 
divide that is becoming more prevalent in nearly all the ASEAN countries. This economic integration 
formula is no different from the one-size-fits-all liberalization model propounded by the IMF-World Bank 
group and by the neo-liberal economists in the World Trade Organization.      
  
Our organization believes that abundant and remunerative employment opportunities for men and 
women are the most effective means to raise general living standards and to secure a more equitable 
distribution of income. And most certainly, to build a most caring ASEAN Community. 
 
Towards this end, especially in developing countries, all socio-economic policies should be consistent with 
the goal of the ILO decent work agenda. Such a policy requires not only economic growth but also direct 
measures to improve the living conditions of the poor and upgrade the skills for workers to improve their 
employability and earning capacity. In agricultural based economy, rural development must continue to be 
a central component of the strategy. 
 
The decent work agenda must be based, foremost, on the promotion of remunerative employment and 
mechanisms to spread the benefits of growth to the least advantaged. Therefore, social protection and 
social services are needed to ensure that all members of society have security in terms of income, and 
access to education and health services. The idea of social solidarity stretching over national boundaries 
may need time to take root, but it must certainly be considered as an alternative. And it will become more 
essential as migration for employment intensified between the countries in ASEAN. 
 
Migration for employment is expected to increase rapidly in coming decades, as one of the biggest 
failures of the global economy is its inability to create enough jobs where people live. It will be further 
increased as the quests for greater business flexibility intensify in relations to the competitive pressure.  
The terms and working conditions of many migrants are exploitative and expected to worsen. Regardless 
of their legal status, migrant workers must be protected against discrimination in their terms and conditions 
of employment.  
 
We commend the ASEAN effort to promote and protect the rights of interests of migrant workers and are 
particularly impressed by the program initiated by the Philippines in support of migrant workers’ rights. 
However, there is a need for more bilateral and multilateral dialogue between countries of origin and 
destination, including joint measures to promote decent employment in the countries of origin. In this 
connection, the ILO and the ASEAN Task Force on Migrant Workers can assist in developing an ASEAN 
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multilateral framework for the national laws and practices governing the cross-border movement of 
workers. That framework must be based on respect for core labour standards and other human rights. 
 
In an increasingly global and interdependent economy, all the ASEAN countries are subjected to intense 
competitive pressure for investments and market shares. Thus, the demands by employers for greater 
flexibility in their operations including work organizations and employment relations – resulting in most 
instances to greater insecurity for workers.   
 
In meeting the ever-changing demands of the global economy, the ASEAN governments and ASEAN 
collectively have a key role to play in creating an institutional framework to reconcile the need of 
enterprises for flexibility with that of workers for security. Such a framework will help to manage 
employment changes efficiently and fairly and reap the potential benefits of globalization and other 
structural changes.  
 
Like the European Union, ASEAN also needs a Flexsecurity strategy. These strategy to be elaborated 
through the process of consultation between the governments, employers and trade unions at the national 
and ASEAN levels, will minimize the negative impact of the restructuring process.  In this connection, the 
Flexsecurity strategies should comprise a wide variety of measures designed to enhance competitiveness 
and employability. This will include technological upgrading and skills’ acquisition and counter to the 
present tendencies, more explicit labour law to protect the rights and interests of workers, especially those 
employed on a-typical basis such as the casual, temporary and part time workers. This is because such 
Flexsecurity program cannot be realized if there is no committed support of the unions and employees do 
not enjoy decent work conditions and their rights not fully recognized. 
 
In this connection, the ASEAN government may want to emulate the example of the Chinese Government 
by adapting existing labour law or enact new labour law in the form of the Chinese Labour Contract Law 
that came into effect on 1 January 2008.  
 
This Law is significant, as it was passed inspite of the resistance of employers, especially the Multinational 
Companies, some of whom has even threatened to withdraw their investments if the law is passed. The 
Chinese Labour Contract Law provide comprehensive coverage and protection for the Chinese workers, 
especially those vulnerable workers, including those employed on a-typical basis, such as the temporary 
and part-time workers.  
 
More importantly, the Chinese Labour Contract Law, by providing comprehensive minimum standard of 
employment and protection for workers, in one of the most competitive advantaged country, will deter the 
race to the bottom as manifested by the on-going trends in various countries to “relax” labour law to 
facilitate the demands for flexibility by businesses, especially MNCs.   
 
Social Partnership Industrial Relations 
 
Like the Governments and Employers, we in the trade union movement in the region are anxious to see a 
stable, progressive and sustainable regional economy.  Yes, the truth is that like the employers, the trade 
unions do have a stake in sustaining the viability and productivity of business, for this is central in creating 
decent, secure and sustainable jobs.  Such a stable, progressive and sustainable regional economy 
requires social harmony and cooperation among the different stakeholders in society – particularly the 
employers and trade unions. 
 
Without belabouring the obvious, meaningful social partnership industrial relations must be based on co-
operative and harmonious labour management relations. This is crucial in building up productivity and 
competitiveness of a country in a global economy. 
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This is why enlightened employers look at their partnership with the employees and their trade unions as a 
long-term proposition.   Sustainable business requires sustainable relations with the employees and their 
union.  Of course, all business managers, in their search for profit, undertake all kinds of measures to 
make business competitive and profitable.  The problem is that unenlightened employers often adopt profit-
boosting measures at the expense of labour.  
 
Such Race-to-the-Bottom measures are short-sighted, for they subvert the morale and esprit d’corps of the 
work force, and in the process erode the workers’ productivity and loyalty to the company and generate 
difficult disciplinary and performance problems. Profitability, therefore, becomes short term but 
unsustainable. 
 
The quest towards social partnership industrial relations will require sceptical employers and governments 
to put aside their misconception that trade union is an obstacle to their effort to confront or adjust to the 
global competitive challenge. They need also be aware that efforts to weaken the trade union movement 
will always be in vain as they will be replaced, as it is happening in many countries, including Thailand, by 
labour related NGOs – equally committed to assert workers rights and certainly more innovative in their 
strategy to represent the workers’ interests and propagate their rights.  
 
The alternative, as UNI Apro is propagating in many countries, including Thailand, is for the Industrial 
Relations actors, through sincere and genuine dialogue to develop practical strategy, based on the concept 
of true social partnership to adjust to the global competitive challenge.  
 
Of course, true social partnership means going beyond “do-good or be politically correct.”   It means 
treating the other party as a partner and according this partner the full respect and dignity befitting a 
partner.  On the other hand, partnership also means that the other side, the trade union, is capable of 
becoming a responsible partner in every sense of the word.   
 
Such strategy will have to include openness to union and employees suggestions on how to make certain 
business adjustments labour friendly and less painful to concerned employees, how to spread the benefits 
of business expansion and how to forge labour management co-operation on productivity and other profit-
boosting measures. It will also require trade unions to be realistic in their response to the globalisation 
challenges. Rights come with responsibility. Trade unions cannot avoid, if need be, implement difficult and 
painful decisions. 
 
To encourage the concept of social partnership, UNI Apro has documented outstanding cases of social 
partnership involving UNI affiliates in the ASEAN countries. On the recommendation of UNI affiliates, UNI 
Apro has presented UNI Apro Employer-Partner Award to the following companies: Banco de Oro, 
Philippines, Telekom Malaysia, Star Publication, Malaysia, MediaCorp, Singapore and OCBC Bank 
Singapore. They were presented by the Prime Minister of Malaysia during the opening session of the 2nd 
UNI Apro Regional Conference held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia on 28 August 2007.  
 
ASEAN Trade Union Advisory Council 
 
Social dialogue is both an end in itself and a means to achieve the other objectives – a flexible tool that 
enables governments and the social partners to manage change and achieve economic and social 
development within countries and internationally. The diverse challenges faced by modern society, 
including ASEAN and the component countries, have led to intensive activities by many other groups: 
global civil society, think tanks, trade unions, consumer groups, women’s associations and 
environmentalists. They are helping to shape policies, develop strategy for implementation and expand 
dialogue to build consensus.  
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We urge the ASEAN Labour Ministers to recognize trade unions as full social partners in national and 
regional development. There is an increasing realization among the majority of trade unions in ASEAN that 
traditional methods of trade unionism are not sufficient to deal with the new challenges. These trade unions 
are adapting their strategy from that of confrontation to consultation and are prepared to contribute 
constructively towards the establishment of the ASEAN Community.   
 
At the ASEAN level, we propose that an ASEAN Trade Union Advisory Council be established to 
institutionalize social dialogue and facilitate consultation between the trade unions with the region’s basic 
sectors and the existing ASEAN Business Advisory Council.    
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
The ASEAN work force – those in the forefront of building ASEAN’s industries, cultivating ASEAN’s 
countryside and running ASEAN’s services -- constitute the region’s overwhelming majority.  The quest for 
respect for workers rights and fair share for their contributions be it to the Company profits or the nations 
developments are not unreasonable demands. It is in this spirit that UNI call on the ASEAN Leaders to 
address more decisively the labor and social challenges of regional integration.   
 
We welcome and support the initiatives in various ASEAN countries to create jobs and skills development 
program to improve workers employability and productivity. We also appreciate ASEAN efforts to promote 
cross-country skills certification through the Mutual Recognition Agreement. The ASEAN campaign to 
promote occupational safety and health for workers in the ASEAN region is another indication of ASEAN 
commitment to the welfare and interests of workers. And, yes, we appreciate the varied human resources 
development programs being lined up by the ASEAN Secretariat annually.  
 
However, we believe that more can be done for workers, especially for the vulnerable workers, including 
the migrant workers in ASEAN and on behalf of UNI-ASETUC, the ASEAN workers and their trade unions 
we urge the ASEAN Labour Ministers to consider the recommendations outlined above and the following in 
particular: 
 

 To formally accept or adopt the ASEAN Social Charter (ASC) proposed by the trade unions and civil 
society groups operating in this region. The ASC is perceived as the social counterpart to ASEAN's 
economic, trade and investment architecture. It is designed to counter the negative impact of 
globalization on labor standards, income distribution, and social protection and security.  

 
 We urge them to support the ILO global campaign for decent work and global observance of the 

universal core labour rights, namely, freedom of association and collective bargaining, non-
discrimination at work, prohibition of forced labour and elimination of extreme forms of child labour.  

 
 We call upon the ASEAN Labour Ministers to recognize trade unions as full social partners in national 

and regional development and establish the mechanism and structure such as the ASEAN Trade 
Union Advisory Council to institutionalize social dialogue and facilitate consultation between the trade 
unions with the region’s basic sectors and the existing ASEAN Business Advisory Council.    

 
In closing, I pledge UNI and UNI Apro support in the quest of the ASEAN people to create a stable, 
progressive and sustainable ASEAN Community composed of caring and sharing societies. 
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