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The process of labour migration must be 
seen within a historical context and under­
stood within a comprehensive framework 
that considers the interaction between 
micro and macro factors. The former 
refers mainly to the situation of the domes­
tic worker, that is, the numbers involved, 
working conditions, wage levels, remit­
tances of wages, and so on. The latter 
includes social, cultural, ethnic and politi­
cal factors such as class, background, 
household structure, political structures at 
national and international levels, and 
division of labour by gender. In proposing 
policy recommendations, it is important to 
obtain better insight into who benefits and 
who actually gains from the migration of 
women as domestic workers in transient 
overseas employment. To improve the 
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situation of these women, the individual 
domestic worker also has to be understood 
as located within her social network of 
family, kin, and community, whose inter­
ests may collude or conflict with those of 
her own. 

The magnitude of the maid trade 

T h e trade i n maids is part o f the expor t o f 
l abour f r o m p o o r e r to r i cher countries. 
Wages, employment , and the general security 
o f peop le i n some As ian countr ies have been 
affected by various factors, such as the dec l ine 
i n e c o n o m i c growth, fa l l ing c o m m o d i t y prices, 
po l i t i ca l a n d cul tura l instability, e thnic a n d 
rel igious crises, currency devaluat ion and 
fore ign debt. A t the same t ime, some coun­
tries i n the r eg ion have exper ienced relatively 
h i g h growth rates and general po l i t i ca l stabil­
ity, w h i c h have resulted i n the growth o f the 
middle-class seeking domest ic he lp . M a n y 
m i d d l e class w o m e n f rom the latter countr ies 
are en te r ing and staying i n the labour force, 
thereby increas ing the d e m a n d for domest ic 
he lp . 

D u e to these trends, the in te rna t iona l migra­
t ion o f w o m e n f rom poore r countr ies as 
domest ic helpers is l ikely to con t inue and even 
increase i n the future, especially since the 
emp loymen t o f a fore ign domest ic he lper has 
become a status symbol o f the newly prosper­
ous i n the r i cher countr ies . T h e r icher coun­
tries thus have an excess l abour demand , 
par t icular ly i n the domest ic economy o f 
households (too many jobs , not e n o u g h 
peop le ) , whereas the poore r countr ies have an 
excess labour supply (too many people , not 
e n o u g h jobs ) . 

Proposals for action 

T h e fore ign domest ic worker is relatively 
powerless. T h r o u g h her labour , she is the 
p roduce r o f benefits a n d profits for others, 

who often maximise their gains by exp lo i t i ng 
her need to be employed . Therefore o u r 
proposals focus o n e n h a n c i n g the empower­
ment o f the female domest ic worker , so as to 
ensure that she gains f rom her own labour 
th rough better con t ro l o f her e c o n o m i c and 
social s i tuat ion. T h i s process o f empowerment 
w o u l d involve an examina t ion o f the domest ic 
worker 's re la t ionship vis-a-vis the fo l lowing 
people and insti tutions: 

the agents whose m o n o p o l y over jobs needs 
to be b roken ; 

the governments o f send ing countries who 
s h o u l d protect their citizens overseas and re­
integrate them when they re turn; 

the governments o f the receiving countries 
who s h o u l d protect the fore ign workers who 
are con t r ibu t ing to the na t iona l economy; 

the employers whose conduc t as employers 
needs to be mon i to r ed ; 

other intermediar ies who profi t f rom 
domest ic workers and whose activities also 
need to be m o n i t o r e d ; 

the domest ic worker 's family, k i n , a n d 
communi ty , to w h o m she remits her earnings 
and f rom w h o m she must protect her savings. 

Recruitment and job placement: Breaking the 
agents' monopoly of jobs 

It is we l l k n o w n that agents and sub-agents for 
domest ic workers charge exorbi tant fees to 
bo th employer and employee. Such fees weigh 
more heavily o n the w o r k i n g class employee 
than o n the m i d d l e class employer . M a n y 
recruits go into debt or sel l thei r proper ty to 
pay their agents' fees. 

W h i l e various conce rned groups have lobb ied 
the governments involved to regulate recruit-
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ment procedure , it s h o u l d be real ised that the 
agents' ex to r t i on rests o n their monopo l y o f 
scarce jobs . W o m e n who seek jobs overseas 
have n o access to such jobs except th rough the 
agents. Consequent ly , the agents are able to 
charge exorb i tant fees. 

T o empower the domest ic he lper i n such a 
situat ion necessitates b reak ing the agents' 
monopo l y over j obs a n d labour. T h e imperfec­
t i on o f an in te rnat iona l l abour market wh i ch 
allows such m i d d l e m e n to thrive, needs to be 
addressed. Potent ia l employers and employ­
ees must have access to each other, as they 
wou ld i n a n o r m a l l abour market w i th in a 
country — for example , th rough newspaper 
advertisements. 
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Two in f o rma l strategies that have been devel­
oped o n the g r o u n d by the housemaids them­
selves w i thout the intervent ion of agents are 
the in fo rmat i on "grapevine" a n d not ice 
board ads. 

T h e in fo rmat i on "grapevine" is the in f o rma l 
network o f domest ic workers who know each 
other t h r ough k insh ip a n d f r i endship . Th is 
tends to be bu i l t o n domest ic workers c o m i n g 
f rom the same send ing country, who use this 
in fo rmat i on network for j o b referrals, com­
par ison o f wages and wo rk ing condi t ions . 
O n e constraint o f this network is the mobi l i ty 
o f the worker outside her employer 's home . If 
she has no days off, it is h igh ly un l ike ly that 
she w o u l d be able to meet any o f her compa­
triots. 
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Immigration status: Making the best of a 
temporary situation 

Since domest ic workers i n transient overseas 
employment have to work in a fore ign country, 
the organizat ion shou ld be represented in 
bo th send ing and receiv ing countr ies. It can 
then act as a l iaison between (1) the govern­
ments of the send ing countr ies who have the 
responsibi l i ty o f protect ing their citizens 
overseas and of re- integrating them when they 
re turn, and (2) governments o f rece iv ing 
countries who have the responsibi l i ty o f pro­
tect ing the foreign workers con t r i bu t ing to the 
nat iona l economy. 

T o ameliorate the s i tuat ion o f the fore ign 
maids, a lesson cou ld again be drawn f r om the 
amahs' sisterhood i n terms of their kongsi fong 
( c ommuna l quarters). A t present, some or­
ganizations in some of the receiv ing countr ies 
offer temporary shelter to fore ign maids. But 
these are mostly for abused maids who need 
temporary shelter before r e tu rn ing to their 
countries. 

The most cruc ia l p r ob l em is, however, the 
transient immigra t i on status of the fore ign 
domest ic workers. Some fore ign domest ic 
workers in H o n g K o n g have requested that 
allowances be made for domest ic workers to 
change status, that is to move f rom domest ic 
to professional work, i f they have the quali f ica­
tions. Th is is a reasonable request, given that 
a n u m b e r of fore ign domest ic workers are 
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over-qualified for domestic service and do 
possess skills that are urgently needed in the 
receiving country, for example, nursing and 
clerical work. 

It is an advantage of both sending and receiv­
ing countries to allow qualified domestic 
workers to move into other sectors of employ­
ment, where there are vacancies. For the 
sending country, such upgrading would pre­
vent the degeneration of skills among those 
who are over-qualified for their oversejis jobs 
as domestic workers. For the receiving coun­
try, it would provide the needed skilled work­
ers for sectors where there is a labour short­
age. 

Job mobility from being unskilled to skilled 
workers opens up the possibility of permanent 
residence. This could lead to better things, as 
the workers could learn new skills, take 
courses, change jobs, and upgrade their posi­
tions, thereby breaking out of a perpetual 
cycle of being domestic workers. 

Workers' protection: Towards a collective 
arrangement between countries 

boundaries. Since structures have already been 
created between governments to dialogue on 
capital accumulation, it is possible to think 
about new extensions of this dialogue to cover 
at least minimum standards of workers' protec­
tion, acceptable conditions of work, standard­
ised and regularised contracts, arbitration of 
conflict, and the like. Governments can then 
set up a labour liaison office within their 
embassies to monitor the situation. This is 
necessary because without such international 
regulations, wages and working conditions vary 
widely and at random, between and within 
countries. 
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Currently, new initiatives are occurring in the 
ASEAN region to create an economic caucus 
for the more efficient functioning of market 
and capital. It is equally important to think of 
labour protection and security of workers, 
particularly with the growth of international 
migration of labour across national 
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These minimum standards may be derived 
from a comparison of existing variations. In 
other words, we could compare the wage 
structures and working conditions between 
and within the different countries and choose 
the most equitable combinations. 

The need for foreign domestic workers in the 
receiving countries is likely to continue, and 
even increase in the future. The labour of 
these foreign workers frees a pool of middle-
class professionals who are much needed in 
the national economy. Through this chain 
effect, the foreign domestic workers are mak­
ing a vital contribution to the economic devel­
opment of the receiving countries, and de­
serve more rights. 
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