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Background 

 

All across the world, from Europe and Asia, to Africa and Latin Africa, the last three decades 

have witnessed the gradual and persistent retrenchment of state institutions, most especially in 

the realm of economics. Such seismic renegotiation in the relationship between the state and 

markets has been found upon a set of simplistic assumptions, namely the efficiency of markets 

as collective mechanisms of value-production and the rationality of individual market 

participants. Concerned with hyper-inflation and chronic budget deficit, proponents of market 

reform have called for the overhaul of national and international economic order, shifting the 

balance of power in favour of private business interests at the expense of public welfare and 

social cohesion. With the dismantling of regulatory structures -- designed to rein in the excesses 

of markets, and strike a balance between economic productivity and constitutional principles 

undermining the political order -- market liberalization has gone hand in hand with successive 

financial crises, which have, in turn, undermined the social fabric of many countries around the 

world.  

 

From East Asia to Latin America and Eurasia, developing economies have been repeatedly 

battered by economic shocks, largely brought about by the dismemberment of regulatory 

institutions and the over-exposure of local economies to the vagaries of international trade and 

investment flows. The 2008 Great Recession proved that even the center-economies were not 

immune to the irrational drive of markets, which are mainly concerned with profit-

maximization and capital-accumulation. Committed to driving the state to the peripheries, the 

markets have defanged its regulatory capacity and hollowed its welfare responsibilities. As a 

result, a growing number of people, especially the youth, have suffered from under-investment 

in education and healthcare; the incessant privatization of public goods and modes of 

production has led to a sustained assault on the most fundamental rights of ordinary citizens.  

 

The advent of “labour flexibilization” -- the systematic erosion of labour rights for purely profit-

driven and productivity based considerations -- has led to the emasculation of labour unions, 

the deterioration of working conditions, and increased employment uncertainty, which have, in 

turn, further increased the grip of capital over labour markets. Consequently, recent years have 

seen a dramatic explosion in inequality and unemployment/underemployment rates across the 

world, both in post-recession economies of the West as well as in the rapidly-developing regions 

of Asia and Africa.  Many economies are suffering from either anaemic growth or lack of 

inclusive growth. Against the backdrop of counter-productive neo-liberal economic reforms, the 

issue of work -- anchored by safe and enabling working conditions, protection of labour rights, 
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vibrant labour unions, and the availability of meaningful employment opportunities for the 

greater majority of the population -- is of paramount importance. As social democrats, who 

believe in the inseparability of inclusive development, basic social rights, and democratic 

governance, the issue of decent work represents a key priority, which will be central to 

addressing rising inequality, endemic poverty, and concentrated growth across regions, from 

Middle East and Africa to Latin America, Europe and Asia.  

 

The advent of economic globalization, which has deepened inequality within and among 

countries, has also led to sustained labour migration on a transcontinental scale, often 

contributing to employment insecurity within host economies, especially among lower-skilled 

labourers, and exacerbating “brain drain” in the developing economies. Today, countries like the 

Philippines, Nepal, Tajikistan, India, and Mexico have emerged as major labour-exporting 

countries, with hundreds of millions of people around the world depending on remittances of 

millions of migrant workers based in the developed world and oil-rich Persian Gulf kingdoms. 

Multi-billion-dollar remittances have come to serve as the backbone of the national economy of 

many developing countries, with governments in countries such as the Philippines actively 

encouraging labour migration as a means to (a) ameliorate domestic employment gaps and (b) 

prop up the domestic economy. The growing dependence on labour export has deprived many 

developing countries of much-needed labour -- across the skills spectrum -- and structurally 

transformed their national economies, where remittances serve as the engine of domestic 

consumption and services-oriented production.  

 

More worryingly, large-scale labour migration has met socio-political backlash in some host 

countries, especially in periods of economic downturn and growing unemployment, while many 

migrant workers continue to be exposed to abuse at the hands of their employers with 

minimum-to-none legal protection in the host countries. The growing “feminization” of migrant 

labour -- many working in dangerous conditions as domestic workers or garment industry 

outlets -- has deepened vulnerability to abuse, further raising the necessity for urgent policy 

interventions to protect migrant labour. There has also been a huge social cost for developing 

countries, as a growing number of mothers (and sisters) -- the backbone of family life -- leave 

behind their families in search of employment opportunities abroad.  

 

Decent work is central to human dignity and the cornerstone of any democratic society; it is a 

primordial advocacy that should stand at the forefront of much-needed economic reforms to 

reverse the tragic decline of labour rights, public welfare, and social cohesion in recent decades. 

The International Labour Organization has succinctly captured the true essence of decent 

employment by defining work as “a source of personal dignity, family stability, peace in the 

community, democracies that deliver for people and economic growth that expands 

opportunities for productive jobs and enterprise development.” The ILO’s Decent Work Agenda 

rests on four pillars: namely, job creation, guaranteeing of employment rights, expansion of 

social protection, and promotion of social dialogue. The upcoming Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) 

as well as the Association of southeast Asian Nations’ (ASEAN) ongoing negotiations on 

establishing a Common Market in 2015 have increasingly focused on the interrelationship 

between economic buoyancy, socio-political cohesion, and employment generation, highlighting 

the growing significance of decent labour as a key priority of countries across the world as well 

as the relevant international organizations and fora. The task of the conference, therefore, is to 
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explore concrete steps on how parties, political actors and governments can realize the decent 

work agenda as a cornerstone of national economies and the global economic order.  

Objectives 

 

 

1. Provide a platform to discuss, assess, and analyse issues relevant to decent work in 

order to facilitate a  common stance, on unique social democratic  point of view, 

specifically in terms of clarifying policy bottom lines, outlining fundamental principles, 

and adopting optimal strategies  to respond and adopt to existent and emerging 

challenges; 

 

2. Share reflections, and develop comparative assessments on practices, among parties, 

policy makers and trade unions particularly on migration policy and cross-border 

cooperation on decent work agenda; 

 

3. Come up with a consensus agenda and direction on decent work to be adopted by 

participating parties to engage in national and trans-national bodies like ASEM and the 

ASEAN.  

 

 

 

Summary of Discussion 

 

I. On Joint Agenda to the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) 

In the last two decades, the vast regions of Asia and Europe have moved closer to each other, 

resulting in the establishment of a number of cooperation and coordination mechanisms, 

including the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). Bringing together the 28 members of the European 

Union (EU), the 10 members of the Association for Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), China, 

Japan, and the South Korea, India, Mongolia, Pakistan, Australia, New Zealand, Russia, 

Switzerland, Norway and Bangladesh, the ASEM represents one of the biggest and most 

consequential global platforms for inter-regional dialogue. Put together, Asia and Europe 

represent 52% of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 68% of global trade, and 60 % of the 

world population.   

The increased mutual interest between Asia and Europe has also brought progressive forces 

from both regions closer together. The upcoming ASEM Summit in Milan 16-17 October has 

created the momentum to unite SOCDEM Asia and the Global Progressive Forum (a cooperation 

between the Party of European Socialist and the Socialists and Democrats Group in the 

European Parliament) to discuss a common progressive agenda. 

ASEM cooperation, up until today, had a very strong focus on economic recovery, trade 

liberalization and sustained growth. Social protection and decent work is mentioned only in the 

fringes of the ASEM Chair’s conclusions, and marginal attention is given to the plethora of 

measures that can be implemented to promote equality. 
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The upcoming 2014 ASEM Summit is set to focus on appropriate set of policy actions and 

agreements to enable greater cooperation between Europe and Asia. Beyond the conventional 

focus on deepening trade and investment relations, both regions should engage in a serious 

dialogue on how to (a) reform existing economic institutions in order to ensure more inclusive 

growth, (b) undertake appropriate policy initiatives to establish a sustainable energy paradigm 

amid climate change, and (c) secure human rights and democratic gains. 

Specifically, the demands are: 

1. Create  decent jobs and take measures to ensure qualitative and inclusive growth and 

reduce inequality 

 

2. Promote innovative action to tackle climate change and enhance cooperation to increase 

energy security 

 

3. Secure human rights and democratic gains 

All participating organizations want the ASEM to serve as a real mechanism for dialogue 

between our parts of the world. Decision makers from Asia and Europe should support a 

number of concrete measures to handle our common challenges in the coming years. As 

progressives, we will push forward the recommendations above through the diverse 

channels at our disposal at the national, regional and international level. 

 

 

II. On Decent Work Worldwide, Partnerships Across Borders 

 

Walden Bello (Akbayan Party, Philippines) and Carlos Antonio Anonuevo (Building and 

Woodworkers International, BWI) provided a comprehensive account of the state of global 

labor, specifically in terms of the rights of migrant workers and ongoing efforts by governments 

(both origin and destination) and labor unions to protect them against isolated and structural 

exploitation.  

 

Bello, who chairs the Committee on Overseas Workers Affairs (COWA) at the Philippine House 

of Representatives, discussed the negative effects of global capitalism, especially on foreign 

migrant workers. He discussed the growing dependency of the Philippine economy, among 

other labor exporting countries in Asia, on remittances from overseas workers, who often work 

under dangerous and uncertain conditions. Labor export program in Philippines began under 

Marcos with a relatively small number of workers. But as Structural Adjustment Programs 

(SAPs), under the World Bank and the IMF, worsened the country’s economic conditions in 

1980s, labor migration became a core element of Philippine economy – and the government’s 

attempt to minimize the unemployment and poverty conundrum at home. Gradually, however, 

parasitic institutions (labor recruiters, labor smugglers, US multinational service providers) 

preyed on the desperation of many Filipinos, who sought better employment opportunities 

abroad. The result has been the expansion and institutionalization of a system of unfree labor, 
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best illustrated in the case of the Middle East, where the so-called sponsorship system allows 

employers to discipline and exploit guest workers by confiscating their passport and travel 

documents.  Some have been working up to 20 hours per day, with minimal lodging and food 

and other basic necessities and accommodations, while many others, especially domestic 

workers, have been exposed to tremendous risk by abusive employers. Smuggling of workers 

from the Philippines to Middle East, mostly from Southern states, has also been another source 

of risk, while constant upheavals in the Middle East have placed millions of Filipinos across the 

region at great risk, forcing the Philippine government to evacuate about 10,000 during the 

2011 Arab uprisings. Predominance of women among the workers going to the Middle East has 

also led to increasing intersection of trafficking and sexual abuse/rape. He discussed how 

tearing down of artificial walls segregating foreign and domestic work is of paramount 

importance; there is a necessity for countries of origin to more assertively lobby for better 

working conditions, through bilateral and multilateral labor agreements, in countries of 

destination; above all, there is a necessity to move beyond the existing system of global capital, 

which has reduced labor, especially migrant labor, to a basic commodity. Countries such as the 

Philippines should begin developing more robust growth at home in order to stem unbridled 

migration of domestic labor abroad. 

 

Anonuevo discussed the unique difficulties faced by migrant workers, particularly how they are 

face hurdles in gaining recognition by and membership in trade unions; instead, NGOS, churches 

and other charity organizations have come to the rescue of migrant labor, filling in the 

protection vacuum. He explained how the world confronts the specter of exploitative labor, with 

a glaring lack of decent working conditions for many migrant laborers. He explained how abuses 

of migrant labor were not only unique to countries in the Middle East, which are undemocratic 

and lack relevant legislations (or political will to implement policies) on providing maximum 

protection to guest workers. Even in welfare-oriented countries of Europe, labor exploitation is 

a present and expanding concern. The world, under the current conditions of neo-liberal 

capitalism, is witnessing a race to the bottom among labor at the expense of workers, but to the 

benefit of capital. Bilateral labor agreement should be the goal. There should be a post-2015 

agenda on migration, encouraging countries of origin and destination to place decent work at 

the center of their advocacies, treating labor beyond pure economic considerations. He shared 

how the UN reports that 2.4 million people affected by human trafficking at every time. So there 

is an urgent need of targeting economic actors and profiteers, who exploit labor and are 

engaged in smuggling and trafficking of unsuspecting migrant laborers. The other problem is 

the exploitative practices of recruitment agencies, charge exorbitant fees, often in violation of 

existing legislations.  Multinational companies, meanwhile, should be bound by strict labor 

standards. In more advanced regions such as Europe, vigilance and surveillance is needed. He 

shared how the last three World Cups (hosted by Brazil, South Africa, and Germany) were 

decent work disasters, while the upcoming World Cup in Qatar has also raised concerns over 

the mistreatment of labor. He shared how organizing migrant laborers is important, and how 

there is a need for their protection under trade union structures. Labor laws have to facilitate, 

and there should be a concerted effort by progressive forces and governments to ensure non-

discrimination on such matters, and harness a culture of tolerance and solidarity between 

migrant and local labor.  
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Liew Chin Tong (Democratic Action Party Malaysia) discussed the impact of globalization on 

labor, particularly how offshore and outsourcing has led to the doubling of workers’ population, 

with the likes of India and China entering the global chains of production, which has created a 

more vicious race to the bottom.  The West has lost jobs too, negatively impacting blue collar 

work shifting to Asian and emerging markets. This wasn’t noticed because of the construction 

boom. This came to an end during the subprime crisis. We failed to see the common struggle of 

workers because of nationalism. Social democracy is about transcending national boundaries 

and loyalties and looking at common concerns for global labor. Rex Varona (Migrant Forum in 

Asia) discussed the vulnerability of migrants, who are being used to replace/disempower 

organized labor. He discussed how his organization and progressive forces have and must make 

sure migrants are not the easy way out to circumvent decent work. He discussed how 

governments are making migrants un-organizable and not protecting them, thus it is them who 

are not being up to their standards of decent work. Ellene Sana (Center for Migrant Advocacy) 

discussed how the basic problem for migrant workers is discrimination. She discussed how 

governments want migrant workers, but have also imposed restrictive policies or have high fees 

for migration. She said human rights should be universal, applicable to both national and 

migrant workers. Ezat Esmaeel (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan) discussed the ongoing conflict in 

Iraq, and the need for international support, which he greatly welcomed and acknowledged. 

Specifically, he asked for support for the Kurdistan forces Peshmarga), and the need to help 

displaced people in Kurdistan. He also discussed how the ongoing crisis in Iraq has affected 

migrant workers in the oil-rich country. 

 

 

III. On Protecting Migrant Labor  

 

Agnes Jongerius (Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European 

Parliament) shared her belief in the necessity for firm policies aimed at guaranteeing legally 

sound working conditions for all workers, especially migrant laborers. She emphasized how the 

progressive members of the European parliament are lobbying for instruments that ensure the 

protection of migrant workers’ rights. Neena Gil (UK Labor Party) shared how the European 

Parliament adopted directives setting out transparent rules for entry and stay, and common set 

of rights to prevent exploitation and to prevent temporary stays becoming permanent for 

migrant workers. Shae shared how labor migration/immigration was a key concern during the 

the last European elections, with right-wing populist parties misleadingly arguing that migrant 

workers come to places such as the UK for benefits without contribution to the local economy. 

She explained how migrant labor has become a long-term phenomenon in need of long-term 

legislations and policies. In light of the forthcoming ASEM Summit, she shared how information 

and consultations on rights-related issues should be extended, how better protection could be 

achieved through social dialogue. Reynaldo Rasing (Labor Education and Research Network) 

discussed the history of Filipino migration, dating back to the early 20th century. He discussed 

how large-scale labor migration only started during the Marcos era, and how his organization 

has been organizing migrants abroad for years, yielding many lessons that should be explored in 

order to advance decent work.  
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Surenda Chaudhary (Nepalese Congress Party) also shared his views on how labor-exporting 

countries such as Nepal and the Philippines share a common concern in protecting the rights of 

their citizens, and how the issue of labor migration is a pivotal concern not only to these 

countries but to Asian and European regions as well. Dusmanta Giri (Association for Democratic 

Socialism, India) shared the experience of India, where millions of people have sought work 

abroad and many more have come to depend on remittances sent back home by them. He 

shared how migrants’ rights have to be taken into account in the developed countries. Michal 

Rozin (Foreign Workers Committee of the Israeli Parliament) shared her take on the plight of 

Palestinians as well as asylum seekers from African countries and foreign workers from Asia, 

who have sought better economic conditions in Israel. She shared how there is still no bilateral 

agreement for foreign caregivers. In terms of entry barriers to foreign workers, she talked about 

how around 10,000 dollars must be paid to be able to enter the country to work. Nonetheless, 

she emphasized new legislations and agreements that aim at empowering workers to demand 

for their rights and benefit from increased of salaries. There are still problems such as contract 

substitution, overwork, low payment, dangerous work, and withholding of passports by 

employers, which have eroded the working conditions for migrant labor. Michal Rozin pushed 

for training of social workers to ask the right questions in the right way to find out about sexual 

harassment of foreign workers in families.  

 

Herta Daubler-Gmelin (Social Democratic Party of Germany) talked about dignity as a legal 

concept in the law of nations, as evident in the Millennium Document of 2000, regional human 

rights conventions, and binding legal human rights conventions. She elaborated how social, 

economic and cultural human rights are not less important. Zohra Lhioui (Socialist Union of 

Popular Forces, Morocco) talked about the experience of Morocco, where 3,300,000 live outside 

of the state. Since the 1990s, she shared, Morocco has become a country of transit for thousands 

of Sub-Saharan Africans, who seek new opportunities in Europe. The North African country as a 

result has faced tremendous challenges, though it has signed agreements for decent work. 

Morocco has the best legal framework in the region for protecting migrants. The country’s 

constitution guarantees non-discrimination, right to asylum, equality of exercise of rights 

among nationals and foreigners, while progressive parties and civil society have also been 

mobilized -- paving the way for about 5,000 migrants receiving citizenship. She reiterated the 

importance of greater assistance from European countries, the intended destination of most of 

these migrant workers, to transit countries such as Morocco in order to better address the issue 

of illegal migration and decent work. Bulgantuya Khurelbaatar (People’s Party Mongolia) shared 

how Mongolia is both a sending and a recipient country in terms of migrant labor. She shared 

how even for those who seek to return to Mongolia there is the challenge of finding right 

employment opportunities at home.  She discussed the necessity and growing importance of 

close collaboration with ILO and IOM in Mongolia, who provide policy and technical advice. She 

also underlined the role of the state in an integrated world has become even more crucial than 

before: Regulations are needed, since they can’t be left to the market, especially regarding social 

issues like decent work. Decent work is and should be integrated into a holistic national 

development agenda.  
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Both Varona and Sana discussed how governments use migration in order to cover up 

development failures at home, and how it is necessary for governments to establish a holistic 

approach to development, which takes into consideration the phenomenon of labor migration – 

and protection of migrant rights. Both also discussed how the EU and the ILO should do more to 

help the conditions of migrant labor, while emphasizing the necessity for regional trading 

agreements (ASEAN Common Market and TPP) to not be hijacked by multinational companies.  

 

The participants had frank and substantive exchanges, especially during the fishbowl session in 

the latter part of the day, on the issue of migration, specifically on how to secure and protect 

migrant workers’ rights to decent work. Liew Chin Tong (Democratic Action Party, Malaysia) 

discussed how the advent of globalization expanded the global pool of labor, eroding their 

leverage vis-à-vis capital, with blue collar workers in the developed world suffering from 

massive outsourcing and offshoring of labor-intensive manufacturing and services to the 

developing world. The sub-prime mortgage crisis in the U.S. (2007) ended the construction 

boom, which provided jobs for those working in the construction sector, further eroding 

employment opportunities for low-skilled workers. Gregory Randolph raised the necessity for a 

new New Deal, underpinned by a new economic model that focuses on employment-generation 

as well as new legal instruments to protect the rights of labor, both local and migrant workers.  

 

 

 


