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Overview about ASEAN Regional Economic Integration: “Inclusion for 

Workers and the Unions” 

 
By Maragtas S.V. Amante 

Professor, College of Economics and Business Administration, 

Hanyang University Erica Campus (Korea) 

 

Summary: 
 
This paper offers ideas for the roadmap to ASEAN economic integration to achieve decent work, 

by securing the inclusion of workers and their voice through the unions.  The first sections 

provide an analysis of efforts to achieve regional integration in ASEAN, along with the emerging 

web of regional, bilateral and multilateral free trade agreements. The paper then identifies 

potential impacts of these efforts on labor, and the representation of workers voice through 

unions in the ASEAN.  Finally, recommendations are offered to overcome the deficit in worker 

voice in ASEAN. 

 

Key points:  

 

 ASEAN economic integration moves on, but workers and their unions need to be on 

board.  Bilateral and multilateral FTAs are promoted by government, think tanks and 

some business sectors to achieve limited economic union by 2015.  Workers and their 

organized voices need to be heard on issues affecting their jobs, health and safety, 

security, and welfare.  Decent work is a key element needed to achieve a regional 

community.  Decent work cannot be sacrificed as a means to achieve economic 

integration.  Without the voice of workers to promote decent work and improvements in 

living standards, regional economic integration will not be sustainable.  The 

marginalization of the voice of workers and unions fuels social unrest and political 

instability. 

 Business and professional organizations, and civil society groups are accredited with 

ASEAN, but workers‘ organizations and unions are not.  ASEAN employers and 

governments need to recognize the contribution of workers and their unions – by 

reducing wage and income inequality, ensuring worker participation and motivation, and 

creating conditions to raise productivity. Unions promote opportunity, security, and 

fundamental fairness.  ASEAN unions continue to be an important voice for some of 

society‘s weakest and most vulnerable groups in the region.  

 Many business and government leaders in ASEAN lack awareness, confidence or trust of 

workers‘ organizations and their leaders, and lack an appreciation of unions as a force for 

social and political democracy. Unions in ASEAN perform a variety of roles, with clear 

contrasts in the role of unions in older ASEAN member countries and the new CLMV 

countries. 
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 Promotion of workers‘ welfare needs more organized mechanisms for dialogue.  A viable 

program to implement the goals for decent work in the ASEAN roadmap will boost 

confidence in ASEAN‘s capacity to realize a sharing community. 

 There is a need to harmonize and respect the diversity in national frameworks on freedom 

of association and collective bargaining, and a strong political will is required to improve 

labor laws, policies and procedures, especially in the CLMV and Brunei Darussalam. 

 The focus should be on how to achieve a common understanding to serve as a framework 

for industrial relations between workers, employers and government in ASEAN.   

 Diversity in the nature and role of ASEAN unions and employer organizations provides 

advantage and flexibility in negotiations.  But there are risks of diffused, disunited voices. 

 Capacity development is needed for a network of experts in industrial relations, among 

worker and employer organizations, as well as government and academe.  

 A reinforced ASETUC could be an inclusive voice for workers in ASEAN.  There is need 

for an enhanced agenda and self-genesis through the improvement of organized efforts.   

 ASETUC‘s action programs require recognition of new emerging realities and patterns 

on work and employment in ASEAN through research, the exchange of information 

through study meetings and stronger resolutions with clearly defined outcomes.   

 It is proposed that ASETUC take the initiative to invite ASEAN employers and 

governments to a series of dialogues in order to achieve a common framework and 

identify the key elements needed to promote decent work as provided in the ASEAN 

roadmap.  ASETUC needs to build confidence with ASEAN employers and 

governments, and achieve a common understanding about the role of unions in society.  

Key result areas include: adherence to international norms and standards on freedom of 

association, workers rights, collective bargaining, health & safety, social security, 

disputes settlement, and social dialogue. 

 

About the preparation of this paper  

This think paper benefits from discussions with colleagues and friends from the ASETUC 

and the FES.  This paper however does not represent their views and opinions. The paper was 

compiled from various published and internet sources by Dr.  Maragtas S.V. Amante, 

professor at the College of Economics and Business Administration, Hanyang University 

Erica campus in Ansan, Korea. Previously, he was a professor at the University of the 

Philippines, Diliman, specializing in labor and industrial relations. He has done consultancy 

work with various worker organizations, companies, employers groups, and the International 

Labor Organization (ILO).  He was also a consultant with the ASEAN Secretariat and the 

Japan Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare on the ASEAN – Japan Program on Industrial 

Relations (2002 to 2007).  He graduated from the University of the Philippines‘ School of 

Economics in 1983; and finished a master‘s degree at the University of Illinois in Urbana 

Champaign in the US in 1986. He finished his Ph.D. in 1993, from Keio University in 

Tokyo.  He had research fellowships with the Japan Institute of Labor (1994), Cardiff  

University, UK (2002 to 2004); and the Institute of Developing Economies (IDE) – JETRO, 

Tokyo (2007).  Emails: amante2008@hanyang.ac.kr, maragtas2001@yahoo.com 
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PART ONE: ASEAN Economic Integration  
 
In 2009, member countries ratified the ASEAN Charter – 40 years after its inception --  

strengthening further ―…the bonds of regional solidarity to create a community that 

is…cohesive, economically integrated and socially responsible‖.  Earlier in 2007, the ASEAN 

leaders agreed on a roadmap to guide action plans and programs, accelerating integration to the 

year 2015, instead of 2020.  

 

The ASEAN Charter, ratified by all ASEAN members, will act as the firm foundation in 

ASEAN's move to become ―a rules-based, people-oriented and integrated union‖ of 10 countries 

with a combined population of 560 million, land area of 4.48 million square kilometers, and a 

combined Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of US$ 1,506,807million in 2008 .  There is great 

diversity in the population, land area, and size of the economies of the 10 member countries , 

with Brunei and Singapore having GDPs of more than US$ 35,000 per person, in contrast to 

Myanmar‘s per capita GDP, measured at $465 per person.  Singapore is the richest in per capital 

GDP, while it is also the smallest in land area.   

 

Between 2005 and 2015, ASEAN‘s total population is expected to grow by 67 million (or 12.1 

per cent) to around 620 million.  Most of this growth, 43.5million, will occur in the prime-age 

population, aged 25-54 years.  Projections indicate the population aged 55 years and older will 

grow by 27.1 million (44 per cent), while the child and youth population younger than 25 years 

is expected to shrink by about 3.6 million (2.5 per cent).  

 

ASEAN‘s labor force is large and growing. In 2005, it stood at about 275.8 million and it is 

expected to increase by around 55 million, or 19.8 per cent, between 2005 and 2015. 

 

 
Table 1.  Land, population and GDP of ASEAN (2008) 

 

Country 

Total land 
area 

Total 
population 

Populati
on 
density 

Annual 
popula
tion 
growth 

Gross 
domestic 
product 
at current 
prices 

Gross domestic product 
per capita 
at current prices 

km2 Thousand 
persons 
per km2 

percen
t 

US$ million US$ US$ PPP   

Brunei 

Darussalam 
5,765 397 69 1.8 14,146.7 35,622.6 50,234.8 

Cambodia 181,035 14,656 81 2.0 11,081.6 756.1 1,794.0 

Indonesia 1,860,360 228,523 123 1.3 511,174.4 2,236.9 3,705.0 

Lao PDR 236,800 5,763 24 2.8 5,289.0 917.8 2,237.3 

Malaysia 330,252 27,863 84 2.3 222,673.6 7,991.7 13,192.1 

Myanmar 676,577 58,510 86 1.7 27,182.0 464.6 1,082.9 

Philippines 300,000 90,457 302 2.1 166,772.8 1,843.7 3,421.1 
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Singapore 707 4,839 6,844 5.5 184,120.4 38,046.1 50,347.1 

Thailand 513,120 66,482 130 0.7 273,666.1 4,116.4 7,889.7 

Viet Nam 331,212 86,160 260 1.2 90,700.8 1,052.7 2,595.2 

ASEAN   

(total)  

4,435,82

7 
583,651 132 1.5 

1,506,807.

4 
2,581.7 5,007.1 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, 2008     Note: PPP = purchasing power parity.  

 
What is the basic motive behind regional economic integration?  In theory, mutual benefits in the 

exchange of products, capital and labor between nations are based on classical ideas and 

assumptions about comparative advantage.  Economic relations between ASEAN member 

countries provide a good case for the potential advantages as well as limits of what regional 

economic integration could bring about. National economies face constraints through domestic 

pressures as well as from demands of the global economy, which determine capacity to promote 

economic growth and social development.  

 

There are other venues for regional integration.  Continuing summits between ASEAN and plus 

three countries --  China, Japan and Korea – is further giving impetus to the idea of an East Asia 

Economic Community.  In October 2009, a summit between the heads of states of Japan, China 

and Korea will formally propose an East Asia Community.  Meanwhile, ASEAN economic 

ministers commissioned studies and held discussions in Bangkok in August 2009 regarding the 

creation of this proposed economic bloc.  Workers and their unions need to be on board in the 

design and architecture of the emerging East Asia Economic Community. 

 

ASEAN economic integration is working, and with increasing speed.  Despite the global 

financial crisis in 2008, ASEAN‘s total trade in goods managed to grow by 6.2 percent, from 

US$ 1,610.8 billion in 2007 to US$ 1,710.4 billion in 2008, albeit a marked slowdown from the 

previous year‘s growth of 14.7 percent. Total ASEAN exports expanded by 2.3 percent, from 

US$ 859.8 billion in 2007 to US$ 879.3 billion in 2008,  while total ASEAN imports increased 

by 10.7 percent, from US$ 751.0 billion in 2007 to US$ 831.2 billion in 2008.  Intra-ASEAN 

trade expanded by 14 percent, from US$ 401.9 billion in 2007 to US$ 458.1 billion in 2008. 

 

The top five trading partner countries of ASEAN in 2008 were Japan, the European Union (EU), 

China, the U.S., and Korea.  The share of ASEAN trade with these countries increased to 50.6 

percent of total ASEAN trade from 47.8 percent in the previous year.  The top source of 

investment was the European Union.  

 

ASEAN also aims to be one socio-cultural community.  There are significant similarities and 

contrasts between the economies of the original six ASEAN countries (Brunei, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and Singapore), and the four latecomers in the group (Cambodia, 

Laos, Vietnam, and Burma/Myanmar).  ASEAN‘s  political and social systems diverge: many 

are republican democracies with elected parliaments, but there is also a ―people‘s democracy‖, a 

socialist republic, a  military junta, as well two royal kingdoms with parliaments and a Malay-

Muslim Sultanate. Political diversity may be a reason for, or a consequence of social structures 

and historical incidents.  The economic and social structure has given rise to a workforce which 
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is mainly agrarian and rural, but with bursting cities overflowing with formal and informal 

market activities.   

 

Continuing summits between ASEAN and plus three countries -- China, Japan and Korea – is 

further giving impetus to the idea of an East Asia Economic Community. On October 10, 2009, a 

summit in Beijing between the heads of states of Japan, China and Korea confirmed their 

commitment ―to the development of an East Asia community based on the principles of 

openness, transparency, inclusiveness as a long-term goal‖. 
1
  Meanwhile, ASEAN economic 

ministers commissioned studies and held discussions in Bangkok in August 2009, regarding the 

creation of this proposed economic bloc.   

 

In addition, aside from commitments to a regional free trade area, ASEAN member countries are 

enmeshed in an "udon soba" - a mixed noodle bowl -- of bilateral and multilateral free trade 

agreements with Europe, the United States, Australia, and other countries.  Economic partnership 

agreements (EPAs) became major foreign policy instruments for many countries, and even more 

so after the WTO talks collapsed in Hong Kong in 2005, amidst attempts to revive the Doha 

round of global trade negotiations and to prop up the severely weakened WTO.  In meetings, 

leaders and officials of ASEAN navigate the  complexities of trade agreements and a diversity of 

advice from experts with ambiguous loyalties and interests.   

 

The ASEAN economic ministers‘ Bangkok meeting on August 13 & 14, 2009  examined the 

progress of the various ASEAN Plus 1 agreements.  The ASEAN-China Free Trade Area 

(ACFTA) and the ASEAN-Korea Free Trade Area are on track to take effect by 1 January 2010.  

The ASEAN - Korea Investment Agreement was signed in June 2009, while the ASEAN-India 

Trade in Goods Agreement was signed at the 7th AEM-India Consultations in August 2009.  The 

ASEAN-China Investment Agreement will also be signed soon.  

 

There is continuing debate on the direction and impact of the ASEAN and its institutions.  All 

the ASEAN member countries ratified the ASEAN Charter, creating a greater level of 

expectations as well as frustrations of ASEAN being a ―talking shop‖, or ―long on talk, short on 

action‖.  Demand is strong for ASEAN to deliver on its promises.   

 

 

ASEAN Free Trade Agreements (FTAs)  

 

At the 12th ASEAN Summit in January 2007, ASEAN leaders affirmed their strong commitment 

to accelerating the establishment of an ASEAN Community by 2015 as envisioned in the 

ASEAN Vision 2020 and the ASEAN Concord II (2003).  The leaders agreed to the Cebu 

Declaration on the Acceleration of the Establishment of an ASEAN Community by 2015.  The 

summit leaders agreed to bring forward  the establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community 

by the year 2015 (instead of year 2020)  and to transform ASEAN into a region with free 

movement of goods, services, investment, skilled labor, and freer flow of capital. 

 

                                                        
1
 Xinhua News Agency, ―China, Japan, ROK issue joint statement on sustainable development‖,  October 

10, 2009  Website: www.chinaview.cn 
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The roadmap declares that the foundation of the AEC is the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA).  

Its pillar is a common external preferential tariff scheme to promote the free flow of goods 

within ASEAN.  The ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) has origins in an agreement by member 

nations concerning local manufacturing in all ASEAN countries. The AFTA agreement was 

signed on 28 January 1992 in Singapore. When the AFTA agreement was originally signed, 

ASEAN had six members -- Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand. Vietnam joined in 1995, Laos and Myanmar in 1997, and Cambodia in 1999. The 

leaders recognized that the new members are not yet prepared to comply with all of AFTA's 

obligations.  The new ASEAN member countries are however officially considered part of the 

AFTA, as they were required to sign the agreement upon entry into ASEAN.  The new members 

were given longer deadlines to meet AFTA's tariff reduction obligations. 

 

ASEAN has concluded free trade agreements with China, Korea, Japan, Australia, New Zealand 

and most recently India. In addition, it is currently negotiating a free trade agreement with the 

European Union. Taiwan has also expressed interest in an agreement with ASEAN but needs to 

overcome diplomatic objections from China.  

 

In addition to AFTA, there are other business agreements which reflect the busy pace of regional 

integration in ASEAN.   

 

ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Area 

The ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Area (ACIA) will encourage the free flow of 

investment within ASEAN. The main principles of the ACIA are as follows: 

 All industries are to be opened up for investment, with exclusions to be phased out 

according to schedules  

 National treatment is granted immediately to ASEAN investors with few exclusions  

 Elimination of investment impediments  

 Streamlining of investment process and procedures  

 Enhancing transparency  

 Undertaking investment facilitation measures  

 Full realisation of the ACIA with the removal of temporary exclusion lists in 

manufacturing agriculture, fisheries, forestry and mining is scheduled by 2010 for 

most ASEAN members and by 2015 for the CLMV (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, 

and Vietnam) countries. 

 

ASEAN Framework Agreement on Trade in Services   (AFAS) 

An ASEAN Framework Agreement on Trade in Services was adopted at the ASEAN 

Summit in Bangkok in December 1995.  Under AFAS, ASEAN Member States enter into 

successive rounds of negotiations to liberalise trade in services.  The strategy is to 

provide flexibility to member countries, allowing them to individually submit 

increasingly to higher levels of commitments. The negotiations result in commitments 

that are set forth in schedules of specific commitments annexed to the Framework 

Agreement. These schedules are often referred to as packages of services commitments.  

At present, ASEAN has concluded seven packages of commitments under AFAS. 

 

East Asia Community 
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ASEAN is also in the midst of discussing a viable economic architecture for regional 

integration in East Asia.  In the ASEAN Economic Ministers meetings in Bangkok in 

August 13 & 14, 2009, there were discussions on the way forward based on the findings 

of two major studies for an East Asia Free Trade Area (EAFTA) and a Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership for East Asia (CEPEA) under the ASEAN Plus Three Process and 

a Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement in East Asia (CEPEA) under the 

EAS.   

 

 

ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) Roadmap to 2015  

 

The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) roadmap is the end goal of economic integration as 

declared in Vision 2020.  The Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009 – 2015 is a wish list of 

the ―convergence of interests‖ of ASEAN member countries.  The main wish is to deepen and 

broaden economic integration through initiatives with clear timelines.  The leaders committed 

themselves to ―act in accordance to the principles of an open, outward-looking, inclusive, and 

market-driven economy consistent with multilateral rules as well as adherence to rules-based 

systems for effective compliance and implementation of economic commitments.‖ 

 

The goal is to transform ASEAN into a single market and production base.  There is a 

commitment to use new mechanisms and measures ―to strengthen the implementation of its 

existing economic initiatives; accelerate regional integration in the priority sectors; facilitate the 

movement of business persons, skilled labor and talents; and strength the institutional 

mechanisms of ASEAN.‖ 

 

At the same time, the AEC will address the development divide by accelerating the integration of 

Cambodia, Laos PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam (CLMV) with the older member countries.  

 

With external trade as the main consideration, the AEC‘s goals in the Roadmap are: (a) a single 

market and production base, (b) a highly competitive economic region, (c) a region of equitable 

economic development, and (d) a region fully integrated into the global economy.  Elimination 

of non-tariff barriers and liberalization of tariffs are the main goals by 2015.  A section of the 

statement by economic ministries in Bangkok on August 13 & 14, 2009, shows some specific 

plans to achieve the goals of the AEC: 

 ―Enhance transparency by abiding to the Protocol on Notification Procedure and setting 

up an  effective Surveillance Mechanism; 

 Abide by the commitment of a standstill and roll-back on NTBs; 

 Remove all NTBs by 2010 for ASEAN-5 by 2012 for the Philippines, and by 2015 with 

flexibilities to 2018 for the CLMV, in accordance with the agreed Work Programme on 

Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) elimination; 

 Enhance transparency of Non-Tariff Measures (NTMs); and   

 Work towards where possible having regional rules and regulations consistent with 

International best practices.‖       
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What has been achieved so far?  How did the global financial crisis of 2009 affect the ASEAN? 

In its Bangkok meeting
2
 on August 15, 2009, ASEAN economic ministers discussed the status 

and accomplishments in economic integration.  Despite the current global economic woes, 

ASEAN‘s total trade in goods managed to grow by 6.2 percent from US$ 1,610.8 billion in 2007 

to US$ 1,710.4 billion in 2008, albeit a marked slowdown from the previous year‘s growth of 

14.7 percent. Total ASEAN exports expanded by 2.3 percent, from US$ 859.8 billion in 2007 to 

US$ 879.3 billion in 2008, while total ASEAN imports increased by 10.7 percent, from US$ 

751.0 billion in 2007 to US$ 831.2 billion in 2008.  

 

 
Table 2.  Top ten export markets and import origins, 2008 

 
    

  

    

Export market Import origin 

Country of destination
1/ Value of 

exports 

Share to 

total 
Country of origin

1/ Value of 

Imports 

Share 

to total 

ASEAN 

       

242,460.4  

           

27.6  ASEAN  

          

215,579.8  

             

25.9  

European Union-25 

       

112,948.3  

           

12.8  Japan  

          

107,116.4  

             

12.9  

Japan 

       

104,871.8  

           

11.9  China  

          

106,976.6  

             

12.9  

USA 

       

101,457.5  

           

11.5  European Union-25  

            

89,554.7  

             

10.8  

China 

                 

85,556.5  

                        

9.7 USA  

                

79,735.8  

                   

9.6  

Republic of Korea 

         

34,937.5  

             

4.0  Republic of Korea  

            

40,783.9  

               

4.9  

Australia 

             

33,682.1  

                 

3.8  Australia  

                

17,907.7  

                   

2.2  

India 

         

30,082.8  

             

3.4  India  

            

17,329.1  

               

2.1  

Hong Kong 

             

16,456.8  

                 

1.9  

Taiwan, Province of 

China  

                

14,116.3  

                   

1.7  

Taiwan, Province of 

China 

               

9,838.4  

                 

1.1  Saudi Arabia  

                

11,712.4  

                   

1.4  

Total top ten destination 

countries 

           

772,292.2  

               

87.8  

Total top ten origin 

countries 

              

700,812.6  

                 

84.3  

Others
2/ 

           

106,850.4  

               

12.2  Others
2/ 

              

130,416.5  

                 

15.7  

Total 

       

879,142.6  

         

100.0  Total 

          

831,229.1  

           

100.0  

Note: value in US$ million; share in percent 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, www.aseansec.org, accessed August 25, 2009  

 

Intra-ASEAN trade expanded by 14 percent, from US$ 401.9 billion in 2007 to US$ 458.1 

billion in 2008 -- same as in 2007. Its share of total ASEAN trade increased from 25.0 percent to 

26.8 percent in the same period.  However, such an increase was mainly due to the 0.9 percent 

                                                        
2
Joint Media Statement of the 41st ASEAN Economic Ministers‘ (AEM) MeetingBangkok, 13-14 August 2009 

Retrieved: http://www.aseansec.org/JMS-41st-AEM.pdf , accessed September 10, 2009.  

http://www.aseansec.org/JMS-41st-AEM.pdf


Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

11 

 

decline in the extra-ASEAN exports and the slowing down of extra-ASEAN imports. The 14 

percent growth in total intra-ASEAN trade was driven mainly by sustained growth in imports.  

 

The top five trading partner countries of ASEAN in 2008 were Japan, the European Union (EU), 

China, US, and Korea.  The share of ASEAN trade with these countries increased to 50.6 percent 

of total ASEAN trade from 47.8 percent in the previous year (Table 2) . 

 

What is the status of ASEAN trade integration?  Tariffs in the region have been reduced to the 

current levels of 0-5% for the ASEAN-6 countries of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Thailand.  The rates are expected to decline to zero by 2010, and by 2015, for the 

rest of the countries in the ASEAN.  In addition, six rounds have been concluded to carry out 

progressive liberalisation of trade in services.  The economic ministers declared that ―soon, trade 

and investment in ASEAN will become more attractive with the signing of the ASEAN Trade in 

Goods Agreement and the ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Agreementby the end of 2009.‖  In 

the area of finance, capital markets are in a process of being linked-up and increasingly 

deepened, in addition to other important initiatives to foster the region‘s monetary and financial 

integration, such as capital account liberalisation, financial services liberalisation, Chiang Mai 

Initiative and Asian Bond Markets Development.   

 

With respect to trade in goods, a major achievement in 2009 is the full implementation of the 

2009 CEPT commitments by all member countries.  Almost all products are now included -- 99 

percent.  Of these products  included in the list, 97 percent have tariffs as low as 0 to 5 percent 

among ASEAN.  Tariffs were eliminated for about 70 percent of the products, with the average 

tariff brought down from 1.95 percent in 2008 to 1.65 percent in 2009.   

 

Thus far, only Malaysia and Thailand have submitted a list of specific non-tariff barriers (NTBs) 

to be eliminated under the Work Programme on the Elimination of NTBs.  Most of the ASEAN 

countries have yet to do so.   

 

ASEAN integration efforts could also be measured in terms of intra-ASEAN investment flows.  

Trade and investment policies promote intra-ASEAN liberalization through strengthened rules 

for trade in goods and services.  In value terms, intra-ASEAN FDI flows have tremendously 

increased.  Yet, the European Union remains ASEAN‘s biggest investor.  For the cumulative 

value for 2006 to 2008, the EU continued to hold the position as the single largest investor in 

ASEAN, with a share of 24 percent or investment amounting to US$44 billion, followed by 

intra–ASEAN investment at 15 percent, or US$ 28 billion.  Japan comes in third place at 14 

percent or US$ 26 billion. The United States places fourth, with a share of 7 percent or US$13 

billion (Table 3).  

 

FDI flows continued to predominate in the services and manufacturing sector, accounting for 

49.5 percent and 29.1 percent of total FDI flows into ASEAN, or US$29.8 billion and US$17.5 

billion in 2008 respectively. The mining and quarrying sector is also becoming more important, 

with a share of 7.3 percent or US$4.4 billion in 2008. However, FDI flows to the agriculture 

sector fell by 83.7 percent in 2008 to US$437 million. This may reflect an FDI shift towards 

services and industry sectors. 
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The ASEAN economic ministers are now giving more emphasis to beyond-the-border measures 

– such as the elimination of non-tariff barriers, strengthening of trade facilitation measures, and 

harmonisation of standards, laws and regulations.  These are considered subsequent logical steps 

in broadening and deepening the region‘s economic integration to achieve an ASEAN Economic 

Community.  For example, in order to encourage cross-border capital flows that are needed for 

trade and investment liberalisation, equal tax rates and other tax provisions throughout the region 

are critical, in addition to regulations and policies that govern transfer pricing and payments.  

The ASEAN Roadmap for Integration of the Logistics Services Sector will be significant in 

integrating ASEAN into ―one seamless market for goods, services and investment, and 

encourage the establishment of more production networks in the region‖. 

 

To ensure that AEC is achieved by 2015, ASEAN will strengthen the implementation of 

programs at the national level.  ASEAN states are being urged to ensure that regional 

commitments are translated into national commitments.  Indonesia, for example, included 

implementation of AEC commitments in the Presidential Instruction No 5/2008 on the Focus of 

the 2008-2009 Economic Programmes as part of the national effort towards achieving AEC by 

2015.  The new ASEAN mechanisms continue to engage the stakeholders of the AEC, including 

the business community, and engage in capacity building to support implementation of regional 

commitments at the national level.   
 

 

                          Table 3.  Top ten sources of FDI inflow to ASEAN, 2006 to 2008  

 

   US$ million Percent 

European Union (EU)-25 

        

43,987.3  

           

23.5  

ASEAN 

        

28,080.6  

           

15.0  

Japan 

        

26,205.7  

           

14.0  

USA 

        

12,921.4  

             

6.9  

Other Central & South 

America
2/ 

              

6,744.9  

                 

3.6  

Bermuda 

          

5,848.4  

             

3.1  

Republic of Korea 

          

5,656.8  

                 

3.0  

Cayman Island 

          

5,501.1  

             

2.9  

China 

          

3,680.9  

                 

2.0  

Hongkong 

          

3,520.6  

                 

1.9  

Total top ten sources 

      

142,147.7  

           

75.9  

Others
3/ 

            

45,117.5  

               

24.1  

Total FDI inflow to ASEAN 

      

187,265.2  

         

100.0  

             Note: cumulative value from 2006 to 2008.  

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, www.aseansec.org   accessed   August 25, 2009  

http://www.aseansec.org/
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Box.  Key elements of ASEAN economic integration towards 2015 

 

A. Single Market and Production Base 

9.  An ASEAN single market and production base shall comprise five core elements: (i) free flow of goods; (ii) free 

flow of services; (iii) free flow of investment; (iv) freer flow of capital; and (v) free flow of skilled labor.  In 

addition, the single market and production base also include two important components, namely, the priority 

integration sectors, and food, agriculture and forestry. 

 

A.1. Free flow of goods 

10.  Free flow of goods is one of the principal means by which the aims of a single market and production base can 

be achieved. A single market for goods (and services) will also facilitate the development of production networks in 

the region and enhance ASEAN‘s capacity to serve as a global production centre or as a part of the global supply 

chain. 

 

A.2. Free flow of services 

20.  Free flow of trade in services is one of the important elements in realizing ASEAN Economic Community, 

where there will be substantially no restriction to ASEAN services suppliers in providing services and in 

establishing companies across national borders within the region, subject to domestic regulations. Liberalization of 

services has been carried out through rounds of negotiation mainly under the Coordinating Committee on Services. 

Negotiation of some specific services sectors such as financial services and air transport is carried out by their 

respective Ministerial bodies. In liberalizing services, there should be no back-loading of commitments, and pre-

agreed flexibility shall be accorded to all ASEAN Member Countries. 

21.  In facilitating the free flow of services by 2015, ASEAN is also working towards recognition of professional 

qualifications with a view to facilitate their movement within the region. 

 

Actions: 

i.  Remove substantially all restrictions on trade in services for 4 priority services sectors, air transport, e-ASEAN, 

healthcare and tourism, by 2010 and the fifth priority services sector, logistics services, by 2013; 

ii.  Remove substantially all restrictions on trade in services for all other services sectors by 2015; 

iii.  Undertake liberalization through consecutive rounds of every two years until 2015, i.e. 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014 

and 2015; 

 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat (2009), Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009 - 2015 

================================================================================== 

 

Is ASEAN regional economic integration a means to an end, or vice versa?  ASEAN leaders 

recognize that regional integration is but one of the many policy instruments that could achieve 

development goals.  Greater macroeconomic and policy coordination would definitely be 

required to make the AEC a reality.  Trade, investment and financial policies need to be 

coordinated -- both financial and trade integration goes hand in hand. To facilitate trade, 

financial instruments are needed to hedge the risks of trade and investment flows.  Financial 

integration to facilitate specialization and exploitation of economies of scale complements trade.  

Significant integration of the region‘s financial systems will be required to support trade and full 

economic integration. 

 

Some Doubts on Integration   

 

There are doubts surrounding regional integration, and the viability of the East Asia Community  

(EAC).  Many observers look at the ASEAN plus Three (Korea, Japan and China)  as some sort 

of an European-style economic union.  This is still a very unrealistic expectation, given that 
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three-way trade among Korea, Japan and China is still far lower than trade within the European 

Union or even the North American Free Trade Agreement.  In 2007, imports and exports 

between the big three North East Asian countries accounted for only 22 percent of their total 

trade.  In contrast, 68 percent of trade by EU countries was with other EU members.  Europe is 

still a major trading partner and investor of ASEAN – far more significant than Japan, Korea or 

China. 
3
   

 

ASEAN‘s enthusiasm for bilateral agreements is due to the need to increase intra-regional trade. 

The growth of global supply chains means that parts made in one country from raw materials 

imported from another are re-exported to a third for final assembly.  Who would most benefit 

from the supply chain facilitated by the FTAs?  It is known that the most specialized, technically 

concentrated component of the product supply chain will have the highest value added, and thus 

benefit that supplier most.  These countries hope that more bilateral agreements will enable more 

specialization.  India, for example, hopes that its new FTA will allow it to become a hub for 

Korean electronics companies seeking to exploit lower labor costs to make goods destined for 

markets in the Middle East.  

 

Asia‘s big economies are set to provide the world with most of its growth this year, and 

emerging Asia will continue to be the world‘s fastest-growing region for several years.  Given 

that trade barriers in  ASEAN and other Asian countries are already relatively low, the benefit of 

a further reduction in barriers in one market is tiny.  The proliferation of FTAs is unlikely to do 

wonders for the region‘s trade.   

 

Bilateral deals comes with thick, complicated and often opaque rules about where products 

originate—rules which impose substantial costs of labelling and certification on firms.  The more 

overlapping deals there are, the more complex the rules and the higher the costs.  Those who 

follow the courtship rituals and dances behind the scenes of Asia‘s FTA refer to this as the 

―noodle bowl‖.  No wonder few firms actually want to use FTAs.  An ADB survey
4
 of exporters 

in Japan, South Korea, Singapore and Thailand in 2007 found that only 22 percent took 

advantage of them. Certainly, the huge rise in trade deals seems to have done nothing to boost 

the share of the continent‘s trade that is intra-Asian.   

 

Finally, FTAs erode the motivation to push for a final deal on the WTO‘s Doha round.  

Countries worry that a multilateral deal would erode their advantage of preferential terms in a 

global agreement, when compared to the benefits from a bilateral FTA.  Bilateral deals may have 

come at the expense of a world trade agreement.  China and India may have decided that it is 

more advantageous to have a bilateral FTA than make the necessary concessions towards a final 

agreement in the Doha round of negotiations in the WTO. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
3
The Economist,  ―The noodle bowl: why trade agreements are all the rage in Asia‖, September 3, 2009 

4
Daisuke Hiratsuka, Hitoshi Sato and Ikumo Isono (2009),  Impacts of Free Trade Agreements on Business Activity 

in Asia: The Case of Japan   Manila:  Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
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Impact on Workers   

 

The impact on workers arising from efforts to achieve economic integration in ASEAN are 

significantly influenced by many internal and external factors --  such as  demography, labor 

force trends, rapid technological change and global competition.  National policy responses are 

also important, in response to the speed adjustments in economic integration and other external 

―shocks‖. 

 

Projections regarding population growth, labor force participation, employment, and labor 

supply are relatively straightforward, though margins of error increase with more long-term 

estimates.  Given an increasingly interdependent global economic environment, assessing 

economic growth and productivity improvements and their impact on labor markets requires 

more systematic data and other resources.  It is important to understand these limitations when 

making an assessment of the impact of regional economic integration on workers.  

 

The socio-cultural blueprint on human development declares that ―ASEAN will enhance the 

well-being and livelihood of the peoples of ASEAN by providing them with equitable access to 

human development opportunities by promoting and investing in education and lifelong learning, 

human resource training and capacity building, encourage innovation and entrepreneurship, 

promote the use of English language, ICT and applied science and technology in socio-economic 

development activities.‖ 
5
 

 

In 2007, the ILO published an extensive analysis
6
 of the demographic structure and labor force 

growth in the ASEAN in relation to other social trends and regional economic integration.  The 

following paragraphs  are some of the highlights of the ILO study.  It must be emphasized that 

these findings were made in 2007, and require validation in the run up to 2015.  

 

On the supply side, between 2005 and 2015, ASEAN‘s total population is expected to grow by 

67 million (or 12.1 per cent) to around 620 million.  Most of this growth, 43.5 million, will occur 

in the prime-age population, aged 25-54 years.  Projections indicate the population aged 55 years 

and older will grow by 27.1 million (44 per cent), while the child and youth population younger 

than 25 years is expected to shrink by about 3.6 million (2.5 per cent).  

 

ASEAN‘s labor force is large and growing.  In 2005, it stood at about 275.8 million and it is 

expected to increase by around 55 million, or 19.8 per cent, between 2005 and 2015. 

 

The projected increase in the relative share of ASEAN‘s prime-age population from 39.9 per 

cent in 2005 to 42.1 per cent in 2015, together with the expected decline in the proportion of 

economic dependents in the region, can result in a ―demographic dividend‖.  A potentially larger 

labor force presents a window of opportunity, and the demographic dividend could be translated 

into higher rates of savings and greater investment.  Rising investment, in return, can lead to 

capital deepening, an increase in economic growth potential and productivity growth in terms of 

output per worker.  

                                                        
5
ASEAN Secretariat (2009), Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009-2015,  p.  68.   

6
International Labor Organization (2007),  Labor and Social Trends in ASEAN 2007 Integration, Challenges and  

Opportunities Geneva:  ILO.     
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Within ASEAN, demographic projections vary significantly by country.  Between 2005 and 

2015, Cambodia, Indonesia, the Lao People‘s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, the Philippines, 

and Viet Nam will all see an increase in their share of population aged 25-54 years – an 

opportunity to reap the benefits of their demographic dividends. Where labor force participation 

among women is relatively low, for example in Indonesia, the benefits are likely to be smaller. 

Some countries have limited time remaining; for instance, the window of opportunity is closing 

rapidly in Indonesia and Viet Nam, since the prime-age share of their total populations will stop 

growing after 2015. 

 

In Brunei Darussalam and Malaysia, the share of prime-age population will remain relatively 

stable between 2005 and 2015, while in Singapore and Thailand it will decline.  The latter 

countries are ageing relatively rapidly – a trend that will probably accelerate in the decades to 

come.  Both countries are expected to see a nearly 100 per cent increase, between 2005 and 

2025, in the number of people aged 55 and older.  In these countries, in line with demographic 

trends, labor supply will decline while demand for services and products for older workers may 

increase, creating labor shortages in institutional, social, and home health-care services catering 

for the elderly.   

 

The ILO 2007 report predicts that most of ASEAN‘s population increase will occur in urban 

areas.  Aside from natural increases, rural-urban migration is expected to continue or even 

escalate.  Between 2005 and 2015, the region‘s urban population is expected to grow by 76.1 

million, while the rural population will shrink by 9.4 million.  By 2015, an estimated 51 per cent 

of ASEAN‘s population will live in urban areas, compared with about 44 per cent in 2005. More 

than 80 per cent of the increase in the urban population will occur in Indonesia (35.9 million 

additional urban dwellers), the Philippines (15 million), and Viet Nam (8.3 million).  Countries 

experiencing explosive urban population growth will face the challenge of job creation in their 

bulging cities and metropolises.  Yet Cambodia, the Lao People‘s Democratic Republic, 

Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam are projected to remain predominantly rural even beyond 

2025. 

 

Whether in the context of regional integration or other multilateral and bilateral trading 

agreements, greater trade liberalization through FTAs or other means will have an impact on 

labor markets.  It is an open question whether ASEAN industry sectors and their workers will 

benefit or became victims of such liberalization.  It has provided opportunities for export growth, 

which in turn have brought millions of people from low-productivity agriculture into higher-

productivity manufacturing, fuelling economic growth and employment creation.  The social 

costs need to be considered – particularly the displaced workers made redundant by the entry and 

exit of new firms in very competitive industries, as well as ―fly by night‖ business.   

 

Export growth in ASEAN has been accompanied by the growth of intermediate and other 

imports, reflecting the increasing integration of ASEAN firms into global and regional 

production networks. Nevertheless, while consequent competition with cheaper imports has led 

to productivity growth in some sectors, it has also led to plant closures and employment losses, 

heightened job insecurity, and the spread of atypical forms of work including subcontracted 

work, which do not offer many of the rights and benefits that apply to regular employees. 
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In addition, trade liberalization drives structural transformation, resulting in increased labor 

market turnover and adjustment costs. This is evident in employment trends by sector in 

ASEAN.  While all countries have experienced changes in the sectoral share of employment – in 

particular, a shift from agricultural employment to employment in industry and services – 

countries such as Cambodia and Viet Nam, which opened their economies to trade at a later 

stage than did other ASEAN Member Countries, are now experiencing greater changes in the 

composition of employment, and are hence likely to suffer significant adjustment-related issues.  

The declining share of employment in industry for most high- and middle tariff income ASEAN 

countries also suggests that workers in these countries are moving to service-sector jobs.  These 

types of employment shifts are neither automatic nor without concomitant difficulties, and thus 

require the attention of policy-makers. 

 

In recent years, demand for highly skilled labor has increased in ASEAN.  As a result, the level 

of employment and wages for skilled workers also increased, widening the wage gap between 

low-skilled and high-skilled workers.  Using industry-level wage data as a proxy for skill levels, 

average wages in the finance and business services sector in Indonesia, for example, increased by 

90 per cent between 

2000 and 2006, while average wages in the agriculture and fishery sectors increased by 62 per 

cent. 

 

PART TWO: ASEAN Processes and Activities on Labor  

 
Workers need to be on board the processes of ASEAN integration.  While there are meetings and 

workshops on various themes of worker‘s welfare, these were organized mainly as short term 

projects initiated by donors in cooperation with the ASEAN Secretariat who set the agenda and 

pace of discussions.  The workers‘ voice needs to be heard and engaged on a sustained basis, 

from start to finish, including evaluation of the results or outcomes.   

 

The ASEAN Charter and Labor  

 

The preamble of the ASEAN Charter enshrines as key principles, among others, ―adherence to 

the principles of democracy, rule of law and good governance, respect for and protection of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms‖.  These noble ideas are repeated throughout the 

document, specifically in objectives 5 & 7:  

 

―5. To create a single market and production base which is stable, prosperous, highly 

competitive and economically integrated with effective facilitation for trade and 

investment in which there is free flow of goods, services and investment; facilitated 

movement of business persons, professionals, talents and labor, and freer flow of capital; 

 

―7. To strengthen democracy, enhance good governance and the rule of law, and to 

promote and protect human rights and freedoms …‖  
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In many declarations and statements, ASEAN leaders recognize the need to join forces in order 

to prepare the region‘s workforce for regional integration and more intensified trade 

liberalization.  The ASEAN Labor Ministers‟ Vision and Mission statements
7
 underscored the 

importance of such preparations.  The emphasis is to build the capacity of the labor ministries in 

the region to develop a productive, competent workforce who could take advantage of the 

knowledge-based network economy, and to minimize if not eradicate marginalization (see Box. 

ASEAN Cooperation in Labor).  

 

The ASEAN - Japan Program on Industrial Relations  

 

The objective of the ASEAN – Japan Programme on Industrial Relations is to assist and 

facilitate efforts of ASEAN countries in promoting sound industrial relations, industrial 

harmony, higher productivity and social justice as essential elements of development.  In the 

regional and national seminars, sharing of  knowledge, experience and information results in 

stronger capacity for employers, workers and government to promote decent work through sound 

industrial relations.   

 

In Phase I of the project, regional workshops and national seminars in the first phase of the 

program took place from 2002 to 2004, and provided valuable opportunities to exchange 

information and share experiences in industrial relations on the following themes: (a) 

Fundamental framework of industrial relations and laborlegislation; (b) Wages and productivity; 

and (c)  Globalization, regional integration and technical innovation.  Phase I and II of the 

―ASEAN Programme on Industrial Relations‖ was implemented with technical assistance and 

funding from Japan.  Phase III (2008 to 2010) is undertaken in cooperation with the ILO and 

Japan.   

 

The Ministers also noted the ASEAN – Japan Programme on Industrial Relations which assists 

and facilitates efforts of ASEAN in promoting sound industrial relations, industrial harmony, 

higher productivity and social justice as essential elements of development.  Phase II of the 

―ASEAN Programme on Industrial Relations‖ was implemented with technical assistance and 

funding from Japan.  Phase III (2008 to 2010) is undertaken in cooperation with ILO and Japan. 

 

Participants in the regional and national seminars were officials of employers and workers 

organizations, and government officials in charge of, or with experience and expertise on 

industrial relations, disputes settlement and design of labor legislation.  Announcements, 

processing of nominations and selection of the participants were entrusted to the host ministries 

of labor, through national contact officers in charge of ASEAN matters on labor and industrial 

relations. 

 

ASEAN - ILO Cooperation Agreement (2007) 

 

The ASEAN and the ILO agreed on the following:  

                                                        
7
The ASEAN Labor Ministers Statements from 1975 to 2008,  including the Vision and Mission could be accessed 

in the following webpage of the ASEAN Secretariat:  http://www.aseansec.org/20908.htm  accessed  July  15, 2009.  
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 ― …Exchange of relevant information, documentation, books, studies, research results  

and good practices, as a means to promote  cooperation and complementation in their  

work;  

 Cooperation in the implementation of programmes and projects, including but not limited 

to occupational health and safety, HIV/AIDS  and the workplace, employment 

implications of trade agreements, labor market reforms and industrial relations, youth 

employment, vocational training, social security and labor migration;  

 Research studies, including gathering statistics, on  matters of mutual interest;  

 Representation at specified meetings of each  organization based on formal invitation;  

 Mutual cooperation in all other aspects that is  consistent with the objectives of both 

organizations  …‖. 

 

The ASEAN and ILO Secretariats agreed ―to continue and develop dialogue established through 

participation in meetings‖, such as the ASEAN Senior Labor Officials‘ Meeting (SLOM) and in 

workshops convened by the ILO on employment and labor issues.  These meetings and 

workshops serve as the mechanism for reporting on progress of activities under the agreement.  

The agreement also provided that ―invitations to such meetings and workshops shall be subject to 

the procedures of the respective organizations and participation shall be at each organization‘s 

own expense.  Part of the agenda of the ASEAN Labor Ministers‘ Meeting is to select the 

representative, and discuss a common position on issues brought before the ILO General 

Assembly and Governing Board.  

 

ASEAN Secretariat 

 

The ASEAN Secretariat coordinates, provides technical support, and documents the official 

results of the meetings.  In many cases, workshops and seminars are projects outsourced to 

qualified institutions or individuals, including consultants and facilitators with expertise on 

topics taken up in the meetings.  Labor related meetings are organized under the heading 

―functional cooperation‖.  In the ASEAN Charter of 2009, worker concerns are classified with 

the ―socio-cultural community‖, but business and employer matters which affect employment are 

with the ―economic community‖.  An ASEAN Secretariat director or head reports to the deputy 

secretary general on the progress and results of these meetings.  They work with the designated 

project consultant or expert.  

 

ASEAN Labor Ministers Meeting (ALMM)  

 

The ASEAN Labor Ministers started to meet in 1975.  They now meet every two years:  first 

within the ten ASEAN member countries, and in a separate session, with the labor ministers 

from the ASEAN plus 3 countries (Japan, Korea, and China).  The communiqués are published in 

the ASEAN Secretariat website.  In 2000, the labor ministers agreed on the vision and mission of 

the ALMM, as follows:  

 ―To set the appropriate policy environment that fosters employment creation; 

 To promote the development of a productive, competent and capable workforce by 

investing in their training, education and skills upgrading; 
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 To share knowledge on labor market policies and information, skills standards, 

experiences and best practices on lifelong learning, innovative schemes of employment 

generation, social protection and social security practices; 

 To enhance national capacities to assess and effectively deal with the social impact of 

trade and investment liberalisation and globalisation; 

 To share experience on skills training, trainers' training, human resources development 

planning through close coordination of work programmes in each country; and 

 To promote and foster regional cooperation and collaboration in HRD and skills 

upgrading so that capacities in ASEAN could be strengthened to achieve sustained 

economic growth and social progress.‖ 

 

================================================================================== 

Box.  ASEAN cooperation on labor: what has been done  

ASEAN recognizes challenges to workers, such as access to productive employment while at the same time 

enjoying social protection. ASEAN is also faced with the challenge of universal coverage of social security and 

protection for its labor force considering that most of the insurance schemes cover the formal sector only and 

are built on a narrow membership base.  Lack of social security coverage is largely concentrated in the informal 

economy which provides significant employment in the region.  

Since 2000, ASEAN‘s work on labor and human resources has been guided by the ASEAN Labor Ministers 

(ALM) Work Programme, to prepare the region‘s labor force to face the challenges of globalization and trade 

liberalization. The five broad priorities initially set in the Work Programme are in the areas of employment 

generation, labor market monitoring, labor mobility, social protection, and tripartite cooperation. In May 2006, 

the ASEAN Labor Ministers agreed in their Joint Statement of 2006 to add a sixth priority area, occupational 

safety and health (OSH), in the ALM Work Programme. From the six priorities under the ALM Work 

Programme, two were given priority by the ASEAN Senior Labor Officials as priority: tripartite cooperation 

and OSH.  

Apart from the priorities set in the ALM Work Programme, ASEAN made a groundbreaking move to address 

the issue of migrant workers on 13 January 2007, when its Leaders signed the ASEAN Declaration on the 

Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. The Declaration mandates ASEAN countries to 

promote fair and appropriate employment protection, payment of wages, and adequate access to decent working 

and living conditions for migrant workers. As a follow-up to the Declaration, an ASEAN Committee on the 

Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 

was established in July 2007.  

In collaboration with its Dialogue Partners, a number of activities and various studies have been completed, are 

on-going or being prepared by ASEAN.  These activities and studies are under the ASEAN  Senior Labor 

Officials Meeting (SLOM). The ASEAN Labor Ministers‘ Meeting (ALMM), meets every other year and 

oversees the work under the ASEAN cooperation on labor. In addition, the ASEAN Plus Three Labor Ministers‘ 

Meeting (ALMM+3) was established in 2001 under the framework of cooperation with China, Japan, and the 

Republic of Korea.   

 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, ASEAN Cooperation on Labor: An Overview, http://www.aseansec.org/21009.htm  

accessed  August 25, 2009 

=============================================================================== 

 

 

Some important issues and projects in the agenda of the ASEAN labor ministers meeting: 

 Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the 

Rights of Migrant Workers (2007), in particular a committee to implement the 

declaration.  
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 Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Policy Dialogue on ―National OSH 

Framework‖ by Singapore in early 2007 and the follow-up Policy Dialogue on the 

―OSH Management System‖ in late 2007, supported by Japan which convened 

experts from all ASEAN Member States, the Peoples‘ Republic of China, Japan, and 

the Republic of Korea. 

 HIV Prevention and Control held in Jakarta in December 2007, with the support of 

the ILO, providing a platform for the sharing of information on good practices on 

HIV/AIDS approaches, tools and legislation concerning HIV/AIDS in the world of 

work among Member States‘ focal points. 

 Cooperation Agreement signed between the ASEAN Secretariat and the ILO in 

March 2007 -- ILO has provided exchanges of knowledge and expertise in various 

areas related to labor cooperation.  

 Skills recognition: adoption of an incremental approach based on prior establishment 

of national skills frameworks, before discussing how regional skills recognition 

arrangements can be established. 

 ASEAN-China High Level Seminar Series on Social Security, on the topic of 

employment injury insurance on 21– 23 June 2006. 

 China-ASEAN High-Level Seminar on Human Resource Development in Kunming, 

Peoples‘ Republic of China, in September 2007, which sought to establish a ‗China-

ASEAN Information Exchange on Human Resource Development‘ as a platform for 

future collaboration between China and ASEAN in a broad spectrum of areas including 

skills training, labor migration and social protection. 

 Study on ―Progressive Labor Practices to Enhance the Competitiveness of ASEAN‖.  

 

New governments mean new ministers and officials, with new priorities.  Since 2000, ASEAN‘s 

work on labor and human resources has been guided by the ASEAN Labor Ministers (ALM) 

Work Programme, to prepare the region‘s labor force to face the challenges of globalization and 

trade liberalization.  The five broad priorities initially set in the Work Programme are in the areas 

of employment generation, labor market monitoring, labor mobility, social protection, and 

tripartite cooperation.  In May 2006, the ASEAN Labor Ministers agreed in their Joint Statement 

of 2006 to add a sixth priority area, occupational safety and health (OSH), in the ALM Work 

Programme.  From the six priorities under the ALM Work Programme, two area-specific work 

programmes have been adopted by the ASEAN Senior Labor Officials for priority areas on 

tripartite cooperation and OSH capacities and standards in ASEAN. 

 

Apart from the priorities set in the ALM Work Programme, ASEAN made a groundbreaking 

move to address the issue of migrant workers on 13 January 2007, when its Leaders signed the 

ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. 

 

ASEAN Senior Labor Officials Meeting (SLOM) 

 

The senior labor officials are deputy or senior ministers who meet to thrash out technical details, 

approve project reports or project proposals for recommendation to the ASEAN Labor Ministers 

Meeting (ALMM).  The SLOM meets every year.  A change in government usually means new 

ministers, and new senior officials, which may result in gaps of continuity in agreed priorities.  
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The communiqué of the ALMM is usually based on the summary of the SLOM meeting.  For 

instance, the latest 2008 ALMM meeting in Bangkok ―noted with satisfaction the report of the 

Senior Officials on the progress of ASEAN Cooperation in the area of labor, in particular the 

decisions on the following: (1) The reconstitution of the Ad-Hoc Working Group as a "SLOM 

Working Group on Progressive Labor Practices to Enhance the Competitiveness of ASEAN" 

(SLOM-WG), which would be a permanent group reporting to SLOM.  The Chairmanship of the 

SLOM-WG would coincide with that for the ALMM, while the outgoing Chair could serve as 

the Vice-Chair; (2) The follow-up to the implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the 

Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers‖; (3) The adoption of an incremental 

approach to skills recognition that is based on prior establishment of national skills frameworks, 

before discussing how regional skills recognition arrangements can be established. The technical 

working group comprising the relevant experts would continue to drive the initiatives on skills 

recognition. …‖.  

 

 

PART THREE: The Labor Dimension of ASEAN Integration    

 

The labor dimension refers to the norms and standards expected of people at work.  Global labor 

standards represent what civilization has achieved against human exploitation.  All of the 

ASEAN countries are members of the International Labor Organization (ILO), one of the bodies 

in the UN system.  All ASEAN countries are therefore obliged to uphold ILO‘s fundamental 

principles and standards on labor.  In addition, most ASEAN countries have a rich variety of 

constitutions, labor laws and procedures on the fundamental framework of industrial relations, to 

promote decent work.  

 

Eight core ILO Conventions were identified by the ILO as fundamental to the rights of human 

beings at work, irrespective of levels of development of individual member states.  Only four of 

the ASEAN countries ratified the core labor dimensions concerning freedom of association (ILO 

Convention 87) and the right to organize and collective bargaining (ILO Convention 98).  With 

the exception of Brunei Darussalam, all ASEAN countries have ratified  ILO Convention 29 on 

the abolition of forced labor; but only  four ASEAN member countries ratified the convention for 

its abolition (ILO Convention 105).  Only two ASEAN countries (Brunei and Myanmar) did not 

ratify prohibition of discrimination in employment (ILO Convention 100); half the members 

ratified equal pay for equal work (ILO Convention 111).  With the exception of Myanmar, all 

countries have pledged to eliminate the worst forms of child labor (ILO Convention 182)  (see 

Box).  

 

Singapore and Malaysia denounced Convention 105 on forced labor.  It is not known how 

national legislation and policies in these countries comply with global labor standards against 

forced labor.  It is also not known whether workers and employer organizations in both 

Singapore and Malaysia are taking steps to reconsider their denunciations, and rejoin the 

international community against forced labor.  
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Brunei Darussalam, a new member of the ILO, has ratified only one core labor convention 

against child labor, ILO Convention 182.  The government has committed to ratifying the other 

core conventions. 

 

Capacity to implement the conventions is needed among the countries which ratified them.  In 

some of the countries which did not ratify the core conventions, national labor laws and 

regulations are in place to partially provide for workers‘ rights and other provisions of decent 

work, such as health and safety.  

 

Effective ratification depends upon the capacity to devote resources to implement the observance 

of core labor standards.  Ratification also depends upon the circumstances of the relevant 

government instrumentality mandated to ratify international commitments.  In addition, the ILO 

in June 1998 adopted the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, which 

defined the core conventions on decent work.  The ILO declared that 
8
 

 

―all [member countries], even if they have not ratified the [fundamental] Conventions, 

have an obligation, arising from the very fact of membership in the Organization, to 

respect, to promote and to realize, in good faith and in accordance with the Constitution, 

the principles concerning the fundamental rights which are the subject of those 

[fundamental] Conventions‖.   

 

Capacity to implement the conventions needs to be developed among the countries which ratified 

them.  In some of the countries which did not ratify the core conventions, national labor laws and 

regulations are in place to partially provide for workers rights and other provisions on decent 

work, such as health and safety.  

 

Effective ratification depends upon the capacity to devote resources to implement the observance 

of core labor standards. Ratification also depends upon the circumstances of the relevant 

government instrumentality mandated to ratify international commitments.  

 
=============================================================================== 

 Box.  The 8 core global labor conventions  

 Freedom of association  

1. Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize Convention,1948 (No.  87)                                       

 2.  Right to Organize and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98) 

 

Abolition of forced labor 

3.  Forced  Labor Convention, 1930 (No. 29) 

4.  Abolition of Forced Labor Convention, 1957 (No. 105) 

 

Non discrimination in employment  

5. Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) 

6. Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100) 

 

Elimination of child labor 

7. Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138) 

8. Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention, 1999 (No. 182) 

=============================================================================== 

                                                        
8
 ILO 1998 Declaration on the Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work  Geneva: : : : : : : ILO.  
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In ASEAN, there is common recognition of the fundamental framework of industrial relations, 

i.e. freedom of association and collective bargaining through changes in legislation which may 

enhance, or reduce workers‘ rights.  In almost all of the ASEAN countries, basic laws on 

industrial relations have been introduced in the 1950s or earlier.  With the exception of Thailand, 

these labor laws had their origin in the  rule of the colonial authorities -- Great Britain in the case 

of  Myanmar, Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei; The Netherlands in the case of Indonesia; France 

in the case of Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam; and the United States in the case of the Philippines -

- in  the context of controlling labor unrest as nationalism flourished and the cold war started 

between the Soviet Union and the East Bloc, versus the United States and the western powers.  

 

By the 1970s, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam  (CLMV) ventured into central 

planning and socialism, and labor relations were subordinated to the state.  In the 1990s, the 

CLMV  reopened  their  economies, and re-established laws on labor relations in part to respond 

to the need to regulate the labor market in the period of transition.  

 
================================================================================== 

                  Box.  Ratification of core labor conventions by ASEAN countries    

      1. Abolition of Forced  Labor

  

2.  Freedom of Association 

 
Con.  29 Con. 105 Con. 87 Con. 98 

Brunei Darussalam  
    

Cambodia 24/02/1969 23/08/1999 23/08/1999 23/08/1999 

Indonesia 12/06/1950 07/06/1999 09/06/1998 15/07/1957 

Lao  PDR 23/01/1964 
   

Malaysia 11/11/1957 Denounced 
 

05/06/1961 

Myanmar 04/03/1955 
 

04/03/1955 
 

Philippines 15/07/2005 17/11/1960 29/12/1953 29/12/1953 

Thailand 26/02/1969 02/12/1969 
  

Singapore 25/10/1965 Denounced 
 

25/10/1965 

Vietnam  05/03/2007 
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 3. Prohibition of  discrimination  

in employment 

4. Effective elimination of  

child  labor 

 
Con.  100 Con. 111 Con.  138 Con.  182 

Brunei Darussalam  
   

09/06/2008 

Cambodia 23/08/1999 23/08/1999 23/08/1999 14/03/2006 

Indonesia 11/08/1958 07/06/1999 07/06/1999 23/03/2000 

Lao   PDR 13/06/2006 13/06/2008 13/06/2005 13/06/2005 

Malaysia 09/09/1997 
 

09/09/1997 10/11/2000 

Myanmar 
    

Philippines 29/12/1953 17/11/1960 04/06/1998 28/11/2000 

Thailand 08/02/1999 
 

11/05/2004 16/02/2001 

Singapore 30/05/2002 
  

14/06/2001 

Vietnam 07/10/1997 07/10/1997 
 

19/12/2000 

Items are dates of ratification: day/month/year       

Source: http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/docs/declworld.htm   Accessed  July 30, 2009  

 

=============================================================================== 

 

 

In contrast, the older members of ASEAN have had several decades of experience with the 

fundamental framework of labor-management relations, with clear precedents on decisions on 

labor disputes accumulated through the years.  Labor laws had their roots in the 1950s at the start 

of the cold war, designed to control social unrest and national liberation movements, and in the 

transition from colonial rule to national independence.  A common theme in labor law reform is 

the need to respond to changing needs in the 21st century, such as demands for labor market 

flexibility as a consequence of globalization.  

 

Ambiguities and gaps exist in the fundamental framework of industrial relations.  Labor laws 

provide for the right to organize and bargain collectively, but workers observed to be covered by 

collective bargaining agreements are very few.  Labor laws prohibit discrimination on the basis 

of gender, political beliefs or other basis, but the implementing rules are unclear and ambiguous 

with regard to sanctions.  Labor laws are also unclear on the status of union shop stewards and 

their election.  Due to lack of training in their expected roles, worker representatives at the work 

unit, or enterprise level are unable to contribute effectively to the improvement of working 

conditions and the processing of disputes at the workplace.  

 

http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/docs/declworld.htm
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There is a common recognition in ASEAN that workplace conflict, a situation which all parties 

seek to avoid, presents itself in two forms: disputes of rights and disputes of interests.  Disputes 

of rights arise from different interpretation or fulfilment of what is provided by the constitution 

or labor laws, which may include the law on employment, trade union rights, social security, 

collective bargaining, or collective action.  A rights dispute also involves the interpretation, 

application, administration, or alleged violation of an existing collective agreement or award.  

Third parties may settle the dispute of who is right or wrong through arbitration or court 

procedures.  Disputes of interests arise over differences in opinion with respect to the conclusion, 

negotiation or revision of an individual or collective agreement.  An interest dispute is about 

deciding on the terms of a new collective agreement.  The parties may settle the interest dispute 

themselves, through negotiations and consensus, or through third parties.  Interest disputes could 

also be settled through use of power and strategy.  The strong party wins.  

 

There are three generally recognized means of conflict resolution: conciliation, mediation, and 

arbitration.  Arbitration could be voluntary, through third parties and through compulsory 

arbitration by the State in judicial or quasi judicial processes.  In many countries, the highest 

court decides on appeals on labor disputes.  Often, the lack of expertise, particularly of third 

party arbitrators of labor disputes, is a serious problem in industrial relations in many countries, 

including ASEAN. 

 

Although  the right  to strike  is enshrined  in  some of ASEAN‘s labor  laws, and  the law 

protects  workers  from reprisals due to strike action, there are cases of  workers  being  forced 

out of employment as a result of collective action such as strikes, pickets, slowdowns and 

demonstrations.  There is a need to encourage the exhaustion of alternatives through mediation, 

conciliation, dialogue, and negotiations before concerted action is carried out.  The availability of 

authoritative third parties for mediation, either outside or inside government  and the 

development of mediation and negotiation skills is  expressed very clearly as a need by many 

ASEAN countries.  

 

Cambodia and Vietnam, in the  CLMV  group of countries re-established  some  fundamental  

laws   on  industrial  relations.  The main  problem concerns limited resources and know-how of 

officials, which constrain the effective implementation of labor laws.  The country reports from 

the CLMV also recognize other common problems and issues.  The enforcement of procedures 

to recognize trade union rights by the government is inadequate, due to lack of resources, 

experience and skills of officials, trade union leaders and employers in resolving disputes.  As a 

consequence, tripartism does not operate properly, as expected.  

 

There is diversity in the accepted concept, level of acceptance and practice of unions in ASEAN.  

There are gaps in the capacity, and role of both national and  regional affiliates of global unions 

as inclusive voice of workers in ASEAN.  The gap indicates an urgent demand for a regional 

trade union body to represent the workers in appropriate regional meetings, where labor issues 

and concerns are at stake.  

 

There is a sizable number of global unions with regional offices and affiliates in the Asia and the 

Pacific, including or perhaps, overlapping with the ASEAN.  There is a need to coordinate the 

global level concerns, raise awareness in the regional level, and provide specific inputs to 
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national action plans.  Even within the national scope of issues, there are significant variations on 

the significance and applicability to local, or provincial issues concerning workers and the 

unions.  Global concerns of workers in unions may reflect regional, national, local or industry 

specific concerns.   

 

 

PART FOUR: Freedom of Association and Unions in ASEAN  
 
This section provides a summary of industrial relations, focusing on freedom of association, 

workers organizations, and collective disputes. The discussion is provided separately for older 

ASEAN countries – Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand (BIMPST), and the younger member countries – Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and 

Vietnam (CLMV).  The information is collected from various sources: the summary record of the 

ASEAN regional workshop on industrial relations in 2007 and 2008; country reports presented in 

regional workshops or meetings on industrial relations; the 2008 Report of the ILO Committee of 

Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations; the ILO Country Baselines for 

the ILO Fundamental Declaration Annual Review; the US State Department Report on Human 

Rights (2008), which includes sections on freedom of association and collective bargaining; and 

published news reports.   

 

The UN Declaration of Human Rights, and the ILO conventions on freedom of association (C87) 

and collective bargaining (C98) provide part of the core global norms in sound industrial 

relations, and the promotion of decent work. All workers and employers have the right to 

establish and to join organizations of their choice to promote and defend their respective 

interests, and to negotiate collectively with the other party. They should be able to do this freely, 

without interference by the other party or the State. Freedom of association is a fundamental 

human right and, together with collective bargaining rights, is a core ILO value. The rights to 

organize and to bargain collectively are enabling rights that make it possible to promote 

democracy, sound labor market governance and decent conditions at work. 
9
  

 

In ASEAN, there is common recognition of providing the fundamental framework of industrial 

relations, i.e. freedom of association and collective bargaining through legislation.  In almost all 

of the ASEAN countries, basic laws on industrial relations have been introduced in the 1950s or 

earlier.  With the exception of Thailand, these labor laws had their origin in the rule of the 

colonial authorities -- Great Britain in the case of Myanmar, Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei; the 

Netherlands in the case of Indonesia; France in the case of Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam; and the 

United States in the case of the Philippines -- in the context of controlling labor unrest as 

nationalism flourished and the cold war started between the Soviet Union and the East Bloc, 

versus the United States and the western powers.  

 

By the 1970s, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam (CLMV) ventured into central 

planning and socialism, and labor relations were subordinated to the state.  In the 1990s, the 

CLMV reopened their economies, and re-established laws on labor relations in part to respond to 

the need to regulate the labor market in the period of transition.  

                                                        
9
ILO (1998) Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at WorkGeneva:  ILO 



Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

28 

 

 

In contrast, the older members of ASEAN had several decades of experience on the fundamental 

framework of labor-management relations, with precedents on decisions on labor disputes 

accumulated through the years.  Labor laws had their roots in the 1950s at the start of the cold 

war, designed to control labor and social unrest, in the transition from colonial rule to national 

independence.  A common theme in labor law reform is the need to respond to changing needs in 

the 21st century, such as demands for labor market flexibility as a consequence of globalization.  

 

Common ambiguities and loopholes exist in the fundamental framework of industrial relations.  

Labor laws provide for the right to organize and bargain collectively, but workers observed to be 

covered by collective bargaining agreements are very few.  Labor laws prohibit discrimination 

on the basis of gender, political beliefs or other basis, but the implementing rules are unclear and 

ambiguous on the sanctions.  Labor laws are also unclear on the status of union shop stewards 

and their election; due to lack of training on their expected role, stewards are unable to contribute 

effectively to the improvement of working conditions and the processing of disputes at the 

workplace.  

 

Although the right to strike is enshrined in the labor laws, and the law protects workers from 

reprisals due to strike action, there are cases of workers being forced out of employment as a 

result of collective action such as strikes, pickets, slowdowns and demonstrations.  There is a 

need to encourage the exhaustion of alternatives through mediation, conciliation, dialogue, and 

negotiations before concerted action is carried out.  The availability of authoritative third parties 

for mediation, either outside or inside government and the development of mediation and 

negotiation skills is expressed very clearly as a need by many ASEAN countries.   

 

There is a sizable number of global unions with regional offices and affiliates in the Asia and the 

Pacific, including or perhaps, overlapping with the ASEAN.  There is a need to coordinate the 

global level concerns, raise awareness in the regional level, and provide specific inputs to 

national action plans.  Even within the national scope of issues, there are significant variations on 

the significance and applicability to local, or provincial issues concerning workers and the 

unions.  Global concerns of workers in unions may reflect regional, national and local concerns; 

in some cases, they may be irrelevant.   

 

Global unions are engaged in developing transnational labor regulation through corporate codes 

of conduct, and  industry framework agreements.  However, many national and local unions have 

been peripheral  in this process, and remain ambivalent about its potential effects.  Some unions 

worry that these codes could have legitimizing effects on companies that don‘t actually live up to 

good practices, and that companies could use codes to excuse or distract attention from the 

repression of unions.  

 
================================================================================== 

     Box       Labor law and freedom of association in ASEAN  

                                  B   I   M   P   S   T 

Brunei Darussalam Under the Trade Unions Act, unions are legal and must be registered with the 

government. All workers, including civil servants other than those serving in the 

military and those working as prison guards or police officers, may form and join 

trade unions.  
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Indonesia Law  No.  21  (2000)  provided the right to unionize with the immediate effect of 

a rapid  increase in unions. The law provides broad rights of association for 

workers, and workers exercised these rights. The law allows workers to form and 

join unions of their choice without previous authorization or excessive 

requirements, and workers did so in practice. The law stipulates that 10 or more 

workers have the right to form a union, with membership open to all workers, 

regardless of political affiliation, religion, ethnicity, or gender 

Malaysia Most workers have the right to form and join trade unions, but the Trade Unions 

Act (TUA) and the Industrial Relations Act (IRA) restrict this right. Other laws 

also may restrict freedom of association. For example, the Malaysian Penal Code 

requires police permission for public gatherings of more than five persons.  

Those restricted by law from joining a union include public sector workers 

categorized as "confidential, managerial, and executive," as well as defense and 

police officials. 

Philippines The Philippine Labor Code (1975)  provides for the right of workers, including 

most public employees, with the exception of the military and the police, to form 

and join trade unions. Trade unions are independent of the government. Unions 

have the right to form or join federations or other labor groups. In May 2007 a 

new labor law lowered the requirements for union registration.  On November 8, 

the DOLE issued the implementing rules and regulations for this law.   

Singapore In   1960, Singapore  enacted an   Industrial Relations  Act.  The constitution 

provides all citizens the right to form associations, including trade unions; 

however, parliament may impose restrictions based on security, public order, or 

morality grounds. The right of association was restricted by the Societies Act and 

by labor and education laws and regulations. Under these laws any group of 10 or 

more persons is required to register with the government. The Trade Unions Act 

authorizes the formation of unions with broad rights, albeit with some narrow 

restrictions such as prohibitions on the unionization of uniformed personnel or 

government employees.  The Trade Unions Act restricts the right of trade unions 

to elect their officers and to choose whom they may employ. 

Thailand The  Labor Relations  Act (1975)  and subsequent  laws  and  guidelines   provide  

for  workers  rights, and  employers  prerogatives.  Freedom of association to 

state enterprises was enacted in 2007.  The law allows all private sector workers 

to form and join trade unions of their choosing without prior authorization; 

however, enforcement of the law was ineffective. In addition, the Labor 

Relations Act and Labor Protection Act provide inadequate protection to workers 

who participate in union activities. The law allows unions to conduct their 

activities without government interference. The law also permits workers to 

strike, and this right was exercised in practice. 

 C    L    M   V  

Cambodia  The labor law provides only private-sector workers in the formal economy the 

right to join the trade union of their choice without prior authorization; however, 

the government's enforcement of this right was selective. Membership in trade 

unions or employee associations is not compulsory, and workers are free to 

withdraw from such organizations, although a few unions attempted to intimidate 

workers who wanted to withdraw. 
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Lao  PDR In 1991 the first labor law was issued and entered into force, which is one of 18 

laws of the government aimed at promoting and serving better climate for local 

and foreign investment, together with the Decree on the implementation of labor 

law.  The law does not allow workers to form and join independent unions of 

their choice; they may form unions without previous authorization only if they 

operate within the framework of the officially sanctioned Federation of Lao 

Trade Unions (FLTU), which in turn is controlled by the LPRP. In addition the 

law does not permit unions to conduct their activities without government 

interference. Strikes are not prohibited by law, but the government's ban on 

subversive activities or destabilizing demonstrations made strikes unlikely, and 

none were reported during the year. 

Myanmar Myanmar  ratified   ILO  conventions on freedom of association in 1955.  The  

basic  rights of citizens  including  freedom  of association will  be included in 

the new  constitution.  The law permits workers to form trade unions with the 

prior consent of the government; however, no free trade unions existed in the 

country. Domestic and internationally affiliated unions are not allowed, nor are 

individual membership in unions. 

Vietnam The roles and functions of the trade unions are stipulated in the Union Law 1990 

and Labor Code 1994.  Workers may chose whether or not to join a union and at 

which level (local, provincial, or national) they wish to participate; however, 

every union is affiliated with and controlled by the nation's only trade union, the 

Vietnam General Confederation of Labor (VGCL). The VGCL, an umbrella 

organization controlled by the CPV, approves and manages a range of subsidiary 

labor unions organized according to location and industry. Workers are not free 

to join or form any union independent of the VGCL.   

                      Source: Country reports, ASEAN Industrial Relations Regional Workshop,  

                                   Bangkok, August 23 to 25, 2007; US State Department Human Rights 

              Report 2008. 

=============================================================================== 
 

Older ASEAN: BIMPST Countries 
10

 

 

Brunei Darussalam 

Brunei Darussalam became a member of the ILO in 2007 and has so far ratified only one ILO 

core convention on child labor (Convention 182).  The Government reported that it is 

considering ratification of Convention 87 and Convention 98, in consultation with the 

employers‘ and workers‘ organizations.  The government reported the following unions: (a) the 

Brunei Oilfield Workers Organization (BOWU); (b) the Brunei Government Subordinates 

Officers‘ Union; and (c) the Royal Brunei Customs Workers‘ Union.  Employers are organized  

with the National Chamber of Commerce and Industry (NCCI).
11

 

There is no provision in the laws that underpin the right to collective bargaining.  An individual 

contract is required between an employer and a worker, and trade union activities are not allowed 

to violate these individual labour contracts.  Under Brunei Darussalam‘s Trade Unions Act 

                                                        
10

This section is compiled mainly from the following sources: unpublished country reports and summary records of 

the ASEAN-Japan Project on Industrial Relations (2007 and 2008); the ILO Committee on Experts Report (2007 and 

2008); and the US State Department 2008 Report on Human Rights 
11

ILO (2008) Country Baseline Annual Review: Brunei Darussalam Retrieved October 5, 2009    Website: 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

declaration/documents/publication/wcms_decl_facb_bnr.pdf 
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(1955), unions are legal and must be registered with the government. All workers, including civil 

servants other than those serving in the military and those working as prison guards or police 

officers, may form and join trade unions; however, in practice trade union activity was minimal. 

The government did not encourage unions or facilitate their formation, and employers in the 

industrial sector did not encourage foreign workers to form unions. The three registered trade 

unions were in the oil sector and had a total membership of less than 5 percent of the industry's 

total work force. There were an estimated 88,000 foreign workers, including almost 6,000 

garment industry workers, none of whom were members of any trade union.   

 

While the law permits the formation of trade union federations, it forbids affiliation with 

international labor organizations unless there is consent from the home affairs minister and 

Department of Labor (DOL).  The law makes no explicit provision allowing the right to strike.  

With respect to unions and collective bargaining, Brunei‘s law prohibits employers from 

discriminating against workers in connection with union activities but provides no legal 

framework for collective bargaining.  There was very little union activity in the country, and 

employer discrimination against union members was not reported.  There is a free trade zone in 

Muara Port, known as the Muara Export Zone (MEZ).  Labor laws are fully applicable in the 

MEZ. 

Labor disputes, mostly individual cases, are taken care by the government through the 

Department of Laborunder the Ministry of Home Affairs.  There is no national and local 

institution to coordinate ‗Social Dialogue‘ between workers, employers and government. 

However, the government provides a hot line number for the workers and employers seeking 

information about labor regulation.  Workers are also encouraged to file anonymous complaints 

to the government about their grievances.  Given this, Brunei Darussalam, which currently has 

only one labor union, sees no urgent need to encourage the establishment of more unions. 

Brunei Darussalam has hardly faced major labor issues, except for the work stoppage in 2001 

and 2002 in the garments industry, due to discrimination in employment.  Workers from outside 

the ASEAN region, especially those from Bangladesh and India who account for the majority of 

foreign workers, were paid less than those of other nationalities.  The problem was solved 

through negotiations between workers representing different nationalities and employer 

representatives, mediated by the government. 

Indonesia 

Indonesia ratified all 8 of the ILO‘s core conventions.  The number of labor federations in 

Indonesia reached 91 in 2007, twelve of which are nationally-recognised.  Many collective 

agreements currently exist.  The problem is that collective labor agreements can only be initiated 

if the union is represented by 50 percent of the workers.  Minimum wage is determined by the 

local government and evaluated on an annual basis.  However, this has led to a perception that 

wages can be paid below the minimum standard.  

In dispute settlements, Indonesia has applied a new regulation with the establishment of Labor 

Courts at the district level comprising ad-hoc Judges representing the employer and workers. 

Four types of disputes are recognized, namely, (a) workers‘ rights, (b) interest disputes, (c) 
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disputes arising from termination of employment, and (d) intra-union disputes within the same 

enterprise.  The method of mediation can be used for all types of disputes, while conciliation and 

arbitration are limited to interest disputes, termination of employment and intra-union disputes. 

All disputes, except for disputes of interest can be brought to the Labor Court through the 

submission of an appeal to the Supreme Court. 

The number of strikes reduced significantly from 175 cases in 2001 to 96 in 2005.  This could be 

an indicator that industrial relations improved in Indonesia. Main reason for strikes include: 

wages and union recognition.   

Private sector workers are by law free to form worker organizations without prior authorization, 

and unions may draw up their own constitutions and rules and elect representatives.  The 

Ministry of Manpower and Transmigration records, rather than approves, the formation of a 

union, federation, or confederation and provides it with a registration number.  During the year 

some unions reported local ministry offices prejudicially recommended denial of registration.  

The law recognizes civil servants' freedom of association and right to organize, and employees of 

several ministries formed employee associations; union organizations sought to organize these 

workers.  Unions also sought to organize state-owned enterprise (SOE) employees. 

The law recognizes civil servants' freedom of association and right to organize, and employees of 

several ministries formed employee associations; union organizations sought to organize these 

workers.  Unions also sought to organize state-owned enterprise (SOE) employees, although they 

encountered resistance from enterprise management, and the legal basis for registering unions in 

SOEs remained unclear. 

The law allows the government to petition the courts to dissolve a union if it conflicts with the 

state ideology or the constitution. 

Workers must give written notification to the authorities and to the employer seven days in 

advance for a strike to be legal, specifying the starting and ending time of the strike, venue for 

the action, reasons for the strike, and including signatures of the chairperson and secretary of the 

striking union.  A ministerial regulation declares illegal all strikes at "enterprises that cater to the 

interests of the general public or at enterprises whose activities would endanger the safety of 

human life if discontinued."  In practice strikes were prohibited in the public sector, in essential 

services, and at enterprises that served the public interest. 

The law provides for collective bargaining and allows workers' organizations that register with 

the government to conclude legally binding collective labor agreements (CLAs) with employers 

and to exercise other trade union functions.  The law includes some restrictions on collective 

bargaining, including a requirement that a union or unions represent more than 50 percent of the 

company workforce to negotiate a CLA. The Manpower Act, which regulates collective 

bargaining, the right to strike, and general employment conditions does not apply to SOEs.  

Some unions claimed that the law contains inadequate severance benefits and protection against 

arbitrary terminations and does not sufficiently restrict outsourcing and child labor.  At year's 

end no implementing regulations had been issued. 
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Company regulations, permitted under government regulations, substituted for CLAs in the vast 

majority of enterprises, many of which did not have union representation.  The Manpower Act 

requires that employers and workers form joint employer/worker committees in companies with 

50 or more workers, a measure to institutionalize communication and consensus building. 

The law prohibits anti-union discrimination by employers and others against union organizers 

and members and provides penalties for violations; however, the government did not effectively 

enforce the law in many cases.  There were credible reports of employer retribution against union 

organizers, including dismissals and violence that were not prevented effectively or remedied in 

practice.  Some employers warned employees against contact with union organizers.  Some 

unions claimed that strike leaders were singled out for layoffs when companies downsized.  

Malaysia 

Malaysia ratified ILO Convention 98 on collective bargaining, but not ILO Convention 87 on 

freedom of association.  In 1957, Malaysia denounced ILO Convention 105 on forced labor.  

Malaysia also ratified ILO Convention 144 concerning tripartite consultations.  Freedom of 

association, pluralism and unitarism are well expressed through legal rights given to the workers 

to form and associate themselves with trade unions.  Non-unionized workers are protected by the 

Industrial Relations Act 1967.  Section 4(1) of the Industrial Relations Act 1967 (IRA) clearly 

stipulates that ―no person shall interfere with a workman‘s right to join or to form or assist the 

formation of a trade union…‖.  Section 4(3) of the IRA stipulates that ―no employer or trade 

union of employers and no person acting on behalf … by financial or other means … control or 

influence of such employer or such trade union of employers.‖  Despite having these provisions 

in the IRA, there are still cases of union busting. 

Business restructuring and changes in job titles ‗transformed‘ some employees into executives. 

This caused them to lose their rights to join labor unions.  

Malaysian union leaders had complained about delays in the settlement of union recognition 

disputes.  There are also long delays in the treatment of union claims to obtain recognition for 

collective bargaining purposes.  While the IRA requires that an employer respond to a union's 

request for recognition within 21 days of application, it was not uncommon for such applications 

to be refused and unions to go unrecognized for one to four years.  Under the amendments, if an 

employer does not respond to the union application within 21 days, the union must submit a 

written appeal to the director general of trade unions within 14 days.  If the union fails to submit 

the appeal within the stipulated period, the union automatically is not recognized.  The 

amendments also deny the right of unions and individuals to hold strikes protesting the lack of 

recognition of their union. 

According to the 2006 government report, the cause of the delay is mainly due to the time taken 

by legal proceeding lodged either by trade unions or an employer against the decision of the 

Director-General of Trade Unions (DGTU) on issues of competency or membership 

verifications. 



Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

34 

 

The International Trade Union Council (ITUC)
12

 has observed that 2.6 million migrant workers 

in Malaysia are prevented by law from organizing or applying to register a trade union and are 

barred from serving as officers of a trade union. The system for registering migrant workers 

discourages them from asserting their rights because it grants total discretion to employers to 

terminate workers for virtually any reason.  According to the government, foreign and local 

workers enjoy equal rights; migrant workers can join a union but cannot be elected as trade union 

officers. 

Government policy inhibited the formation of national unions in the electronics sector, the 

country's largest industry, because it has "pioneer status," which affords certain investment 

incentives.  The government stated that establishment of national unions in the electronics sector 

would impede foreign direct investment and negatively affect the country's international 

competitiveness in the sector; government leaders stated that enterprise-level unions were more 

appropriate for the electronics industry.  According to MTUC officials, 150,000 electronics 

workers were unable to organize, and only eight in-house unions existed in the electronics 

industry. 

Malaysia‘s labor regulation encourages women participation in the labor force. For instance, 

women may take up to two years of unpaid leave for childcare and thereafter return to work. The 

regulation does not provide for ‗menstruation leave‘ as menstruation is not considered a sickness. 

However, women may go on medical leave and take a rest during menstruation under a doctor‘s 

recommendation. 

There is concern that Malaysia does not intend to ratify Convention 87.  There are restrictions on 

the right to organize certain categories of workers in Malaysia such as migrant workers, and 

workers in the informal economy.  Government authorization is required to establish employers‘ 

or workers‘ organizations.   

Philippines 

Freedom of association is well entrenched in the Philippines, in both the Constitution and labor 

laws. Strikes were significantly reduced, from 63 in 2000 to 3 incidents in 2008.  Statistics show 

a registration of 1,545 public sector unions and 15,318 private sector unions.  The union 

members represent 5 percent of the labor force.  Trade union representatives sit in governing 

tripartite bodies such as the Social Security Commission, the National Labor Relations 

Commission, the National Wages & Productivity Commission, the Occupational and a few 

others.  

In the settlement of disputes, both parties, the workers and the employers, are empowered to 

analyze and solve their problems at the enterprise level through bipartite mechanisms.  Should 

settlement fail, parties generally avail themselves of third party interventions which utilize 

conciliation and mediation processes.  Social dialogue and tripartism are promoted through 

tripartite meetings and consultations both at the national and regional areas, including provincial 

and local government consultations.  Voluntary arbitration is an option, where employers and 

workers choose from a list of accredited qualified experts.  The National Labor Relations 
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Commission (NLRC), on the other hand, serves as an independent body handling compulsory 

arbitration cases and acts on policies in coordination with the Department of Labor and 

Employment. 

Labor law applies uniformly throughout the country, including in special economic zones 

(SEZs)
13

; however, local political leaders and officials who governed the SEZs attempted to 

frustrate union organizing efforts by maintaining union-free or strike-free policies.  The 

International Trade Union council (ITUC) in its 2007 Annual Survey maintained that the DOLE 

was unable or unwilling to enforce labor law in the SEZs.  A conflict over interpretation of the 

SEZ law's provisions for labor inspection further obstructed the enforcement of workers' rights to 

organize. 

In September 2009, the Philippine government agreed to receive an ILO high-level mission to 

identify areas needed for support and technical assistance for effective application of the 

convention on freedom of association and collective bargaining.
14

  The Philippines was among 

25 countries under investigation for alleged trade union complaints and other labor-related cases.  

In its closing statement, the ILO emphasized the need to provide for: ―coordinated training of the 

Philippine National Police (PNP) and the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) on freedom of 

association and its linkages to civil liberties; freedom of association and collective bargaining 

training focused on implementation within special economic zones; training of judges and 

lawyers on international labor standards and their use in the judiciary; continuing education for 

Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), Civil Service Commission (CSC) and the Public 

Sector Labor Management Council (PSMLC) on international labor standards; and the 

promotion of social dialogue at all levels with special outreach to the tripartite peace councils.‖   

The mission was confronted with ―contradictory statements concerning violence against trade 

unionists and the sufficiency of the efforts made by the government― to ensure that workers may 

exercise their trade union rights in a climate free from fear.  Among others, the ILO encouraged 

a statement from ―the highest level of the Government instructing all government actors to make 

special efforts to ensure that their actions do not infringe upon the basic civil liberties of trade 

unionists‖.  The ILO encouraged the government to provide its full support for the rapid adoption 

of bills pending in Congress to ―bring labor legislation into greater conformity with freedom of 

association and collective bargaining.‖  The Philippine government accepted the ILO 

recommendations. 
15

 

Singapore 

Singapore has ratified ILO Convention 98 but not Convention 87.  The government has said that 

―although Singapore has not ratified the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Rights to 
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Organise Convetion, 1948 (no. 87). The principle and right (PR) is enshrined in Singapore‘s 

laws.  

Singapore has indicated that in contrast to current national regulations, which requires formal 

registration of trade unions, with prescribed rules on union administration and activities, C87 

requires a de-regulated approach in the management of trade unions.  Under this Convention, 

trade unions are generally unrestricted in their roles and activities, which is not in line with the 

national existing laws based on the development of responsible trade unions and enlightened 

employers.  Ratification would require the Government to make major amendments to the laws, 

which have been functioning well and benefited the economy, employers and workers over the 

past decades.  Singapore declared that ―amending these laws would undermine the harmonious 

industrial relations and strong tripartite relationship that the country has developed.  Singapore 

has abolished the requirement for government approval of the content of agreements.‖
16

 

  

Singapore is currently facing two major issues in its labor management, i.e. ageing workers and 

low-skilled low-income workers. The mandatory retirement age is 62 while life expectancy is 80.  

The unions are working together with the government to establish a re-employment policy which 

would give an opportunity for the retired workers to be re-employed on a yearly basis.  The re-

employment programme will give flexibility to the retired workers to remain longer in 

employment and to fulfil their retirement needs.  Singapore does not apply minimum wage 

standards, but has created a Job Re-creation Programme as a way to raise an added value to the 

job, which will raise the wage of workers.  Mandatory certification after training for a certain job 

allows workers to gain a wage increase.  In other words, wage increase is not determined by the 

legislation but by the improvement of the worker‘s capacity/skill.  The Trade Unions Act 

restricts the right of trade unions to elect their officers and to choose whom they may employ. 

Foreigners and those with criminal convictions may not hold union office or become employees 

of unions.  However, the minister of manpower may grant exemptions.  The Trade Unions Act 

limits the objectives for which unions can spend their funds and prohibits payments to political 

parties or the use of funds for political purposes.  In 2007 the national labor force consisted of 

approximately 2.9 million workers, nearly 500,000 of whom were represented by 69 unions, or 

17 percent unionization rate.  Almost all of the unions (which represented virtually all union 

members) were affiliated with the National Trade Union Congress (NTUC), an umbrella 

organization with a close relationship with the government. 

 

The NTUC acknowledged that its interests were linked closely with those of the ruling PAP, a 

relationship often described by both as symbiotic.  NTUC officials hold concurrent positions in 

the executive branch of government.  Young PAP MPs with no union experience were often 

elected to leadership positions in the NTUC or a member union.  NTUC policy prohibited union 

members who supported opposition parties from holding office in affiliated unions.  While the 

NTUC is financially independent of the PAP, the two shared a common ideology and work 

closely with management in support of more cooperative labor relations.  The NTUC is free to 

associate regionally and internationally. 
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Collective bargaining was a normal part of labor-management relations in the industrial sector. 

The Industrial Arbitration Court (IAC) must certify collective agreements before they go into 

effect.  The IAC may refuse certification at its discretion on the ground of public interest.  Union 

members may not reject collective agreements negotiated between their union representatives 

and the employer.  Transfers and layoffs are excluded from the scope of collective bargaining. 

However, in practice employers consulted with unions on both issues, and the Tripartite Panel on 

Retrenched Workers issued guidelines calling for early notification to unions of layoffs. 

 

Because of a domestic labor shortage, approximately 600,000 foreign workers were employed 

legally, constituting approximately 30 percent of the total work force.  There were no reliable 

estimates of the number of foreigners working illegally.  Most foreign workers were unskilled 

laborers and household servants from other Asian countries.  Foreign workers faced no legal 

wage discrimination; however, they were concentrated in low-wage, low skill jobs and were 

often required to work long hours. 

 

Although the great majority of the approximately 180,000 maids (mainly from the Philippines, 

Indonesia, and Sri Lanka) work under clearly outlined contracts, their low wages, dependence on 

their employers for food and lodging, and relative isolation made them vulnerable to 

mistreatment, abuse, and labor conditions that in some cases could amount to involuntary 

servitude.  Public debates continue about how to prevent abuse of maids. 

 

Thailand 

A new Constitution was promulgated in August 24, 2007, which provides freedom for 

association for all persons including Government and State officials.  The Constitution of the 

Kingdom of Thailand provides for freedom of assembly and association, except by virtue of a 

law specifically enacted for ―protecting the common interest of the public, maintaining public 

order or good morals or preventing economic monopoly (section 45). ―  

 

Thailand provides for freedom of association and collective bargaining in the following laws: (a)   

Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand, B.E. 2540 (1997), (Chapter 8, sections 199 and 200); 

(b) Labour Relations Act, B.E. 2518 (1975); (c ) State Enterprise Labour Relations Act  

(SELRA), B.E. 2534 (1991) and its amendment (in 2000); (d) Establishment of the Labour Court 

and Labour Court Procedure Act, B.E. 2522 (1979); (e) Code of Practice for the Promotion of 

Labour Relations in Thailand, B.E. 2539 (1996). 

 

Lobbying for Thailand‘s ratification of ILO Convention 87 and Convention 98 continues, 

expressed in 2001.  Currently, Thailand has 12 Employers‘ Federations and 12 Workers‘ 

Federations.  The occurrence of labor disputes decreased from 100 incidents in 2002 to 52 

incidents in 2006.  In 2007, Thailand came up with a Labor Relations Plan as the operational 

framework and guideline for every department.  The roles of the Plan are as follows: (1) to 

promote harmony in every part of the labor economy: (2) to formulate strategies to develop 

potential and positive attitudes in the labor force; (3) to promote development and legal provision 

for the protection of workers; and (4) to develop a management system for occupational safety 

and health, and the environment. 
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The State Enterprises Labor Relations Act (SELRA) restricts affiliations between state enterprise 

unions and private sector unions; however, union confederations can affiliate. The restriction 

against union affiliation effectively divided the trade union movement along state enterprise and 

private sector lines. However, unofficial contacts at the union level between public and private 

sector workers continued, and the government did not interfere with these relationships. Unions 

in state-owned enterprises generally operated independently of the government and other 

organizations. Internal conflicts, corruption, and a lack of leadership weakened the labor 

movement. 

The law prohibits anti-union actions by employers; however, it also requires that union officials 

be full-time employees of the company or state enterprise, which makes them vulnerable to 

employers seeking to discipline workers who serve as union officials or who attempt to form 

unions. It also serves as a prohibition against permanent union staff, thus limiting the ability of 

unions to organize and be politically active.  The Labor Relations Act allows only two 

government licensed outside advisors to a union, and the Ministry of Labor often blocked the 

registration of labor advisors whom it deemed too activist.  Union leaders and outside observers 

complained that this interfered with the ability to train union members and develop expertise in 

collective bargaining, leading to rapid turnover in union leaders. 

Trade union leaders can be dismissed for any reason, provided severance payment is made.  In 

such circumstances the law does not provide for reinstatement, and the requirement for severance 

pay was not always respected.  The labor court reinstated employees in some cases where 

dismissal resulted from union activity and was illegal.  However, because the reinstatement 

process was lengthy and costly for the employee, most cases were settled out of court through 

severance payments to the employee, and there were no punitive sanctions for employers. 

In 2008, there were 87 labor disputes and two legal strikes involving more than 48,000 workers. 

In addition, three lockouts were reported.  Most of the conflicts involved wages, the failure of 

employers to deliver services as agreed, the transfer of employees to new assignments, and the 

number of work days and hours.  There were also protests against mass layoffs without proper 

severance pay and the closure of factories. 

Union leaders and academic observers reported that employers often discriminated against 

workers seeking to organize unions.  The law does not protect workers from employer reprisal 

for union activities prior to the registration of the union, and employers could exploit this 

loophole to defeat efforts at union organization.  Employers used loopholes in the Labor 

Relations Act to fire union leaders prior to government certification of unions.  During the year, 

there were several reported cases of workers being dismissed from their jobs for engaging in 

union activities.  In some cases the court ordered workers reinstated if grounds for their dismissal 

were proven inaccurate. 

A system of labor courts exercises judicial review over most aspects of labor law for the private 

sector; however, there was documented abuse in the system, including evidence that awards to 

workers were ignored or not paid in full. 

There are no special laws or exemptions from regular labor laws in export processing zones 

(EPZs), in which wages and working conditions were often better than national norms.  



Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

39 

 

However, union leaders alleged that employers' associations were organized to cooperate in 

discouraging union organization in the EPZs. 

 

New ASEAN Members: CLMV 
17

 

 

The CLMV countries re-established some fundamental laws on industrial relations.  The main 

problem concerns limited resources and know-how of officials, which constrain the effective 

implementation of labor laws.  The country reports from the CLMV also recognize other 

common problems and issues.  The enforcement of procedures to recognize trade union rights by 

the government is inadequate, due to lack of resources, experience and skills of officials, trade 

union leaders and employers in resolving disputes.  As a consequence, tripartism does not 

operate properly, as expected.  

  

Cambodia 

Industrial relations is relatively new in Cambodia. The new Constitution was adopted only in 

1993, and a new Labor Law introduced in 1997. However, concerns were expressed that the 

procedures put in place for the official registration of unions are too complicated and hampered 

by excessive bureaucracy.  Government officials should exert more efforts in the conciliation of 

labor disputes.  Collective disputes are addressed at the Civil Court as there is currently no labor 

court in the country.  Individual disputes can also be brought to the Civil Court if they cannot be 

settled at the company level.  A Labor Advisory Committee (LAC) oversees minimum wages, 

extension of collective bargaining agreements, and changes in working conditions.  In general, 

the enforcement of procedures to recognize trade union rights by the government is inadequate, 

due to lack of resources and inexperience of officials. For example, it was reported that labor 

ministry officials accepted the registration of one union that requires workers to obtain 

permission before they can withdraw their membership.  Both junior and senior level labor 

officials are poorly motivated, and needs a nurturing environment to promote their professional 

development. 

Cambodia enacted labor laws in 1997, which gave workers the right to form and join unions 

without requiring prior permission.  Union density is still very low.  Less than 3 percent of the 

8.4 million labor force is unionized, although in certain sectors such as the garment industry, 

density could be as high as 10 percent.   

Under its tripartite framework, Cambodia currently has two employer representatives, the 

Cambodian Federation of Employers and Business Association (CAMFEBA), which represents 

the business chambers and the Garment Manufacturers Association of Cambodia (GMAC), 

which represents garment manufacturers.  The latter is a very significant association as garment 

exports make a significant contribution to Cambodia‘s economy.  GMAC provides legal advice, 

handles negotiations including minimum wage negotiations on behalf of employer members.   

                                                        
17

This section is compiled mainly from the following sources:  unpublished country reports and summary records of 

the ASEAN – Japan Project on Industrial Relations (2007 and 2008);  the ILO Committee on Experts Report (2007 

and 2008);  the ILO (2008) Country Baselines on the  ILO Declaration Annual Review;  and the US State 

Department 2008 Report on Human Rights. 



Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

40 

 

The number of unions has been brought down for efficiency purposes since most unions 

represent workers from the same sector, the garment industry.  As such, workers do not see the 

need for many unions to represent them in negotiations. 

Through a bilateral textiles trade agreement in 1999, the United States and Cambodia engaged in 

one successful experiment in which economic leverage was tied to systematic verification of a 

trading partner‘s compliance with labor rights.  The United States agreed to give Cambodia a 

significant increase in its annual quota of exports to the United States if Cambodia adhered to 

enumerated measures of compliance with labor rights.  The agreement ended when the global 

quota system expired in 2005. 

The U.S. garment workers union, UNITE, was largely responsible for the political initiative for 

the Cambodia program, and for its innovative design.  The AFL-CIO also strongly supported the 

program.  While free-traders sometimes denounce global labor rights as disguised protectionism 

by U.S. labor unions, the Cambodia program shows the opposite: bilateral trade would increase, 

Cambodia would have more jobs, and the jobs would be better. 

Cambodia‘s compliance was monitored continuously by inspection teams supervised by an ILO 

official, who formulated hundreds of specific criteria for measuring compliance with domestic 

and international law.  The ILO inspectors generated the information used by the United States to 

decide whether Cambodia had actually complied with labor rights and thereby earned the annual 

bonus in export quota. 

An analyst
18

 argued that a weakness of the US Cambodia agreement was that the economic 

leverage was not as well-targeted as it might have been.  While Cambodia‘s garment industry as 

a whole would forego additional exports if labor rights compliance was inadequate, the 

individual offending employers might still maintain their export volumes if they were politically 

well-connected.  That is, sanctions were not well-targeted to create high-powered incentives 

directed at the actors responsible for violations.  Second, the inspectors lacked sufficient 

resources to maintain the kind of intensive monitoring and remediation carried out by the WRC 

investigative teams described above. 

The Free Trade Union of Workers of the Kingdom of Cambodia (FTUWKC) has alleged ―a 

campaign of systematic violence and repression … in one factory, comprising vicious attacks on 

union leaders by gangs outside the factory; the violent dispersal of a rally, in which one worker 

was shot in the back by the police and 16 trade unionists were arrested and detained; the 

dismissal of 1,500 workers following the protest, virtually all of whom were FTUWKC leaders 

or members; and the subsequent blacklisting of the dismissed individuals by the management, 

which had distributed their names and photos to other factories.‖  The FTUWKC also asserted 

that the authorities have done little to investigate the serious injuries inflicted on union leaders, 

and in fact have been regularly involved in the violent suppression of worker protests, strikes and 

marches at various factories. 
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The International Trade Union Council (ITUC) also said that in many factories, trade unionists 

continue to face repression of all kinds with virtually no intervention from the authorities.  Anti-

union acts include beatings from hired thugs, death threats, blacklisting, bringing trade unionists 

before the courts on false charges, wage deductions and exclusion from promotion.  The ITUC 

also refers to the continued obstruction of the activities of the Cambodian Independent Teachers‘ 

Association (CITA), which the government does not recognize as a trade union and whose 

demonstrations and protests have often been prohibited.  Another organization, the Cambodian 

Independent Civil Service Association (CICSA), is also not recognized as a trade union.
19

 

 

Lao PDR 

Like its counterpart in Vietnam, the Lao trade unions have a historic role in the war of national 

liberation.  Workers belong to only one national labor center, the Federation of Lao Trade 

Unions (FLTU) controlled by the ruling Lao People‘s Revolutionary Party (LPRP). The Lao 

PDR promulgated its labor law in 1990.  It was amended in 1994.  Lao PDR has not ratified the 

ILO Conventions on freedom of association and collective bargaining; for several years, it has 

confirmed intentions to ratify but has not yet done so.  In the absence of a Labor Court, all labor 

disputes are channelled to the General Court.  There is a tripartite framework consisting of the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, the Lao Federation of Trade Unions and the Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry.  There are no strikes in the official records.  

 

In Lao PDR, the substance of some articles of the labor law was modified and improved in   

1994-95 ―in order to meet the  requirements of economic growth, thus making the substance of 

the said law more strict and comprehensive‖.  There are efforts to update labor laws to comply 

with core conventions on freedom of association, unions and collective bargaining. 

Lao PDR has not yet ratified ILO core conventions on freedom of association (ILO Convention 

87) and collective bargaining (ILO Convention 98).  In 2007, Lao PDR‘s national parliament 

ratified ILO convention 100 on equal pay for equal work, and ILO Convention 111 on non-

discrimination in employment. 

On 27 December 2006, the National Assembly of Lao PDR replaced its labor law enacted in 

1994.  The purpose of this new law is ―to regulate employment relationships, to make the best 

use of workers‘ abilities to ensure national social and economic development, to enhance the 

efficiency and productivity of society and to improve workers‘ living conditions.‖  The new law 

has provisions on employment, skills development, as well as disputes settlement.  The new law 

also defines the role of trade unions and the protection of the rights of workers to health and 

safety, employment security, wages and working hours.  

The National Assembly is also preparing a new trade union law, to provide for freedom of 

association and collective bargaining, to be approved by December 2007.  The new law will be 

able to fill the gap, together with Constitutional guarantees freedom of association, freedom of 

speech and other freedoms.  However, penal provisions remain which infringe on freedom of 

association and concerted activities.  
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Article 5 of the amended Labor Law provides for the role of the trade unions: ―Trade unions or 

workers‘ representative shall be responsible for promoting solidarity, training and mobilization 

of workers with regard to labor discipline; work performance according to production plans 

established by the labor unit; presentation of any claims regarding compliance with labor 

regulations and contracts and participation in the settlement of labor disputes.‖   In addition, 

trade unions are established in each labor unit.  Any labor unit in which trade union is not 

established yet shall have workers‘ representative.  Employers must provide trade unions or 

workers‘ representatives with facilities and appropriate premises during working hours to enable 

them to carry out their activities. 

However, the new labor law approved in December 2006 has Article 65, on the prohibition of 

work stoppage, which may or may not be consistent with the provisions of ILO Convention 87 

and 98 on freedom of association and collective bargaining.  There is no provision on public 

sector unions.  

The LFTU admitted that the main challenges are the following: ―(a) the exclusive union is 

controlled by the only political party legally authorized; (b) all the unions must be affiliated to 

the LFTU; (c) the workers‘ organizations are not able to apply their own internal regulations; (d) 

the right to strike is restricted through dissuasive sanctions; (e) labour inspection services and 

labour courts are not able to enforce national labour laws; (f) the legal obligation of employers to 

bargain is lacking and (g) freedom of association for civil servants is being prejudiced.‖  The 

Government admitted lack of capacity of both employers and trade unions in collective 

bargaining and negotiations. 
20

   

Worker, employer and government participants in the workshops agreed that, among others there 

should be ―coordination between the appropriate bodies such as conciliation, safety & health 

committees, including committee to address the problem of migrant workers.‖  There should be 

clear responsibilities, and no overlaps in the appropriate government offices, the chambers of 

commerce as well as worker associations.  The government sometimes does the task of the trade 

unions and the chamber of commerce, and vice versa.  

In addition, public sector industrial relations in state owned enterprises, national government 

agencies and local or provincial governments need to be provided for.  There was also a call for 

―equal representation for employers in local and foreign owned, as well as state-owned 

enterprises in the chamber of commerce.‖ 

Myanmar 

Myanmar ratified ILO Convention 87 on Freedom of Association in 1955.  The fundamental 

framework of labor management laws and regulations in Myanmar are provided in various laws, 

employed in industries: Factories Act (1951), Leave & Holidays Act (1951), Payment of Wages 

Act (1936), Social  Security Act (1954), Workmen‘s Compensation Act (1932), Employment 

and Training Act (1958), Employment Restrictions Act (1958), Trade Disputes Act (1929). 
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Myanmar has introduced changes in employment contracts, particularly requiring employers to 

provide social security (no details were given to explain how the requirement is actually 

fulfilled).  The mechanism to settle labor disputes start at the workplace.  It then goes to the local 

government (township), and finally to the Central Trade Disputes Committee (CTDC).  The 

Trade Disputes Act of 1929 provided for disputes settlement.  If conciliation is not possible, a 

case is submitted to the CTDC for arbitration.  The Chairman of the CTDC is the Minister of 

Laborand the judgement of the committee is final.   

Myanmar officials stressed that regardless of the absence of trade unions in Myanmar, workers‘ 

rights have never been denied.  This has been pointed out as contradictory to the workers‘ 

freedom of association.  But Myanmar officials explained the existence of workers‘ welfare 

associations which help management and workers to discuss matters of mutual interest. 

Myanmar has been the focus of global news reports concerning infringement of freedom of 

association of workers and forced labor, among other infringements of ILO conventions.   

Over the years, the ILO‘s Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and 

Recommendations noted the prohibition of trade unions and the absence of any legal basis for 

freedom of association in Myanmar (repressive anti-union legislation, obscure legislative 

framework, military orders and decrees further limiting freedom of association, a single trade 

union system established in the 1964 Law and an unclear constitutional framework); the 

Federation of Trade Unions of Burma(FTUB) forced to work underground and accused of 

terrorism; ―workers‘ committees‖ organized by the authorities; and the repression of seafarers 

even overseas and the denial of their right to be represented by the Seafarers‘ Union of Burma 

(SUB) which is affiliated to the FTUB and the International Transport Workers‘ Federation 

(ITF). 

In Myanmar, there are preparations to transform the current workers‘ associations into trade 

unions, to implement the new constitution, ratified in May 2008.  Myanmar government officials 

argue that as a consequence of these provisions, a legislative framework has been established and 

the initial steps are being taken for the establishment of trade unions at the basic level, aimed at 

free and independent workers‘ organizations.  Basic workers‘ organizations have already been 

formed in 11 industrial zones.  Furthermore, work is now beginning at the respective Committees 

on amending, reviewing and revising the provisions of the various labor laws adopted on the 

basis of the 1964 law defining the ‖Fundamental Rights and Responsibilities of the People‘s 

Workers‖.  Moreover, the issues raised by the Committee on the Trade Disputes Act 1929 and 

Trade Union Act 1926 are addressed in the new constitution.  

However, the ILO Committee observed that ―there is currently no legal basis to the respect for, 

and realization of, freedom of association in Myanmar and that the broad exclusionary clause of 

section 354 of the Constitution subjects the exercise of this right to the laws enacted for State 

security, prevalence of law and order, community peace and tranquility or public order and 

morality‖.  There are serious doubts as to whether the ―trade unions‖ referred to by the 

Government actually reflect the free choice and interests of workers within the current 

framework of a total absence of an enabling legislative framework and recurrent violations of 

freedom of association in practice. 
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The ILO‘s approach of engagement and mobilization of shame against Myanmar has drawn 

some criticism.  It is argued that Myanmar is a small, powerless country, one among many 

governments who ―repudiated the basic ILO norm against forced labor.  It is unimaginable that 

the ILO, as currently constituted, would authorize member states to take action against a 

powerful country for violations of freedom of association, discrimination, or workplace health 

and safety‖.
 21

   

Viet Nam 

Tong Lien Doan Lao Dong or the Vietnam General Confederation of Labor (VGCL) was 

established in 1929 as the ―Red Federation of Trade Unions‖, with a historic role in the national 

liberation wars against colonial powers. VGCL is the voice of the workers as the sole national 

trade union center.  All trade unions in Vietnam are required to affiliate with the VGCL, and the 

VGCL is one of the mass movements of the Vietnamese Fatherland Front.  The Communist 

Party of Vietnam (CPV) is the ―vanguard of the working people and the whole nation, [and] 

represents the interests of the working class and the nation.‖  The VGCL president is a member 

of the Communist Party of Vietnam central committee.  Vietnam‘s Constitution defines VGCL‘s 

role as follows: 
22

 

―"The trade unions, being the socio-politic organization of the working class and the 

labouring people, in cooperation with government agencies, economic and social entities, 

take care of and safeguard the rights and interests of cadres, workers, employees and 

other labouring people; participate in State administration and social management, in the 

control and supervision of the State agencies, economic and social entities; educates 

cadres, workers, employees and other labouring people to do their utmost for national 

construction and defense". 

Vietnam has not yet ratified ILO Conventions 87 and 98, and for several years has declared 

intentions for ratification.  Progress on the removal of legal obstacles to ratification need to be 

sustained.  Some of the obstacles identified by the VGCL: (a) employers still violate the rights of 

workers; (b) enforcement and monitoring of the law are still weak and (c) there is a lack of 

training of the workers moving from the rural to the urban areas.  In addition, the ICFTU raised 

the following challenges: (a) there are still no independent unions; (b) workers are not free to 

organise or join unions of their choosing; (c) the right to strike is recognized by law but there are 

several restrictions: very heavy pre-strike procedures and prohibition of strikes in the public 

sector; (d) the VGCL does not defend workers‘ rights in practice; (d) lack of collective 

bargaining agreements in the private sector.
23

 

The law provides VGCL affiliated unions the right to bargain collectively on behalf of workers, 

but there are discussions on recognizing independent trade unions.  Collective labor disputes 

over rights must be routed through a conciliation council and, if the council cannot resolve the 

issue, to the chairperson of the district level people's committee.  Amendments made to the labor 
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law in 2008 divide such disputes into those over rights (compliance with the law) and those over 

interests (demands beyond what the law provides), setting out different procedures for both.  The 

law stipulates an extensive process of mediation and arbitration that must be followed before a 

strike may take place. 

Since the adoption of ―socialist oriented market mechanism‖ through Doi Moi in the mid 1980s, 

and economy has undergone rapid fundamental changes.  Private enterprises and businesses with 

foreign investment rapidly increased.  The growth of the foreign owned enterprises has lead to 

increasingly diversified and complicated labor relations, resulting in a rise in labor disputes and 

strikes. 

Vietnam recognizes the following employer organizations: Viet Nam Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry (VCCI), the Viet Nam Cooperatives Alliance of Small and Medium Enterprises 

(VCASME), the Viet Nam National Council of Cooperatives (VNC).  

As a new member of World Trade Organization (WTO), Vietnam has made efforts to comply 

with the commitment of the WTO.  More jobs are created in private sectors.  The differentiation 

of two minimum wages for Vietnamese enterprises and foreign enterprises has been abolished in 

compliance with WTO‘s non-discrimination principle.  This has also been identified as one of 

the major causes for the increasing number of strikes happening mainly in areas where intensive 

industries are located.  Led by individuals, not labor unions, the strikes were very well-organised 

but are considered unlawful.   

Vietnam is committed to promoting peaceful dialogue, to reduce the incidence of strikes.  There 

are efforts to improve the capacity of the unions at the grassroots level. 

Between 2002 and 2006, the US Department of Labor (DoL) provided significant funding 

technical assistance to develop Vietnam‘s capacity in industrial relations. The project resulted in 

―stronger capacity of the partners in promoting workplace cooperation, an operational plan for 

workplace cooperation and dispute prevention in selected enterprises in some provinces, and a 

more coherent industrial relations policy.‖
24

 

Collective agreements are insignificant in Vietnam since these don‘t deal with wages and 

working conditions.  Officials agree that ―collective bargaining agreements(CBA) should not 

copy or repeat what is already provided in labor laws, but should provide for distinct terms of 

employment and working conditions, since there are significant variations in industry conditions. 

Many CBAs are too general, and hence insignificant to the workers or employers since there are 

no specific provisions for wages and working conditions. There is a need to shift to the thinking 

that ―unions role should be to negotiate better pay with employers, and improve working 

conditions.  Workers will appreciate the importance of the union to represent them.  There is a 

need for an essential change in thinking about the role of the unions in the evolving market 

economy in Vietnam.‖        
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International Labor Organization (ILO) (2008) Freedom of association in practice: Lessons learned. Global 

Report under the follow-up to the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.  Report of the 
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Vietnam‘s officials recognize that trade union leaders need to have negotiating skills, develop 

capacity to negotiate, and define strategies to negotiate with employers.  Employers have no 

proper understanding of their role in dialogue.  Representatives of employers do not know how 

to design a collective agreement.  Many enterprises do not have a dialogue mechanism with 

workers.  There is also no mechanism to protect trade union leaders.  Union officers get their 

salary from employers while officers and staff of the VGCL, as well as the employer 

organizations receive government salaries.  If the enterprise fails, the trade union officers will 

also lose their jobs.  There is need to have specific language to protect union activity at the 

workplace.  Currently, employers can always have the option of retaliation against union leaders.   

Union leaders could not just depend on protection from the law, but also solidarity support of 

workers at workplace.‖ 

There are mandatory union dues for union members of 1 percent of salary, and employers must 

contribute 2 percent of payroll.  While these dues are intended to support workers and union 

activities, there was little transparency in how they were used.  The vast majority of the 

workforce was not unionized and did not pay union dues, as almost 34 million of the 45.3 

million total laborers lived in rural areas and engaged in activities such as small scale farming or 

worked in small companies and the informal private sector. 

Union leaders influenced key decisions, such as amending labor legislation, developing social 

safety nets, and setting health, safety, and minimum wage standards.  However, the VGCL 

asserted that authorities did not always prosecute violations of the law.  The Ministry of Labor, 

Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA) acknowledged shortcomings in its labor inspection 

system, emphasizing that the country had an insufficient number of labor inspectors.  The VGCL 

stated, and MOLISA acknowledged, that low fines on firms for labor violations failed to act as 

an effective deterrent against law violations. 

Strikes are illegal if they do not arise from a collective labor dispute or if they concern issues that 

are outside of labor relations.  Before a legal strike can be held, workers must take their claims 

through a process involving a conciliation council (or a district level labor conciliator where no 

union is present); if no resolution is obtained, the claims must be submitted to a provincial 

arbitration council.  Unions (or workers' representatives where no union is present) have the right 

either to appeal decisions of provincial arbitration councils to provincial people's courts or to go 

on strike.  Individual workers may take cases directly to the people's court system, but in most 

cases they may do so only after conciliation has been attempted and has failed.  The amendment 

also stipulates that workers on strike will not be paid wages while they are not at work. 

 

The labor code prohibits strikes in 54 occupational sectors and businesses that serve the public or 

that the government considers essential to the national economy and defense.  A decree defines 

these enterprises as those involved in electricity production; post and telecommunications; 

railway, maritime, and air transportation; banking; public works; and the oil and gas industry. 

The law also grants the prime minister the right to suspend a strike considered detrimental to the 

national economy or public safety. 
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Box      The status of unions in ASEAN: 2008  

                                  B   I   M   P   S   T 

Brunei Darussalam Trade union activity is minimal. The government did not encourage unions or 

facilitate their formation, and employers in the industrial sector did not encourage 

foreign workers to form unions. The three registered trade unions were in the oil 

sector and had a total membership of less than 5 percent of the industry's total 

work force. There were an estimated 88,000 foreign workers, including almost 

6,000 garment industry workers, none of whom were members of any trade 

union.  While the law permits the formation of trade union federations, it forbids 

affiliation with international labor organizations unless there is consent from the 

home affairs minister and Department of Labor (DOL).  The law makes no 

explicit provision allowing the right to strike. 

Indonesia The vast majority of union members belonged to one of three union 

confederations. There were nearly 3.4 million trade union members in 2005-06, 

representing about 10 percent of the formal sector, or about 3.6 percent of the 

total workforce of 112 million.  

 

Malaysia Trade unions represent 8.9 percent of the 11 million labor force, a decrease from 

9.3 percent in 2005.  The Congress of Unions of Employees in the Public and 

Civil Service (CUEPACS), a federation of public employee unions registered 

under the Trade Unions Act. CUEPACS is an umbrella organization that 

included 127 distinct civil servant unions with approximately 300,000 members 

out of one million civil servants, represented by an estimated 160 unions. 

Teacher unions accounted for 140,000 of CUEPACS' 300,000 members. 

Philippines There are 141 registered labor federations and 15,537 private sector unions. The 

1.9 million union members represented approximately 5 percent of the total 

workforce of 36.45 million. The number of firms using contractual labor, 

primarily large employers, continued to grow. There were 1,693 public sector 

unions, with a total membership of 352,182 or approximately 20 percent of the 

total employed persons in the public sector. 

Singapore In 2007 the national labor force consisted of approximately 2.9 million workers, 

nearly 500,000 or 17 percent of who were represented by 69 unions. Almost all 

of the unions (which represented virtually all union members) were affiliated 

with the National Trade Union Congress (NTUC), an umbrella organization with 

a close relationship with the government. 

Thailand The labor force consists of 36.9 million persons. Less than 4 percent of the total 

work force but nearly 11 percent of industrial workers and more than 50 percent 

of state enterprise workers were unionized. At the end of 2007, there were 43 

state enterprise unions with 170,630 members and 1,243 private labor unions 

with 331,250 members. 

 C    L    M   V 

Cambodia  Less than 3 percent of the labor force, estimated in 2007 to be 8.4 million 

persons, was unionized. Unions were concentrated in the garment and footwear 

industries, where approximately 70 to 75 percent of the estimated 337,000 

workers were union members. The Cambodian Tourism and Service Workers 

Federation reported that it represented approximately 2,300 hotel, casino, and 

airport workers. There were more than 1,500 factory-level unions and 48 union 

federations and associations, the majority of which were aligned with the 

government, and five of which were independent. 
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Lao  PDR According to the Federation of Lao Trade Unions (FLTU), there were 4,610 trade 

unions nationwide, including in most government offices. These included 16 

provincial trade unions, one municipal trade union, 36 ministerial trade unions, 

and 2,772 permanent trade unions. Total FLTU membership was 12,111 --

significantly less than 1 percent of the total workforce. Most FLTU members are 

in the public sector. 

Myanmar The government maintained its 2006 ruling that criminalizes contact with the 

Federation of Trade Unions – Burma (FTUB), claiming it is a "terrorist group."   

The government forbade seafarers who found work on foreign vessels through 

the Seafarers Employment Control Division from having contact with the 

Seafarers' Union of Burma (SUB)--affiliated to the government-banned FTUB--

and the International Transport Workers' Federation, and the government often 

refused to document seafarers who were abroad, which made it impossible for a 

seafarer to find regular employment. 

Vietnam According to the Vietnam General Confederation of Labor (VGCL) total 

membership was more than 6.2 million, or an estimated 39 percent of the 

country's approximately 16 million wage earners.  Union members represent 13 

percent of the 47 million workforce.  Of the VGCL members, 36.5 percent are in 

the public sector, 33.1 percent in state owned enterprises, and 30.4 percent in the 

private sector.  Membership represent 95 percent of public-sector workers and 90 

percent of workers in state owned enterprises. Approximately 1.7 million union 

members are in the private sector, including in enterprises with foreign 

investment (more than 700,000 persons). There are mandatory union dues for 

union members: 1 percent of salary, and employers contribute 2 percent. 

Sources: Country reports, ASEAN Industrial Relations Regional Workshop, Bangkok, August 23 to 25, 2007; US 

State Department Human Rights Report 2008. 

 

===================================================================== 

 

 

PART FIVE: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The increasing speed of efforts to achieve ASEAN regional economic integration shows an 

urgent need for a platform for organized workers to be on board.  There is a demand for ASEAN 

to establish a mechanism to provide a clear, organized voice to promote and sustain commitment 

to decent work.  At the same time, ASEAN workers need to be organized, for them to exercise 

their rights to freedom of association and collective bargaining, to improve wages, health and 

safety, job security and other working conditions.  ASEAN leaders need to sustain efforts to 

achieve a collective political will to harmonize national labor laws, to provide for equal 

opportunities for employment, fair procedures for dismissal of workers, and settlement of labor 

disputes.  This is a continuing global challenge.  

 

The G20 leaders emphasized adherence to decent work and fundamental rights at work.  These 

commitments were made in the G20 meeting in Pittsburgh, on September 24 & 25, 2009.
25

   As a 

way forward, the ASEAN + 3 (China, Korea & Japan) leaders, where at least 4 of the G20  

summit leaders are regular members, need to put muscle and especially teeth to these 

commitments.  A new social contract for ASEAN workers and employers is important, tobuild 

strong and durable economies.  Strong economies are built on shared values and expectations of 
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both workers and employers that hard work is rewarded with better jobs, higher incomes, 

security and improved lives.
26

     

 

In the wake of global recessions and the financial crisis, as well as shocks such as natural 

disasters and pandemics, ASEAN needs to organize a stronger social sector window.  Workers 

need continuing labor market adjustment assistance, especiallyvulnerable groups.  Workers need 

severance pay and access to retraining.  The creation or strengthening of labor institutions to 

ensure harmonious and productive industrial relations is a priority.   

 

Global economic and business paradigms are shifting, with calls to redesign economic 

management models away from export orientation, to balanced growth, with stronger domestic 

markets.  For instance, the G20 meeting in September 25,2009 in Pittsburgh called for a 

Framework for Strong, Sustainable and Balanced Growth, and a ―reform of the global 

architecture to meet the needs of the 21st century‖. In the words of Amartya Sen
27

 the 

fundamental recognition of workers‘ rights calls for a truly global approach: ―[the] increasingly 

globalized world economy calls for a similarly globalized approach to basic ethics and political 

and social procedures. …A universalist understanding of work and working relations can be 

linked to a tradition of solidarity and commitment.‖    

 

Many ASEAN economies provide greater financial resources to strengthen education and 

training programs, develop social safety nets for workers who lose their livelihoods due to 

competitive pressures, and invest in intellectual capacity to provide more current and reliable 

labor market information, so that policies can be appropriately targeted and efficiently 

implemented.  

 

ASEAN regional integration is in search of a cohesive and inclusive social model.  A new 

architecture will definitely emerge from the wealth of political, economic, socio-cultural 

arrangements in the region.  A key pillar in this new architecture is a strong recognition, 

documented in many summits and ministerial meetings, of the link between economic growth 

and social progress as desirable outcomes.  There is a strong consensus to promote competitive 

enterprises in a social market economy -- not as an end in itself, but as a means to raise the living 

standards of people, and serve the welfare of everyone.   

 

ASEAN workers toil and work hard to realize the prosperity from regional economic integration.  

It is rational to expect that ASEAN people who work hard should have adequate, fair living 

wages, basic health and retirement security, new skills and other means to prosper in a new 

regional economy.  ASEAN workplaces and employment practices should support healthy and 

secure families rather than make workers choose between being productive workers or to raise a 

family who will supply young, fresh workers needed for regional integration to prosper.  With 

unpredictable global and regional shocks including natural disasters, workers must have an 

adequate safety net that supports workers and families as they move across jobs, across national 
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boundaries, as well as in or out of the labor force as their life and job circumstances change over 

time. 

 

The processes of ASEAN economic integration could be used as opportunities to develop human 

resources through education or skills training which matches emerging job requirements required 

by new technology, create decent work conditions, provide for health care and social safety net 

support.  Good industrial relations in ASEAN could be a tool to reduce, if not eliminate poverty, 

identify and raise awareness against discrimination in work and society, and raise living 

standards.   

 

ASEAN will also need to address growing inequalities, both within and between countries. 

Sound labor market institutions are required to reduce inequalities, and to support both high-

skilled and low-skilled workers.  Moreover, ASEAN countries need to build the capacities of 

local firms, both to compete more effectively with MNEs and to absorb spillovers associated 

with FDI.  These measures must ensure that the promotion of FDI does not create an uneven 

playing field to the disadvantage of domestic investors and domestic enterprises, and support 

firm competitiveness through decent and productive workplaces. 

 

ASEAN workers and their unions need to address the bandwagon of the East Asia Economic 

Community, proposed by its leaders.  Leaders of worker organizations need to be aware of the 

provenance, and the history of efforts to achieve a ―greater East Asia co-prosperity sphere‖, and 

sensitivity to both the potentials and dangers of the idea based on geopolitics.  Workers‘ 

organizations need to ensure that decent work, including freedom of association, collective 

bargaining, health and safety, and workers‘ welfare is included in the emerging architecture of 

the East Asian Economic Community.  

 

It is not enough to put noble statements declaring adherence to ―human rights‖ or  ―decent work‖ 

in the ASEAN Charter, the ASEAN Roadmap, and summit declarations, including free trade 

agreements.  It is important for workers and their unions to ask: how will business and 

government officials implement these commitments?   Some of the bilateral free agreements in 

ASEAN‘s regional integration leave the enforcement and settlement of disputes or disagreements 

to the discretion of the executive branch and to panels of international arbitrators.  To improve 

the lives of real workers, international institutions must be well-designed to reflect national and 

local laws and regulations, using the available tools and instruments with the practices, norms, 

and knowledge of workers and workers‘ organizations, and the document compliance of business 

enterprises.  Specific criteria for compliance and performance must be backed up with the 

credible threat of immediate potent sanctions for non-compliance or the credible promise of 

immediate potential benefits for compliance in promoting decent work.  

 

Recommendations: Urgent Issues for Dialogue 

 

ASEAN economic integration, and the proposed East Asia Economic Community are bold, 

ambitious ideas.  To be strong and durable, the new regional architecture cannot miss out on one 

key pillar – the workers and their voice, through the unions.  The motivation for workers to work 

hard to achieve economic integration is premised on a share in the prosperity, achieved through 

workers‘ bargaining power to negotiate improvements in working and living conditions.  To be 
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inclusive and progressive, ASEAN economic integration should advance not only the interests of 

investors and business enterprises but also the core, fundamental rights of workers.  This should 

be achieved not only on paper, but also in real, measurable gains for the region‘s workers: better 

wages and incentives, among others.  ASETUC must also be bold, speedy, pro-active and 

creative in responding to the speed of ASEAN regional economic integration.  The most 

appropriate, equally bold response would be to achieve a common ASEAN  labor policy and 

institutions, short of an ASEAN Labor Secretariat, which is most ideal in the likely event of a 

decision to develop joint regional capacity.   

 

How to ensure that workers and their unions are on board the ship of regional economic 

integration? The proposals recognize the need for bold, innovative, organized and speedy 

engagement with employers and governments, and for ASETUC to be the inclusive voice of the 

ASEAN workers.  In summary, the critical, strategic points are as follows: 

 Develop confidence and build trust with ASEAN employers and governments to 

promote the ASEAN road map on decent work. 

 ASETUC accreditation and coordination with the ASEAN Secretariat as the inclusive 

voice of ASEAN workers, especially in sectoral and industry concerns, during regional 

meetings and conferences. 

 Organize and provide resources for an ASETUC think tank.  

 Define a focused agenda, and strengthen ASETUC capacity for sustained, organized 

dialogue with ASEAN employers and governments. 

 

First on the agenda is for worker organizations, through the ASETUC, to develop confidence 

and build trust with ASEAN employers and governments.  Due to the history of the anti-

colonial struggles in many ASEAN countries, organized workers and union leaders have been 

part of various revolutionary and national liberation movements.  Unions are also in the forefront 

of raising awareness and political action to promote fair globalization, to mitigate the impact of 

unregulated flow of investments which damage local economies.  There are also prevailing 

misconceptions about the right of workers to collective action through strikes, demonstrations 

and rallies, portrayed in media as disruptive to public services and provoking social unrest.  

ASEAN workers‘ organizations need to correct these negative public images through 

improvements in union methods and strategies to take into account the public impact of 

collective action, as well as improvements in communications strategy with the public, through 

media.  Union leaders also need to develop confidence with business leaders and government 

officials through formal and informal methods.   

 

Many business and government leaders in ASEAN lack awareness of and confidence in workers‘ 

organizations and their leaders, nor do they trust them,, and lack appreciation of unions as a force 

for social and political democracy.  Unions in ASEAN perform a variety of roles, with clear 

contrasts in the role of unions in older ASEAN member countries, and the new CLMV countries. 

 

The second item on the agenda is to strengthen ASETUC for inclusive representation of 

ASEAN workers, who need to strongly register their unified voice in regional summit meetings 

and discussions on sectoral concerns and issues.  Worker organizations must promote protection 

by fully recognizing the right of workers and trade unions – already provided in the fundamental 

labor laws of many, but not all ASEAN countries -- to strive for the protection of existing 
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standards as well as to negotiate improvements in the living and working conditions of workers.  

Variations in economic performance and social conditions mean that negotiations could be 

achieved beyond the lowest existing standards.  Workers organizations need to address issues 

regarding unfair competition on wages and working conditions, and non discrimination, meaning 

equal treatment of workers regardless of nationality, race, gender, creed or other relevant criteria.  

 

Third, there is a need for workers, through the unions, to continue an organized engagement, 

and dialogue with employers and government on the emerging regional architecture for 

economic integration.  In hindsight, Amartya Sen (2000) pointed out that the failure of Asian 

economies in the Asian financial and economic crisis in 1998, was ―closely linked with the lack 

of transparency in business, in particular the lack of public participation in reviewing financial 

and business arrangements. The absence of an effective democratic forum has been 

consequential in this failing.‖
28

  The very same reasons are now advanced in the G20 Pittsburgh 

summit in 2009, to explain the recent global and economic crisis.  Future crisis will certainly 

recur, if recommendations on transparency and regulation are again ignored.  Unions certainly 

have a significant role to play. 

 

Fourth, workers and their organizations in the ASEAN need to develop clear, coherent and 

substantive agenda to help union leaders define their positions with respect to the following 

issues: 

 ASEAN national economic and sectoral or industry recovery plans must provide for 

decent work, alongside the preservation or preservation of employment, alongside the 

creation of new jobs, whether stimulus-related, temporary or regular in nature.   

 Financial and economic recessions must not be used as an excuse to disregard or weaken 

fundamental principles and rights at work.  

 Clear, accessible provisions for income, social protection, and training support for the 

unemployed and those at risk of unemployment; flexible but secure jobs (flexicurity).  

 Proposals on how to fill the gap, and help develop the capacity of ASEAN countries, 

especially in the CLMV, for a clear agenda of reforms in labor law and other legislation 

to provide for the core dimensions of decent work: freedom of association, collective 

bargaining, health and safety, social security, social dialogue, among others. 

 Mobilization of assistance to provide technical expertise in helping ASEAN governments 

draft reforms in labor laws and organize social dialogue to promote these reforms in labor 

policy and legislation; research on workplace conditions; educating managers, unions, 

and workers on labor rights; partnering with local institutions and organization to 

promote factory improvement programs, and other supportive human-resource 

development projects. 

 ASEAN central banks and financial institutions are in dialogue with the ASEAN + 3 

(Japan, China and Korea) over an ―East Asia Economic Community.  In the summit 

discussions among the leaders, there must be clear commitment to decent work, balanced 

growth and full employment, not just price stability and financial stability. 

 National economic recovery and expansion programs need to provide for decent, quality 

jobs, protect employment in key industries, to invest in new, sustainable technologies, 

and to maintain vital public services. 

                                                        
28

Amartya Sen (2000),  op.  cit.  page 126. 
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 More inclusive social security systems to ensure better wages and salaries, pension, and 

stability in consumer prices to protect the purchasing power of wages. 

 Greater attention and serious implementation of occupational safety and health in the 

workplace. 

 No discrimination: equal treatment and equal pay for both local and migrant workers. 

 Harmonization of ASEAN regulations of financial markets to ensure protection of worker 

pension funds, worker deposits and remittances, transparency and publication in 

executive and managerial pay linked to performance, sanctions against risky behaviorin 

financial transactions including stock markets, and uniform accounting standards.   

 Development of multiple skills for organizing, leadership, negotiations, facilitation, 

coordination, monitoring, follow up and social dialogue. 

 Improvements in the capacity for disputes settlement involving rights and interest 

disputes; as well as collective and individual disputes, in the areas of mediation, 

conciliation, and arbitration. 

In addition, the ASEAN roadmap has identified key issues which require the attention of workers 

and their organizations, and to enter into dialogue with the employers and government.   

 

 Enhance capacity of governments, workers and employers to jointly monitor labor 

markets and human resource indicators, and design social impact policies; 

 Establish national skills frameworks as an incremental approach towards an ASEAN 

skills recognition framework; 

 Endeavour to build an ASEAN network of experts in industrial relations to assist in 

promoting sound industrial relations, industrial harmony, higher productivity and decent 

work by 2010; and 

 Implement the Plan of Action on National Occupational Safety and Health Frameworks 

for ASEAN as affirmed by the ASEAN-OSHNET. 

 

The ASEAN Labor Ministers meeting in 2008 also mentioned the implementation of the ASEAN 

Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in particular the 

convening of the ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on the 

Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers.  For instance, with respect to labor 

law, ASEAN countries need to provide for the freedom of association of migrant workers to join 

unions and other such workers‘ associations, to negotiate improvements in work contracts, 

among others.   

1. To what extent do ASEAN labor laws allow foreign employees to join unions? 

2. To what extent do unions in ASEAN allow foreign employees to join, as provided in the 

internal rules and regulations on membership?   

 

 

Building Capacity for Dialogue in ASETUC  

 

The promotion of decent work is in the ASEAN roadmap.  ASETUC needs to tap this rich vein 

of intentions, and breathe new life into the stream of decent work in the region.  There is a need 

to define a focused agenda, and strengthen ASETUC capacity for sustained, organized dialogue 

with ASEAN employers and governments.  ASETUC could develop better internal procedures 
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for consultations with member organizations, as well as disseminate information on 

commitments and agreements with employers and government.  It should be able to monitor 

gaps, and document efforts and intentions for improvements through social dialogues.  

 

While human rights, democracy and decent work are prominently mentioned in the ASEAN 

Charter, theASEAN Roadmap and other declarations, a common understanding is needed among 

workers, employers and government.  In the ASEAN roadmap, the strategic goal is to 

―incorporate decent work principles in ASEAN work culture, safety and health at work place‖.  

The roadmap will likewise ensure that the ―promotion of entrepreneurship becomes an integral 

part of ASEAN‘s employment policy to achieve a forward-looking employment strategy‖.  

Furthermore, ASEAN will build ―a network of experts in industrial relations to assist in 

promoting sound industrial relations, industrial harmony, higher productivity and decent work by 

2010.‖  

 

ASETUC‘s role will be crucial in bringing a common understanding of decent work within 

ASEAN.  Knowledge gaps exist for both employers and government, and even among unions, on 

what decent work is all about.  ASEAN‘s roadmap on decent work need to be harmonized with 

what is globally understood: work is central to people's well-being.  In addition to providing 

income, work can pave the way for broader social and economic advancement – for individual 

workers, their families and communities.  Such progress, however, depends on work that is 

decent.  Decent work sums up the aspirations of people in their working lives.  Decent and 

productive work could only happen under conditions of freedom, equity, security and human 

dignity.  In ASEAN, gaps must be bridged to promote rights at work, encourage decent 

employment opportunities, enhance social protection and strengthen dialogue in handling work-

related issues. 

 

It is important for ASEAN workers, employers and government to develop capacity for fruitful 

dialogue on sectoral issues.  Dialogues and meetings need to be prepared in advance, with 

technical papers providing updated information, positions, and items for discussion and 

negotiation. ASETUC needs to call on its member unions to include an ASEAN perspective for 

regional worker solidarity agenda in their action plans and programs.  This could be done by 

raising awareness for ASEAN regional integration and the roadmap to decent work , by inviting 

competent speakers on the subject in union seminars and meetings, giving feature articles and 

news releases in national and local media, and other similar steps. 

 

Business and professional organizations, and civil society groups are accredited with ASEAN, 

but worker organizations and unions are not.  ASEAN employers and government need to 

recognize the contribution of workers and their unions: 

 ASEAN unions give employees a voice in the workplace, allowing them to complain, 

shape operations, and push for change, rather than simply quitting or being fired.  That 

leads to reduced cost from lower turnover. 

 ASEAN unions reduce wage and income inequality, workplace democracy, and create 

conditions to raise productivity.   

 Union employees feel freer to speak up about operations, leading to improvements that 

increase productivity. Employment security promotes labor-management cooperation 

and information sharing, leading to higher productivity. 
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 Unions promote due process, equal opportunity, security, and fundamental fairness.   

 Higher pay pushes employers to find other ways to lower costs – with new technology, 

increased investment, and better management. 

 Union employees get more training, both because they demand it and because 

management is willing to invest more to get a return on their higher pay. 

 ASEAN unions continue to be an important voice for some of society‘s weakest and 

most vulnerable groups.  

 

It is proposed that ASETUC take the initiative to invite ASEAN employers and governments to a 

series of dialogues to achieve a common framework and identify the key elements to promote 

decent work as provided in theASEAN roadmap.  ASEAN employers and governments need to 

build confidence with worker organizations, and eliminate misunderstanding about the role of 

unions in society.  A key result area is adherence to international norms and standards on 

freedom of association, workers rights, collective bargaining, health & safety, social security, 

disputes settlement, and social dialogue. 

 

Specific areas of action both in the short term and long term need to be discussed and 

coordinated, given the multiple venues for dialogue in the biennial ASEAN Labor Ministers‟ 

Meeting (ALMM), the annual Senior Labor Officials Meeting (SLOM), the ASEAN – Japan 

Program on Industrial Relations, as well as conferences, meetings and projects in the ASEAN –

ILO cooperation agreement.   

 

To prepare for fruitful cooperation and dialogue, it is important for ASEAN organized workers, 

employers and government to have a common recognition of the strengths and weaknesses of the 

national framework of industrial relations provided in a variety of laws, policies and procedures 

as well as institutions, with a view to identify specific targets for improvement to promote decent 

work.   

 

Social dialogue on ASEAN regional integration calls for an  ―ASEAN Labor – Industry Project 

Committee on  Worker  Concerns”  to focus on urgent sectors: finance / banking services, health 

services, telecom and construction.  The maritime seafarer sector may be considered in the 

future.  The dialogues will involve ASETUC union leaders, employers, and relevant government 

officials (labor ministry, and the relevant ministries on finance, health, telecom, and 

construction), on agreed issues regarding the workers in these sectors.  Technical support and 

assistance will be needed to help design, support, organize and follow up these dialogues, as well 

asto disseminate the results.  While the ASEAN Secretariat coordinates these dialogues by 

providing technical support, expertise on sectoral concerns are  often outsourced.  The  ASETUC 

as proponent could take the lead in the mobilization of support, including financial, material and 

technical expertise.  

 

 

Coordination and Consultation with the ASEAN Secretariat  

 

Coordination and consultations between ASETUC and the ASEAN would be required to 

convince other key players to ―buy in‖, and jointly own the idea, including ASEAN government 

officials in the appropriate ministries, and the employers.  To achieve a fruitful dialogue, 
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coordination is required not just with the labor ministries, but the appropriate sectoral or 

industrial ministries, and employers or business associations.  

 

(Example: In the ASEAN process, the usual mode in the design of an ASEAN social dialogue 

project is for one member country to act as proponent and ―champion‖, with the support of the 

other countries.  For example, the ASETUC may lobby with the Malaysian head of state, through 

perhaps the appropriate ministers of human resources, finance and trade, to develop the idea.  

Then the specific ASEAN member head of state, through the appropriate minister, formally 

invites two or three more member countries to join the project committee (perhaps  Singapore, 

Vietnam and the Philippines or Thailand).  Working with the appropriate bureau director is 

essential, to gaining their support.  Then, when the proposal is clearly detailed, including the 

source of funds and organization, and with the support of the European partners through the FES, 

the project could then be formally presented to the ASEAN Secretariat, for inclusion in the 

agenda.  The ideal situation is for one country (such as Malaysia‘s Labor Minister), as project 

proponent, to Chair the project committee, with the European Union donor country as  Co-Chair. 

)   

 

Examples of better coordination and consultation with the ASEAN secretariat: 

 ASETUC‘s formal accreditation with the ASEAN – as an inclusive voice of workers in 

the region, as an essential pillar in the social dialogue. It should be noted that business, 

professional and civil society organizations are accredited with ASEAN, but not unions. 

 ASETUC mobilizes support and projects with potential donors to enable the ASEAN 

Secretariat to strengthen capacity, including professional staff posts to work on sustained 

activities in industrial relations and labor issues, including social dialogue. 

 Propose formal channels of cooperation and communication with the ASEAN Secretariat, 

such as: union requests for  access to documents, data, and information such as record of 

discussions, improvements on positions by business, employers and ASEAN 

organizations on labor issues; analyze and disseminate results of workshops and seminars 

related to labor, human resources, employment relations particularly in relation to: (a) 

activities, schedules, participation and documents related to ―Phase III of the ASEAN 

Project on Industrial Relations‖, and (b) activities, schedules, participation and 

documents in  the ASEAN – ILO Cooperation.   

 Promote transparency and accountability in the outcomes of workshop discussions and 

seminars, concerning positions taken by employers, workers organizations, and 

government, for dissemination, feedback and follow up.  

 Representatives of workers organizations participating in ASEAN labor workshops and 

seminars are chosen by the national focal points of ASEAN, through the international 

affairs office of the labor ministries.  ASETUC should request the chance to nominate 

worker representatives to ASEAN meetings related to labor; and to develop a protocol for 

worker representatives to consult other worker organizations to solicit inputs to prepare 

positions and statements for discussions with business leaders, employers and 

government. ASETUC should request for feedback on the results of the discussions on 

labor related issues in ASEAN.  

 Workers‘ representatives are requested to undertake prior consultations with other 

workers‘ organizations in preparing statements and positions on behalf of workers, and 
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consider the variety of ideas before these are finalized for presentation in the ASEAN 

meetings.   

 Funding support for ASEAN workshops and conferences is courtesy of the donors.  

Participants are provided air fare, accommodation and per diem allowance –with equal 

opportunity and status for workers, employers and government delegates. 

 

 

Building ASETUC Capacity  

 

Among the key points which ASETUC must address are questions on the capacity of its 

―inclusivity‖ as a voice of the workers in ASEAN:  

1. How can ASETUC be the ―most representative umbrella organization of workers‖ in all 

the 10 ASEAN countries?  There are no member unions of ASETUC in Myanmar and 

Brunei.  Union members in Vietnam and Lao PDR are part of the government.   

2. How can the ASETUC deal with the variety of unions in ASEAN, all claiming to 

represent the workers?    How will ASETUC promote concerted representation of the 

competing union organizations, with diverse politics and interests? 

3. How will ASETUC build capacity, to eventually  include and represent all the worker 

organizations in ASEAN, and speak with one strong capable voice for the workers?  

 

These questions indicate some of the urgent gaps to be addressed by ASETUC, and its partners.  

One solution: to mobilize resources, including funds and technical support to develop ASETUC 

capacity to engage employers and government ministers / officials in the four sectors – finance / 

banking, health services, construction, and telecom --  on the following:  

1. Achieving a common understanding about decent work as a key pillar stated in ASEAN‘s 

roadmap. Decent work in ASEAN means a coherent framework among diverse national 

laws to provide for freedom of association, collective bargaining, health and safety, 

disputes settlement, social security and social dialogue. In this regard, ASETUC needs to 

invite employers and government to identify gaps which need to be filled through 

reforms in labor law and policy among the ASEAN countries.  Amendments or 

improvements in policy instruments are needed to bring national,  domestic or local labor 

laws and procedures in compliance with international norms on decent work,  including 

freedom of association and collective bargaining.   

2. Promotion of decent work in the sector – freedom of association, disputes settlement, 

social dialogue on labor market issues arising from regional integration in these 

industries, etc. 

3. Focused research on related sectoral issues concerning industrial relations in these 

sectors, to help understand, explain and improve the key dimensions of decent work -- 

workers rights, collective bargaining, disputes settlement, health and safety, and social 

dialogue.  

4. Training seminars and a formal education program to develop competencies and skills to 

address industrial relations in the industry sectors.  

5. Additional projects such as a web-based IR network in cooperation with the Europe IR 

Observatory as portal for information exchange; study visits on best practices between IR 

institutions in ASEAN and Europe, academic exchanges, publications, symposia, and 
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participation in significant conferences to support fellowships for the training of young 

labor leaders.  

6. The ideal is the establishment of an independent web-based ASEAN Labor Leadership 

Institute (ALLI)  to help train young union leaders on skills and competencies for trade 

union organizing, leadership, negotiations, collective bargaining, disputes settlement, and 

social dialogue.  The training program could combine on-site and web-based learning 

tools, and serve the needs for advanced and continuing open university type of education 

for leaders of worker organizations.  Funding is needed to establish the physical center, 

learning module development, faculty recruitment and development, scholarships / 

fellowships for students, remuneration, related academic activities such as symposia and 

meetings, and other operations.  

 

 

Other Proposed ASETUC Initiatives  

 

Decent work, including health and safety in the workplace is a priority in the ASEAN roadmap 

to build a socio-cultural community.  Raising awareness of the idea and tools of decent work 

could serve as a strategic theme for ASETUC‘s advocacy and engagement with ASEAN 

employers, government and accredited associations.  Engagement and dialogue could be done 

through joint research, policy meetings, symposia and roundtable discussions, to achieve a 

common understanding and joint action on the various areas of decent work, harmonious 

industrial relations, fair treatment and hiring, gender sensitivity, non-discrimination in 

employment, social security, occupational safety and health, and disputes settlement.  This could 

be done through research backed policy meetings, focusing on specific industry sectors.   

 

Engagement and dialogue is proposed with partners accredited with ASEAN: 

 Employer and business associations   

 Civil society groups and professional associations  

 Research think tanks and academic institutions 

 ASEAN University Network: for instance, on how to mainstream ideas of decent work, 

respect for workers rights, collective bargaining, good employment relations, disputes 

settlement and global labor standards in business courses. 

 ASEAN Trade Union Council (ATUC): for coordination and mutual support on worker 

representation in key issues.  

 The proposed ASEAN / East Asia Industrial Relations Network: to ensure worker 

perspectives and inputs from unions.   

 ASETUC dialogue on the status of the promotion of decent work as a key measure in 

improved living standards with multilateral institutions such as the ADB, the regional 

office of the World Bank and the IMF, and think tanks such as the ERIA.   

 Other emerging organized groups cross-cutting with worker issues. 

 

 

Need for an ASEAN IR Think Tank  

 

There is need to develop the capacity, and promote the ASETUC as an inclusive, credible voice 

of workers in the ASEAN.  To ensure this result, worker organizations urgently need a regional 
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think tank as a resource for unions on concerns and issuesaffecting workers, jobs, health & 

safety, security, and welfare.  This task is best done by a ―think tank‖, mandated to prepare 

studies and develop strategies for ASEAN workers and unions.  The think tank is needed to 

undertake research, prepare and train leaders for effective negotiations and dialogue to maximize 

positive aspects, and mitigate the impact of regional integration on labor --  including 

employment, wages, health and safety, disputes settlement, and improvement in living standards.   

 

There is a need for worker organizations to have a reliable and up-to-date source of research, 

analysis, news and comparative information on industrial relations developments and trends for 

the key actors in the field of ASEAN industrial relations.  ASEAN employers, trade unions, and 

governments need common, objective and quality information as a basis for discussion, 

negotiations and agreement.  There is need to collect updated data and other information, 

undertake research and disseminate findings on the following: 

 

 Population and labor market trends  

 Employment and unemployment  

 Wages and salaries  

 Consumer prices and inflation 

 Productivity improvements 

 Gender sensitivity 

 Health and safety in the workplace 

 Fact finding on infringements of workers‘ rights 

 Unions and worker organizations 

 Collective bargaining trends in the region  

 Labor disputes resolution 

 Work and life balance 

 Stress and psycho social problems  

 Cultural sensitivity in the workplace  

 Public awareness of labor issues 

 

 

In addition, the ASETUC may use the think tank as a research or investigative body to document 

complaints on infringements of labor rights in ASEAN.  The think tank could support the 

ASETUC in petitions or requests to the ASEAN to bring into the agenda of future meetings or 

dialogues these allegations of violations on labor rights, for appropriate action by employers or 

government through mediation, conciliation or arbitration through third parties or courts.  

 

There were previous efforts to establish such a regional industrial relations think tank, but these 

efforts failed due to a lack of funding commitments, despite available expertise in the region.  

Other regional think tanks focus on economic, or specialized sectors such as health, agriculture, 

or political issues.  An option will be to develop close or complementary relations, programs and 

projects with existing regional socio-economic think tanks, such as the ERIA, ADB  ARIC, and 

other academic institutions. 

 

 

    ***  ***  *** 
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Appendix 1.  ASEAN roadmap on the promotion of decent work  

 

A.3.  Promotion of decent work 

 

13. Strategic Objective: Incorporating decent work principles in ASEAN work culture, safety and 

health at work place and ensuring that the promotion of entrepreneurship becomes an integral 

part of ASEAN‘s employment policy to achieve a forward-looking employment strategy. 

 

Actions: 

i. Enhance capacity of governments to monitor labor markets and human resource indicators, and 

design social impact policies; 

ii. Establish national skills frameworks as an incremental approach towards an ASEAN skills 

recognition framework; 

iii. Endeavour to build an ASEAN network of experts in industrial relations to assist in promoting 

sound industrial relations, industrial harmony, higher productivity and decent work by 2010; and 

iv. Implement the Plan of Action on National Occupational Safety and Health Frameworks for 

ASEAN as affirmed by the ASEAN-OSHNET. 

 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat.  (2009). Roadmap for an ASEAN Economic Community 2009 – 

2015, page 70.   

 

 

Appendix 2.  An industrial relations “think tank” --  European Industrial Relations  

Observatory (EIRO)  

 

The European Industrial Relations Observatory (EIRO) remains a reliable and up-to-date source 

of news and comparative information on industrial relations developments and trends for the key 

actors in the field of European social dialogue. The information that EIRO publishes is supplied 

by a network of correspondents in each Member State, in Norway and at EU level. This annual 

review examines the developments in 2008 in the 27 EU Member States and Norway, as well as 

EU-level industrial relations, with a particular focus on restructuring and the global economic 

crisis, as well as on self-employed workers. 

 

The European Industrial Relations Observatory (EIRO) is a monitoring instrument offering news 

and analysis on European industrial relations. A project of the European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, EIRO began its operations in 1997. Its aim is to 

collect, analyze and disseminate high-quality and up-to-date information on key developments in 

industrial relations in Europe. It aims primarily to serve the needs of national and European level 

organizations of the social partners, governmental organizations and EU institutions.  

EIRO is based on a network of leading research institutes in the EU, acceding and candidate 

countries and Norway. There is also a centre covering developments at the EU level. As part of 

the tripartite nature of the Foundation, an Advisory Committee supervises EIRO, together with 

the other projects in the Industrial Relations Area. This Committee, composed of representatives 

of employers, trade unions, member state governments and the European Commission, ensures 

the objectivity and quality of the information provided. EIRO also co-operates with other 

international institutions, such as the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In order to complement the 
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coverage of industrial relations developments in Europe, EIRO has been collaborating with 

experts in Japan and USA in the production of an annual comparative overview of industrial 

relations since 2000. 

The EIRO database contains more than 8,000 records, dating from 1997 to the present: 

 News and feature articles  

 Comparative studies  

 Annual reviews  

 Annual updates on key issues as pay and working time  

 Thematic and sectoral analyses  

 EIRObserver bulletin (1997-2004)  

Source: Eiro online website, accessed Sept 9, 2009, 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/structure.htm 

 

 

Appendix 3.  Lessons from the social clause debate of 1992 

 

In 1992, the statement of the ASEAN Labor Ministers referred to the debate on the social clause, 

which means the inclusion of labor standards in trade.  in relation to the establishment of the 

World Trade Organization (WTO).  The statement read in part: 

7. ― The Ministers expressed their grave concern over the move by some developed 

countries and International Trade Secretariat (ITSs) to introduce social clauses into 

international trade agreements, and to use this as a condition for gaining market access by 

developing countries. The Ministers also expressed their concern that some ITSs are using 

local trade unions as their proxies to force compliance with ILO labor standards. Such 

attempts would undermine the competitiveness of developing countries and erode their 

comparative advantages thereby hurting their economies. Poor economic conditions in the 

developing countries would have detrimental effects on the social well-being and living 

standards of their people. This in turn would have adverse consequences on the 

economies of the developed countries. The Ministers therefore urged the ILO to strongly 

resist any attempt to introduce new conditionalities that link social clauses and ILO labor 

standards with market accessibility. 

8. The Ministers emphasised that they are not opposed to the application of labor standards 

and are committed to improving the economic and social well-being of workers. 

However, they are concerned with the rigid imposition of laborstandards and the use of 

rigid standards to stifle free trade and economic development which constitutes a new 

form of protectionism.‖  

 

Source: ASEAN Secretariat, Joint Communique of the 10th ASEAN LaborMinisters Meeting 

Singapore, 16-17 May 1994   http://www.aseansec.org/8647.htm  accessed September 16, 2009  

 

 

Appendix  4.  Global union coordination: case of the ITF Flags of Convenience (FoC) 

campaign 

 

The International Transport Workers‘ Federation (ITF)‘s  Flag of Convenience (FoC)campaign 

shows possibilities on how global maritime issues could be linked to regional and national 

http://www.aseansec.org/8647.htm
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interests.  In the ASEAN most countries are key maritime stakeholders in shipping, 

seafarers/crewing, and fishing.  It is important for the ASETUC to engage the seafarer unions, the 

shipping and crewing employers, and the maritime authorities in ASEAN.  In the ASEAN, there 

are urgent issues such as maritime crew health and safety, piracy, fishers, and trafficking which 

need regional coordination.  

 

The goal of the ITF‘s FOC Campaign is to eliminate the flag of convenience system by achieving 

global acceptance of a genuine link between the flag a ship flies and the nationality or residence 

of its owners, managers and seafarers.  The campaign cuts across maritime sectors, across 

continents, and  within the industry.  

 

The FOC campaign is designed to ensure that seafarers who serve on flag of convenience ships, 

whatever their nationality, are protected from exploitation by shipowners.  Over the past 60 years 

the ITF's maritime unions have developed a set of policies that seek to establish minimum 

acceptable standards for seafarers working on FOC vessels.  These standards form the basis of 

the ITF‘s Collective Agreements, which set the wages and working conditions for crews on FOC 

vessels irrespective of nationality. 

   

Around a third of all FOC vessels are currently covered by ITF agreements, thus giving direct 

protection to well over 150,000 seafarers.  Compliance with ITF agreements is monitored by a 

network of over 130 ITF Inspectors in ports throughout the world.  The FOC Campaign is the 

joint responsibility of the ITF‘s seafarers' and dockers' unions. Both groups are represented on the 

Campaign‘s decision-making body, the Fair Practices Committee (FPC). 

 

The involvement of the dockers' unions, whether through direct action or through co-operation 

with seafarers' unions, continues to be vital to the success of the Campaign.  While the political 

campaign has not so far succeeded in preventing the growth in ships using FOC registers, the 

industrial campaign has succeeded in enforcing decent minimum wages and conditions on board 

thousands of FOC ships. 

 

In addition, the ITF has become the standard-bearer for exploited and mistreated seafarers 

throughout the world.  Every year the ITF and its affiliated unions recover millions of dollars in 

back pay and in compensation for death or injury on behalf of seafarers who have nowhere else to 

turn. 

 

Source: ITF website, http://www.itfseafarers.org/FOC_campaign.cfm. Accessed  August 12, 

2009   

 

 

Appendix 5.  ADB  Asia Regional Integration Center  (ARIC)  

Website: http://aric.adb.org/aboutus.php 

 

―The vision of an integrated, poverty-free, prosperous, and peaceful Asia and Pacific underlies 

initiatives to support regional cooperation and integration (RCI) in the region. Changing world 

economic realities have highlighted the importance of closer economic cooperation in the region 

and the need within ADB for a coherent and strategically focused approach to RCI. 

 

http://www.itfseafarers.org/FOC_campaign.cfm
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Building on its previous initiatives on regional cooperation, ADB has developed a coherent RCI 

strategy by consolidating its efforts since the early 1990s. On 25 July 2006, the ADB Board of 

Directors endorsed the RCI Strategy, in which ADB plays an active role as catalyst, coordinator, 

and knowledge leader of RCI in Asia and the Pacific. The RCI Strategy has four pillars: 

 

(i) Regional and Subregional Economic Cooperation Programs (Cross-border Infrastructure and 

Software)  

(i) Trade and Investment Cooperation and Integration  

(i) Monetary and Financial Cooperation and Integration  

(i) Cooperation in Regional Public Goods  

 

Established in 1 April 2005, the Office of Regional Economic Integration (OREI) facilitates and 

coordinates ADB's efforts in RCI and raises ADB‘s profile in key RCI events. OREI coordinates 

RCI activities by serving as a knowledge center on RCI as well as a key player in policy 

consultation and institutional capacity building for developing member countries and 

regional/sub regional groups. 

 

Among knowledge products, the Integration Indicators Database is a user-friendly and flexible 

statistical tool that features a set of integration indicators to monitor progress on RCI. ARIC also 

houses the only online database that tracks free trade agreements (FTAs) in Asia and the Pacific. 

The FTA Database contains all bilateral and plurilateral agreements globally with at least one 

Asian country as signatory. It covers all agreements at all stages of development, from those 

under study or consultation to those in force. This database also provides users agreement texts to 

easily compare FTAs.   

 

The Working Paper Series on Regional Economic Integration provides in-depth analysis of 

major topics relating to RCI. Other related papers and books by ADB staffs are included. The 

Seminar Series on Regional Economic Integration brings together key people involved in 

regional integration for strategic discussions on emerging issues.  

 

The Asian Macroeconomic Developments covers an array of resources on selected Asian 

countries. These include economic and financial data, economic reports, policy researches, as 

well as the Asian Economic Monitor which provides a semiannual review and outlook on growth 

and development in emerging East Asia. ― 

 

Bilaterals.org   News resource on global FTAs  

Website: http://www.bilaterals.org/rubrique.php3?id_rubrique=78 

 

―News and analysis of sweeping developments that affect the overall push and pull towards FTAs 

and bilateral investment treaties. This means major trends relating to bilateralism, often with 

global consequences, and other cross-cutting issues. New developments coming out of US 

politics, the WTO or South-South alliance-building, for instance, are often reported here as they 

tend to have systemic impacts.‖   
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Appendix 6.  Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) 

 

Website: http://www.eria.org/ 

Main office: IDE JETRO, Chiba, Japan 

Annex office: ASEAN Secretariat, Jakarta  

 

―ERIA is a new international organization that supports the ASEAN Secretariat by making policy 

recommendations at regional governmental meetings, such as the East Asia Summit (EAS), 

aimed at furthering East Asia‘s economic integration.   

 

The idea of ERIA was first proposed by Japan at the 2nd EAS in Cebu in January 2007. ERIA‘s 

establishment was agreed by leaders of all 16 countries at the EAS in Singapore in November 

2007. The institute was officially established on June 3rd 2008, when it began full-scale 

activities. ERIA is temporarily accommodated in the ASEAN Secretariat.  The  16 members of 

the EAS: Australia, Brunei, Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Laos, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, New Zealand, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.  The inaugural meeting 

of the ERIA was held on 3 June 2008 in Indonesia.  Until its own administration is established 

the ERIA will be located with the ASEAN secretariat. 

 

ERIA will intellectually contribute to the regional efforts for East Asian Economic Integration in 

wide-ranging policy areas from Trade/Investment to SMEs, Human Resource development, 

Infrastructure, Energy, etc.  ERIA's main task will be to provide the policy analyses and 

recommendations to Leaders/Ministers in strong partnership with the ASEAN Secretariat and 

existing research institutes.  Capacity building aims at strengthening policy research capacities 

especially in the less developed countries is another important issue for ERIA. 

 

ERIA Governing Board, the supreme decision-making body of ERIA, comprised the Secretary-

General of ASEAN and 16 members from the East Asia Summit countries with various 

backgrounds such as business, academia and policy makers. Dr. Dinh Van An, President of 

Central Institute for Economic Management of Vietnam, was elected to be the Chairperson of 

ERIA Governing Board. 

 

ERIA will provide a solid intellectual foundation for cooperation, for coordination and for 

development in ASEAN and in the entire East Asian region.  It will contribute to the economic 

integration within ASEAN and in East Asia.  It will reinforces ASEAN‘s role as the driver in 

fostering greater cooperation with its major dialogue partners namely, Australia, China, India, 

Japan, Republic of Korea and New Zealand. ERIA will also strengthen the research capacity and 

capability of the ASEAN Secretariat 

 

ERIA will undertake policy analyses, provide policy recommendations for the leaders and 

ministers in the region and serve as a tripartite-type forum for policy dialogue and interactions 

among policymakers, researchers, and business/civil community and improve policy research 

capacities especially in the less developed countries.‖ 
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Appendix7.   

Creating East Asian Industrial Relations (IR) Network  
Source: accessed October 5, 2009   

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/region/asro/bangkok/japanmb/ir.htm 

―Deepening regional economic integration and globalization accelerates structural changes in 

products and labormarkets in East Asia.  It also accelerated economic and social changes which 

make it imperative that the government and social actors should be able to manage this dynamic 

process of changes. 

Some industrial relations system has proven to be an essential social and economic institution to 

manage this dynamic change.  Each country in East Asia has developed unique systems of 

industrial relations, and gained rich experiences of institutional innovations in their efforts to 

cope with the challenges posed by industrialization, crisis and transition.  At the same time, each 

country with unique values, practices and institutions of IR is striving to cope with the common 

challenges associated with deepening regional and global economic integration. 

The aim of this project is to create an East Asian Knowledge Base for Industrial Relations 

Innovations and Mutual Learning.  It will serve as a powerful tool for industrial relations through  

mutual learning and sharing of unique industrial relations experiment from each other. The 

sharing of experiences and innovations will help form a common vision for sound industrials 

relations in East Asia with a full recognition of diversity of industrial relations system of each 

country as well as the universal principles embodied in the ILO Standards.‖ 

 

Activities 

 ASEAN-Japan IR project meeting in May 2006, Singapore 

 Research & development of a Regional report & National reports on IR 

 Development of East Asian IR Website 

 

Collaboration with ASEAN - Japan IR Project 

In order to coordinate and collaborate with ASEAN – Japan IR project, ASEAN-Japan IR web 

has been developed in this first stage through the initiative of Government of Singapore 

supported by ILO/Japan Programme.  The web will eventually be incorporated into ILO/Japan 

East Asian IR Web in its final development. 

 

IR Asia Network  

http://keenhosting.net/ir-asia/ 

Retrieved  October 9, 2009    (The last activity posted was in 2007. Website seems inactive.)    

 

―IR-Asia.net is an ILO initiative, endorsed by the ASEAN Secretariat and sponsored by the 

Government of Japan, to create common knowledge base on industrial relations developments in 

East Asia. 

  

IR-Asia.net aims at becoming an industrial relations portal in East Asia, which offers a timely, 

relevant and comprehensive information and analysis of industrial relations and labour market 

issues in East Asia. IR-Asia.net is conceived as a contribution to the building of a community of 

industrial relations practitioners in the countries of East Asia committed to development of social 

dialogue, both at the national and regional level.  

  

http://keenhosting.net/ir-asia/


Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

66 

 

IR-Asia.net is served by a group of national experts who contribute national papers and analysis 

on regular basis. The tripartite advisory process of the IR-Asia.net ensures that common and 

diverse views of industrial relations actors in East Asia are fully reflected in the management and 

content development. 

 

IR-Asia.net will initially focus on the ASEAN+3 countries (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao 

PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, China, Japan, and 

Korea).  IR-Asia.net will regularly update information and knowledge on IR developments in 

East Asia and also offer useful tools and knowledge produced by ILO and other organisations. 

 

The maintenance of the host server for the website is supported by the Ministry of Manpower, 

Singapore. 

 

 

Appendix 8.  Engagement with employer groups 

 

ASEAN business forum  (ABF) 

Source: http://www.aseanbusinessforum.com/about/ 

―The Board of Trade of Thailand, Thailand Management Association (TMA), the Thai Institute 

of Directors Association (IOD), in association with the International Chamber of Commerce 

Thailand , initiated an international conference, the ASEAN Business Forum, in conjunction 

with the ASEAN Leaders Summit, to provide opportunity for ASEAN business leaders as well as 

their business partners around the world to learn and share of what, in 2015, ASEAN will 

become, and what should be done in preparation for the new competitive landscape to be able to 

fully realize emerging opportunity from the AEC. 

On March 1, 2009, on the occasion of the 14th ASEAN Summit in Cha-am, Thailand, the Heads 

of State or Government of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) reaffirmed their 

commitment to accelerate the establishment of the ASEAN Community comprising three pillars 

political-security community, economic community, and socio-cultural community by 2015. 

The Cha-am Hua Hin Declaration on the Roadmap for the ASEAN Community (2009-2015) was 

signed, adopting the blueprints of the three pillars as the roadmap for an ASEAN Community, 

and pledging the member nations resolve and commitment to promote ASEANS peoples to 

participate in and benefit fully from the process of ASEAN integration and community building. 

As 2015 is approaching, it is crucial that business leaders from all over ASEAN be prepared for 

the changing landscape especially of that related to doing business, the ASEAN Economic 

Community (AEC). The AEC is the realization of the end goal of economic integration, under 

which the ASEAN will be established as a single market and production base to make ASEAN 

more dynamic and competitive. To accomplish, action plans have been outlined in five core 

elements: 1) free flow of goods; 2) free flow of services; 3) free flow of investment; 4) freer flow 

of capital; and 5) free flow of skilled labor. In addition, priority integration sectors are also 

targeted.‖ 

 

ASEAN CONFEDERATION OF EMPLOYERS  

Source: http://aseanemployers.org/aboutace.htm 
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―The ASEAN Confederation of Employers (ACE) was established and represented by 

Employers‘ Organisations in ASEAN, to optimize liaison, co-operation and representation in the 

fields of labor and social legislation, industrial relations and practices.  

 

On 25th November 1978 in Singapore, the 5 founding member Employers' Organisations from 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand, firmly supporting the fundamental 

objectives of ASEAN in its pursuits of effective measure for regional economic co-operation, 

declared their agreement to unite and establish the ASEAN Confederation of Employers (ACE). 

The objectives of ACE are to optimize liaison, co-operation and representation in the fields of 

labor and social legislation, industrial relations and practices. 

 

The founding member Employers‘ Organisations are: Employers‘ Association of Indonesia 

(APINDO), Employers Confederation of The Philippines (ECOP), Employers Confederation of 

Thailand (ECOT), Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF) and the Singapore National 

Employers Federation (SNEF). On 16 February 2004, the Cambodian Federation of Employers & 

Business Associations (CAMFEBA) became a member of ACE. 

 

The affairs of ACE are governed and administered by a Board of Directors comprising a duly 

authorized representative from each member.  

 

(A) To foster the solidarity and development of Employers' Organisations in the region.   

(B) To safeguard and promote the interests of ASEAN employers.   

(C) To collate and disseminate information on legislative changes and general developments in 

the fields of labor, social and economic matters, which are likely to affect the interests of 

employers.   

(D) To foster closer relations and co-operation between and among the members, and to render 

mutual assistance in matters of common interest.   

(E) To maintain closer relations and co-operation with regional and international organizations 

having similar aims and objectives.   

(F) To promote harmonious industrial relations, help maintain peace, and encourage improved 

productivity.   

(G) To co-ordinate the views of members and to represent their views at regional and 

international levels.   

 

At the 34th ACE meeting held at Bangkok on 3 April 2009, the ACE members discussed about 

the stimulus plan in their respective countries. ― 

 

The ACE has no permanent address or secretariat.   

 

 

ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ABAC)  

 

―The establishment of the ASEAN Business Advisory Council was a decision of the ASEAN 

Leaders at the 7th ASEAN Summit held in Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei Darussalam, in 2001.  

The idea is to engage business people from the ASEAN region so that the private sector‘s input 

can be factored into the policy-making process.   
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Injecting a private-sector perspective into the economic development and integration process in 

ASEAN is important.  All the intra-regional as well as extra regional initiatives – as reflected in 

AFTA, AIA, AFAS, and the FTAs and CEPs within ASEAN and between ASEAN and its 

Dialogue Partners – are targeted at creating a pro-business environment in ASEAN.  It is 

essential that the economic policies of the ASEAN Member Countries and their Dialogue 

Partners address the needs and concerns of their respective business communities.   

 

Private-sector representation is increasingly a part of ASEAN‘s economic cooperation with its 

Dialogue Partners.  We already have the AFTA-CER Business Council (ACBC). We are working 

on a proposal for an ASEAN-India Business Council.  The ACBC has contributed to economic 

cooperation between ASEAN and the CER countries (Australia and New Zealand) by coming up 

with a number of recommendations to help double trade and investment flows between ASEAN 

and the CER by 2010, and reducing transactions costs in the process.  The establishment of the 

ASEAN Business Advisory Council is, of course, another key component of the overall strategy 

of increasing the private-sector‘s presence in ASEAN‘s economic policy deliberations.‖ 

 

The ABAC has no permanent address or secretariat.  It has no website, and no information on 

recent activities except as reported by the ASEAN Secretariat.  

 

Source: Opening Address ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng Yong, Inaugural Meeting of the 

ASEAN Advisory Business Council (ABAC), 10 April 2003  at the ASEAN Secretariat in 

Jakarta   Retrieved on  September 27, 2009  

http://www.aseansec.org/14686.htm  

 

 

Appendix  9.  ASEAN Trade Union Council (ATUC)  

 

Source: ATUC website, http://www.aseantuc.org/  accessed  September 30, 2009    

The ATUC website has not posted significant new activities.  There is a need to study ATUC‘s 

history, recordand capacity as an inclusive voice of workers in ASEAN.  In the end, a decision is 

needed on how ASETUC and ATUC relations will complement each other.  Ideally, ATUCwill 

focus on coordination with national trade union centers; while  ASETUC focus on sectoral or 

industry concerns of workers.  Coordination most crucial in the ASEAN – ILO activities, and  

other forum. The ASEAN Trade Union Council (ATUC) is a regional grouping of national trade 

union centres of ASEAN countries which aims to improve the quality of relations between and 

within countries in ASEAN.  The ATUC at the moment has active collaborative links with the 

national trade union centres in Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, Lao 

People's Democratic Republic and Vietnam.   

Principal Objectives 

 To represent the collective interests of workers in ASEAN countries at all appropriate 

policy-formulating and decision-making forums;  

 To function as a collective and cohesive body to promote the well-being of workers in 

ASEAN countries.  

 To network and interact with ATUC affiliates with regards to common issues affecting 

workers;  

http://www.aseansec.org/14686.htm
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 To undertake research, education and training programmes for labor activists from ATUC 

affiliates;  

 To help ATUC affiliates increase their membership levels through mutual cooperation 

and assistance;  

 To hold periodic meetings with a view to identifying common problems, challenges and 

issues and finding solutions for them in the true spirit of unity and solidarity.  

The first meeting of the ATUC was held in Cebu City, the Philippines in April 1994 which 

adopted the Cebu Declaration.  The second meeting of the ATUC was held in Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia in May which adopted the Revised Cebu Declaration.  The third meeting of the ATUC 

was held in Bali, Indonesia in November 1997 which adopted the Bali Declaration.  The fourth 

meeting of the ATUC was held in Hanoi, Vietnam in July 2000 which adopted the Hanoi 

Declaration. 

 

In addition to these General Meetings, the ATUC, in collaboration with the international Labor 

Organization (ILO), has periodically conducted several seminars, conferences and workshops 

from time to time on important labor issues. 

 

Organizational Structure 

 

President: Bro. Syed Shahir bin Syed Mohamud  

Malaysia President, MTUC 

Secretary General: Atty. Democrito T. Mendoza 

Philippines President, TUCP  

The serving principal officials of other ATUC affiliates are co-opted as Vice Presidents 
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Minding the Builders -- The Plight of Construction Workers and Implications for 

ASEAN Economic Integration 

 

By Carmel V. Abao 

Faculty Member, Department of Political Science 

Ateneo de Manila University 

 

Introduction  
 

About the Study.  This study is part of a broader research project that seeks to analyze the actual 

and potential impact of ASEAN economic agreements on workers and unions in Southeast Asia 

through the lens of workers‘ rights and interests. Commissioned by global union federations 

(GUFs) that have organized the ASEAN Service Employees Trade Union Council (ASETUC) 

and by the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES), a solidarity support organization, it initially covers 

four sectors: telecommunications, construction, healthcare, and finance.  

 

As part of the abovementioned broader study, this paper attempts to analyze the construction 

sector in Southeast Asia in relation to regional economic integration that is unfolding under the 

auspices of the ASEAN.  It investigates only eight out of the ten ASEAN countries because it is 

in these countries that the Building and Wood Workers International (BWI), one of the GUFs 

active in ASETUC and one of the driving forces behind this research project, has developed a 

membership base.  The ―BWI countries‖ are Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam.   

 

The paper is divided into three main parts.  Part One presents facts, figures and trends pertinent 

to the construction industry in Southeast Asia.  It is further divided into several sub-sections.  

Section 1 discusses country-level economic indicators over a fifteen-year period (1994 to 2008).  

These indicators are important in determining the level, extent, and trend of economic activity in 

the region‘s construction sector before, during, and after the 1997 Asian financial crisis and the 

recent global financial crisis that started in the United States.  Section 2 is a mapping of 

construction companies that are operating in the region.  Aside from highlighting the key industry 

players, the map signals the existing level of investment in construction and points to the 

economic significance of the sector to the region.  Section 3 is an addendum to the previous 

section: it presents the level of organization of employers in the Southeast Asian region as a 

whole, and in each of the countries.  Finally, Section 4 exhibits the level of public investment in 

construction, particularly ongoing foreign-funded projects in each of the BWI countries.  

 

Part Two focuses on construction labor in Southeast Asia.  While labor is an intrinsic part of 

the construction ―industry‖, it is treated in this paper as a separate subject matter for the practical 

purpose of organizing information and ideas.  This part is also divided into several sub-sections.  

The first section presents facts and figures of the construction labor market in each of the BWI 

countries.  A list and description of pressing issues and problems faced by construction workers 

are then presented in the succeeding section.  This is followed by a list of trade unions in the 

construction industry in Southeast Asia, and information about them.  
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Part Three presents some conclusions – based on information presented in preceding parts – 

that can be directly linked to a number of ASEAN agreements.  Some recommendations are also 

offered therein.  

 

This study is primarily sourced from secondary data.  It relies heavily on previous studies and 

―maps‖ done by the BWI such as (i) ―Global Construction and Asian Workers: Expansion of 

TNCs in Asia and Implications for Labour‖, researched and written by Daeoup Chang in 2008, 

(ii) ―Evaluation of the FNV-funded BWI Project on Organizing and Networking Migrant and 

Cross Border Workers in Asia‖ conducted and written by this author in 2007, and (iii)  ―Potential 

Organizing Strategies in Construction Projects and MNCs Involved in Asian Development Bank, 

written by Violeta Corral in 2008. 

 

About the Industry.  The construction industry involves a wide range of economic activities that 

can be roughly categorized as housing projects, non-residential building projects, and civil 

engineering works.
29

  Construction enterprises span from the production of goods to the 

production of services. Enterprises involved in on-site construction offer different specializations 

in terms of the type of work being done.  Building materials and components, and building 

equipment and machinery are generally purchased or hired from other enterprises.  Some 

companies focus on the supply of design and engineering services.   

 

PART ONE: Facts, Figures and Trends: The Construction Industry in Southeast 
Asia  
 

Section 1: Some Economic Indicators
30

 

 

Indonesia 

 

The Indonesian economy grew steadily in the 1990s – somewhere between 7.5 percent - 8.5 

percent of GDP growth from 1994 to 1998 -- until it experienced an all-time low at the time of 

the Asian financial crisis.  In 1997, the country‘s growth dipped to 4.7 percent in 1997 and slid 

even further to -13.1 percent in 1998.  The economy, however, bounced back in the next four 

years - 2001 to 2004 -- with an average growth of 4.4 percent.  From 2004 to 2008, Indonesia‘s 

growth rate ranged from 5.0 percent to 6.1 percent.  According to the Asian Development Bank 

(ADB), Indonesia‘s growth is likely to slow down this year - 2009, because of ―subdued domestic 

and external demand, before picking up in 2010‖.
31

 

 
The performance of the Indonesian construction industry in the past 15 years has followed the 

same basic pattern.  The industry experienced hyper-growth, between 7.3 percent to 14.9 percent 

growth rates, from 1994 to 1997.  This number dipped drastically to -36.4 percent in 1998, the 

year after the Asian financial crisis.  Recovery of the industry came only in 2001 when it posted a 

                                                        
29

 Building and Wood Workers' International. (n.d.). Building & construction. Retrieved September 25, 2009 from 

http://www.bwint.org/default.asp?Issue=CONSTR&Language=EN  
30

 Figures for this section were sourced largely from ADB data.  A file containing the pertinent ADB tables is 

attached as Annex I.  
31

 Asian Development Bank. (2009). Asian development outlook 2009: Rebalancing asia's growth. Retrieved 

September 8, 2009 from http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/ADO/2009/ado2009.pdf 

http://www.bwint.org/default.asp?Issue=CONSTR&Language=EN
http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/ADO/2009/ado2009.pdf
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positive growth rate of 4.9 percent, although pre-crisis growth levels were never again achieved.  

In the succeeding years, from 2002 to 2008, industry growth ranged from 5.5 percent to 8.6 

percent.  However, the industry experienced a slight decline from 8.6 percent in 2007 to 7.3 

percent in 2008, mainly due to the recent global financial crisis. 

 
Figure 1: Indonesia: Construction and GDP (1994 to 2008) 

 
 

In the years leading up to the Asian financial crisis, the Indonesian construction industry 

produced 7.3 percent to 8.2 percent of the country‘s GDP.  In 1998, this figure dropped to 6 

percent but its share of GDP has since grown at a steady pace of between 5-6 percent.  In 2008, 

the industry produced 6.3 percent of the GDP.   

 
Figure 2: Indonesia: Share of Construction in GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

 

The recovery of the construction industry in Indonesia from the negative effects of the Asian 

financial crisis has been attributed to the development of large-scale projects such as shopping 

malls, power plants, oil and natural gas development and the resumption of public infrastructure 

projects.  Moreover, in 2005, the Indonesian government organized an ―Infrastructure Summit‖, 

where it announced that there would be ninety-one construction projects with a total value of US 
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$22.5 billion.
32

   The Summit, organized by the Indonesian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

and the Coordinating Ministry for Economic Affairs, was aimed at finalizing plans on how to 

―jump-start spending on infrastructure‖ within the context of a sharp decline in GDP growth from 

5.34 percent in 1993/1994 to 2.33 percent in 2002.
33

 

 

According to the ASEAN Constructors Federation (ACF), the abundance of undeveloped land 

outside of Java is what attracts foreign investors to Indonesia.  ―The need for infrastructure 

development and cheaper land offers foreigners a greater opportunity in Indonesian construction 

industry‖.  The ACF has also taken note of the fact that the Indonesian government has 

encouraged foreign firms to form joint ventures with local construction firms by issuing these 

firms with 3-year construction licenses (although foreign capital must not exceed 55 percent in 

equity).
34

 

 

This year, in the wake of the global financial crisis, the Indonesian government has announced a 

stimulus package of Rp 73.3 billion or US $6.5 billion (1.4 percent of GDP).  Of this package, 13 

percent has been earmarked for infrastructure projects, particularly labor-intensive works such as 

water supply projects, low-cost housing, roads and ports.
35

  

 

Malaysia 

 

Malaysia is another example of an economy that was able to recover from the Asian financial 

crisis remarkably well.  The country had experienced a steep decline in GDP growth, from 10 

percent in 1996 to -7.4 percent in 1998.  In 1999, the economy recovered with a growth rate of 

6.1 percent.  It again encountered another steep decline in 2001 when growth rate levels reached 

0.5 percent.  The economy bounced back in 2002 with a 5.4 percent growth rate and since then, 

the country‘s GDP growth has averaged out at 6 percent.   

 

Today, Malaysia is again experiencing an economic slump as a result of the global financial 

crisis.  The country‘s growth rate dipped from 6.3 percent in 2007 to 4.6 percent in 2008.  

According to the ADB, ―growth in this trade-sensitive economy came to a virtual halt in the 

second half of 2008 as the global environment deteriorated‖.  The Bank estimates that growth in 

2009 will slide to 0.2 percent but is likely to recover in 2010 at a rate of 4.4 percent.
36
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Figure 3: MALAYSIA: Construction and GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

The construction industry in Malaysia also experienced hyper growth before the Asian financial 

crisis, reaching a high of 21.1 percent in 1995.  The industry‘s growth then nose-dived from 10.6 

percent in 1997 to -22.1 percent in 1998.  The industry bounced back in 2001 when it registered a 

positive growth rate of 3.3 percent.  From 2004-2006, the industry again experienced another 

slump with negative growth rates of somewhere between -1.5 percent to -0.6 percent.  In the 

following year, 2007, growth increased to 8.6 percent.  In 2008, this figure slid again to 2.5 

percent due to the global financial crisis. 

 

In the past fifteen years, the share of the Malaysian construction industry in the country‘s GDP 

has been somewhere between 3.0 percent to 4.8 percent.  Its highest share was in 1997 at 4.8 

percent while the lowest was in 2007 at 3.0 percent.  Its share of GDP fell immediately after the 

Asian financial crisis – from 4.8 percent in 1997 to 4.0 percent in 1998.  Since then, industry 

share has been somewhere between 3.0 percent to 3.9 percent.  In 2008, the industry produced 3.0 

percent of the country‘s GDP.   

 
Figure 4: MALAYSIA: Share of Construction in GDP (1994-2008) 
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During the period of the Asian financial crisis, the following factors were said to have caused the 

downturn of the construction industry in Malaysia: a number of unsold properties, high vacancy 

rates for offices and shops and price escalation of major building materials such as steel bars.
37

  

 

In 2001, the construction industry was bolstered by the Eighth Malaysia Plan (2001-2005) in 

which the government earmarked US $3.68 billion for new infrastructure projects.
38

  This 

package included US $263 million for airport infrastructure aimed at developing Malaysia as a 

regional hub.
39

    

 

In 2006, the Malaysian government unveiled the Ninth Malaysia Plan.
40

  The plan included 

strategies that clearly have an impact on the construction industry: meeting housing needs and 

improving urban services, building basic infrastructure, improving transportation facilities, and 

developing the Bumiputera Commercial and Industrial Community (BCIC).  The midterm review 

of the Malaysian government shows that implementation of the plan is on track.   

 

In March 2009, in response to the global financial crisis, the government announced a stimulus 

package of RM 60 billion, close to 8 percent of projected GDP. Part of the package is likely to 

directly impact the construction industry: ―RM 7 billion in projects under public-private 

partnerships and other off-budget projects such as the low-cost carrier terminal at the Kuala 

Lumpur International Airport and expansion of Pulau Pinang airport‖.
41

 

 

 

The Philippines 

 

The Philippines also manifested a negative growth rate (-0.6 percent) at the time of the Asian 

financial crisis.  The economy recovered the following year with a growth rate of 3.4 percent.  

The country experienced another steep slump in 2001 when its growth rate dipped to -2.5 percent.  

This second dip can be attributed to the political upheaval that occured in the country at that 

time.
42

 

 

The pre-crisis growth rate of 4.4 percent was reached in 2002 and by 2004, the country was 

registering growth of 6.4 percent.  However, the Philippine economy has been declining in the 

last few years, from 7.2 percent growth in 2007 to 4.6 percent in 2008.  High inflation rates and 

weaker external demand are said to be two factors that have caused the decline.  Political 

instability, government inefficiency and corruption have also been identified as factors that have 

hindered the country‘s economic development. 

                                                        
37
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The Philippine economy is essentially a consumer-led economy, with private consumption being 

supported by the remittances of some 9 million Filipinos working abroad.  The increase in over-

all remittances from U.S $13.7 billion in 2007 to $16.4 billion in 2008, however, was offset by 

the rise of prices of basic commodities and resulted in a decrease of the country‘s Gross National 

Product, from 8.0 percent in 2007 to 6.1 percent in 2008.  The ADB is forecasting that the 

country‘s growth will slow down even further this year (2009) to 2.5 percent.
43

   

 

The ebb and flow of the construction industry of the Philippines reveals a volatility that is greater 

than that of the country‘s economy.  From 1994 to 1997, the industry posted impressive positive 

growth rates between 9.1 percent to 16.2 percent.  With the Asian financial crisis, these figures 

nose-dived to -9.7 percent in 1998 and then dipped even further to -23.1 percent in 2001.  The 

industry maintained these negative levels til 2005.  In 2006, it registered positive growth at 9.6 

percent and then moved on to a high of 23.1 percent in 2007.  A sharp decline was again 

experienced by the industry in 2008, when the growth rate dipped to 6.1 percent, mainly due to 

the global financial crisis and domestic political troubles.  

  
Figure 5: PHILIPPINES: Construction and GDP (1994-2008) 

 

 
 

In 2007, the Philippine construction industry produced 4.5 percent of the country‘s GDP.  The 

share of the construction industry in the country‘s GDP has been fairly steady and the 2007 figure 

is, in fact, the lowest of the past 15 years.  In 1997, the industry‘s share of GDP was 6.4 percent 

and this figure dipped slightly in 1998 to 5.8 percent but in 2000, the industry‘s share went up 

again to 6.6 percent.  From 2001-2008, industry share ranged from 3.8 percent to 5.0 percent.  In 

2008, the industry accounted for 4.6 percent of total GDP.  
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Figure 6: PHILIPPINES: Share of Construction in GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

 

In January 2009, the Philippine government announced its ―Economic Resiliency Plan‖ 

containing a stimulus package of PhP 330 billion.
44

  According to the Philippine National 

Statistical Coordination Board (NSCB), as of August 2009, this package has yielded positive 

results.  For the construction industry, ―investments expanded by 11.7 percent from 1.0 percent in 

2009.  Public construction rebounded magnificently with 29.9 percent growth from negative 5.6 

percent in the previous years as government-funded infrastructure investments to escape the 

threat of recession that surfaced in the first quarter‖.
45

   

Singapore 

 

The ―trade hub‖ of the Southeast and East Asian regions, Singapore has remained economically 

strong in the past decade until the most recent global economic crunch.  It can be concluded that 

this country has been the hardest hit: its growth rate dipped markedly from a high of 7.7 percent 

in 2007 to a mere 1.1 percent in 2008.  According to the ADB, Singapore‘s nature as a trade hub 

– in trade-related services such as transportation services and trade finance – had made the 

country vulnerable to external shocks.
46

   

 

Before this recent global crisis, Singapore experienced a ―5-year average (growth rate) of 7.3 

percent in 2003-2007‖.
47

  Such steady growth has been linked to construction investment in the 

public sector that has led to an increase in domestic demand.  Construction thus  plays a key role 

in the Singaporean economy.   
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Figure 7: SINGAPORE: Construction and GDP (2000-2008) 

 
 

In 2000, the construction industry in Singapore displayed very high positive growth –35.4 percent 

-- despite the Asian financial crisis.  However,,the industry experienced a slump in 2003-2004, 

with negative growth rates of -21.9 percent and -5.5 percent respectively.  The industry recovered 

in the succeeding years, posting growth rates between 0.7 percent to 18.2 percent from 2005-

2008.  The industry again experienced another slump, from 20.3 percent in 2007 to 18.2 percent 

in 2008, mainly due to the global financial crisis.  

 

The share of GDP that the construction industry in Singapore has been more steady compared to 

the other BWI countries.  In the past eighteen years, this share has ranged from a low of 3.2 

percent (in 2002) to a high of 5.7 percent ( in 1995).  In 2008, the industry accounted for 4.2 

percent of the country‘s GDP. 

 
Figure 8: SINGAPORE: Share of Construction in GDP (1990-2008) 

 
 

According to the ASEAN Constructors‘ Federation (ACF), Singapore‘s construction industry is 

held in high regard by foreign companies because of strict quality control, i.e. all projects are 

subject to review under the country‘s Construction Quality Assessment System (CONQUAS).  

Qualifications requirements are imposed on all players, foreign as well as local, and this has 

created the impression that the Singaporean government has created a level playing field for all 



Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

82 

 

industry players.
48

 

 

In January 2009, the Singaporean government announced an economic stimulus package of S$ 

20.5 billion.
49

  This package is meant to cushion the effects of the anticipated slump in 

Singapore‘s growth to 5 percent this year.  It is also the response of the People‘s Action Party 

(PAP) to the growing joblessness that could propel a political backlash, at a time when the party 

is celebrating its 50
th

 year in power.
50

  

 

Thailand 

 

From negative growth rates in 1997 (-0.4 percent) and 1998 (-10.5 percent), the Thai economy 

had evidently recovered when its growth rate soared to 4.8 percent in 2000 and 7.1 percent in 

2002.  The country has however been experiencing an economic slump in recent years mainly 

due to major domestic political upheavals.  In 2008, Thailand‘s growth rate was a meager 2.6 

percent.  

 

The country‘s construction industry follows the same basic trend.  The industry posted a pre-

crisis high of 14 percent in 1994 and then dipped to negative levels during the Asian financial 

crisis: -25.6 percent in 1997, -38.2 percent in 1998 and -9.3 percent in 1999.  Industry slowly 

recovered with 0.3 percent in 2001, then 5.4 percent in 2002 and since then has been registering 

positive growth.  However, the industry revealed a sharp decline last year, from a 2.0 percent 

growth rate in 2007 to -5.2 percent  growth rate in 2008. 

 
Figure 9: THAILAND: Construction and GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

Before the Asian financial crisis, the construction industry was contributing 6.3 percent to 

Thailand‘s GDP, but immediately thereafter, industry share of GDP has remained low and has 

not gone above 2.9 percent.  Due to intermittent political disruptions, several infrastructure 
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projects had to be delayed or abandoned.  In 2008, the construction inudstry accounted for only 

2.2 percent of GDP growth.  

 
Figure 10: THAILAND: Share of Construction in GDP (1994-2008) 

 
  

 

 

In January 2009, the Thai cabinet approved an economic stimulus package of B116.7 billion or 

US $3.4 billion.  Part of this package has been earmarked for large-scale infrastructure projects 

such as the expansion of the mass transit rail lines in Bangkok.  

 

Cambodia 

 

Given the positive growth rates in the past fifteen years, one can readily conclude that the 

Cambodian economy has remained steady and robust.  The figures exhibit the seeming insulation 

of this economy from external shocks.  In 1999, two years after the Asian financial crisis, 

Cambodia registered a growth rate of 12.6 percent, a figure that is even higher than the pre-crisis 

high of 9.2 percent in 1994.  Moreover, in the past decade, the country witnessed very steady 

growth ranging between 7.0 percent and 13.3 percent.   

 

Cambodia has not been spared from the negative effects of the recent global financial crisis, the 

political upheavals of neighboring Thailand and the upsurge in food and oil prices.  In 2008, the 

country‘s growth rate dipped to 6.5 percent from 10.2 percent in 2007.  Inflation also skyrocketed 

to double digit numbers: from 6.4 percent in September 2007 to 25.8 percent in May 2008.  The 

ADB is now predicting that Cambodia‘s growth will decline further to 2.5 percent in 2009.  

Recent reductions in foreign direct investment in the construction industry has been cited as one 

of the reasons for this anticipated slump.  In response, the Cambodian government declared in 

March 2009 that it would double public spending on ―transport, public infrastructure, and 

irrigation‖.
51
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The performance of the construction industry of Cambodia has been highly erratic.  In the 

aftermath of the Asian financial crisis, the industry posted a very low negative growth rate of 

15.7 percent in 1998.  This figure rose quickly to 27.4 percent in 1999 and 36.8 percent in 2000.  

The rate again declined sharply to -1.9 percent in 2001.  In 2002, the industry again rebounded 

with a 27.1 percent growth rate and since then has been registering positive growth.  However, 

the industry experienced slackening in 2008 when growth fell to 5.8 percent from 6.8 percent in 

2007. 

 
Figure 11: CAMBODIA: Construction and GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

In the past fifteen years, the industry has produced between 3.6 percent - 6.8 percent of the 

country‘s GDP.  The figures show that there was a slight dip during the Asian financial crisis, but 

this was only from 4.5 percent in 1997 to 3.6 percent in 1998.  Moreover, the industry evidently 

bounced back in just a few years, registering a growth rate of 5.1 percent in the year 2000.  In 

2008, the construction industry produced 6.6 percent of the country‘s GDP.  

 

Current developments are not very encouraging.  It is now being predicted that Cambodia‘s 

growth rate will decline to 2.5 percent this year, largely due to contraction in the garment, 

tourism and construction industries.  However, it is anticipated that with increase government 

spending, the economy will bounce back in 2010 with a growth rate of 4.0 percent.
52
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Figure 12: CAMBODIA: Share of Construction in GDP 

 
 

 

Laos 

 

Laos is another Southeast Asian country that did not experience negative growth rates in the 

aftermath of the Asian financial crisis.  The country‘s growth experienced a downturn at the time, 

registering a decline from 6.9 percent in 1997 to 4.0 percent in 1998.  The economy quickly 

bounced back in the following year, with a high growth rate of 7.3 percent.  This level has been 

maintained over the years.  In 2008, the growth rate was 7.2 percent.  Such steady economic 

growth has been attributed to the ―continuing expansion of industry (especially mining and 

hydropower) and services‖.
53

  

 

The construction industry in Laos posted positive growth rates from 1994 to 1997, with a low of 

5.0 percent in 1997 and a high of 17.2 percent in 1994.  In 1998, the industry slid to a -14.1 

percent growth rate and continued to post negative rates until 2001.  By 2002, the industry had 

recovered with a positive growth rate of 25.9 percent.  This growth continued up to 2004, dipping 

to -4.5 percent in 2005 and 0.5 percent in 2006.  The industry experienced yet another decline in 

2008 when the growth rate slid to -1.8 percent from the previous year‘s 9.5 percent rate.  

Evidently, Laos too was affected by the recent global financial crisis.  
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Figure 13: LAOS: Construction and GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

Between 1994 to 1999, the share of Laos‘ GDP that the construction industry made up was 

somewhere between 2.6 percent to 3.3 percent.  This number increased significantly to a range of 

56.2 percent to 74.2 percent from 2000 to 2006.  The‘s industry share of GDP then dropped 

sharply to 4.1 percent in 2007 and 3.7 percent in 2008.  
 

 

Figure 14: LAOS: Share of Construction in GDP 

 
 

In the immediate term, the government of Laos intends to increase public spending, especially on 

facilities for special events such as the 25
th

 Southeast Asian Games
54

 that will be held in 

Vientiane in December this year, and the 450
th

 anniversary celebration of Vientiane
55

 as the 

country‘s capital that will be held January of next year.  These special events involve major 

public works – sports facilities, a new administration headquarters, and a new landmark in 

Vietiane -- that could boost Laos‘ economy, including its construction industry.  
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Vietnam 

 

Vietnam‘s economy can be considered one of the fastest-growing ones in the region.  Despite the 

Asian financial crisis, the country never experienced negative growth and in the years 

immediately following this crisis, the economy bounced back.  In 2000, Vietnam‘s GDP growth 

was at 6.8 percent.  In 2007, it went up to as high as 8.5 percent.  In the following year, 2008, the 

economy slackened by only very slightly, with the growth rate dipping to 7.2 percent.  Vietnam‘s 

growth has been attributed to the performance of its industry and services sectors.  In the mid-

2000s, these sectors combined accounted for more than 90 percent of the country‘s GDP. 

 

Growth of the Vietnamese construction industry was quite steady in the years leading to the 

Asian financial crisis.  It posted growth levels of 18.2 percent in 1994, 12.7 percent in 1995 and 

16.1 percent in 1996.  In the following year, industry performance slid to 11.3 percent and  nose-

dived to a negative rate of -0.5 percent in 1998.  The industry quickly recovered to a positive 

growth rate of 2.4 percent in 1999, and registered growth rates that ranged from 7.5 percent to 

12.8 percent up until 2007.  In the past year (2008), the industry again experienced negative 

growth rates, plunging to -0.3 percent from the previous year‘s 12.1 percent.  Evidently, the 

Vietnamese construction industry has also been affected by the recent global financial crisis.   

 
 

Figure 15: VIETNAM: Construction and GDP 

 
 

The construction industry‘s contribution to Vietnam‘s GDP has been substantial and steady in the 

past fifteen years: between 7.3 percent and 9.3 percent.  In the recent past, from 2007 to 2008, the 

industry‘s share of GDP dipped slightly from 9.3 percent to 8.7 percent.  
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Figure 16: VIETNAM: Share of Construction in GDP (1994-2008) 

 
 

The construction industry has been a beneficiary of the country‘s growth, particularly the growth 

of its urban centers such as Ho Chi Minh City.  The largest city and the economic hub of the 

country, Ho Chi Minh City currently has a population of almost 8 million people.  This growth in 

population has resulted in increased demand for motor vehicles and the government has 

responded to the problem of congestion by expanding the highways in the city, including the road 

network that links it to the Greater Mekong Sub-region.  International agencies such as the ADB 

have invested and continue to invest heavily in infrastructure projects in Vietnam and the 

Mekong region.
56

 

 

According to the ASEAN Constructors‘ Federation (ACF), the growth of Vietnam‘s construction 

industry can be attributed to the opening up of the economy to the global market.  The 

Vietnamese government has been successful in creating a business-friendly environment through 

a number of measures such as the liberalization of construction investment, extension of permits 

issued to foreign-invested firms and tariff reductions for the import of construction materials.
57

  

The government itself has invested in the construction industry by investing in huge 

infrastructure projects, with funding sourced largely from foreign funders.  

 

Today, it is being predicted that Vietnam‘s economy will decline slightly in the immediate term 

due to the global financial crisis.  The construction industry is also likely to contract given the 

―cooling real estate market‖.
58

  To arrest further decline, the Vietnamese government has recently 

announced a stimulus package of U.S $ 1 to 6 billion.   
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Section 2: Major Construction Companies in Southeast Asia 

 

Below is a list of major construction companies operating in Southeast Asia.  The list shows that 

multinational companies from Europe and East Asia, along with a number of local construction 

companies, play a key role in the region‘s construction industry.   

 

Multinational Corporations Operating In Southeast Asia 

 

Heidelberg Cement
59

, a German company, is one of the world‘s largest manufacturers of building 

materials.  With a history dating back to 1873 -- when it established its first cement company in 

Heidelberg, the company now employs 57,000 employees in more than 2,600 locations in 50 

countries.  In Southeast Asia, it has operations in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei.  

The company also has a presence in other parts of Asia, such as Bangladesh, China and India.   

 

In 2007, Heidelberg embarked on ―the biggest acquisition in the building materials industry‖ 

through its acquisition of the building materials manufacturer Hanson.  In 2008, Heidelberg‘s 

profit share reached EUR 1.8 billion.  Its core activities include the production of cement and 

aggregates, two raw materials essential for the production of concrete.  Heidelberg‘s products 

also include ready-mixed concrete, concrete products and concrete elements.  

 

Hochtief
60

 is another German construction company founded in the 1870s by the Hellman 

brothers.  It has become a worldwide construction services corporation with a sales volume of 

EUR 19.10 billion in 2008 and about 68,000 employees.  The corporation consists of a 

management holding company and six corporate divisions.  In the Asia Pacific, Hochtief operates 

mainly through its majority shareholding in the Leighton Group (see profile of Leighton group 

below).  

 

Lafarge
61

 has its origins in France in 1833, counts the Suez Canal as one of its first projects, and 

has since grown into a world leader in building materials (i.e. Number 1 in cement, Number 2 in 

aggregates and Number 3 in concrete and gypsum).  Lafarge is now present in 79 countries and 

has developed 2,187 production sites that employ 84,000 workers.  More than 60 percent of 

Lafarge‘s workforce is located outside its country of origin (i.e. Asia, Africa, Central and Eastern 

Europe, the Mediterrenean Basin, Middle East and Latin America).  Its headquarters, however, 

remains located in Paris, France.  In 2008, company revenues reached EUR 19.033 billion.  

 

In Asia, Lafarge employs 21,000 workers across 50 cement production sites, 5 aggregates 

quarries and 120 ready-mix plants.  In Southeast Asia, it has a presence in Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam.  Lafarge also has plants in China, India, Pakistan, North 

Korea, South Korea and Japan.   
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Holcim
62

 is a global company that employs some 83,000 people with production sites in over 70 

countries.  It was founded in Switzerland in 1912 and is one of the world‘s leading suppliers of 

cement and aggregates (crushed stone, sand and gravel).  Holcim is also a global supplier for 

ready-mix concrete and asphalt and a provider of various services related to the construction 

industry.  In Southeast Asia, Holcim has a presence in Indonesia, Philippines, Malaysia, 

Thailand, Singapore and Vietnam.  Its headquarters is in Zurich, Switzerland.  

 

Leighton Holdings Limited
63

 was established in Victoria, Australia in 1949 as a small civil 

engineering firm.  It is now the parent company of Australia‘s largest project development and 

contacting group, and includes subsidiaries such as Leighton Contractors, Thiess, John Holland, 

Leighton International, Leighton Properties and Leighton Asia.   

 

The Leighton group now employs 37,000 workers across the Asia-Pacific region.  In Southeast 

Asia it is present in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, 

Cambodia and Brunei.  It also has projects in Australia, New Zealand, Hongkong, China, 

Mongolia, Taiwan, Sri Lanka, Macau, India, United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Brunei.  Its head 

office is located in Sydney, Australia.  The Leighton group focuses on specific market segments 

such as civil works and infrastructure, mining, industrial and building sectors.  Today, Leighton-

Asia employs around 5,500 people.  Its annual revenue is over U.S $500 million.   

 

The Hazama Corporation
64

, established in Japan in 1889, is now a leading global construction 

company.  Its presence is visible in more than 30 countries around the world.  In Southeast Asia, 

Hazama has been instrumental in constructing several landmark buildings and important public 

infrastructure.  Some of Hazama‘s civil and architectural works include the Balikpapan 

International Airport (Indonesia), LRT System Two for Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), Expansion of 

Water Supply System in Hai Duong City (Vietnam), Bridge Reconstruction in National Road 

Route 13 (Laos), Monya Copper Refining Plant (Myanmar), Cavendish Condominium 

(Singapore), Cold Rollong Mill for NKK Corporation (Thailand), and Sanyo Philippines Semi-

Conductor Manufacturing Factory (Philippines).  According to the company‘s 2009 annual 

report, the company earned 224.2 billion Yen in consolidated revenues and employs some 2,070 

employees.
65

 

 

The Kajima Corporation
66

 is another leading Japanese construction company.  Established in 

1840, the corporation now operates with 13 domestic branches and numerous project offices 

throughout Japan and a global reach of over 20 countries in such regions as Asia, Europe, Africa, 

the Middle East and the United States.  Kajima employs over 9,200 workers and generates annual 

consolidated sales of approximately 15 billion USD.  Kajima‘s expertise is extensive and spans 
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the development, design, and construction of practically all types of structures.  Most of its 

construction work in Southeast Asia has involved building factories for Japanese-affiliated 

corporations.  

 

Kinden Corporation
67

 is one of Japan‘s leading integrated systems engineering companies and a 

pioneer in the overseas market.  Kinden has completed projects in more than 80 countries and 

now maintains an international sales network of overseas affiliate companies including those in 

Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Vietnam, the United States, China and 

Egypt.  Moreover, Kinden has a track record in electrical infrastructure projects such as the Kuala 

Lumpur City Center Tower 2, Shanghai Shigeru Mori International Senmao Builsing and the Tao 

Dan Vietnam 200kV electrical power transmission project.   

 

The Kumagai Gumi Company Ltd
68

 of Japan was established in 1938, currently employs around 

2,587 employees and maintains 13,341 million Yen worth of capital.  It engages in design and 

actual construction work and has overseas branches in Hongkong, Shanghai, Taiwan, the 

Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and Papua New Guinea.  

 

Established in 1937, the Nishimatsu Construction Co. Ltd
69

 is another leading general contractor, 

renowned for its expertise in the planning, design and construction of a wide range of projects 

such as marine and harbor projects, airports, highways, dams, tunnels, railways, high-rise 

buildings and power plants.  It now maintains overseas offices in 16 countries, including the 

following countries in Southeast Asia: Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam, Laos and 

Singapore.  Nishimatsu employs some 3,641 workers worldwide. 

 

The Obayashi Corporation
70

 is among the top five general contractors in Japan.  Founded in 

1892, the corporation is now equipped to do feasibility studies, and plans and implements civil 

engineering and heavy construction works.  It now employs 9,280 employees and maintains 

offices in North America: New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, North Carolina and 

Honolulu), Europe: London & Amsterdam, and Asia: Bangkok, Jakarta, Singapore, Kuala 

Lumpur, Manila, Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh, Phnom Penh, Shanghai, Beijing, Dalian & Taipei. 

 

The Shimizu Corporation
71

 was established only in 1987 but traces its roots to the incorporation 

of Shimizu Gumi Ltd in 1937.  It is now a leading Japanese general contractor.  The corporation 

employs some 11,535 employees and implements domestic and overseas projects, including in 

Southeast Asian countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, Laos, and 

the Philippines.  
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The Taikisha Ltd
72

 was established in 1913 and has grown into a leading Japanese multinational 

company involved in the design, construction, and administration of a wide range of construction 

activities.  It now has 3,669 employees and maintains Group Companies in Asia – China, Taiwan, 

Korea, Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, India, as well as the 

Americas and Europe.  

 

Established in 1873, the Taisei Corporation
73

 has undertaken several noteworthy construction 

projects in Japan and overseas.  Its projects include the construction of dams and other 

infrastructure projects in developing countries.  It currently has 8,787 employees and maintains 

overseas offices in the Middle East: Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Doha; in Seoul; Taipei; Manila, the 

Philippines; Kuala Lumpur; Jakarta; New Delhi, India; North Africa: Libya and Egypt; 

California, the U.S.A; Lima, Peru; Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam; and Islamabad, 

Pakistan. 

 

The Takenaka Corporation
74

 is Japan‘s oldest architecture, engineering and construction firm.  

Since 1960, the corporation has been expanding overseas and now boasts of having the largest 

construction R&D laboratory in the world, 7,983 employees and 5,839 architects and engineers.  

It has yearly sales of USD 9 billion and maintains 20 overseas offices.  In Southeast Asia, it has 

offices in Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore.  Other Takenaka offices are in China, the 

Middle East, Europe and the Americas. 

 

Toda Corporation
75

 is another Japanese multinational engaged in the construction business.  It 

was established in 1936 and is known for its expertise in almost all the phases of construction 

work, including investment projects in the field of real estate development.  It has a domestic as 

well as an overseas network that spans Brazil, Thailand, China, Vietnam and the United States.  

 

China Harbour Engineering Co. (CHEC)
76

 was established in December 2005 as the result of a 

merger between the China Harbour Engineering Company Group (founded 1980) and the China 

Road and Bridge Corporation.  As far back as the early eighties, CHEC had already begun 

operating in the international market.  Henceforth, the company developed into a major 

international enterprise with branches in more than 20 countries and business activities spanning 

the continents of Asia, North and South America, Europe, Africa and Australia.  CHEC is a full 

service provider in five core business areas, namely: marine engineering; dredging and 

reclamation; road and bridge; port machinery; and survey and design. 
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Established in 1978, China National Machinery & Equipment Corporation (CMEC)
77

 was the 

first large national corporation to integrate foreign trade with industry.  CMEC is engaged in the 

business of acting as main contractor of the international engineering projects and the export of 

complete plants, covering a trade network of 120 countries and regions worldwide. Its business 

sectors include power generation, transmission and transformation, light industry, textiles, food, 

building materials, communication, railway, harbor, telecommunication, broadcasting and TV, 

ship-building, metallurgy and mining. 

 

China Railway Engineering Corporation (China Railway Group Limited)
78

 is an integrated 

construction group that encompasses infrastructure construction, survey, design and consulting 

services, engineering equipment and component manufacturing, property development and other 

businesses.  Since the 1970s, it has undertaken the construction of and provided construction-

related services for more than 230 overseas projects including railway, expressway, highway, 

bridge, tunnel, building construction, dredging, airport and municipal work projects in more than 

55 countries and regions globally. 

 

As China‘s largest construction and design company for transport infrastructures (port, tunnel, 

road and bridge), China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC)
79

 has established branches in over 

forty countries and regions globally and has formed an efficient and rapid network for operation, 

development and management in Asia, Africa and Europe.  In 1979, CRBC entered the 

international contracting market, undertaking more than 600 engineering and labor projects in 

Asia, Africa, and Middle East, and achieving revenues of over 10 billion US dollars.  CRBC has 

succeeded in constructing many famous projects like the Fourth and Fifth Mosul Bridges in Iraq, 

the Friendship Harbor in Mauritania, Malta Dry Dock (300,000 DWT), Kenya A109 National 

Highway, Addis Ababa Ring Road in Ethiopia, the North Section of West Kowloon Expressway 

in Hong Kong, China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan Highway and Suramadu Sea-Cross Bridge in 

Indonesia among others. 

 
Hanjin Heavy Industries and Construction Co. Ltd (HHIC)

80
 was the first shipbuilding company 

in South Korea established in 1937.  With a variety of projects completed in Korea and abroad, 

Hanjin is now a global construction industry leader particularly in the areas of housing, 

construction, and civil engineering.  Its global network extends to London, Los Angeles, Guam, 

Dubai, Athens, Hong Kong and the Philippines.  

 

Established on February 1974 as Hyundai Technology Development Co., Ltd., Hyundai 

Engineering Co., Ltd.
81

 has extensive experience in the transportation industry, with projects 

including highways, subways, airports, harbors and evaluation on transportation impact studies. It 
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has a wide range of experience in the design and engineering sectors for bridges, tunnels and 

inland channels.  It has completed overseas highway construction projects in Iraq, Libya, Saudi 

Arabia, Kuwait, Malaysia and Nepal, as well as a high-speed railroad in Northern Iraq, a 

metropolitan subway and Seoul-Busan high-speed railroad in South Korea, Changi Airport in 

Singapore and Gimpo and Jeju Airports in South Korea.  In ASEAN countries, it has been 

responsible for the Northern Luzon 230kV Substation Project in the Philippines, the Tawau 

Diesel Power Plant in Malaysia, the West Seno Field Production Project in Indonesia, the 

Cambodia 22kVD/L Project in eight towns in Cambodia, and a Ba RIA Add-On Combined Cycle 

Power Plant in Vietnam. 

 
Founded in 1973, Daewoo Engineering & Construction (Daewoo E&C)

82
 has led the 

development of South Korea's construction industry, while carrying out projects in more than 30 

countries across the world. The Company's core business divisions include: civil and housing, 

power and industrial plants, architecture, LNG facilities, and large-scale overseas projects.  Its 

overseas network in Asia & Oceania (apart from its presence in the Middle East, Europe, Africa 

and America) include: China, India, Japan, Malaysia, Pakistan, Palau, the Philippines, Singapore 

and UAE. 

 

Since its founding in 1970, Samsung Engineering
83

 marked the genesis of South Korea‘s 

engineering industry, expanded its presence in the international plant and infrastructure 

construction market, and today oversees numerous mega projects all over the globe using its 

comprehensive engineering services that range from feasibility study to project financing, 

engineering, procurement, construction, and pre-commissioning.  As of June 2009, Samsung 

Engineering employs 4,100 skilled professionals and is in charge of multiple petrochemical 

plants, industrial plants, environmental facilities, and infrastructure projects valued in excess of 

US$10 billion. It has offices in Hungary, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kazakhstan, India, Japan, China, 

Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, U.S.A., Mexico and Trinidad & Tobago. 

 

Opus Group Berhad
84

 is a world leader in consultancy on asset development and asset 

management in infrastructure and the built environment.  With 2,500 professionals under its 

wing, the Opus Group has a global reach, with over 90 offices worldwide including in Malaysia, 

New Zealand, Australia, United Kingdom, Canada, Vietnam and India.   

 

Indonesia 

 

Semen Gresik
85

 is the largest cement producing company in Indonesia.  With the capacity to 

produce 16.92 million tons of cement per year, Semen Gresik accounts for 46 percent of the 

domestic cement market in the country.  
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In Indonesia, the multinational corporation Heidelberg took over Indo-cement Tunggal Prakasa 

in 2001, then the second largest cement producing company in the country.  As of June 2009, 

Heidelberg has 3 cement plants, 4 cement terminals, 1 aggregate and 10 ready-mixed concrete 

plants in Indonesia.  Indonesia‘s total cement consumption of 34 million tons per year is one of 

the highest consumption levels in South East Asia.  

 

Malaysia 

 

Lafarge Malayan Cement Berhad (LMCB)
86

 is a leader in the Malaysian cement industry and a 

major player in the Asian export market.  It is part of the multinational corporation Lafarge. 

 

LMCB has served as the supplier for mega-projects such as the KL Twin Towers, Sepang circuit, 

Kuala Lumpur International Airport, Sungai Pair Bridge, and the Pavilion Kuala Lumpur.  It 

currently employs 1,350 people.  The company has a wholly-owned subsidiary, the CMCM 

Perniagaan Sdn. Bhd (CMC), which is one of the largest building materials trading companies in 

Malaysia. 

 

The Cement Industries of Malaysia Berhad
87

 or the “CIMA Group” is the third largest cement 

manufacturer in Malaysia and takes up approximately 18 percent of the country‘s cement market 

share.  Since 1975, it has been involved in the manufacturing and distribution of cement and 

related products.  The CIMA Group has ventured into international markets such as Singapore, 

Indonesia, and the Middle East.  Operations of the Group are said to be environmentally friendly 

and compliant to the requirements and recommendations of the Malaysian Department of 

Environment.  The CIMA Group has also been involved in reforestation and greening programs, 

and has reported that it has taken steps to manage and control its air emission impacts.  

 

Heidelberg Cement is a market leader in Malaysia in the areas of aggregates, asphalt and ready-

mixed concrete.  It maintains and operates 40 ready-mixed concrete plants, 17 aggregate quarries, 

and 20 asphalt plants.  It has been active in the country since 2007.  

 

Opus Berhad is involved in a number of major public works in Malaysia.  Some of these works 

include the widening of the existing Penang Bridge, the Batu Gajah Railway Development, the 

Johor State New Administrative Centre and the Cikampek-Palimanan Toll Road.  The Opus 

Group also continues to provide technical and management advisory services for the 848 km 

North-South Expressway, the 60 km North-South Expressway Central Link and the 44 km 

Malaysia-Singapore Second Crossing.
88
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The Philippines 

 

Lafarge Cement Services Philippines, Inc. (LCSPI) is part of the Lafarge associated companies.  

Its cement products have been used in most of the major infrastructure projects in the country 

such as the Light Rail Transit or LRT Line 2, North Luzon Expressway, and in commercial and 

residential projects such as The Medical City, PBCom Tower, SM Dasmarinas, Market Market 

and Verdana Homes.  LCSPI has received awards for being one of the safest and most energy 

efficient cement plants in the Philippines.  

 

In the Philippines, Leighton started its operations in the 1970s with a series of civil engineering 

projects in the province of Zamboanga del Sur.  It is now one of the leading international 

contractors in the country.  Its projects in the Philippines include: Masbate Gold Mine Project 

(Mining), Masbate Gold EPC Project (Civil and Infrastructure, Industrial), Rapu Rapu 

Polymetallic Mine (Mining), Rapu Rapu Polymetallic Mine EPC Contract (Civil and 

Infrastructure, Industrial), Manila North Tollways Project (Civil and Infrastructure), Philip 

Morris Greenfield Project (Building, Industrial), Mariveles Jetty (Civil and Infrastructure), 

Rockwell Retail Center and Carpark Development (Building), Sual Civil Works Package (Civil 

and Infrastructure), Hardie Jardine Fibre-Cement Plant (Building, Industrial), Sual Coal 

Unloading Jetty (Civil and Infrastructure) and  Sibutad Gold Mine (Mining).   

 

Holcim Philippines Ltd was established in 1974 by the Holcim Global Group.  Since then, Alsons 

Cement Corporation and Union Cement Corporation, two of the country‘s local cement 

companies have merged with Holcim Philippines.  It employs over 1,400 workers and operates 

four cement plants in the country which a combined annual cement production capacity of 8.7 

million metric tons.  Holcim also maintains two ready-mix concrete plants in the country.   

 

Hanjin has been operating in the Philippines since the 1970s.  One of its earliest projects was the 

Marbel-General Santos Highway in Mindanao, completed in August 1976.  Recently, in 2006, 

Hanjin signed a memorandum of agreement with the Subic Bay Management Authority (SBMA) 

to establish a shipyard in the Subic area.  The shipyard now employs between 12,000 to 15,000 

workers and produces two ships a year.  Since 2006, however, according to community groups 

and trade unions at least 19 deaths have been recorded in the shipyard, prompting authorities such 

as the SBMA and the Philippine Senate to undertake investigations.  Initial results from the 

investigations have shown that the shipyard does not have a medical facility and has disregarded 

the safety of its workers.  Government agencies such as the SBMA, Senate and the Department of 

Labor and Employment have already called these lapses to the attention of Hanjin, but according 

to the accounts of representatives from these agencies, the companyhas insisted that ―they want to 

finish 10 ships first‖, instead of installing safety measures in the shipyard.  The controversy over 

Hanjin‘s accountability for the deaths in the Subic Shipyard continues to this day.  

 

Established in 1931, the Engineering Equipment Incorporated (EEI)
89

 is now one of the 

Philippines‘ leading construction companies.  EEI has a long track record of involvement in the 

construction of large-scale heavy and light industrial projects, infrastructure and property 

development projects in the Philippines and abroad.  Its shares are listed on the Philippine Stock 

Exchange.  
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FF Cruz and Co. Inc.
90

 began as a small survey firm in 1949 and quickly grew into a full-service 

engineering company.  The company has earned an ―AAA‖ rating from the Philippine 

Contractors Accreditation Board, being the only ―complete engineering firm‖ that offers all types 

of services such as surveying, design, construction and maintenance.  FF Cruz and Co. has 

completed a number of landmark projects in the country, from bridges to major thoroughfares 

and urban road networks.  The company has also developed its capacity for port and marine 

engineering.  

 

Established in 1954, D.M. Consunji Inc. or DMCI
91

 is now known as the ―Builder of Landmarks‖ 

and a pioneer in advanced engineering technology in Philippine construction.  Some of the 

DMCI-constructed landmarks include the Philippine International Convention Center, the 

Cultural Center of the Philippines, the Manila Hotel and the Shangrila Hotels in the country.  

DMCI also holds a track record in building heavy infrastructure such as dams, roads, bridges and 

power plants.   

 

Singapore 

 

The CSC Holdings Limited Group of Companies
92

 was established in 1975 and has since become 

Singapore‘s largest foundation and geotechnical engineering specialist.  Listed on the Main 

Board of the Singapore Stock Exchange since 1998, the CSC Group is also one of Southeast 

Asia‘s leading solutions provider for private and public sector residential, commercial, industrial, 

and infrastructure projects.  The Group is associated with some high-profile projects such as the 

$12 million foundation for The Pinnacles, a 50-storey public housing project at Duxton Hill, 

Singapore and a $16 million foundation for 32 large oil storage tanks for Horizon Singapore 

Projects Pte Ltd at Jurong Island.  The CSC Group currently operates in Singapore and Malaysia 

and employs over 2,000 workers.  The Group is also involved in the precast concrete products 

business through its associated company Excel Precast Pte Ltd which provides a wide range of 

custom-made precast concrete building materials to the construction industry in Singapore.  

 

The Hor Kew Corporation Limited
93

 has been providing an integrated range of construction-

related products and services in Singapore since its creation in 1979.  Currently, it is principally a 

contractor for residential, commercial, institutional and industrial projects.  It is also a designer, 

manufacturer and supplier of pre-stressed and precast reinforced concrete building components 

and prefabricated architectural metal components.   
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The Lian Beng Group Ltd
94

 is one of Singapore‘s major homegrown building construction 

groups, in existence since 1973.  To date, the Group has been mainly involved in the construction 

of residential, industrial and commercial projects and civil engineering projects as a main 

contractor.  It has been given an A1 and A2 grade registration by the Singapore Building and 

Construction Authority.  This standing allows the group to tender for public sector building 

projects with unlimited contract value and civil engineering projects with contract value of up to 

$105 million.  

 

In Singapore, Heidelberg Cement is a major producer of asphalt and operates one batching plant.  

 

Thailand 

 

The Siam Cement Group (SCG)
95

 has been a major player in Thailand‘s construction industry 

since the founding of its forerunner The Siam Cement Company Limited in 1913.  The SCG thus 

has had a long history of producing and supplying cement, ready-mixed concrete, concrete 

products, white cement and refractory.  It has also provided customers within and beyond the 

Group with technical services and consultation on plant installation.  Currently, the SCG has five 

core businesses namely chemicals, paper, cement, building materials, and, distribution.  It has 

operations and investments in Thailand and in the South East Asian region (i.e. a grey cement 

plant in Cambodia and a ready-mixed concrete plant network in the ASEAN region).  SCG now 

spans over 100 companies under its five business groups and employs approximately 24,000 

workers.   

 

Cambodia 

 

The Sea Union Construction (Cambodia) Co. Ltd
96

 was established and approved by the Royal 

Government of Kingdom of Cambodia to address ―the needs of development in all infrastructures 

in our national society‖.  It has undertaken various large and medium-scale projects in industrial 

construction and high-level building coverings for homes.  It also has rights to contract domestic 

construction of all kinds of industrial and civil buildings as well as piled foundations, schools, 

roads, bridges, culverts, equipment installations, and, renovation and decoration projects.  The 

company now employs 140 workers and staff which include civil engineers, architects, site 

workers and other technicians.  

 

The Kampot Cement Co. Ltd
97

 was formed in 2005 as a joint venture between Siam Cement and 

the Khaou Chuly Group -- Cambodia‘s top construction and engineering firm. It is now the 

largest cement producer in Cambodia.  Its cement production facility in Kampot Province opened 

in 2008 and has a production capacity of 95,000 tons of cement per year. 
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Laos 

 

Leighton Contractors (Laos) Co. Ltd
98

 of Leighton Asia and the Leighton Group, is Australia‘s 

largest project development and contracting group.  Leighton in Laos was established in 1993 and 

has since carried out major building and industrial projects in Vientiane.  Some of these projects 

include the Austrialian Chancery Building, Vientiane Diamond Factory Expansion, Vientianne 

Diamond Cutting Factory and Lao Star Satellite Earth Station.  Leighton also operates a heavy 

vehicle maintenance facility in Vientiane.  

 

The Tong Integrated Construction Co. Ltd (TCIC)
99

 was formed in 2001 by some of Laos‘ 

leading professional and structural engineers to provide consultancy services in both the public 

and private sectors.  In eight years, TCIC has become the leading construction firm in Laos.  It 

has completed a number of major construction projects for the Ministry of National Defense and 

other governmental departments, including the Lao PDR National Telecommunications Project.  

TCIC was also selected to complete the Lao-Cambodian border road construction and the Lao-

Vietnamese border road construction.  TCIC has developed a wide range of expertise in building 

construction: commercial, industrial and residential buildings, and major public works.   

 

Vietnam 

 

The Siam Cement Group (SCG)
100

 began operating in Vietnam in 1992 and has since developed 

seven business units specialized in building materials, distribution, paper, chemicals, and four 

representative offices to initiate local programs and coordinate with local partners.  SCG‘s total 

investment in Vietnam is now US $150 million and the Group employs more than 400 workers in 

the country.  

 

The Vietnam Cement Industry Corporation (VICEM)
101

 is merely the new name of the Vietnam 

Cement National Corporation, one of several corporations established by the Vietnamese 

government in the 1980s-1990s.  VICEM was formally created in 1993 to respond to the growing 

demand for cement in the country.  Aside from its plants in Vietnam, VICEM also has some 

joint-venture plants that enable it to produce more than 5 million tons of cement per year.  These 

plants include the Chinfon Cement Corporation of the Chinfon Global Group (Taiwan), Holcim 

Vietnam Cement Company of the Holcim Global Group, Nghi Son Cement Corporation of the 

Taiheiyo Cement Group and Mitsubishi Materials Corporation (Japan).  VICEM has also 

ventured into real estate development, ores mining and building materials, ports construction and 

industrial and civil construction.  
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Holcim Vietnam Ltd
102

 of the Holcim Global Group employs 1,661 people in Vietnam and has a 

production capacity of 4.7 million tons of cement per year.   

 

 

Section 3: Mapping of Employers’ Organizations in the Construction Sector in Southeast 

Asia 

 

Region-Wide Organizations 

 

ASEAN Constructors Federation (ACF) 

 

The ASEAN Constructors Federation or ACF
103

 is considered as an ―Accredited Civil Society 

Organization‖ in the ASEAN Charter (Annex 2) under the Committee on Industry, Mineral and 

Energy (COIME).  This status was granted at the 4
th

 Meeting of the 20
th

 ASEAN Standing 

Committee (ASC) held on March 3-5, 1987 in Singapore. 

 

The ACF consists of six (6) members: the Indonesia Contractors Association (ICA), Master 

Builders Association Malaysia (MBAM), Philippines Constructors Association, Inc. (PCA), 

Singapore Contractors Association Ltd. (SCAL), Thai Contractors Association (TCA) and the 

Vietnam Association of Construction Contractors (VACC). 

 

The ACF was established on May 30, 1985 in Jakarta, Indonesia, two years before its 

accreditation by the ASEAN.  The Federation‘s declared purposes and objectives are as follows:  

 

 To provide a forum for dialogue among the construction contractors in the ASEAN 

regions through which to evolve a collective and more effective role for the construction 

industry in the economic development of the ASEAN region;  

 To foster closer co-operation among the construction contractors in the ASEAN region 

and thereby promote joint ventures and joint operations for enhancement of their 

construction contracting capabilities through complementation and/or supplementation; 

 To promote mutual consultation among construction contractors in the ASEAN region 

and thereby encourage exchange of information and know-how for improvement of 

construction technology and management, upgrading of construction labour skills and 

standards, and ultimately, advancement of the construction industry in the ASEAN 

region; and 

 To unify efforts of the construction contractors in the ASEAN region in promoting export 

of construction services to countries outside of the ASEAN region, and to pool resources, 

if necessary or desirable, to attain the goal. 

 

ASEAN Federation of Cement Manufacturers (AFCM) 
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The ASEAN Federation of Cement Manufacturers (AFCM)
104

 was established in Bangkok, 

Thailand on March 5, 1977, in line with the aims of the ASEAN Chambers of Commerce and 

Industry (ASEAN-CCI).  In particular, the AFCM sought to foster cooperation and coordination 

among the cement manufacturers in the ASEAN region.  Today, AFCM focuses on two major 

strategic areas, namely that of sustainable development. 

 

AFCM‘s membership includes the following national employers‘ organizations: Bultra 

Heidelberg Cement Sdn. Bhd (Brunei Darussalam), Indonesia Cement Association, Cement and 

Concrete Association of Malaysia, Cement Manufacturers‘ Association of the Philippines, 

Cement and Concrete Association of Singapore, Thai Cement Manufacturers Association, 

Vietnam National Cement Association.  The AFCM secretariat for the period of November 2007 

to 2009 is the Cement Manufacturers‘ Association of the Philippines, which has its head office in 

Manila, Philippines.  

 

The AFCM held its 15
th

 Congress in Hanoi on November 1, 2007.  Participants included 

representatives from Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines and 

Vietnam.  The Congress discussed the status and future of the industry.   

 

In March 2008, the AFCM, together with the Thai Cement Manufacturers Association (TCMA), 

organized its 21
st
 Technical Symposium and Exhibition in Bangkok with the theme ―Progress and 

Sustainability in ASEAN Cement Industry‖.  Preparations are now underway for the Federation‘s 

22
nd

 Symposium and exhibition scheduled in April 2010 in Danang City, Vietnam.  The theme 

for this upcoming symposium is ―Green Productivity in the Cement Industry‖ and the host will be 

the Vietnam Cement Association (VNCA).
105

  

 

Indonesia 

 

Indonesia Contractors Association (ICA) 

 

The Indonesia Contractors‘ Association (ICA) is one of the founders of the International 

Federation of Asian and Western Pacific Contractors Association or IFAWPCA that was founded 

in Manila, Philippines in March 1958.  Under the IFAWPCA, ICA generates bilateral and/or 

multilateral cooperation with contractors‘ associations belonging to its network.   

 

In Indonesia, ICA played an active role in the creation of the Construction Services Development 

Board or CSDB.  Established by virtue of the Construction Service Law No. 18 of 1999, CSDB is 

responsible for the development of the construction industry in Indonesia.  

 

ICA‘s aim is ―to promote and encourage a highly relative, independent, productive, accountable 

and competitive national construction industry‖.  To date, ICA has become an umbrella grouping 
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of the best contractors and dominant players in Indonesia, including not just domestic companies 

but also multinational companies that operate in Indonesia.   

 

Indonesia Cement Association 

 

*** Note: Indonesia Cement Association‟s official website (http://www.asi.or.id) was under 

construction at the time of writing.  

 

 

Malaysia 

 

Master Builders Association Malaysia (MBAM) 

 

The Master Builders Association Malaysia or MBAM
106

 was established in 1954 to promote 

cooperation and coordination among the various players in the Malaysian construction industry.  

The group has since been recognized as representative of the Malaysian construction industry and 

services sector.  In the establishment of the ASEAN Constructors Federations (ACF), for 

example, 3 representatives from the MBAM were founding members of the ACF.  

 

Cement and Concrete Association (C&CA) 

 

The Cement and Concrete Association (C&CA)
107

 was created in 1965 to maximize opportunities 

opened up by the steady growth of the cement industry in Malaysia at the time and to look after 

the interests of the cement manufacturers.  It is a member of the ASEAN Federation of Cement 

Manufacturers (AFCM).  

 

The Philippines 

 

Philippine Constructors Association, Inc. (PCA) 

 

Having been established in 1956, the Philippine Constructors Association, Inc. or PCA
108

 is the 

oldest trade organization in the country.  Over the years, PCA has been ―recognized as the voice 

of the construction industry‖ and has participated in several governmental bodies tasked with 

―policy formulation and implementation, drafting of laws, rules and regulations, and 

administrative directives.  

 

The PCA is a regular member of the International Federation of Asian and Western Pacific 

Contractors‘ Association (IFAWPCA) and the ASEAN Constructors Federation (ACF).  

Moreover, the PCA often organizes delegations to attend international conferences and 

conventions particularly those that offer information on new construction technologies, 

equipment and materials.  
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Internally, the PCA holds periodic Council Meetings as the venue for members to report on and 

discuss the status of the Philippine construction industry.   

 

Cement Manufacturers‟ Association of the Philippines (CeMAP) 

 

The Cement Manufacturers‘ Association of the Philippines or CeMAP
109

 traces its roots to the 

Cement Institute of the Philippines (1957), the Cement Association of the Philippines (1965), the 

Philippine Cement Corporation (1973) and the Philippine Cement Manufacturers‘ Corporation 

(1980).   

 

CeMAP was formally established in August 2003 with a membership of 14 cement 

manufacturing companies.  It was envisioned as a reflection of the industry‘s reinvigorated 

image, one geared towards meeting the challenge of deregulation that started under the Cory 

Aquino administration.  CeMAP‘s stated mission is to ―promote the cement industry as a key 

partner in contributing to infrastructure development and economic growth‖. 

 

CeMAP is a member of the Federation of Philippine Industries (FPI), an umbrella organization of 

Philippine-based industries committed to ―more active participation in joint efforts to attain 

sustainable development‖.  

 

Chamber of Real Estate and Builders‟ Associations (CREBA), Inc.  

 

The Chamber of Real Estate and Builders‘ Associations (CREBA)
110

 was established in October 

1973 and started out as a coming together of Philippine business and trade associations in the real 

estate, housing, and construction industries.  Today, CREBA is a recognized umbrella 

organization of some 4,000 firms, individuals and associations across 32 local chapters and 7 

chapters overseas – directly or indirectly involved in land and housing, construction, allied 

industries and various professional fields of discipline.   

 

CREBA has been an active participant in many governmental efforts to establish the 

administrative and regulatory infrastructure that now governs land and housing development in 

the country.  CREBA continues to work with the Philippine government particularly on four 

major concerns: equitable land access, permanent and sustainable homebuyer financing 

assistance program, elimination of inequitable taxes, and the creation of a Department of Housing 

and Urban Development.  
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Singapore 

 

Singapore Contractors Association Ltd. (SCAL) 

 

The Singapore Contractors Association Ltd or SCAL
111

 was established in 1937 with only 30 

members.  Today, SCAL has a membership of more than 2000 members and has become a 

recognized and official representative of the construction industry in Singapore.  Works of SCAL 

members – housing estates, hi-tech factories, commercial buildings, MRT stations, ports, tunnels, 

civil works, drainage and sewerage works – represent more than 75 percent of all projects within 

the industry in Singapore.  SCAL is also an important ―stopover‖ for foreign dignitaries and 

visitors of the construction industry.  SCAL has also been involved in several overseas missions, 

exhibitions and trade fairs.  

 

SCAL is well represented in several policy-making committees in both the private and public 

sectors.  It regularly holds dialogues with various Ministries on pertinent industry issues.  At the 

regional and global levels, SCAL is a member of the International Federation of Asian and 

Western Pacific Contractors Associations (IFAWPCA), Confederation of International 

Contractors‘ Association (CICA) and the ASEAN Constructors‘ Federation (ACF).  

 

 

Thailand 

 

Thai Contractors Association (TCA) 

 

The Thai Contractors Association or TCA
112

 was established in 1928.  In 1965, TCA joined the 

International Federation of Asian and Western Pacific Contractors Association (IFAWPCA).  

―Key management policies‖ of the association include the following: gather and use lessons of 

the downturn period particularly in terms of strengthening the industry for global competition, 

create proper roles and responsibilities of and between construction companies and the general 

public, and to convince government to support the construction industry as a main exporter of 

construction materials in the foreign market.  

 

Federation of Design and Construction Services of Thailand (FEDCON)  

 

The Federation of Design and Construction Services of Thailand (FEDCON)
113

 was created as a 

Thai-government sponsored organization in 2001 to promote the services of Thai professionals in 

architecture, interior design, engineering, construction and project management in overseas 

markets.  Its membership includes nine (9) Thai professional associations: Thai Contractors 

Association, Association of Siamese Architects, Engineering Institute of Thailand, Consulting 

Engineers Association of Thailand, Thailand Interior Designers Association, Environmental 

Engineering Association of Thailand, Thai City Planner Society, Thai Electricity and Mechanical 
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Contractors Association, and Thai Association of Landscape Architects.  Because of its broad 

membership, FEDCON is recognized in Thailand as a dynamic design and construction provider 

well equipped for global competition.   

 

Thai Cement Manufacturers Association 

 

The Thai Cement Manufacturers Association (TCMA)
114

 was established in 2006 to serve as a 

coordinating office for Thai cement manufacturers and government agencies, as well as non-

government organizations on country and international levels. TCMA's eight (8) co-founders are 

Thai leading cement manufacturers. TCMA was the co-founder of the ASEAN Federation of 

Cement Manufacturers (AFCM). In addition, TCMA is a member of the Asian Cement Forum 

(ACF) and the Asian Cement Producers Amity Club (ACPAC). The Association's objectives are 

to promote closer relations and cooperation among the cement manufacturers in the country; to 

conduct researches, implement, disseminate and promote new technologies, seminars and 

workshops relating to cement industry among cement manufacturers, emphasizing sustainable 

development and energy conservation; to promote a close relation and cooperation among 

international cement manufacturers; and to create and preserve the stability of the cement 

industry in the country. 

 

Vietnam 

 

Vietnam Association of Construction Contractors (VACC) 

  

The Vietnam Association of Construction Contractors (VACC)
115

 was established in 1999 and its 

members are mostly big contractors. Generally, contractors can participate in this association by 

paying an annual association fee of at least 10 million Vietnamese Dong. VACC organizes 

seminars and training courses, and contractors can participate in them by paying the appropriate 

course fee.  Apart from the VACC in Ha Noi, there are some provincial offices in Ho Chi Minh 

City and Ninh Binh. The VACC was admitted as a member of the ASEAN Constructors 

Federation (ACF) at the ACF Council meeting held in October 2003 in Singapore. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
114

 AFCM 2010 Vietnam (2009, June 24). Thai cement manufacturers association. Retrieved September 14, 2009 

from http://afcm2010.com/index.php?mod=article&cat=AFCMmembership&article=162 
115

 Development of Medium and Small Size Private Contractors. (2002, October). Road & Bridge Magazine. 

Retrieved September 13, 2009, from 

http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/03%20Article/02%20RT2%20VN%20Contract%20Study%20Oct%20

02/RT2%20VNContractorStudyEng.pdf; Master Builders Association Malaysia. (n.d.). International ACF - ACF 

milestones. Retrieved September 13, 2009 from 

http://www.mbam.org.my/mbam/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=133&Itemid; Vietnam Second 

Rural Transport Project, Technical Assistance to Ministry of Transport .(2003, May). Contractor capacity final 

report. Retrieved September 13, 2009 from 

http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/Technical%20Report/Contractor%20Capacity/Contractor%20Capacity

%20Eng.pdf 

http://afcm2010.com/index.php?mod=article&cat=AFCMmembership&article=162
http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/03%20Article/02%20RT2%20VN%20Contract%20Study%20Oct%2002/RT2%20VNContractorStudyEng.pdf
http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/03%20Article/02%20RT2%20VN%20Contract%20Study%20Oct%2002/RT2%20VNContractorStudyEng.pdf
http://www.mbam.org.my/mbam/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=133&Itemid
http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/Technical%20Report/Contractor%20Capacity/Contractor%20Capacity%20Eng.pdf
http://rt.mt.gov.vn/gtnt2/05%20PDF%20Files/Technical%20Report/Contractor%20Capacity/Contractor%20Capacity%20Eng.pdf


Assessment-Study: ASEAN Integration and its Impact on Workers and Trade Unions 
 

106 

 

Vietnam National Cement Association 

 

The Vietnam National Cement Association (VNCA)
116

 is an organization that comprises 

enterprises operating in Vietnam‘s cement industry. The association's aim is to facilitate 

cooperation among its members in order to boost the development of each enterprises and the 

cement industry as a whole, and to protect the interest of its members within the legal framework 

of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. It is one of the seven members of the ASEAN Federation of 

Cement Manufacturers (AFCM). 

 

 

Section 4: Ongoing Foreign-Funded Infrastructure Projects in Southeast Asia 

 

World Bank Projects - Indonesia 

 

Strategic Roads Infrastructure Project
117

 

 

This is a US $ 208 million loan by the Republic of Indonesia that aims to improve the country‘s 

economic competitiveness by (i) improving the capacity and quality of national roads in the 

islands of Java and Sumatra: 155 km of urban and inter-urban roads; extension of road capacity 

on approximately 85 km of roads, including bridges; construction of 55 km of new urban and 

inter-urban roads, including bridges; construction of a new bridge of 50 meters; implementation 

of a performance-based contract pilot program on an approximately 110 km section of the North 

Java Corridor; (ii) improving road safety: supporting Indonesia‘s overall road safety strategy; 

training of project staff in the application of the project management manual; and (iii) increasing 

the efficiency, quality and transparency of the procurement and implementation processes of 

Indonesia‘s Ministry of Public Works (MPW): support to the Directorate of Planning of the 

Ministry of Public Works and the Project Management Unit in project implementation, design of 

works, and pre-contract activities; assistance in preparation and implementation of the 

performance-based contract pilot program; assistance in the procurement of consultancy services, 

including the implementation of the anti-corruption plan; and assistance in carrying out financial 

and technical audits on project works.  The duration of the project is from 06 July 2006 to 31 

December 2011. 
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World Bank Projects - The Philippines 

 

National Roads Improvement and Management (APL) Phase 2
118

 

 

This is a US $ 232 million loan by the Government of the Philippines, with funds allocated 

through the Department of Finance (DOF) and implemented by the Department of Public Works 

and Highways (DPWH).  The project involves (i) improvement of 450 km of national arterial 

roads and bridges, including upgrading 146 kilometers and rehabilitation or widening of 304 km; 

(ii) a comprehensive road maintenance program through long-term performance-based contracts 

and expansion of the national preventive maintenance program; (iii) reforms in the organization 

and the service delivery processes that will improve the effectiveness and the integrity of the 

Department of Public Works and Highways in managing the road system; and (iv) 

implementation of a framework to strengthen the operation of the special road funds and to 

restructure the roads sector. The duration of the project is from 13 May 2008 to 31 December 

2012. 

 

World Bank Projects - Vietnam 

 

Vietnam Priority Infrastructure Project
119

 

 

This is a US $ 152.44 million loan of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, with the Da Nang City 

People‘s Committee implementing the project.  The project seeks to improve the efficiency, 

effectiveness and sustainability of urban services that fall under the ambit of Da Nang city and 

has four components: (i) urban area upgrading; (ii) environment infrastructure improvement; (iii) 

urban roads and bridges: two major road links for improving access to the fast growing new 

district of Cam; and (iv) capacity building and project implementation support.  The duration of 

the project is from 22 May 2008 to 30 June 2013. 

 

Asian Development Bank (ADB) Projects - Cambodia 

 

GMS Rehabilitation of the Railway in Cambodia
120

 

 

This is a US $42 Million loan by the Kingdom of Cambodia, with its Ministry of Public Works 

and Transport as the implementing agency.  The project involves (i) approximately 600 km of 

railway infrastructure, including rail tracks and damaged bridges on the Southern and Northern 

Lines; (ii) about 48 km of railway line to the Thai border; and (iii) rail links from the 

Sihanoukville container port to the port in Phnom Penh.  The duration of the project is from 30 

January 2008 to 30 June 2010.  
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Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Southern Transport Corridor Project (Cambodia and 

Vietnam)
121

 

 

This is a US $7 Million loan that involves the following: (i) rehabilitation of transport 

infrastructure (in Cambodia, 15km of NR 33 to the border with Vietnam at Preak Chak); (ii) new 

cross border facilities, as part of the implementation of the Greater Mekong Subregion Cross-

border Transport Agreement (iii) HIV/AIDS and trafficking awareness and prevention, and (iv) 

road maintenance in Cambodia.  The duration of the project is from 12 August 2008 to 31 

December 2012.  

 

Cambodia Road Improvement Project
122

 

 

This is a US $50 Million loan that includes the following: (i) Rehabilitation of a road section on 

National Roads 5 and 6 (completed); (ii) Reconstruction of bridges on National Roads 56 and 68 

(completed); (iii) Construction of weigh stations (completed); and (iv) Construction of cross 

border facilities in Poipet and common control area in Bavet.  The duration of the project is from 

20 May 2003 to 30 June 2010.  

 

Asian Development Bank (ADB) Projects - Vietnam 

 

Greater Mekong Subregion Southern Transport Corridor Project (Cambodia and Vietnam)
123

 

 

This is a US$ 75 Million loan by the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, implemented by the Vietnam 

Road Administration, Ministry of Transport.  The project includes the following: (i) 

Rehabilitation of transport infrastructure in Viet Nam: 89.5 km of National Highway (QL) 80 and 

QL63 will be improved, including the construction of two large bridges across the Cai Be and Cai 

Lon Rivers; (ii) Cross-border facilities as part of the implementation of the GMS Cross-Border 

Transport Agreement; (iii) Raising awareness and prevention of HIV/AIDS transmission and 

trafficking.  The duration of the project is from 29 May 2008 to 30 June 2015. 

 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - Indonesia
124

 

 

In 2008, Japan signed an agreement with Indonesia to provide official development assistance 

(ODA) loans of up to 120 billion yen for five projects.  These projects include: (i) a climate 

change program; (ii) the Infrastructure Reform Sector Development Program; (iii) construction of 
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the Jakarta Mass Rapid Transit Project; (iv) engineering services for the Java-Sumatra 

Interconnection Transmission Line Project; and (v) assistance for higher education institutions, in 

particular, the Bandung Institute of Technology.  

 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - The Philippines
125

 

 

In 2008-2009, Japan provided the Philippine government with loans of approximately 20 million 

yen for the construction of river banks and protection works in the Kinanliman River in Quezon 

Province, the Digmala River in the Nueva Ecija Province and the Sabo dam in the Santa Fe River 

in the Nueva Vizcaya Province.   

 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - Thailand
126

 

 

JICA is providing Thailand with approximately 62 million Yen for the construction of the Mass 

Transit System Purple Line I Project that will connect Bang Sue and Bang Yai.  Approved in 

2008, the project is being implemented by the Mass Rapid Transit Authority of Thailand 

(MRTA).  

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - Cambodia
127

 

 

In August 2009, JICA signed an agreement with Cambodia for an ODA loan of up to 7,176 

million Yen for the Sihanoukville Port Multipurpose Terminal Development Project.  This 

project is meant to upgrade the capacity of the Sihanoukville Port, the only international deep-sea 

port in Cambodia.  An oil supply base will also be built at this Port to promote oil production 

activities in the country.  JICA has also been supportive of the idea to develop a coastal industrial 

zone in the Sihanoukville area, including the establishment of a special economic zone.  

 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - Laos
128

 

 

JICA has provided Laos with a grant for the Construction of the new Hin-Heup bridge over Nam 

Lik on National Road Route No. 13 North in Vientiane.  The duration of the project is from 

November 2006 to December 2009.  

 
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) Projects - Vietnam 

 

In March 2009, JICA signed an agreement with Vietnam to provide an ODA loan of up to 83.2 

billion Yen for four infrastructure projects:  
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Hanoi City Urban Railway Construction Project: Nam Thang Long – Tran Hung Dao Section 

(Line 2)
129

 

 

JICA is providing Vietnam with 14.688 billion Yen for the construction of the first underground 

urban rail line in Hanoi.  This project is meant to ease the traffic in the country‘s capital, which 

has a population of more than 3 million.  Hanoi is also touted as the gateway to NorthEast Asia 

for ASEAN countries.  

 

Construction of Thanh Tri and Nhat Tan Bridge
130

 

 

Also in Hanoi, this JICA-funded project is aimed at improving the efficiency of the transportation 

network in the Northern region. It consists of three packages.  The first package consists of the 

construction of the main bridge with a length of 1,500 m.  The second package consists of the 

South road and the third package, the North Road.  The project is now being undertaken by 

Japanese contractors Tokyo Corporation, Consortium of Chodai C. Ltd, the Nippon Engineering 

Consultants, and the Vietnamese Transport Engineering Design Incorporation.  The project 

owner is Project Management Unit 85 or PMU85.  

 

Chinese ODA to Southeast Asia 

 

This year, China unveiled a new investment fund and loan package to assist ASEAN countries 

respond to the global financial crisis.
131

  The package includes a US$ 10 billion investment fund 

for infrastructure construction, energy and natural resource development and improvements in 

information and communications.  According to a November 2008 report by the Taiwan Center 

for Asia-Pacific studies, China‘s aid to Southeast Asia has already exceeded that of the United 

States.  

In June 2009, the Malaysian government publicly announced its openness to the enhancement of 

cooperation with China in the fields of economy, finance, resources, energy and infrastructure 

construction.
132

  As early as 2006, the Philippine government presented China with a US $32 

billion ―wish list‖ of possible projects with China, including the now controversial $10-billion 

interconnection of the North and South Luzon Expressways, and at least $1 billion worth of 
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tourism facilities.
133

 In Cambodia, China is the country‘s biggest aid donor, providing US $600 

million in 2007 and about $260 million in 2008.
134

  

PART TWO: Construction Labor in Southeast Asia 
 

Section 1: Some Facts and Figures 

 

According to the International Labor Organization (ILO), there are more than 100 million 

construction workers worldwide.  More than half of these workers are found in Asia, home to two 

of the biggest developing countries, China and India.
135

  The construction industry thrives in 

places with great need for physical infrastructure development, in both the private and public 

sectors.   

 

In the Southeast Asian region, Indonesia, with a total of 4.4 million workers, absorbs the largest 

number of construction workers.  It is followed by the Philippines with 1.8 million construction 

workers, Malaysia with 800,000 workers, Thailand with 395,000 workers and Singapore with 

64,000 workers.   

 

At a global scale, construction workers account for seven percent (7 percent) of the labor force.
136

  

In the Southeast Asian region, the percentage of construction workers to the labor force ranges 

from 1.04 percent (Thailand) to 7.1 percent (Malaysia).  These figures have remained more or 

less constant in the past decade except for Thailand where, in 2004, construction workers 

accounted for 5.3 percent of the then-total workforce of 35,712,000.
137

  

 

  

Table 1: Total Labor Force and Construction Workers 

Country Total Labor Force Construction 

Workers 

Percent of 

Construction 

Workers to TLF 

Indonesia 112 M 4.4 Million 3.9 

Malaysia 11.2 M 800,000 7.1 

Philippines 36.81 M 1.8 M 4.8 

Singapore 2.96 M 64,100 2.1 

Thailand 37.78 M 395,000 1.04 

Cambodia 8.6 M Data not available  

Laos 2.1 M Data not available  

Vietnam 47.41 M Data not available  
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It is also interesting to note that current unemployment levels in the foregoing Southeast Asian 

countries are quite high.  As construction work is often project-based and seasonal, construction 

workers have been considered as making up the bulk of the pool of surplus labor abundant in the 

region.   

 

Table 2: Unemployment Rates 

Country Unemployment Rate ( 

percent)* 2005/2008 

Indonesia 8.4 

Malaysia 3.6 

Philippines 7.4 

Singapore 2.2 

Thailand 3.2 

Cambodia 0.8 

Lao PDR 1.3 

Vietnam 1.3 

*Source: ASEAN official website 

 

One of the unique features of the construction industry is the fact that products are often 

produced or assembled at the point of consumption, requiring the workforce to be highly 

mobile.
138

  The industry thus employs a significant number of migrant workers, especially from 

developing countries. 

 

In the construction sector in Southeast Asia, Malaysia employs the most foreign workers.  

Statistics released by the Ministry of Home Affairs show that in 2008 there were 307,873 

construction workers out of 2,062,596 general workers or 14.9 percent of the total migrant 

population in Malaysia.
139

 The majority of these workers are Indonesians as Bahasa is a shared 

language.  Some also come from South Asian countries such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and 

India.
140

  Indonesia also accepts foreign construction workers, albeit in lesser numbers.  In 2002, 

there were 1,902 migrant workers out of 91,647 construction workers, comprising roughly 2 

percent of construction workers.  Meanwhile, Singapore‘s construction industry relies heavily on 

Malaysian and Thai workers.
141

 

 

Across sectors, Southeast Asia is known to have absorbed most migration flows in Asia largely 

due to ―widening income differentials, demographic factors, and in some instances by the 

violence of internal strife‖.
142

  Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and Brunei are the main receiving 
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countries while the Philippines, Indonesia,  Burma, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and East Timor are 

the sending countries.  

 

Section 2: Issues and Problems of Construction Workers  

 

Irregular, Informal Labor 

 

According to the BWI study on Global Construction and Asian Workers, ―the construction site is 

increasingly becoming a site where informal labor meets global capital‖.  Because of economic 

globalization, there is now increased pressure on individual construction firms to keep labor as 

informal as possible so as to cut off production costs.  Keeping labor ―informal‖ primarily refers 

to employers obscuring employee-employer relationships through subcontracting and hiring 

migrant workers from developing countries where unemployment and underemployment levels 

are high.   

 

Although subcontracting is  a common business practice  outside Asia  it takes center stage in the 

construction industry in Asia, including Southeast Asia.  The centrality of subcontracting is best 

explained in the BWI study:  

 

―What is particular about Asia is this: lacking pressure from unionised workers, the Asian 

construction industry has traditionally been using subcontractors rather than direct 

employment for most of its labour supply, even before the restructuring trend became 

widespread‖.
143

 

 

Thus, indirect hiring is the norm rather than the exception in this part of the world.
144

  Recruiting 

workers has become the job of subcontractors rather than major construction companies or 

contractors.  The hiring and management of workers have been ‗decentralized‘ to multiple layers 

within subcontracting chains.  The most unfortunate are those who find themselves at the bottom 

of the subcontracting ladder.  Indeed, construction workers in Southeast Asia are probably the 

worst victims of subcontracting.  Irregular and informal work essentially means ‗unprotected‘ 

labor: low wages, unhealthy working conditions, long work hours, and the absence of 

entitlements such as paid days-off and vacation-sick leaves, health insurance, social security 

benefits and pension funds.  A worker who does not ‗know‘ who her/his employer is would not 

know where to file claims for proper pay and other rights and entitlements.  Needless to say, 

work contracts are often verbal, neither written nor legally binding.   

 

In Indonesia, large-scale construction projects are said to consist of major contractors at the top 

of the subcontracting chain, and subcontractors and working units of 10 to 20 workers at the 

bottom of the chain.  Thus, a project with 500 workers would involve 10 to 15 subcontractors in 3 

to 4 layers.  In each of these layers, there is an informal ‗team leader‘ charged by subcontractors 
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to hire general workers -- those at the bottom of the chain. These ‗team leaders‘ often hire 

workers with whom they have personal ties, such as those who share the same hometowns or 

work in similar trades. 

 

In Malaysia, subcontracting chains could also involve between one to four layers of hiring.  In 

construction sites with more than 200 workers, as in the case of most housing projects in Kuala 

Lumpur, only 5 to 10 are directly hired by the principal contractor while the rest of the workers 

are hired by 20 to 25 different subcontractors depending upon their skill or trade.  Most of the 

general workers in these sites are migrant workers, employed on a per project basis through 

subcontractors or agents.  Even professional workers such as crane operators have to confront the 

multiple layers of the subcontracting chain. 

 

In the Philippines, the trend is for major Filipino contractors to work as subcontractors for 

transnational corporations.  This has led to the downsizing of regular, directly-hired construction 

workers, as major contractors choose to keep a lean regular workforce (especially skilled 

professionals) and hire/subcontract general workers whenever they need to do so.  A case in point 

is EEI-Philippines, a major contractor in the country.  In the 1990s, EEI employed 8,000 workers 

directly.  Since 2004, only 900 remain as company-hired, regular employees. 

 

In Cambodia, subcontracting is said to come in a simpler form owing largely to the fact that 

construction companies tend to be small.  The subcontracting chain usually consists of major 

contractors and just one layer of subcontractors who serve as some sort of ―middle men‖ and 

who, more often than not, are skilled workers themselves.  Just as in Indonesia, the hiring of 

general workers is often done through informal connections between workers and the middle 

men.  In Siem Reap, most of the workers come from either Preyveng or the Khandang province. 

 

Problems Faced by Migrant Construction Workers 

 

The trend of employment patterns becoming more informal is evident in the plight of migrant 

workers in the construction industry.  Migration of construction workers is an irreversible trend.  

This was concluded by the BWI in October 2007, in an evaluation report on its project in 

―Organizing and Networking Migrant and Cross Border Workers in Asia‖ -- implemented with 

the assistance of FNV-Netherlands from 2004-2007.  Two Southeast Asian countries, Malaysia 

and Philippines, were included in the report.  However, the issues raised in the report are 

representative of the migrant experience in the rest of Southeast Asian.  

 

Some of the conclusions presented in the report are as follows:  

 Migrant workers are paid lower wages for the same kind of work done by local workers. 

 On top of lower wages, migrants often have to pay ―wrongful deductions‖ or levies.  

Needless to say, they do not enjoy “economic benefits” other than their low wages.  Their 

living conditions are often as bad if not worse than their working conditions.  

 Migrant workers are often deprived of labor rights, particularly the right to join unions, and 

thus are often unable to protect themselves and their jobs. Moreover, most of these workers 

often have very little knowledge about their rights and entitlements.  

 Most employers do not treat migrant workers well. 

 Abusive practices by employers often start at the hiring process. This is often done in 
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connivance with recruitment agents.  Furthermore, a lot of migrant workers do not 

have written employment contracts.   

 Employers often hold the passports of their employees.  Some employers even 

physically abuse their employees.  

 Employers are very smart in escaping from or circumventing the law and the 

bureaucracy.   

 Most governments neglect the plight of migrant workers.  

 Problems suffered by migrant workers often begin back home (i.e in sending countries).   

 Sending countries are often developing countries where the unemployment rate is 

high.  Nationals leave these countries in search of better economic opportunities.  In 

some cases, workers leave to escape conflicts or wars.   

 Most of the migrant workers are cheated by recruitment agencies in the sending 

country. 
 

Moreover, it is very difficult for migrant workers to organize themselves into trade unions.  The 

BWI raised this reality during the 2
nd

 Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) 

held in Manila in October 2007.  

 

“One of the major obstacles to organizing migrant workers is the existence of clauses in 

employment contracts that prohibit migrant workers from joining trade unions. This is the 

case in Malaysia, for example, even though this contravenes provisions in the Industrial 

Relations Act and the Trade Union Act of Malaysia, which allow migrant workers to join 

trade unions. BWI affiliates have been faced with situations where their successful 

organizing drives among migrant workers are thwarted by employers utilizing this 

infamous clause to fire and deport the workers concerned.” - Global Unions Statement to 

the 2
nd

 GFMD, Manila, Philippines, October 27-30, 2007   

 

Occupational Safety and Health Issues  

 

According to the ILO, some two million deaths due to work-related causes are reported each year 

and around 354,000 of these are due to fatal accidents.  Moreover, around 340,000 million 

workers die each year because of exposure to hazardous substances.  The rate of fatal accidents in 

developing countries is four times higher than that in developed countries.  In the developing 

countries, the most accidents occur in construction, farming, fishing, logging and mining 

industries.
145

  

 

Construction work is known to be dirty, difficult and dangerous.  The construction industry is a 

major source of pollution and construction workers are constantly exposed to chemicals and 

dusts.  Construction work is difficult, often involving manual handling of heavy materials and 

equipment, and also dangerous, as it includes having to climb high scaffoldings or taking on 

otherwise risky physical activities.  According to the BWI, at least 108,000 workers are killed in 

construction sites every year. This figure represents some 30 percent of all fatal injuries.  These 

occupational deaths and injuries may be caused by a variety of work-related incidents such as 

falls, being struck by falling objects, the collapse of building or structure, electrocution, 
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suffocation, and exposure to hazardous chemicals such as asbestos.  

 

In Southeast Asia, occupational safety and health in the construction industry is definitely a grave 

concern for workers and unions.  In Malaysia, occupational accidents in the construction sector in 

2009 alone included 43 deaths, 6 cases of permanent disability and 18 cases of non-permanent 

disability.
146

  In the Philippines, a 1999 report of the Department of Labor and Employment 

(DOLE) showed that with 78 cases, the construction industry ranked highest in terms of the 

number of accident cases.  These cases involved 52 fatalities and 21 injuries.
147

  In Vietnam, 

around 90 percent of high-rise construction works have accidents.
148

  Moreover, most of the 

deaths and injuries in the construction sector are highly preventable.  Construction workers, 

especially those hired through subcontracting and other irregular hiring practices, are often not 

provided with the appropriate safety tools and equipment.  In many instances, employers and 

subcontractors view safety mechanisms as unnecessary costs rather than as necessary investments 

or part of their accountability in keeping to safety standards.   

 
 

The Hanjin-Philippine Case 

 

The Hanjin-Philippine case is presented herein to illustrate the problem of subcontracting and 

occupational safety and health in the construction sector.  This presentation is sourced mainly from 

internal reports and documents of the Building and Wood Workers International (BWI), and researched 

and written by its local organizers and contacts, including those of its Philippine affiliate -- the 

NUBCW.  

 

Start and Purpose/s of Hanjin Operations in the Philippines 

 

Hanjin, the South Korean shipbuilding conglomerate, began operating in the Philippines in 2005, 

particularly in the Central Luzon area touted by the Philippine government as the ―global gateway into 

the future‖.  This area is home to two former U.S military bases – Subic and Clark – that have been 

converted into economic zones.  Hanjin‘s counterpart in the country, the Hanjin Heavy Industries and 

Construction or HHIC-Philippines brought in investments totaling US$1 billion and occupied 349 

hectares of land in the Subic Freeport Zone in Zambales.  The Philippine government had leased the 

facility to Hanjin for fifty years in exchange for much-needed jobs and skills training.  Thus far, the 

Hanjin project is the biggest foreign direct investment in this Philippine region.  The project is aimed at 

producing the world‘s largest gas tanker and cargo ship.  

 

As of October 2007, the capital stock of HHIC-Philippines is more than PhP 5 billion. The shipyard 

has begun to build six 4,300 TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent units) ships and has accepted orders for 12 

ships, each valued at US $60 million, from three different companies from Greece, France and 

Germany.  
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The Workforce: Hiring Practices  and Terms of Employment  

 

The first phase of the operation began with the construction and building of the infrastructure for the 

shipbuilding facilities.  An estimated 7,000 to 10,000 construction were hired during this phase.  In the 

succeeding phase, which began in 2008, another 30,000 shipbuilding workers were scheduled to be 

hired.  

 

Although the workers were promised permanent full-time employment, the majority ended up working 

on a contractual basis for a series of subcontractors.  There are 40 subcontractors working under HHIC-

Philippines.  Some of these subcontractors are Filipinos but the major subcontracting firms are run by 

Korean nationals.   

 

The main provider of manpower of Hanjin in the field of shipbuilding is KC Tech.  The corporation is 

engaged in shipbuilding and ship repairing and is now in charge of the world‘s largest single 

shipbuilding training center (worth P240 million investments)—constructed by Hanjin, inside Subic 

that could accommodate 500 Filipino trainees per batch.  

 

In the recruitment process, the individual/potential shipbuilding worker will have to go through one to 

three months training in the skills development center. Each trainee who takes the training under KC 

Tech is provided with Php150.00 ($3.12) a day as training allowance.  There are also trainees who get 

trained in Korea for another 3 months and are compensated with Php7000 ($145.83) per month. 

 

Once evaluated and deemed qualified, the worker/former ―trainee‖ will then be employed in the HHIC-

Philippines Shipyard in the Redondo Peninsula under a KC Tech contract as a probationary employee 

for 6 months.   

 

The probationary employees under KC Tech contract are entitled to receive a basic salary of Php239.50 

($4.99) per day plus the ―cost of living allowance‖: Php38.50 ($0.80) per day for those who were 

trained locally and Php309.55 ($6.45) for those trained abroad. They are also entitled to benefits 

mandated by Philippine law.  In addition, the worker is entitled to boarding allowance, meal allowance, 

transportation allowance, etc., if applicable.   

 

After successfully passing the requirements of the probationary period under KC Tech, the workers are 

then assigned to other companies— i.e. to subcontractors engaged in shipbuilding and ship repair such 

as Subic Bay PowerTech Corporation, Redondo BayTech Corporation, Kalayaan I.Tech Corporation 

and Subic Shipbuilding Corporation. These workers sign their regularization contract with the 

abovementioned companies (i.e subcontractors) according to their line of work or department — 

without an increase in salary.  The major lines of work or departments of the shipbuilding facility are 

assembly, fabrication, outfitting, pre-outfitting, designing, painting and erection.  Moreover, KC Tech 

has issued a memorandum to its trainees that training fees of between P150,000.00 to 200,000.00 will 

be collected from those who were trained either locally or in Korea.  

 

As for the construction aspect of the shipbuilding facility, there are about 147 subcontractors 

employing 4,500 construction workers and foremen.  The major subcontractors are Tierra (all aspects 

of construction), Buddha (roofing), Hacor, SH Enterprise, CMZ, Sung Son and Markbuilt (for different 

aspects).  

 

Some of the construction workers and electricians are directly employed by HHIC-Philippines but none 

consider themselves as ―regular employees‖ because they are made to sign termination papers every 

three months by their respective administrators.  This also means signing a new contract every 3 

months.  The salaries of construction workers at the shipyard range from PhP 239.50 ($4.99) per day 

for ordinary labor to PhP 350.00 ($7.27) per day for drivers and equipment operators.  
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The Workforce: Working Conditions and Safety Measures 

 

Shipbuilding workers  

 

These workers work in two shifts, from 7:00 am to 4:00 pm for the day shift and 7:00 pm to 4:00 am 

for the night shift.  Aside from this, workers often have to put in overtime of roughly 3 hours per day.  

Thus, workers often work 12-hour days in practice.  Moreover, they are only given the 1
st
 and 3

rd
 

Sundays of the month as ―days-off‖ – contrary to Philippine law that stipulates 1 rest day per week.  

 

Workers often experience illnesses such as fever and headaches due to the noise and heat inside the 

shipbuilding facility.  Also, the shipyard clinic often does not provide medicine, and workers who are 

seriously ill or injured have to go to the nearest hospital in Olongapo -- an hour‘s ride from the 

shipyard.  

 

The shipyard management provides safety gadgets such as leather gloves, safety shoes, helmets, air 

plugs, gaggles, gas masks and uniforms but these are not given on a regular basis and are not replaced 

once worn out.  Portable toilets are also provided inside the workplace but are not kept clean.  The food 

provided by the shipyard canteen concessionaire (also owned by Hanjin) is reportedly not prepared in a 

sanitary manner.  Drinking water has also been found dirty and unsafe for consumption.  

 

Construction Workers  

 

The working conditions of the construction workers are no better than that of the shipyard builders.  

These workers often work a minimum of 10 hours per day and often have to put in ―extra-labor‖ or 

overtime work without clearly-defined corresponding compensation.  They do not enjoy rest day pay or 

holiday pay.  

 

Construction workers often experience illnesses due to continuous exposure to direct sunlight during 

the day.  Safety gadgets and other protection gear are limited, and in some instances, the shipyard 

company does not issue safety shoes, helmets or leather gloves.  Consequently, there are rampant cases 

of accidents such as cut fingers or hands, wounds, and even deaths due to falls or being struck by heavy 

metals that fall from the buildings.  Furthermore, the workers who experience these accidents, or their 

families, are often not justly compensated for their woes.  

  

For temporary shelter at the construction site, most workers are made to live in large container vans or 

small tents that serve as barracks.  These unsafe and unplanned shelters create environments that cause 

illnesses such as malaria among the workers.  However, these workers do not have much choice as they 

often live far from the site.  Renting houses near the site is not an option given that workers receive 

very little pay and no housing allowance.  

 

Deaths at the Shipyard 

 

On December 24, 2007, one worker at the shipyard died when several steel pipes being loaded onto a 

truck fell on the road where he was standing.  A Korean national was reportedly driving the truck when 

the accident happened.  Barely a month later, another worker was run over by a truck.   

 

On January 18, 2008 an explosion killed two welders and injured four other construction-shipyard 

workers.  An investigation launched by the Subic Bay Metropolitan Authority found HHIC-Philippines 

guilty of violating at least seven safety standards.  By February 2009, the Philippine government had 

recorded and reported 17 deaths while the BWI affiliate, the NUBCW, had recorded 24 deaths.  

 

Responses 

 

A few months after the 2008 explosion, around 300 workers organized a local union in the shipyard.  

This union was supported by the NUBCW and BWI.  A ―task force‖ composed of different citizens‘ 
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groups was also set up to monitor the situation in the Hanjin shipyard in Subic. The company, however, 

responded by harassing elected union officers and members by transferring them to a new site in 

Mindanao -- the Southern part of the country, demoting them, and downgrading their salaries.  It has 

also terminated the employment of fourteen (14) union leaders and members.  

 

The Philippine government, particularly the SBMA and the Department of Labor and Employment, 

also stepped in and undertook investigations that found Hanjin culpable.  The Philippine Senate also 

conducted its own inquiry.  Hanjin, however, has yet to respond positively to the demands of the labor 

union and the calls of Philippine government. 

 

 

Construction-Related Trade Unions in Southeast Asia 

 

According to the BWI website and some internal documents, a number of construction unions in 

the Southeast Asia region exist.
149

  In Indonesia, there is the Federation of Construction, Informal 

and General Workers Union or FKUI-SBSI.  In Malaysia, there exists the Union of Employees in 

the Construction Industry or UECI.  In the Philippines, there exists the National Union of 

Building and Construction Workers (NUBCW), the Alliance of Filipino Workers (AFW), the 

Associated Labor Unions (ALU), the Association of Construction and Informal Sector Workers 

and the National Federation of Labor (NFL). In Singapore, there exists the Building, 

Construction and Timber Industries Employees Union. In Cambodia, there exists the BWTUC, 

the result of the merger between the Cambodia Federation of Building Workers or CFBW 

(Phnom Penh), and the Cambodian Construction Workers Trade Unions Federation or CCTUF 

(Siem Reap).
150

  In Laos, there exists the Laos Federation of Trade Unions of LFTU.  In Vietnam, 

there exists the Vietnam National Union of Building Workers or VNUBW.   

 

Given the context of construction workers in the Southeast Asia, particularly the irregularity and 

flexibility of construction work, union organizing in the region has been an uphill struggle.  

Moreover, unions have had to deal with the issue of highly mobile construction workers, and 

local/national unions have had to factor in inter-country or intra-regional dynamics.  Some of the 

unions have come up with very innovative ideas such as the ―BWI passport‖ which contains 

information about the rights of migrants and serves as an information kit for migrant construction 

workers.  Unions at the national and regional levels have also been active in advocating for 

occupational safety and health, particularly against the hazards of exposure to asbestos.  Work 

has also been done to disseminate information on HIV-AIDs among workers and union members.   

 

Construction unions in Southeast Asia are embedded in the broader environment of industrial 

relations systems in the various Southeast Asian countries that are evidently lacking, from the 

perspective of workers‘ rights and interests, either in substance or in implementation.
151

  Trends 
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of unionization in the construction industry in Southeast Asia also reflect the general decline that 

unions across industries are now suffering in the region.
152

  Moreover, at the ASEAN level, 

construction unions have yet to participate in ASEAN processes in a more structural and 

deliberative matter.  

 

PART THREE: Some Conclusions and Recommendations (Implications for 
ASEAN Economic Integration) 
 

1. The construction industry is vital to development efforts at the national and regional levels.  

Despite the recent global financial crisis, this industry will remain a major contributor to 

economic and social development in Southeast Asia. 

 

The construction industry is capital and labor-intensive.  It spans private investments, public 

initiatives and public-private partnerships.  Key investors include governments, multinational 

corporations, local contractors, joint ventures between local contractors and multinational 

corporations, joint ventures between private companies and governments, and partnerships 

between governments and international financial institutions.  It also involves huge 

infrastructure projects that require large numbers of construction workers, both professional 

and general workers.  

 

As shown in Part One, Section 1 of this report, in 2008, the construction industry in the eight 

ASEAN countries covered in the study produced somewhere between 2.0 percent to 8.7 

percent of national-level GDP.  The report also reveals that the highs and lows of the 

industry are linked closely to that of the macro-economy.  Moreover, increasing investments 

in the construction industry becomes crucial at a time of global crisis in boosting the demand 

needed to resuscitate failing domestic economies.  By way of illustration, all the economic 

stimulus packages mentioned in this study include infrastructure development and 

construction-related projects.   

 

2. Although vital to the construction industry in the region, construction workers are 

unfortunately among the most vulnerable and exploited of workers.  This is true especially 

for migrant workers in the industry.  As shown in many studies, including this one, such 

vulnerability often stems from the practice of ―illegal‖ subcontracting that make workers 

prone to exploitation, low wages, poor and unsafe working conditions and job instability.  

Governments in the Southeast Asian region have yet to introduce limitations on the multiple 

layering of subcontracting and impose penalties for violations by subcontractors.  

Governments must also find a way to exact accountability from main/principal construction 

contractors who often refuse responsibility for the actions of their subcontractors.  
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Moreover, even though many ASEAN member-governments invest in construction activities 

to ease unemployment and boost domestic consumption, they often do not question the 

quality of employment being generated by these projects, i.e. whether or not these activities 

result in good and decent work.  Some governments also talk about providing ―green jobs‖ 

but unfortunately such pronouncements are often rhetorical rather than substantive 

commitments.  

 

3. At the outset, the above-mentioned situation -- of the strategic nature of the construction 

industry alongside the vulnerability of construction workers -- implies at least three things 

for ASEAN economic integration:  

 

(i) The ASEAN 2020 vision of ―equitable economic development and reduced poverty and 

socio-economic disparities‖ is far from being actualized.  

(ii) ASEAN economic integration must take on the intra-regional migration of construction 

workers and its attendant problems as a central concern.  ASEAN agreements often refer to 

―skilled labor‖ or ―professional services‖ but the reality in the construction sector points to 

the fact that the intra-regional flow of labor is mostly that of unskilled labor. 

(iii) ASEAN economic integration will have to consider the reality that the construction 

industry involves movement of goods, investment, capital and services.  The plight of the 

industry must be seriously considered in the implementation of the various ASEAN 

agreements particularly the ASEAN Free Trade Area –Common Effective Preferential Tariff 

(AFTA-CEPT) and most especially the ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS).  

 

4. On AFTA: According to the ASEAN Constructors‘ Federation, tariff for all construction-

related goods and materials had already fallen within the 0-5 percent tariff band by 2003, 

with the exception of Vietnam.  However, the claimed benefits of such a reduction in tariffs 

may have been mitigated by the fact that a lot of construction materials are better sourced 

locally than abroad because of the sheer weight of these materials.  As shown in Part 1, 

Section 2, several multinational corporations have set up production bases such as cement 

factories all over Southeast Asia.   

 

The reduction of non-tariff barriers may be more of an issue to the construction industry than 

tariff reduction, particularly financial and technical requirements.  Evidently, local 

construction companies cannot match the resources or technologies of foreign companies and 

some, in fact, have opted to serve as the local counterparts of these foreign companies and 

have gone into joint ventures with them.   

 

The possibility of having more and more construction companies serving as partners or 

adjuncts of foreign companies will have severe effects on the construction workforce.  Under 

such arrangements, foreign companies merely put in the capital, claim the designing and 

―knowledge production part‖ of the construction process and leave the rest to local 

companies.  This could mean that local companies will have to downsize their local staff, 
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including their professional staff, and instead hire general workers on a seasonal and project-

basis. This could also lead to the exacerbation of the problem of subcontracting practices that 

is at the root of a lot of vulnerabilities that construction workers face.  Local contracting 

companies, after all, could and do in fact hire workers indirectly through subcontracting 

layers.  As shown in Part 3, Section 2, this kind of practice obscures employee-employer 

relationships, leaving construction workers at a loss as to who should be held accountable for 

work-related issues and problems.  

 

Thus, national governments should also consider the state of local companies in the course of 

regional economic integration.  More importantly, they should look into the business 

practices of these companies, especially those pertaining to hiring general workers.  

 

4.  In this sense, the ASEAN agreement with the most impact on construction workers is the 

AFAS that is modeled after the General Agreement on Trade in Services under the World 

Trade Organization (GATS-WTO), that in turn specifies four modes of supply of services.  

Under the AFAS, ASEAN countries should go beyond their WTO-GATS commitments.  

This means that ASEAN members should commit themselves to reducing or eliminating 

discriminatory measures, including market-access restrictions like the acquisition of business 

permits and licensing of professionals which restrict trade in services, and thereby improve 

the efficiency and competitiveness of ASEAN service suppliers.  

 

 According to the ASEAN official website, since January 1, 1996, seven packages of services 

commitments have been concluded through five rounds of negotiations.  These packages 

were signed by the ASEAN Economic Ministers (AEM) and provide the details of 

commitments made by ASEAN countries to each other in the area of business services and 

construction services.  ―Construction services‖ therein refer to ―construction of commercial 

buildings, civil engineering, installation works, rental of construction equipments, etc.‖ 

 

 Moreover, the ASEAN has clinched mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) that form part 

of country-level commitments to AFAS.
153

   Out of the seven MRAs, two agreements 

involve the construction industry, namely the MRA on Engineering Services and the MRA 

on Architectural Services.  These agreements pertain more to professional services or skilled 

laborers.   

 

 The AFAS will definitely increase intra-regional flow of general construction workers, 

especially in terms of negotiations for ―commercial presence‖ (i.e.  suppliers establish local 

offices or subsidiaries to provide supply of services) and ―presence or movement of natural 

persons‖ (suppliers are physically present on at temporary basis).  Without the ASEAN 

insisting on labor standards for both local and foreign construction workers -- most of whom 

are contractual or project-based -- the idea of ―national treatment‖ will be pure rhetoric.  As 

it is, construction workers in Southeast Asia, especially migrant workers, are clearly 

discriminated against in terms of economic benefits and other entitlements.   
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5.  The ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers is 

a step in the right direction but the fulfillment of commitments therein must be strictly 

monitored.  More importantly, ASEAN must insist on the right of migrant workers to join 

unions and other workers‘ associations.  These groups would allow migrant workers access 

to vital information, such as their rights as migrant-construction workers and the courses of 

action available to them, especially in cases of work-related problems.  Union membership 

may be the workers‘ best guarantee of protection and security, especially given temporary 

work contracts and obscure employee-employer relationships.  

 

6. Given the character of construction work as ―dirty, difficult and dangerous‖ and given the 

high numbers of preventable deaths and injuries, the issue of occupational safety and health 

should also be high on the agenda of ASEAN, particularly the OSH-NET.  This issue is most 

crucial to the construction industry, given the context of rampant subcontracting and obscure 

employee-employer relationships that enable main-and-subcontractors to evade their 

accountability.  

 

7. The ―Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009-2015‖ includes a section on ―infrastructure 

development‖ (under the AEC roadmap).  One of the items therein includes ―land transport‖ 

that pertains to some priority projects, such as the completion of the Singapore-Kunming 

Rail and the ASEAN Highway Network (AHN) projects.  ASEAN must take into 

consideration the welfare of construction workers who will build and develop such physical 

infrastructure.   

 

ASEAN should also work closely with international financial institutions and international 

aid agencies such as the Asian Development Bank, World Bank and JICA in terms of 

ensuring that labor standards, particularly the ILO core conventions, will be complied with in 

the implementation of infrastructure projects.  It should also be noted that all ASEAN 

countries are members of the ILO and therefore, should comply with the core labor standards 

and insist that all other pertinent institutions do so as well. 

 

8. It is evident in this study that East Asian countries -- Japan, South Korea and China -- are 

investing heavily in the construction sector.  Thus, ASEAN Plus Three will be crucial to the 

industry and most especially to construction workers.   

 

9. The ―Socio-cultural Community Blueprint‖, not just the economic blueprint, contains several 

provisions that affect construction workers in both direct and indirect ways.  Workers should 

be cognizant, for example, that there are provisions on urban development, safer cities and 

environmental sustainability that are likely to impact on their lives as construction workers.  

For one, much of construction work is in urban centers.  Moreover, the construction industry 

-- in its production of building materials and in actual infrastructure development – produces 

a lot of pollutants and this should be a collective concern of workers, employers/investors, 

and governments.  The cement industry, for example, is undeniably a major source of 

pollutants, and governments in the ASEAN countries must invest in research geared towards 
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producing alternative materials or alternative processes of production that will prevent 

further environmental degradation as well as loss of jobs for construction workers.  

 

10. Construction companies have been able to participate in the ASEAN process in a more 

structured manner.  The ASEAN Constructors‘ Federation (ACF), for example, has been 

accredited as a social dialogue partner of ASEAN.  This development should lead to 

discussions on how construction workers, through local/national unions and global union 

federations such as the BWI, can participate more substantially in ASEAN processes.  In this 

area, ASEAN may well learn from the experiments of its European counterparts, such as the 

European Works Councils that serve as the institutional forum and facilitates consultation 

between employers and employees within and across national borders upon the directive of 

the European Commission.  ASEAN must draw lessons from both the strengths and 

weaknesses of such European initiatives.   

 

To ensure that ASEAN economic integration does not neglect the plight of construction 

workers, the voice of construction workers must be heard in pertinent bodies such as the 

Construction Committee of the Coordinating Committee on Services under the Senior 

Economic Officials Meeting of the AFTA Council, the Senior Labor Officials Meeting 

(SLOM) and the ASEAN OSH-NET, and, eventually, in the ASEAN Plus Three processes. 

 

Finally, information on ASEAN and its agreements should be disseminated to the broadest 

possible number of construction workers in a popularized (but not simplistic) manner.  These 

workers must be made aware of the effects of regional economic integration and of the fact 

that the ASEAN could be another platform upon which they can forward their collective 

voice and interests.   
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Abstract 

 

This paper is part of the FES-ASETUC
154

 research project that seeks to understand and map out 

the current phase and pace of the ASEAN Economic Integration plan (under the ASEAN 

Economic Community Blueprint).  In this section, the sector in focus is on the ASEAN 

Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) in particular on the liberalization of financial 

services in the region.  By giving an appreciation to the scheme of integration in financial 

services, it then attempts to highlight the implications, consequences and issues that are 

confronting the workers and trade unions in ASEAN.  

  

Scope of the Paper 
 

As mentioned above, the scope of discussion in this paper will focus mainly on the liberalization 

of financial services under AFAS.  It, however, acknowledges that the ASEAN Economic 

Community Blueprint would include a more extensive discussion on the finance sector that will 

only be mentioned briefly in this paper.  

 

Secondly, it investigates only eight out of the ten ASEAN countries as it is in these countries 

where the UNI Global Union – Asia & Pacific Regional Organization (UNI Apro), one of the 

GUFs active in ASETUC and one of the movers of this research project, has developed a 

membership base. The ―UNI Apro countries‖ are Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. Some brief analyses of Brunei and Burma are also 

presented in this paper for reference. 

   

The paper is divided into three main parts.  Part One presents facts, figures and trends pertinent 

to the general finance industry in Southeast Asia.  It is further divded into several sections.  

Section 1 discusses country-level economic indicators over a fifteen-year period (1994 to 2008).  

These indicators are deemed important in determining the level, extent, and trends of economic 

activity in the region‘s finance sector before, during, and after the 1997 Asian financial crisis and 

the recent global financial crisis that started in the United States.  Section 2 is essentially a 

mapping of major banks that are operating in the region. Aside from revealing who the key 

industry players are, the map signals the level of their activity and points further to the 

significance of the sector to the region.  Section 3 is an addendum to the previous section: it 

presents the level of organization of bank employers in the Southeast region accredited to 

ASEAN.   

                                                        
154
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organization. 
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Part Two maps out the current situation in ASEAN‘s economic integration plan by drawing a 

brief overview of the financial architecture plan for ASEAN and ASEAN plus Three based on 

the various documents retrieved online via the ASEAN Secretariat website.  Special attention will 

be given to the discussion pertaining to the various packages of commitments for the 

liberalization of financial services. 

 

Part Three focuses on the responses gathered from banking and insurance/ financial services 

employees in Southeast Asia.  This part is also divided into several sections. The first section 

presents some facts and figures on the finance sector labor market in each of the ASEAN 

countries. Two key issues faced by finance workers are then presented in the succeeding section.  

The third section lays out recommendations proposed by the ASETUC Bank Unions Council 

(ABUC).  

 

PART ONE 
 

Section 1: Finance Architecture of ASEAN countries 

 

After the Asian financial crisis 1997-1998, 3 ASEAN countries were the most affected: Thailand, 

Malaysia and Indonesia. Each country took their own approaches in restructuring their economies 

in the post-crisis period, but all 3 approaches are interconnected.  ASEAN Economic Integration 

has provided the platform for ASEAN countries to restructure their finance sectors and move 

forward to better cooperation among economies.  There are 2 factors for consideration. The 

internal restructuring of the finance sector has direct impact on employees through the merger 

and acquisition process.  The external factor in the form of the region helps facilitate the 

movement of investment.  Once it is easier for capital to flow among ASEAN, investment banks 

will come into play to facilitate more investment in various industries, which also facilitates the 

development of commercial banks in the region.  Before the recent financial crisis, ASEAN 

countries were export-oriented economies.  However, they are looking into developing domestic 

markets and creating more demand in the region in the post-crisis period.  Hence, commercial 

banks have better opportunities to grow and can play the role of the facilitator of the local market.  

This helps create even more jobs in the region, especially in the rural area and in the 

infrastructure.  

 

As the architecture of the finance sector has been changing throughout ASEAN countries, it 

becomes the important platform to determine the level, extent and trends of economic activity in 

the region.  Statistics
155

 have shown that financial services continue to contribute more to the 

GDP of ASEAN countries, and account for more growth and opportunities.  The following part 

will give an overview of how the finance sector has transformed in each ASEAN country from 

the post-crisis period to now.   

 

 

                                                        
155

 See Annex A 
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Burma
156

 

 

The Government of the Union of Myanmar started the process of financial liberalization in the 

early 1990s, allowing private sector participation in financial activities.  Necessary amendments 

to the existing laws were made and new laws were promulgated in banking, customs, taxation 

and insurance areas.  In 1996, the Myanmar Economic Bank and Japan‘s Daiwa Institute of 

Research Ltd. established a joint venture — the Myanmar Securities Exchange Centre Co., Ltd 

(MSEC) — to help develop an organized capital market in Myanmar.  Legal infrastructure is also 

being improved, including enactment of the Myanmar Companies Act and Myanmar Companies 

Rules.  The Ministry of Finance and Revenue (MFR) and the Attorney General‘s Office are 

jointly drafting a Myanmar Securities Exchange Law.  

 

Myanmar has a state bank called the Central bank of Myanmar (CBM). There are 4 main state-

owned banks in Myanmar. The Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank has correspondent relationship 

with first-class International Banks established in 58 countries, enabling transactions to be made 

with almost any country in the world.  The Myanmar Economic Bank was established in 1975 for 

the purpose of developing commercial and industrial banking.  It also acts as a fiscal agent of the 

state, providing nationwide commercial banking with 314 branches throughout the country.  The 

Myanmar Agriculture and Rural Development Bank have a country-wide network of 14 regional 

offices, 164 branches and 48 agency offices.  It was transferred from the Ministry of Finance and 

Revenue to the Ministry of Agriculture & Irrigation in 1996 to give more emphasis to agriculture 

development.  The Myanmar Investment and Commercial Bank now has a branch which has been 

extended to Mandalay for banking facilities. 

 

The Myanmar Insurance and Myanmar Small Loans Enterprise (MSLE) also belongs to the state-

owned financial institutions.  The MSLE is the sole insurance institution that underwrites various 

kinds of insurances.  There are 16 insurance agents companies in Myanmar.  In accordance with 

new banking law, licenses are given to seventeen domestic private banks to operate and permits 

are given to 46 foreign banks to open their representative offices in Myanmar
157

. 

 

The financial system in Myanmar also includes commercial banks, investment banks, 

development banks, finance companies and credit societies. 

 

Brunei 

 

Brunei Darussalam does not have a central bank. The Ministry of Finance (MoF) exercises most 

of the functions of a central bank through the Treasury, the Brunei Currency and Monetary Board 

(BCMB), Financial Institutions Division (FID) and the Brunei Investment Agency (BIA).  The 

progression of financial institutions in Brunei Darussalam has been marked by significant growth 

over the last decade.  This is demonstrated by the presence of a number of financial institutions of 

international standing and reputation, the advent of new financial instruments, the extensive 

nature of the financial transactions that are entered into and the numerous financial services that 
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are provided.  The relaxation of exchange controls and the development of Islamic institutions 

have also played their part in making the financial scene in Brunei Darussalam vastly different 

from what it was at the time the Banking Act (Chapter 95) was passed in 1956.  The financial 

sector is based on a dual system, whereby both conventional and Islamic financial products are 

readily available.  Despite the small number of players in the Islamic financial sector, the growth 

of the sector has been rapid.  The domestic financial system can be divided into two categories: 

(i) Banking System: Commercial Banking and Brunei Currency and Monetary Board 

(BCMB). 

(ii) Non-Banking Financial Institutions: Finance Companies, Insurance Companies, 

Money-Changer & and Remittances Business, Employees‘ Trust Fund (TAP), 

Islamic Trust Fund of Brunei (TAIB).  

 

Brunei Darussalam‘s development as an international financial centre began with the 

establishment of the Brunei International Financial Centre (BIFC).  The BIFC is the licensing 

agency for off-shore companies including financial institutions such as banks, insurance 

companies and securities companies.  

 

Cambodia
158

 

 

The Government of Cambodia has undertaken comprehensive economic and structural reforms, 

beginning in 2001 when it adopted a Financial Sector Blueprint for 2001–2010.  The strategy 

outlines the sequence of policy reforms, including plans for the establishment of a securities 

exchange in 2007, and the legal and regulatory framework for a market infrastructure.  It also 

outlines the development of money market instruments, treasury bills, and the need to establish a 

bond market.  Currently, Cambodia is in the second phase of implementation of the Financial 

Sector Blueprint.  Private Sector and SME development is a priority for the government of 

Cambodia.  The government has launched a SME development framework and has approved a 

Financial Sector Development Strategy 2006-2015. Cambodia‘s financial sector has a low 

penetration rate.  Only 6 percent of the total population of 14.5 million, or about 2.9 million 

families, uses financial services from banks and microfinance institutions.  However, it 

experienced dramatic growth for the period 2005 - 2007.  The figure is still low when compared 

to the GDP.  It was about 20 percent in 2007. Cambodia is dominated by private micro, small and 

medium enterprises (MSMEs) and the largest numbers of these are found in the rural areas.  

Money/ Interbank markets do not exist. In 2005, Cambodia enacted a law on negotiation 

instruments and payment transactions, but there is no wholesale electronic payment system.  

Most payments are made in cash, which is not secured and difficult to handle in large volumes. 

 

The National Bank of Cambodia (NBC) as supervisory body has addressed many aspects of 

banking operations, but there are still gaps.  Core international principles have not been fully 

complied with.  Its supervisory functions are still weak due to a lack of human resources and 

infrastructure, including IT systems and the bank needs to improve its consistency and quality. 
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The insurance industry also did well in 2007.  Gross premiums increased by 44 percent compared 

to 12 percent in 2006.  The number of insurers rose from 4 in 2006 to 7 in 2007 with a total of 

29,124 policies.  Currently, services are limited to non-life insurance products. Life insurance is 

not available in the market.  In the last few years, the Cambodian banking system has grown 

dramatically with the number of banks increasing from 17 in 2004 to 24 in 2007.  A few Korean 

banks were established to support the increasing number of Korean investors in Cambodia, 

especially in real estate development and construction.  Several foreign banks also planned to 

enter the market in 2008.  The strong growth of the banking sector was spurred by the economic 

growth and the continuing improvement of the regulatory and supervisory body, which leads to 

increased public confidence in the banking sector. Although the number of banks has increased, 

outreach is still low with only 456,000 deposit accounts for the whole nation.  Financial services 

are limited and only available in urban areas.  In addition to banks, microfinance institutions 

(MFIs), have also grown very rapidly despite the constraints on the availability of local currency 

for their operations.  Their loans in 2007 reached 600,000 borrowers with the total outstanding 

loan of US$155 million. 

 

Number & Type of Financial Institution in Cambodia: 

 

 
 

The banking sector consists of 24 banks including 17 commercial banks and 7 specialized banks, 

with 320 branches and offices throughout the country.   The sector has experienced rapid growth 

in assets, liabilities and equity and is becoming more competitive and innovative.  Since 2005 all 

major banks have begun to introduce electronic banking services, ATMs and POS.  As of 2007, 

banks have issued 150,546 debit/ATM cards, 4,953 credit cards and installed 177 ATM terminals 

in the major cities.  But according to NBC data, about 66 percent of the terminals and 82 percent 

of the cards were owned or issued by two banks: ANZ Royal and Acleda.  It should be noted that 

not all ATM terminals are for bank links, and customers cannot withdraw cash by using other 

banks‘ ATM machines.  Specialized banks are generally small and limited to one business loan 

product.  They are mainly owned and operated by Cambodians who lack banking skills and 

experience.  They lend based mainly on their capital and therefore their growth is slow.  

Commercial banks are now more dynamic.  They have moved from a traditional strategy of 

targeting only corporate clients, to more diverse clients including households.  New banking 

services have been introduced to respond to market demand, but a set of common issues 

applicable to the banks can be identified: 

(i) Corporate governance: Many banks have weak corporate governance because they do not 

have effective boards that adhere to a professional code of ethics.  

(ii)Human Resource: The recent increase in the number of banks has worsened the existing 

shortage of banking professionals.  The supply of human resources in banking is limited, 

as Cambodia does not have an institution providing professional training in banking.  
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Some basic banking subjects have been introduced in universities, but the current 

practice is for banks to recruit fresh graduates and provide on-the-job training. 

(iii) Products and services: A few major banks are expanding services to include such 

products and services as electronic banking, foreign exchange, risk management 

services, consumer finance.  

(iv) Number of branches: Competition has led banks to expand their branches and offices, 

but most branches are either in Phnom Penh or major provincial towns.  Only 6 banks 

have more than 10 branches; others have between 1 and 4 branches. The exception is 

ACLEDA with about 212 offices in all provinces. 

(v) Interbank/ Money Market: An interbank market does not exist due to lack of a payment 

system and trust. The payment system is underdeveloped because of a lack of 

infrastructure, limited financial instruments in the market, and a weak regulatory 

framework and supervisory body. 

(vi)  Local currency transactions: Cambodia is a dollar-based economy with approximately 

95 percent of transactions in US dollars.  About 97.8 percent of total banks‘ assets are 

foreign currency (mainly US dollar).  All bank lending is in US dollars. 

 

Although the leasing law has not yet passed, a few companies offer leasing products.  The two 

known companies offering leasing services are Devco Capital and ANZ Royal Bank, however 

transactions are limited, as it is at the early stage.  Leasing is considered a ―banking operation‖ 

under the banking law.  Anyone conducting a leasing business must obtain a bank license. 

 

The Cambodia insurance industry is in its nascent stage, and the insurance law was only 

promulgated in 2001.  Among the 7 companies, only one, Cambodia Re, is still owned by the 

government.  Caminco, the state-owned company has been privatized recently, and changed its 

name to Viriyah BVB Cambodia Insurance Plc. The new major shareholder of the company is 

Viriyah Company in Thailand, and the Ministry of Economics and Finance (MEF) still hold 25 

percent of the company.  Insurance companies are young and unsophisticated from an 

international perspective.  The number of policy holders is small, at only 29,124, and the products 

sold are basic and limited.  The main products are commercial fire, motor vehicle and a 

miscellaneous category that makes up about 70 percent of the total industry.  There is no life 

insurance.  A joint venture of private insurance companies and government is expected to open 

Cambodia‘s first life-insurance company, but they have not yet obtained a license from the MEF. 

 

There are many donor organizations: ADB, Korea, IMF, KFW, AFD, JICA, USAID, UNDP, 

Belgium, several NGOs.  
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Indonesia
159

 

 

The economic and financial crisis that hit Indonesia in mid-1997 caused the structural change of 

Indonesia‘s macro-economy.  The impact of the economic crisis on the banking sector was 

manifested in the cost of bank restructuring.  When bank-restructuring costs are so high, recovery 

is very slow.  The process of transformation of the banking system can be summarized as the 

change from a system that consisted of central banking and government control of credit through 

state-owned banks to a modern system based on market mechanisms.  The new banking sector 

has fewer banks, more stringent capitalization requirements and tighter bank supervision, 

especially of lending practices.  These changes, based on international best practice, should 

provide firm foundations for the future.  The Government‘s determination to repair and reform 

Indonesia‘s financial sector and ensure the economic recovery continues is generating 

opportunities for foreign financial institutions and service suppliers.
160

 

 

Bank Indonesia is the country's central bank.  Pursuant to the Central Bank Act of 1968, its major 

functions are to issue currency, devise and implement the monetary policy, act as the 

government's banker, and supervise and regulate financial institutions.  Thus, it is the sole issuer 

of the country's currency, i.e. the rupiah.  It holds the official international reserves of the 

economy.  It regulates the liquidity position of banks by adjusting the minimum liquidity ratio 

and the minimum reserve requirements that all deposit-money banks are required to maintain.  It 

is the banker of last resort in the domestic banking system.  

 

The functions of banks in Indonesia are basically as financial intermediaries that take deposits 

from surplus units and channel financing to deficit units.  According to Indonesian banking law, 

Indonesian banking institutions are typically classified into commercial and rural banks.  
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Commercial banks differ with rural banks in the sense that the latter do not involve directly in 

payment system and have restricted operational area.  In terms of operational definition, bank in 

Indonesia are classified into non-syariah and syariah-based principles commercial banks
161

.  One 

positive move taken by the government to freeze, merge and nationalize 11 of the country's 

weakest banks was lauded by the IMF.  Four state banks were merged into Bank Mandiri: Bank 

Exim, Bank Bumi Daya, Bank Dagang Negara and Bapindo.  The government would also submit 

a law to parliament, eliminating existing restrictions on foreign ownership of banks.  The banking 

institution in Indonesia can be captured as below:  

 

 

 

The number of state-owned banks shrank from the previous five (5) banks authorized to handle 

foreign exchange to only two (2) BNI (Bank Negara Indonesia), the largest of the banks in terms 

of assistance, and BRI (Bank Rakyat Indonesia), since BDN (Bank Dagang Negara), BBD (Bank 

Bumi Daya) and Bank Exim (Bank Eskpor and Import) have been merged into Bank Mandiri.  In 

addition the country also has a savings bank, Bank Tabungan Negara (BTN) and Bapindo (also 

merged into Bank Mandiri) and 27 Regional Development Banks, with thousands of bank offices.  

A number of private ailing banks have been liquidated, nationalized and/or put under the 

supervision or management of Indonesian Bank Restructuring Agency (IBRA).  There are also 

several foreign banks operating in Indonesia, including Bank of America, Hong Kong and 

Shanghai Bank, Bank of Tokyo, Bangkok Bank, Chase Manhattan Bank, Swiss Bank, ABN-

AMRO Bank etc.  The Indonesian Banking Architecture (API) is a comprehensive basic 

framework for the Indonesian banking system, outlining the direction, outline, and structure of 

the banking industry for the next five to ten years.  API serves the need for a long-term direction 

and development strategy for the banking industry which has become a global trend and this 

process is well advanced in other countries such as Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, and Hong 

Kong.  

 

Laos PDR 

 

With a population of nearly 7 million, of which the urban population accounts for 31 percent, Lao 

PDR has a large percentage of its labor force in agriculture - 80 percent and 20 percent working 
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in industry and services.  However, the GDP composition by sector is distributed as follows: 

agriculture - 39.2 percent, industry - 34.4 percent and services - 26.5  percent (2008 est.)
162

.  

 

There are more than 20 banks in operation in Laos.  In March 1988, the Council of Ministers 

issued an agreement No. 11/CoM on the reform of the banking system which separates 

commercial bank functions from central bank functions.  The State Bank transformed a mono-

banking system into a two tiered banking system, namely: the Central Bank and the Commercial 

Bank.  The Central Bank is the mother bank which plays the role of macroeconomic management 

in regards to economics of currency and credits.  In June 1990, the Central Banking Law was 

passed, changing the State Bank to the Bank of the Lao People's Democratic Republic, or Central 

Bank which is a legal entity, a member of the Government and is equivalent to a ministry in 

rank
163

.  Under this law, the Central Bank assumes responsibility for regulation and supervision 

of commercial and regional banks; maintenance of foreign exchange reserves; issuance and 

supervision of money for circulation; licensing, supervision, and regulation of financial services; 

and management of the monetary and credit system.  The Central Bank has about 19 regional 

branches; as of 1991, the government was considering separating these branches into three 

regional banks, serving the southern, northern, and central regions.  The commercial banks 

function at the micro-level, assuming the duty of providing services directly to clients in 

providing loans, accepting deposits, money withdrawals, transfer, payments, guaranty and other 

services under the supervision and control of the Bank of the Lao P.R.D..  These banks became 

financially independent and autonomous entities.  They do not receive subsidies, although they 

do render 60 percent of their profits to the government.  Each commercial bank has its Board of 

Director and its Deputies.  Joint state-private, local and foreign private commercial banks have 

burgeoned, such as: Lao - Thai Joint Development Bank (Thai investors - 70 percent and Bank of 

Laos  - 30 percent), Bangkok Bank, Krungthai Bank, Thai Farmers' Bank, Bank of Ayuthaya 

and  Siam Commercial Bank.  The Government founded an Agricultural Promotion Bank to 

specifically serve agricultural production and later a number of foreign commercial banks bound 

for establishment of their branches followed suit, such as: Public Bank, Standard Charter Bank, 

Lao - Vietnam Joint Business Bank established in the year 2000.  Since the period of 

implementing the New Economic Mechanism, a number of banks have opened up to participate 

in extensive external cooperation, mainly with the IMF, ADB and the World Bank.  In particular, 

the state commercial banks have been unified from 7 into 2, namely the Lao Mai Bank Ltd and 

Lane Xang Bank Ltd which have their headquarters in Vientiane, the capital city, with their 

branches dispersed throughout the country.  After the completion of the reform (1997 – 1998), 

banks in Laos have seen unceasing progress.  The State Bank of Vietnam has provided effective 

support and assistance during the periods of struggling for national independence, the return of 

peace and the reforming period.  More staff now have the opportunity to upgrade their knowledge 

locally or overseas. 

 

However, partly due to the absence of laws governing banking activities and to the relatively 

small size of the economy, foreign bankers do not express much interest in these ventures.  
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The Foreign Trade Bank (Banque pour le Commerce Extérieur Lao-- BCEL), a subsidiary of the 

Central Bank, is the country's foreign exchange and foreign trade bank.  BCEL was granted 

autonomy in November 1989.  BCEL had arrangements with 100 banks internationally.  

However, soon after 1991, all commercial banks were authorized to carry out foreign exchange 

transactions themselves, which removes BCEL‘s monopoly on such activities
164

. 

 

The new bank, to be named ACLEDA Bank Lao Ltd. (ABL) was established in Vientiane, July, 

2008 with 106 employees
165

 and additionally launched two branches at the same time in 

Savannakhet and Champasak provinces in October, 2008.  It was formed as a separate 

incorporated entity with its initial shareholders comprising ACLEDA Bank Plc. of Cambodia 

subscribing 47.5 percent whilst the remainder is taken up by three leading Dutch institutions, 

Nederlandse Financierings Maatschappij voor Ontwikkelingslanden N.V. ('FMO') — 30 percent, 

and the remaining 22.5 percent held by the Triodos Group including Stichting Triodos Doen and 

Triodos Fair Share Fund in equal parts
166

. 

 

The country‘s financial sector infrastructure is the decisive factor in improving access to finance 

in Lao PDR.  With the passage of key legislation concerning the leveling of the playing field for 

private, state-owned and foreign commercial banks, a major step forward has been taken to 

extend the outreach and availability of financial services to the business community.  However, 

to enhance the ability of commercial banks to lend, a clearer regulatory framework with regard to 

the pledging, registration and repossession of collateral is needed.  The issuance of implementing 

regulations to the Secured Transactions Law and the development of a pledge registration system 

will enhance the ability of commercial banks to use movable and intangible property as collateral.  

Improving the enabling legal framework for leasing is also necessary to diversify the financial 

products available in the market.  With the development of this legal infrastructure, financial 

institutions will be better able to provide the financing needed to support businesses to expand, 

add jobs and create wealth for the country
167

. 

 

Malaysia 

 

The Malaysian financial sector
168

 has undergone significant transformation and progress since the 

launch of the Financial Sector Masterplan in 2001.  This is particularly most evident in the 

banking sector which has undergone restructuring, consolidation, and rationalization.  Gradual 

deregulation and liberalization has also altered the financial landscape, bringing with it improved 

performance and enhanced resilience.  This has further matured the banking sector and paved the 

way for new areas of growth.  Besides these tangible results, structural changes have also taken 
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place in the form of the emergence of new entities, the increased presence of new international 

players and more diversified and developed financial markets.  The advancement of deregulation 

and liberalization has also increased competition which has in turn resulted in further new 

business opportunities.  Within the context of these developments, the banking sector has become 

an important pillar of strength of the economy of Malaysia.   

 

One dimension that is growing rapidly in the context of these developments is the rise of 

consumerism.  The improvement in the quality of life, the rising affluence and better education 

has resulted in a new generation of consumers whose financial requirements are becoming 

increasingly more sophisticated.  This has resulted in a major reorientation of the banking 

industry to become consumer driven and more focused on consumer needs.  This has brought 

new financial products and services for consumers.  The rise of consumerism demands that 

products and services can no longer be generic but must now be tailored to meet consumers' 

evolving needs.   

 

Bank Negara Malaysia, the central bank of Malaysia, was established on 26 January 1959 under 

the Central Bank of Malaysia Act 1958 (Revised -1994).  The Bank reports to the Minister of 

Finance, Malaysia and keeps the Minister informed of matters pertaining to monetary and 

financial sector policies.  The central bank launched a Financial Sector Master plan in 2001 to 

revamp the finance sector following the Asian Financial Crisis.  The master plan calls for 

emphasis on Islamic Banking
169

.  In the system of financial institutions registered in Malaysia, 

there are 22 commercial banks, 17 Islamic banks, 2 international Islamic banks, 15 investment 

banks, and 61 others (including insurance companies)
170

.  The six anchor banks that have 

completed their merger process are Bumiputra-Commerce Bank Bhd, RHB Bank Bhd, Hong 

Leong Bank Bhd (KLSE:KLBB), Multi-Purpose Bank Bhd, Southern Bank Bhd (KLSE:STBB) 

and EON Bank Bhd, the central bank said in a statement.  In the recent financial crisis, 

Citibank Malaysia, Citigroup has slightly cut the staff numbers around 7 branches.  United 

Overseas Bank (Malaysia) (UOB), one of the smallest foreign-owned banks in Malaysia also 

eliminated up to 1/5 of its staff strength . 

 

The services sector has played an important role in the growth and development process of the 

Malaysian economy.  In line with its increasing share in total output, the services sector 

contributes significantly to total employment in the country.  In the period 1980-2005, total 

employment in the services sector increased by 4.6 per cent per year (manufacturing: 6.1 per 

cent) from 1.8 million in 1980 to an estimated 5.4 million in 2005 (Table 4).  As a result of this 

growth, employment in the services sector as a proportion of total employment in the country 

rose from 37.4 per cent in 1980 to an estimated 49.8 per cent in 2005, contributed by the 

increasing share of employment created by the private sector's services such as utilities; 

wholesale and retail trade, hotels and restaurants; finance, insurance, real estate and business 

services; and transport, storage and communication (Table 5)
171

. 
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The Philippines 

 

The financial industry consists of many players in Philippines and reflects a pluralistic nature.  

Over a period of time, the banking industry of the Philippines has seen a transformation with the 

reforms being carried out by both the banking regulator and the government.  The reform process 

has resulted in an improved banking industry, with industry income reaching new heights in 

2007.  Moreover, the Philippine banking industry has been undergoing consolidation that will 

further strengthen its position as new entities will increase the competition level. 

 

The Bangko Sentral Pilipinas (BSP) is the central bank of the Republic of the Philippines.  It was 

established on 3 July 1993 pursuant to the provisions of the 1987 Philippine Constitution and the 

New Central Bank Act of 1993.  The BSP took over from the Central Bank of Philippines, which 

was established on 3 January 1949, as the country‘s central monetary authority.  The BSP 

regulates approximately 20000 financial institutions, out of which universal and commercial 

banks represents about 4000 institutions.  It has 3 regional offices and also 18 BSP branches
172

.  

The majority of the commercial banking operation is concentrated in urban areas in the hands of 
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few private business conglomerates.  As of October 2007, there are 364,000 employees in the 

finance sector
173

.   

 

The BSP monitors and compiles various indicators on the Philippine banking system.  

The Philippines banking system is composed of universal and commercial banks, thrift banks, 

rural and cooperative banks.  Universal and commercial banks represent the largest single group, 

resource-wise, of financial institutions in the country.  They offer the widest variety of banking 

services among financial institutions.  The thrift banking system is composed of savings and 

mortgage banks, private development banks, stock savings and loan associations and 

microfinance thrift banks.  Rural and cooperative banks are the more popular type of banks in the 

rural communities.  Their role is to promote and expand the rural economy in an orderly and 

effective manner by providing the people in the rural communities with basic financial services.  

Non-banks with quasi-banking functions consist of institutions engaged in the borrowing of funds 

from 20 or more lenders for the borrower's own account through issuances. 

 

Inward remittances from the Overseas Filipino Workers, contributes heavily to the national 

income, approximately about 12 Billion US Dollars per year.  Most banks are keen to handle this 

business in order to mobilize savings.  However, whether the commercial banks are channeling 

sufficient investments to the rural economy for development needs to be analyzed.  

 

Singapore
174

 

 

The Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) is the central bank of Singapore. Its mission is to 

promote sustained non-inflationary economic growth, and a sound and progressive financial 

centre.  

 

Singapore‘s banking system is among the strongest in the world.  The banking sector is engaged 

in a wide range of financial services including traditional lending and deposit-taking functions as 

well as corporate and investment banking activities.  The Asian Dollar Market (ADM) is an 

offshore banking sector whose transactions are primarily US$ denominated.  The ADM is an 

important feature of Singapore‘s financial landscape that has played a significant role in Asia‘s 

economic development.  Through the ADM, financial institutions play a key role in channeling 

surplus funds from regional and international financial markets to finance development projects 

in the region.  Singapore has the fourth largest foreign exchange market in the world after 

London, New York and Tokyo, and is widely recognized for its strength as a forex trading hub.  

Its daily trading volume in 2004 averaged about US$156.6 billion.  The bond market in 

Singapore has grown significantly since 1998 when several new initiatives were introduced.  The 

Singapore Exchange (SGX) is the first demutualized, integrated securities and derivatives 

exchange in the Asia-Pacific.  SGX‘s derivatives exchange is one of the largest in Asia and is 

consistently ranked as the ―Derivatives Exchange of the Year‖ by various leading financial 

journals.  Singapore is acknowledged as a premier Asian asset management centre, with more 

than 200 international asset management firms, including 30 of the top 50 US and European fund 
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houses, serving the Asia-Pacific market.  Many asset management companies have expanded 

services in Singapore to include more than just portfolio management, and have now set up 

research arms, regional trading desks, as well as centralized middle and back offices functions.  

Many of the world‘s leading names in insurance broking, captive management and risk 

management are present in Singapore, with numerous re-insurers and captive insurers using 

Singapore as a base to underwrite risks from the region, in addition to meeting the needs of the 

domestic market.  The offshore insurance business has become a major component of the 

industry, accounting for more than half of the total general insurance business. 

 

Against the backdrop of the financial crisis, the Singapore economy was hit hard.  Singapore‘s 

DBS Group, Southeast Asia‘s biggest bank by assets, had to reduce the size of its workforce by 6 

percent of its work force, or 900 employees, by the end of November 2008.
175

 

 

Thailand 

 

The Bank of Thailand (BOT) is the central bank of Thailand.  It was first set up as the Thai 

National Banking Bureau.  The Bank of Thailand Act was promulgated on 28 April, 1942, 

vesting upon the Bank of Thailand the responsibility for all central banking functions.  The Bank 

of Thailand started operations on 10 December 1942.  Financial institutions registered with BOT 

are: 14 Thai Commercial Banks, 3 retail banks, 1 subsidiary, 15 foreign banks, 4 finance 

companies, 3 credit fanciers, 25 foreign bank representatives, 19 assets management companies 

(AMC), 8 specialized financial institutions, 1 Thai Asset Management Corporation (TAMC), 1 

National Credit Bureau Co., Ltd., 12 Credit Card Company, 26 Personal Loan Company
176

. 

 

Dangerous levels of nonperforming assets at Thai banks helped trigger the attack on the Thai baht 

by currency speculators that led to the Asian financial crisis in 1997–1998.  By 2003, 

nonperforming assets had been cut in half to about 30 percent.  Despite a return to profitability, 

Thailand's banks continue to struggle with the legacy of the financial crisis in the form of 

unrealized losses and inadequate capital.  Therefore, the government is considering various 

reforms, including establishing an integrated financial regulatory agency that would free up the 

Bank of Thailand to focus on monetary policy.  In addition, the Thai government is attempting to 

strengthen the financial sector through the consolidation of commercial, state-owned, and 

foreign-owned institutions.  Specifically, the government's Financial Sector Reform Master Plan, 

which was first introduced in early 2004, provides tax breaks to financial institutions that engage 

in mergers and acquisitions.  The reform program has been deemed successful by outside experts.  

In 2007, there were three state-owned commercial banks and five state-owned specialized banks, 

15 Thai commercial banks, and 17 foreign banks in Thailand.  The Bank of Thailand sought to 

stem the flow of foreign funds into the country in December 2006.
177
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There are 18 commercial banks incorporated in Thailand, 4 of which have more than 10,000 

employees:  

Bangkok Bank 21,192 employees 

The Siam Commercial 19,640 employees 

Krung Bank 16,689 employees 

Kasikornbank 13,560 employees 

 

And 13 of which have more than 1000 employees.  

 

There are 16 commercial banks incorporated abroad, 2 of which have more than 1000 employees: 

Citibank N.A. 2,410 employees 

The Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation Limited 1,006 employees 

 

Thailand‘s Services Sector is the country‘s most important contributor to the economy 

representing 47 percent of GDP and 37 percent of the labor force, employing 12 million 

people
178

. 

 

Vietnam 

 

Finance Sector Architecture 

The credit institution system in Vietnam includes
179

: 

 5 State-owned Commercial Banks (SOCBs) 

 Social Policy Bank 

 Vietnam Development Bank 

 34 Joint stock Commercial Banks (Urban & Rural Joint Stock Commercial Banks) 

 5 Joint Venture Banks 

 41 Foreign Bank Branches in Vietnam 

 People Credit Fund System: Central Peoples Credit Fund and 24 branches and 996 local credit 

funds. 

 9 Finance Companies (of which 5 belong to General Corporations) 

 12 Leasing Companies (of which 6 are affiliates of SOCBs) 

 

The State Bank of Vietnam (SBV) is the central bank of Vietnam.  It covers all aspects of 

functions in finance and banks in Vietnam such as: monetary policy, banking strategy 

development, international cooperation, foreign exchange, credit institutions management, 

account and finance, banking supervision, and such.  Its organization includes a large variety of 

units.  The main units are: Issue & Vault Department, Banking Information Technology 

Department, Administration Department, International Credit Project Management Unit, Payment 

& Settlement System Department.  Besides that, they also cover 64 municipal & provincial 

branches, representative office in Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC), Banking Times & Banking 

Review as the main magazines, Banking Institute, HCMC Banking University, Credit 
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Information Center, Vault Security Service Center, Anti-money Laundering Information Center 

and SBV Training Center.   

 

Vietnam‘s banks suffer from low public confidence, regulatory and managerial weakness, and 

high-levels of non-performing loans (NPL), non-compliance with the Basel capital standards, and 

the absence of international auditing.  Since 1992, Vietnam‘s banking system has consisted of a 

combination of state-owned, joint-stock, joint-venture, and foreign banks, but the state-owned 

commercial banks are dominant and suffer from high levels of NPL, most of them to state-owned 

enterprises.  Consequently, in September 2005 Vietnam decided to equitize all five state-owned 

banks—a change from previous plans to equitize only two of them.  In addition, Vietnam plans to 

boost the transparency of its financial system by establishing a credit-rating agency and 

performance standards for joint-stock banks.  Although Vietnam is a cash-based society, 300 to 

400 automated teller machines (ATMs) have been installed, and about 350,000 debit cards are in 

circulation. 

 

In order to prepare for the accession to WTO and the second year of the 5-year 2006-2010 socio-

economic development plan, the SBV also embarked on implementing roadmaps of international 

integration of the banking sector, joining international conventions, regional and international 

forums on monetary and baking issues; developing bilateral and multilateral relations to take full 

advantages of foreign capital, technology and management skills; and coordinating with financial 

supervision authorities to identify, prevent and resolve banking risks.   

  

In terms of labor employment, demand for labor increased both in domestic and foreign-invested 

enterprises.  There is an observation that state-owned banks are losing their experienced workers 

to joint-stock and foreign bank branches due to the inflexible human resource policies.   

 

 

Section 2: Mapping of Employers’ Organizations in the Finance Sector in Southeast Asia 
 

Overview of banking sector
180

 

 

ASEAN countries are diverse in nature, with different paces of development and various models 

of development.  The CMLV countries are in the process of building up their financial 

infrastructure and catching up with the rest of the region.  A clearer picture of the state of 

financial infrastructures can be observed in Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand. 

 

Singapore has the most complete and well-developed framework for its banking industry, which 

is supported by the strong economy.  The combination of conditions such as a pro-business 

environment, sound economic fundamentals, a strong regulatory and supervisory framework, 

excellent infrastructure and a highly skilled cosmopolitan workforce has brought Singapore the 

credibility necessary to be a global and regional financial centre.  A picture of the state of the 

banking industry could be drawn from the effects of the Asian financial crisis 1997-1998.  
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Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia suffered significant losses, while Singapore as well as the rest 

of Southeast Asia countries was not adversely affected.   Restructuring the finance sector was the 

common solution in post-crisis.  Thailand‘s finance sector, which was affected the most -- not 

only by the financial crisis but also by the unstable politics -- has experienced slow growth.  The 

restructuring of the finance sector was done by following IMF guidelines.  On the other hand, 

Indonesia and Malaysia have benefited considerably from restructuring initiatives launched by 

their respective governments in order to shore up their banking industries in the post-crisis 

period.  Indonesia‘s central bank launched a consolidation program, Indonesian Banking 

Architecture initiative, to improve the capital structure of the banking industry, while the 

Malaysian government has focused both on consolidation and on reducing non-performing loans 

within the banking sector.  Like these countries, the Philippines banking industry is also on an 

upswing.  Over the past three years, the financial industry has been the main driver of growth in 

the services sector, buoyed by strong performance by banks and the stock market. 

 

Some key trends and characteristics evident within the Southeast Asian banking system are: the 

consolidation of banks, the emergence of Islamic Banking, regional/ multi-entity banking, 

regulation-oriented banking and banking technology development. 

 

Consolidation 

 

In the post-financial crisis, governments in Southeast Asian countries have encouraged bank 

mergers and acquisitions to help strengthen the domestic banking industry to enable them to 

compete against foreign entrants.  This has led to tremendous consolidation in the banking 

industry in the region and more is likely to come.  In Indonesia, the number of banks has been 

reduced from 164 in 1999 to around 130, with the government aiming to have this further 

reduced to 60-70 banks of greater health.  In Singapore, too, while consolidation has led to three 

main banking groups in the country: DBS, UOB and OCBC, experts maintain that the country‘s 

banking sector would be much more competitive if there were only two entities.  Malaysia 

underwent a first round of consolidation at the beginning of this century when 54 banks and 

financial institutions were reduced to 10 ‗anchor‘ bank groups.  It is now undergoing a second 

round of consolidation which was kicked off by CIMB, a unit of banking group Bumiputra-

Commerce Holdings acquiring smaller rival Southern Bank.  This was followed by ANZ Banking 

Group purchasing a majority stake in Malaysia‘s fifth-largest lender, AMMB Holdings.  More 

examples can be found in the Annex Research Annex SEA M&A. 

 

Islamic Banking 

 

Islamic banking has taken off in the Southeast Asian region in a big way in recent years, 

especially in Indonesia - a country with the world‘s largest population of Muslims. Banks in 

Malaysia and Singapore are offering Islamic banking in an effort to differentiate themselves.  

New Islamic banks have been established and foreign banks are offering Islamic banking 

products and services.  The fact that Islamic banking is growing faster than conventional banking 

in many cases only adds to its overall attractiveness.  Moreover, this trend is being encouraged by 

the authorities as well.  In Indonesia, Bank Indonesia, the central bank, issued a ―blueprint‖ for 

Islamic banking in September 2002, forecasting growth for the sector to reach 5 percent of total 

banking assets by 2011.  In Malaysia, the government and the central bank, Bank Negara 
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Malaysia, have a stated target that Islamic banking should account for 20 percent of all banking 

assets by 2010, up from 10 percent in 2006. 

 

Regional, multi-entity banking  

 

In a bid to increase their size and profitability, many leading banks in the region are expanding 

their operations beyond national borders to become regional banks.  Prime examples of this trend 

are Maybank of Malaysia and DBS Bank of Singapore.  DBS is the largest bank by assets in 

Singapore offering the full gamut of financial services and it has made its intent of being a 

regional player very clear.  Through acquisitions such as Bank of Southeast Asia in the 

Philippines and Thai Danu in Thailand, it has established its presence across all key markets in 

Asia. 

 

Focus on regulation 

 

Basel II and Anti-Money Laundering have assumed high priority in the Southeast Asian banking 

industry.  Unwilling to repeat the fiasco of the financial crisis of the late nineties, central 

authorities are very particular about risk management and other regulatory requirements.  Banks 

in the region are therefore actively investing in ensuring that they effectively meet regulatory 

requirements in these areas.  In the area of Basel II compliance for instance, the central banks in 

the regions have stipulated individual timelines for banks in their respective countries to adhere 

to Basel II.  In Indonesia, banks are expected to implement the Basel II Capital Accord by 2008, 

while Bank of Thailand intends to have banks adopt Basel II in full by 2009.  Bank Negara 

Malaysia, on the other hand, intends banks in the country to adopt Basel II in full by 2010. 

 

Banking technology development 

 

Technology is a key element of the banking industry in Southeast Asia.  In most of the leading 

economies in the region, several major banks have deployed first generation core banking 

platforms which are not able to meet their ambitious expansion plans.  Moreover, these platforms 

are often not flexible nor agile enough and do not have the required functionality to meet the ever 

increasing set of regulatory requirements.  These banks therefore require upgrading of their 

legacy systems.  Additionally, in emerging economies, many banks are taking their first step 

towards automation of their core banking system. 

 

The prospect for the banking industry in Southeast Asia is promising for growth.  The process of 

reforms in most of the economies afflicted by the East Asian financial crisis have significantly 

helped transform their banking industries, making local players stronger and much more 

competitive.  The process of consolidation is expected to continue as banks and governments try 

to create healthier banking entities.  The coming years will see the continued growth of Islamic 

banking and also see more banks trying to become pan-Asian players.  All these trends, along 

with the need to meet regulatory compliance requirements, will result in continued investment in 

open solutions and new generation technologies. 
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Regional Big Banks 

 

Maybank 

 

Maybank
181

 was incorporated on 31 May, 1960, and commenced operations on 12 September 

1960.  Maybank
182

, a trade name for Malayan Banking Berhad, is the largest financial services 

group in Malaysia.  Its extensive products and services include commercial banking, investment 

banking, Islamic banking, offshore banking, leasing and hire purchase, insurance, factoring, 

trustee services, asset management, stock broking, nominee services, venture capital and Internet 

banking. 

 

The Maybank Group has over 450 offices in 14 countries throughout the network of branches, 

subsidiaries, associates and representative offices in Malaysia, Singapore, Philippines, Brunei 

Darussalam, Indonesia, Vietnam, Cambodia, Papua New Guinea, Hong Kong SAR, People's 

Republic of China, Bahrain, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Great Britain and the United States of 

America.  They also have correspondent banking relationships with 700 foreign banks throughout 

the world.   

 

In 2008, Maybank completed the acquisition of 15 percent of An Binh Bank (Vietnam), 20 

percent of MCB Bank Ltd (Pakistan) and 97.5 percent of Bank Internasional Indonesia (BII).  In 

addition, Maybank won Malaysia's Most Valuable Brand (worth RM9.3 billion) for the second 

year, and Deal of the Year - Insolvency & Restructuring Deal of the Year at the 2008 ALB SE 

Asia Law Awards.  As of December 31, 2008, Maybank is the largest Malaysian bank, boasting 

group assets worth RM301 billion (USD$87 billion), placing it among the top 120 banks 

worldwide.  Malayan Banking is also a listed corporation on Bursa Malaysia. 

 

DBS Bank 

 

DBS Group Holdings (DBS)
183

 is one of the largest financial services groups in Asia.  DBS Bank 

Limited
184

 is a bank incorporated in Singapore.  It was previously known as The Development 

Bank of Singapore Limited, before its present name was adopted in July 2003 to reflect its 

changing role as a regional bank.  The bank was set up in 1968 as a development-financing 

institution led by the Singapore government.  With operations in 16 markets, the bank has a 

regional network spanning more than 200 branches and over 1,000 ATMs across 50 cities, having 

more than 14,000 staff, representing over 30 nationalities.  DBS Bank is the largest bank in South 

East Asia by assets and among the larger banks in Asia.  It has market-dominant positions in 

consumer banking, treasury and markets, asset management, securities brokerage, equity and debt 

fund-raising in Singapore and Hong Kong.  In 1998, DBS Bank merged with POSBank, giving it 

a dominant market share with over four million customers. 
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DBS' primary operations are in Singapore and Hong Kong, two of Asia's best regulated markets, 

which contributed 65 percent and 19 percent of net profit in 2008 respectively.  The bank 

operates two brands in Singapore - DBS and POSB.  DBS is the first Singapore bank to 

incorporate in China in May 2007, and has 7 branches and 6 sub-branches across the country.  In 

May 2008, DBS integrated Taiwan's Bowa Bank into its operations after acquiring the ―good 

bank assets‖ in February.  It now has 40 distribution outlets and 5 DBS Treasures centres across 

the country.  In India, DBS has 10 branches across key cities like Mumbai and Delhi.  DBS India 

also has a 37.5 percent stake in Cholamandalam DBS Finance Ltd, a non-bank financial 

institution.  In Indonesia, DBS has a 99 percent-owned subsidiary, PT Bank DBS Indonesia, and 

is rapidly expanding its footprint across the country.  It currently has a network of 40 branches 

spread across 11 cities.  In July 2008, DBS opened a representative office in Vietnam to 

spearhead its wholesale banking business in the country as well as the greater Indochina region.   

 

DBS also made inroads into the Middle East through a representative office in Dubai.  In May 

2007, it launched The Islamic Bank of Asia (IB Asia), a partnership between DBS and more than 

30 investors from prominent families and industrial groups based in the Gulf Cooperation 

Council countries.  IB Asia is headquartered in Singapore and has a representative office in 

Bahrain. 

 

In the context of the labor movement in Singapore, DBS has their own in-house trade union.  The 

management support facilities for trade union activities.   

 

OCBC Bank  

 

OCBC Bank was a result of an amalgamation of three overseas Chinese banks during the Great 

Depression in 1932: the Chinese Commercial Bank Limited (established 1912), the Ho Hong 

Bank Limited (established 1917) and the Oversea-Chinese Bank Limited (established 1919).  At 

the time of its establishment, the bank helped customers with financial solutions for their 

immediate personal and business needs during the financial crisis, and it has since gone on to 

establish itself in the region.  The Oversea-Chinese Banking Corporation Limited
185

 is a publicly 

listed financial services organization with its head office in Singapore.  It is one of the largest 

local banks in Singapore and serves many business and retail customers, mainly in the East 

Asian market.  OCBC Bank has grown into one of Singapore's leading local banks, with group 

assets of more than 130 billion SGD.   

 

Their full spectrum of specialist financial services solutions is delivered through an extensive 

global network that comprises more than 480 branches and representative offices in 15 countries 

and territories including Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, China, Hong Kong 

SAR, Taiwan, Brunei, Myanmar, Japan, Korea, Australia, UK and USA.  This network includes 

more than 360 branches and offices in Indonesia operated by OCBC Bank's subsidiary, Bank 

OCBC NISP.  They have about 7,424 employees.   

 

OCBC was the first to introduce the night safe system in Singapore and Malaya, which allowed 

customers to deposit cash and valuables after business hours.  In 1958, they were also the first to 
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establish a mobile bank, targeting customers living in suburban areas.  Despite its strength and 

history of innovation, the bank was criticized for not expanding fast enough to meet the needs of 

the post-war Chinese business community, especially in the smaller towns of Malaya. 

 

OCBC was noted as one of the pioneers in the Asian dollar market in the 1960s.  By 1970, the 

bank's total resources exceeded 1 billion SGD, making OCBS, then, the largest financial 

institution with the biggest deposit base in Singapore.  In 1972, the bank acquired Four Seas 

Communications Bank, the oldest surviving bank in Singapore. 

 

OCBC has acquired Bank of Singapore Limited (BOS) in 2000, Indonesia's Bank NISP in 2005, 

China‘s Ningbo Commercial Bank in 2006 and merged with Keppel Tat Lee Bank in 2001. 

OCBC has developed a close relationship with trade unions.   

 

UOB 

 

United Overseas Bank
186

 (―UOB‖) was incorporated on 6 August 1935 as the United Chinese 

Bank.   Founded by Datuk Wee Kheng Chiang, father of the present United Overseas Bank 

Group Chairman, Mr.  Wee Cho Yaw, and a group of seven Chinese businessmen, the Bank 

catered mainly to the Fujian community in its early years.  The change of name was effected in 

1965.  Through a series of acquisitions, it is now a leading bank in Asia.  In 2001, the bank 

successfully acquired Overseas Union Bank Ltd with a US$5.7 billion offer which outbid 

rival DBS Bank's $5.2 billion bid.  It legally became a single entity under the UOB name from 2 

January 2002.  Besides Far Eastern Bank in Singapore, UOB‘s major banking subsidiaries in the 

region are United Overseas Bank (Malaysia), United Overseas Bank (Thai), PT Bank UOB 

Indonesia, PT Bank UOB Buana and United Overseas Bank (China).  Today, the UOB Group has 

a network of over 500 offices in 18 countries and territories in Asia Pacific, Western Europe and 

North America.   

 

Big International Banks in the Region 

 

The management of international banks has a tendency to outsource some of their functions to 

third parties or to sign sub-contracts with the workers, which lead to a decrease in the number of 

permanent employees and less trade union membership.  This means that employees have less 

bargaining power over the terms and conditions of employment or the welfare of employees, and 

results in the weak capacity of trade unions to represent the workers as well as to organize their 

activities.  The conflict lies in the strong interests of management to reduce costs & maintain their 

current practices without concerning trade unionism.  It can be the case that in different branches, 

trade unions are organized according to the culture of the country; however, trade unions are 

fragmented without proper planning and communication for direction.   
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Citibank 

 

Citibank
187

 is a major international bank, founded in 1812 as the City Bank of New York, 

later First National City Bank of New York.  Citibank is now the consumer banking arm 

of financial services giant Citigroup, one of the largest companies in the world.  Citibank has 

operations in more than 100 countries and territories around the world.  In addition to the 

standard banking transactions, Citibank offers insurance, credit card and investment products.  

Their online services division is among the most successful in the field, claiming about 15 

million users.  In the ASEAN network, Citibank has its presence in China, Hong Kong, India, 

Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.   

 

HSBC 

 

HSBC Holdings
188

 was established in 1990 and became the parent company to The Hong Kong 

and Shanghai Banking Corporation in preparation for its purchase of Midland Bank and a change 

of domicile for the transfer of sovereignty of Hong Kong.  Headquartered in London, HSBC is 

one of the largest banking and financial services organizations in the world.  HSBC's 

international network comprises around 331,458 employees in 8,500 offices in 86 countries and 

territories in Europe, the Asia-Pacific region, the Americas, the Middle East and Africa.  Through 

an international network linked by advanced technology, including a rapidly growing e-

commerce capability, HSBC provides a comprehensive range of financial services: personal 

financial services; commercial banking; corporate, investment banking and markets; private 

banking; and other activities.  It has an enormous operational base, providing significant lending, 

investment and insurance activities.  In the ASEAN network, HSBS has a presence in Vietnam, 

Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, India, Hong Kong, Japan and China.   

 

Traditionally, HSBC used to a colonial bank and organized trade unions activities.  However, as 

globalization has become the dominant paradigm, trade unions no longer flourish under the new 

practices and philosophy of management.   

 

Standard Chartered Bank 

 

Standard Chartered
189

 was formed in 1969 through a merger of two banks: The Standard Bank of 

British South Africa, founded in 1863, and the Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China, 

founded in 1853.  Both companies were keen to capitalize on the huge expansion of trade and to 

earn the handsome profits to be made from financing the movement of goods between Europe, 

Asia and Africa.  Standard Chartered Bank
190

 is a British bank headquartered in London with 

operations in more than seventy countries.  It operates a network of over 1,700 branches and 

outlets (including subsidiaries, associates and joint ventures) and employs 73,000 people.  
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Despite its British base, it has few customers in the United Kingdom and 90 percent of its profits 

come from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.   

 

Because the bank's history is entwined with the development of the British Empire, its operations 

lie predominantly in former British colonies, though over the past two decades it has expanded 

into countries that have historically had little British influence.  It aims to provide a safe 

regulatory bridge between these developing economies.  It now focuses on consumer, corporate, 

and institutional banking, and on the provision of treasury services—areas in which the Group 

had particular strength and expertise.  In ASEAN network, it has the presence in Brunei 

Darussalam, Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.  Similarly to HSBC, trade unions no longer flourish by the 

new practices and philosophy of management.   

 

Top Local Banks in ASEAN countries 

 

The banks listed here are selected based on the assessment of The Asian Banker magazine in the 

year 2009
191

.  The assessment takes into consideration these factors: value of franchise; financial 

performance; sustainability; transparency in strategy; ethical banking; sales capability; risk 

management; processes, technology & efficiency; penetration & efficiency of distribution 

channels; people skills.  These are the banks that have the highest total scores, which imply that 

they hold the best practices as retails banks in each country.  We believe that they are the 

potentially positive agents of changes for a more stabilized relationship between management and 

employees.  For the 3 countries that are not assessed (Burma, Laos & Cambodia), their central 

banks are listed in this mapping exercise.   

 

Brunei 

 

Baiduri Bank
192

 began operations on 18 July, 1994 and was officially inaugurated on 13 August, 

1994 at Jalan Pemancha in the capital.  They are one of the largest providers of financial products 

and services in Brunei.  Their shareholders include Baiduri Holdings, Royal Brunei Airlines, 

Royal Brunei Technical Services and BNP Paribas.  In the early years, their core business was 

corporate banking, focusing on import and project financing needs of suppliers and contractors of 

the Brunei Government and Brunei Shell Petroleum.  In recent years, they have also introduced 

the Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) financing scheme in collaboration with the Enterprise 

Facilitation Scheme (EFS), and the Ministry of Industry and Primary Resources (MIPR) Micro-

Financing Scheme to assist the growth of local businesses.  Several years ago, they ventured into 

retail banking business.  Currently, they have a network of 12 branches and 28 ATM locations 

throughout the country. 
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Indonesia 

 

Bank Central Asia (BCA)
193

 is an Indonesian bank founded on August 10, 1955. The Asian 

monetary crisis in 1997 had a tremendous impact on Indonesia‘s entire banking system.  In 

particular, it affected BCA‘s cash flow and even threatened its survival.  A panic rush forced the 

bank to seek assistance from the Indonesian government.  The Indonesian Bank Restructuring 

Agency took over control of the bank in 1998.  Full recovery was accomplished later in the same 

year.  As at December 31
st
 2008, they have 844 branches throughout Indonesia as well as two 

Representative Offices in Hong Kong and Singapore.  Globally, they work together with more 

than 1,831 correspondent banks in 108 countries to provide payment order services. 

 

Bank Rakyat Indonesia
194

 or PT. Bank Rakyat Indonesia (Persero) (BRI), (trans.  People's Bank 

of Indonesia), is one of the larger banks in Indonesia.  It specializes in small-scale 

and microfinance-style borrowing from and lending to its approximately 30 million retail clients 

through its over 4,000 branches, units and rural service posts.  It also has a comparatively small, 

but growing, corporate business.  It is currently a 70 percent government-owned operating 

company (Persero) and has been government-owned for the entire period since the war of 

independence (1945 to 1949) to November 2003, when 30 percent of its shares were sold through 

an IPO
195

.   

 

BRI was founded in 1895, during the Dutch colonial period.  It underwent many name changes 

before arriving at its current name. During the colonial period, its name was "Algemene 

Volkscredietbank (AVB)", or People's General Credit Bank, in 1934.  This translates loosely into 

Indonesian as "Bank Rakyat Serikat".  After the Indonesian declaration of independence, on 17 

August, 1945, the bank was officially nationalized by the new government and then re-named 

"Bank Rakyat Indonesia Serikat".  As part of the reform process in Indonesia since 1998, the 

government has been steadily reducing its influence on the Bank's day-to-day operations, 

culminating in its IPO.  It is also seeking to comply with the Basel II accords, as mandated by 

Bank Indonesia, by 2008. 

 

Bank Mandiri
196

 was formed on 2 October 1998, as part of the Government of Indonesia‘s bank 

restructuring program.  In July 1999, four state-owned banks – Bank Bumi Daya, Bank Dagang 

Negara, Bank Exim and Bapindo – were amalgamated into Bank Mandiri.  Each of the four 

legacy banks played an integral role in the development of the Indonesian economy.  Today, 

Bank Mandiri is the largest bank in Indonesia in term of assets, loans and deposits.  It has about 

2500 ATMs, more than Rp 319 trillion today, more than 21 thousand employees spreading 

among 956 domestic branches and 6 overseas branches
197

. 
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Malaysia 

 

Public Bank Berhad was founded in 1966.  Presently, Public Bank has 243 local branches and 3 

overseas branches namely, Hong Kong Branch, Colombo Branch, Sri Lanka and Vientian 

Branch, Lao PDR.  Public Bank is currently the biggest domestic bank in Malaysia by 

shareholders' funds.  It focuses on retail customers and small to medium sized enterprises.  The 

bank was listed on the Malaysian Stock Exchange in 1967.  Public Bank is known for its prudent 

management, strong profitability, stable leadership, strong asset quality, healthy capitalization 

and service excellence.  The Public Bank Group employs close to 16,000 people – up from 

14,000 in 2007 – with about 90 percent of the staff in Malaysia and the remaining spread across 

Hong Kong and the People‘s Republic of China, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos and Sri Lanka.  The 

Public Bank Group is an industry leader in home mortgage financing; hire purchase financing 

and commercial lending to SMEs in Malaysia
198

.  The Public Bank Group also offers a wider 

range of wealth management products through Public Mutual – a wholly-owned subsidiary of 

Public Bank – and through the long-term strategic alliance with the ING Group to distribute banc 

assurance products.   

 

CIMB Bank Berhad (CIMB Bank) is the commercial banking arm of CIMB Group, offering a 

full range of banking products and services to over 4.7 million customers in Malaysia.  Its wide 

distribution platform encompasses a country-wide network of 366 branches, and over 2100 self-

service terminals and internet channels.  As the second largest commercial bank in Malaysia, 

CIMB Bank holds significant market share across all consumer banking products.  CIMB 

Group
199

 is Malaysia‘s second largest financial services provider, and fifth largest in Southeast 

Asia by total assets.  CIMB Group operates as a universal bank offering a full range of financial 

products and services, covering corporate and investment banking, consumer banking, treasury, 

insurance and asset management.  CIMB Group offers products and services on a dual banking 

basis, giving customers a choice of both conventional and Islamic solutions.  At present, its main 

markets are Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore, countries in which CIMB Group has full 

universal banking capabilities.  CIMB Group‘s presence in 11 countries covers South East Asia 

and major global financial centres, as well as countries with which their South East Asian 

customers have significant business and investment dealings.  CIMB Group has 36,209 

employees up to year 2008. 

Hong Leong Bank
200

 was founded by Mr Lam Ji Chiew and began its operations in 1905 in 

Kuching, Sarawak under the name of Kwong Lee Mortgage & Remittance Company.  The 

company granted loans against the security of export commodities such as pepper, rubber and 

other indigenous products.  It also provided the services of remitting money of 

overseas Chinese to their families in Southeast region of China.  Hong Leong Bank
201

, a publicly 

listed company on the Malaysian Stock Exchange, is a member of the Hong Leong Group (the 

Group).  Headquartered in Malaysia, the Group has been in the financial services industry since 
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1968 through Hong Leong Finance Berhad and since 1982 through Dao Heng Bank Ltd in Hong 

Kong.  Dao Heng Bank Ltd has since been sold to another banking institution.  Today, the Group 

comprises a total of 14 listed companies worldwide with a combined market capitalization in 

excess of USD11 billion. 

 

In 2004, the finance company business of Hong Leong Finance Berhad was acquired by Hong 

Leong Bank.  Today, the enlarged, merged entity has over 185 branches in Malaysia, Singapore 

and Hong Kong. 

 

Philippines 

 

The Bank of the Philippine Islands or BPI
202

 is the oldest bank in the Philippines still in 

operation and is the country's largest bank and company in terms of assets (US$ 15.29 billion).  It 

is owned by the Ayala Corporation - the largest conglomerate in the Philippines.  BPI is also the 

oldest bank in Southeast Asia and has a long and distinguished history that spans over a century.  

It has either influenced or has been influenced by many nations, including parts of the 

former Spanish Empire, especially Mexico, and the United States.  While it is considered by 

many as an old institution, BPI is trying, with moderate success, to promote itself as a dynamic 

institution that caters to its various clients which hail from various sectors of Philippine society.  

BPI also pioneered rural banking in the Philippines, as its countryside banking operations 

preceded that of many other banks' rural banking operations by many years.  Today, it maintains 

a large rural branch network, with some branches dating bank to the Spanish or American 

colonial periods.  Its branch network of 831 branches is by far the largest branch network of any 

bank in the Philippines.  The Bank is known to be the first bank to issue the Philippine peso. 

Union Bank of the Philippines
203

 more commonly known as UnionBank, ranks seventh in 

terms of assets after its successful merger with smaller competitor International Exchange Bank.  

UnionBank started the Philippines's first bank, the first to pioneered online banking in the 

Philippines and also the first to start the Phlippines‘ first electronic savings account, the EON 

Cyber Account.   

Banco de Oro Unibank, Inc.
204

, also known as Banco de Oro and BDO, is a major bank in 

the Philippines with 4,048 employees.  It is now the largest bank in the Philippines in terms of 

assets, loans and deposits and is owned by the SM Group of Companies, one of the country's 

largest conglomerates and owner of the SM chain of malls.  The bank is the product of the Banco 

de Oro - Equitable PCI Bank merger after the boards of both Banco de Oro Universal 

Bank and Equitable PCI Bank agreed to merge on December 27, 2006.  For a while, the entity 

was known as Banco de Oro-EPCI, Inc., but announced that it would go by the name Banco de 

Oro Unibank, Inc. starting February 2007. 
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Thailand 

 

Siam Commercial Bank (SCB)
205

, established in 1907 as the first Thai Bank, it provides a full 

spectrum of financial products and services to meet the various needs of its customers through 

SCB‘s core business groups: The Retail Banking Group, The Corporate Banking Group, The 

Business Banking Group, Global Transaction Services, The Special Assets Group, and The 

Treasury Group. 

Bangkok Bank Public Company Limited
206

 (Thanakan Krung Thep), established in 1944, is 

the Thailand‘s largest bank, and the fifth largest regional bank in Southeast Asia with 

approximately US$47 billion in total assets.  Its branch network includes over 850 branches 

within Thailand, 19 branches overseas as well as one overseas representative office and one 

wholly-owned overseas subsidiary.  There are branches in London and New York complementing 

the Bank's extensive network in South East Asia.  Bangkok Bank has a full range of business, 

investment banking and personal banking services. 

 

KASIKORNBANK Public Company Limited
207

 formerly known as the Thai Farmers Bank 

was established on June 8, 1945.  The bank offers consumer, commercial, and corporate banking 

services, including lending, deposit-taking, credit card services, international trade financing, 

custodian services, asset management, and investment banking services.  Kasikorn Bank has a 

registered capital of Baht 26.9 billion and paid up capital of Baht 23.6 billion with total assets of 

Baht 820.9 billion, total deposits of Baht 685.2 billion and total loans and accrued interest 

receivables outstanding of Baht 531.6 billion.  The bank branch network extends throughout 

Thailand‘s 76 provinces, as well as internationally with four branches overseas in Hong Kong, 

Los Angeles, the Cayman Islands, Shenzhen, and three representative offices 

in Beijing, Shanghai and Kunming
208

. 

 

Vietnam 

 

VietinBank
209

 - Vietnam Joint Stock Commercial Bank for Industry and Trade, established in 

1988 after being separated from State Bank of Vietnam, is one of the four largest State-owned 

commercial banks of Vietnam.  VietinBank‘s total assets account for over 20 percent of the 

market share of the whole Vietnamese banking system.  VietinBank is diversified with 3 

independent accounting subsidiaries: VietinBank Leasing Company, VietinBank Securities 

Company, Ltd., VietinBank Asset Management Company and 2 non-profit making units: 

VietinBank Information Technology Center and VietinBank Training Center.  It is also the 

founder of the following Financial Credit Institutions: Saigon Bank for Commerce and Industry; 

Indovina Bank (the first joint-venture bank in Vietnam); Vietnam International Leasing Company 

– VILC (the first financial leasing company in Vietnam); Vietinbank Insurance Company Ltd.  
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Vietcombank
210

, established on April 1
st
 1963 as a State-owned Commercial Bank.  Some facts 

about Vietcombank: 

 The oldest commercial bank for external affairs in Vietnam. 

 Taking largest portion in export-import payment and guarantee in Vietnam. 

 Being selected as a major bank to manage and serving the Government‘s loans and aids and many 

ODA projects in Vietnam. 

 Being the leading commercial bank in trade finance, international payment, forex dealings, 

advanced Banking - IT implementation in Vietnam. 

 

Sacombank
211

 was established in 21 December 1991 with an initial chartered capital of VND 3 

billion and operated within Hochiminh City.  By 2007, Sacombank has achieved a leadership 

position among Vietnamese Joint Stock Commercial Banks with: 

 Chartered capital of VND 5,116 billion, Equity of VND 7,003 billion; 

 250 transaction points covering 45 provinces, cities nationwide, 1 representative office 

in China and 1 branch in Laos; 

 10,644 agencies of 278 banks in 80 countries and territories in the world; 

 Over 6,000 enthusiatic, creative and dynamic staffs; 

 More than 60,000 shareholders; 

 

The Bank has 3 key foreign shareholders: 

 International Financial Company (IFC) – an arm of World Bank - 5.25 percent 

 Dragon Financial Holdings Capital - 8.73 percent 

 Australia and New Zealand Bank (ANZ), - 10.00 percent 

 

 

Section 3: ASEAN Accredited Employers Organizations 
 

ASEAN Bankers Association (ABA)
212

 

 

The Brunei Association of Banks organized the 17th ASEAN Banking Conference and 38th 

ASEAN Banking Council Meeting, held in Brunei Darussalam from 5th to 7th November 2008.  

Every two years, the ASEAN Bankers Association organizes this conference.  It is a platform for 

bankers from domestic and foreign banks operating in ASEAN to participate and share their 

experiences and knowledge. 

 

There are 3 committees acting as platforms for networking with fellow bankers in the region: 

Permanent Committee on Banking Education, Permanent Committee on Finance, Investment & 

Trade (COFIT) with a sub-committee called Operational Risk Loss Data Consortium and 

Permanent Committee on ASEAN Inter-regional Relations.  
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Their action plan is as followed:  

 Committee on Finance, Investment and Trade (COFIT) are in charge of Co-operation 

in Trade Finance among ASEAN banks, ASEAN Infrastructure Development 

Financing Fund and Operation Risk Sub-committee which supports The Loss Data 

Consortium Task force to complete the Feasibility Study. 

 Committee on Inter-Regional Relations will coordinate a liaison and study mission to 

Australia or Europe, send representation of ASEAN Banking Council to ASEAN 

Governments to endorse the model to be developed by Thailand and Laos to facilitate 

foreign workers‘ salary remittances for all ASEAN countries remittances into the 

formal banking channels. 

 Committee on Banking Education will support the one-to-one mentoring program.  

Some of the course materials will be made available by way of DVD /VCD for newer 

members.  The association will continue to publish NBA initiatives in its publication. 

 

The 39th ASEAN Banking Council Meeting will be held in Phnom Penh, Cambodia in the 3rd 

week of November 2009 and will be hosted by The Association of Banks in Cambodia.  The 18th 

ASEAN Banking Conference and 40th ASEAN Banking Council Meeting will be held in 2010 in 

Indonesia. 

   

ABA has one associate which is the ASEAN Finance Corporation Limited.  It was established in 

Singapore in 1981 as an ASEAN joint venture by the banking community in ASEAN.  A regional 

merchant bank with ACU license, AFC Merchant Bank has an authorized share capital of S$200 

million and paid-up capital of S$100 million.  The shareholders are leading banks and financial 

institutions from the five original members of ASEAN. 

 

 

ASEAN Insurance Council (AIC)
213

 
 

AIC is an ASEAN Non-Governmental Organizational (N.G.O) founded by the associations and 

organizations of the insurers of Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand 

represented at the Jakarta Meeting of 3-4 April 1978.  The Council consists of: 

 

a) The Chairman of the Council, 

b) The 6 (six) Vice Chairmen; 

c) The Secretary General, and, 

d) Six (6) individuals: one from each Member Country of ASEAN.   

 

The Council shall meet at least once a year. 

 

Representatives of the Member Organizations of the Council: 

1.    General Insurance Association of Brunei Darussalam 

2.    Asosiasi Asuransi Umum Indonesia/Indonesia General Insurance Association 

3.    Asosiasi Asuransi Jiwa Indonesia/Indonesia Life Assurance Association 

4.    Persatuan Insuran Am Malaysia 
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5.    Life Insurance Association of Malaysia 

6.    Philippine Life Insurance Association, Inc. 

7.    ISAP , Incorporated (Insurance and Surety Association of the Philippines) 

8.    General Insurance Association of Singapore 

9.    Life Insurance Association (Singapore) 

10.  The General Insurance Association (Thailand) 

11.  The Thai Life Assurance Association 

12.  Association of Vietnamese Insurers 

 

The objectives for which the Council has been established are:  

 To promote the development of insurance and reinsurance in the Region, with due respect 

to the aspirations, laws and regulations on Member Countries; 

 To promote regional co-operation in all areas of insurance and reinsurance; 

 To establish, promote and co-ordinate institutions of learning and training in the 

specialized fields of, or relating to insurance or reinsurance in the Region; 

 To conduct workshop, conferences and seminars, to publish a journal and to establish 

standing or ad hoc commissions for current insurance, reinsurance or related affairs of the 

Region; 

 To establish statistical and information centers of insurance and reinsurance in the 

Region; 

 To provide industry information to the insurance supervisory authorities of Member 

Countries upon which legislation to be made or reviewed could be based; 

 To cooperate with other associations and/or organizations with similar objectives 

established within the Region, East Asia, The Asia Pacific region.  The European 

Community and/or any other region of the world; 

 To perform any such acts or to do any such things as may be necessary for the attainment 

of the above objectives. 

 

 

PART TWO 
 

Section 1: Mapping ASEAN Financial Services Integration 

 

Some significant milestones between 1997 and 2008 towards financial cooperation and capital 

market integration among ASEAN countries are as follows
214

: 

 

March 1997 2003 2004 2007/2008 

First ASEAN 

Finance Ministers 

Meeting: 

 

ASEAN 

Surveillance 

Bali Concord II 

Framework for an 

ASEAN 

Community: 

Roadmap for 

Integration of 

Formation of 

ASEAN Capital 

Market Forum 

(ACMF): 

Harmonization of 

standards 

ASEAN Economic 

Blueprint to achieve 

economic 

liberalization and 

financial integration 

by 2015 
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Mechanism; 

bilateral swap 

arrangements and; 

to develop ASEAN 

bond market in 

collaboration with 

more developed 

bond markets 

ASEAN in Finance 

(RIA-FIN) includes: 

capital market 

development; 

financial services 

liberalization; 

capital account 

liberalization; and 

currency 

Cooperation 

governing: 

 Disclosures 

 Distribution 

 Accounting/ 

auditing 

 Mutual 

recognition of 

market 

professionals 

 

ADB study on 

Integration of 

Southeast Asian 

Equity Markets 

 

ACMF 

Implementation 

Plan to strengthen 

ASEAN Capital 

Market Integration 

 

The regional initiatives on finance that emerged after the crisis include the ASEAN Surveillance 

Process, the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), the ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services 

(AFAS), which also covers financial services, and the Asian Bond Initiatives under the Asian 

bond market development program
215

.  These developments have laid the foundation for a 

reasonable level of development cooperation in finance in ASEAN and the Plus Three countries, 

China, Japan and South Korea.  Below is a brief summary of each of these key mechanisms. 

 

Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI) 

 

The CMI was developed on 6 May 2000 to establish a system of swap arrangements within the 

ASEAN+3 countries.  These are designed to provide liquidity support for member countries that 

experience short-run balance-of-payments deficits in order to prevent an extreme crisis or 

systemic failure in those countries and subsequent regional contagion, as occurred in the Asian 

financial crisis in 1997.  As reported in the The Joint Media Statement of the 12th ASEAN Plus 

Three Finance Ministers‟ Meeting, Bali, Indonesia, 3 May 2009
216

,  ASEAN has already reached 

agreement on all the main components of the CMI, including the individual country‘s 

contribution, borrowing accessibility, and the surveillance mechanism.  The agreed upon 

components of the CMIM, which is a framework of mutual assistance among ASEAN+3 

countries, are consistent with its two core objectives: (i) to address short-term liquidity 

difficulties in the region and (ii) to supplement the existing international financial arrangements.  

CMI will be implemented by the end of 2009.  The total size of Multilateralised Chiang Mai 

Initiative (CMIM) has been increased from the initially agreed level of US$ 80 billion to US$ 

120 billion and the proportion of the amount of contribution between ASEAN and the Plus Three 

countries is 20:80 respectively
217

.   

 

Moreover, a multilateral approach would ensure that any conditionality associated with the 

financial assistance is consistent across all countries.  According to the Joint Media Statement  
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Action Plan to Restore Economic and Financial Stability of the Asian Region, Phuket, Thailand, 

22 Feb 09, the total amount of bilateral swap arrangements covering all 13 countries concerned is 

estimated at around $35 billion.  The maximum amount of money any individual country can 

draw varies a great deal.  For example, in the case of Thailand, the maximum is around $6 

billion, 10 per cent of which can be drawn automatically.  ASEAN+3 policy makers have made 

considerable progress over the past three years towards increasing the availability of liquidity, as 

they have succeeded in contracting a number of bilateral swaps and establishing informal 

mechanisms of policy dialogue and review among the ASEAN+3 countries.  Since one of the 

objectives of CMIM is to prevent future crises by stabilizing financial and foreign exchange 

markets, CMIM must have great credibility.  For this reason, ASEAN+3 authorities have been 

studying the modalities of monitoring, surveillance and cooperation in exchange rate policy 

among the participating countries. 

 
 

At the moment, an independent surveillance unit has been established to monitor and analyze 

regional economies and support CMIM decision-making.  The surveillance unit is comprised of 

an advisory panel of experts who work closely with the ADB and the ASEAN Secretariat.    

 

Asian Bond Market Development: Asian Bond Markets Initiative (ABMI)
218

 

 

The Asian Bond Markets Initiative aims to develop efficient and liquid bond markets in Asia, 

enabling better utilization of Asian savings for Asian investments.  Activities of the ABMI focus 

on the following two areas: (i) facilitating access to the market through a wider variety of issuers 

and types of bonds, and (ii) enhancing market infrastructure to foster bond markets in Asia.   
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Recently, the ASEAN Plus Three Finance Ministers has endorsed the establishment of the Credit 

Guarantee and Investment Mechanism (CGIM) as a trust fund of the ADB with an initial capital 

of US$500 million.  The objective of CGIM is to support the issuance of local currency-

denominated corporate bond in the region. 

 

In addition, the ASEAN+3 Research Group has also been set up and is tasked with conducting 

research relating to financial market development in the region.  The two topics for the 

2009/2010 Research Group activities are: (1) Ways to Promote Trade Settlement Denominated in 

Local Currencies in East Asia, and (2) Regulation and Supervision for Sound Liquidity Risk 

Management for Banks. 

 

ASEAN Surveillance Process 
 

Soon after the 1997 Asian crisis, it was agreed by all ASEAN Finance Ministers on the need to 

establish the ASEAN Surveillance Process 1998.  The objective of the ASEAN Surveillance 

Process is to strengthen cooperation by: 

 

 Exchanging information and discussing economic and financial developments in the 

region as well as outside it; 

 Providing an early warning system and a peer review process to enhance the stability of 

the macroeconomic and financial system in the region; 

 Highlighting possible policy options and encouraging early unilateral or collective actions 

to prevent a crisis; 

 Monitoring and discussing global economic and financial developments which could have 

implications for the region and proposing possible regional and national-level actions. 

 

The ASEAN Select Committee comprised of members of the ASEAN Senior Finance Officials 

Meeting (ASFOM) and the ASEAN Central Bank Forum is the core of the surveillance process 

who will report to the ASEAN Finance Ministers.  It was also stated that the scope of the 

surveillance process may include consultation with relevant private sector and international 

organizations within and outside ASEAN
219

.  This process will be supported by the ASEAN 

Surveillance Coordinating Unit (ASCU) based at the ASEAN Secretariat, Jakarta as well as the 

ASEAN Surveillance Technical Support Unit (ASTSU) based in ADB, Manila. 

 

ASEAN Capital Markets Forum (ACMF)
220

 

 

The ASEAN Capital Markets Forum (ACMF) comprises securities regulators from 10 ASEAN 

jurisdictions, namely Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, 

Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.  The ACMF is currently chaired by the Securities 

and Exchange Commission, Thailand.  At the ASEAN Finance Ministers‘ Meeting in Danang on 

4 April 2008 (AFMM 2008), the ACMF proposed to establish a Group of Experts (GOE) to assist 

in drafting a proposal for an ―Implementation Plan to promote the Development of an Integrated 
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Capital Market to achieve the objectives of the AEC Blueprint 2015, and to present that Plan to 

the Finance Ministers for their consideration at AFMM 2009. 

 

ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) 
Periodic meetings and joint declarations of ministers have ensured that the member countries 

have continuously monitored the development of their financial markets.  These meetings also 

provide a forum for the exchange of ideas on future financial reforms in the region which would 

increase the efficiency and stability of the financial markets.  At the meetings, there is recognition 

that future financial market architecture should be based on greater private sector participation, 

proper standards for transparency and disclosure, dissemination of necessary information, early 

warning systems and a well-sequenced approach to capital account liberalization depending on a 

country‘s degree of development and macroeconomic stability. 

 

Another important agreement on financial cooperation is the Protocol to Implement the various 

Packages of Commitments on Financial Services under the ASEAN Framework Agreement on 

Services.  The Protocol ensures that ASEAN member States that are non-WTO members are 

accorded the same treatment as other ASEAN members.  Efforts have also been made to open up 

the region‘s financial sector.  A new modality, which is based on a positive list approach, has 

been considered by the Working Committee on ASEAN Financial Liberalization under the 

ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services.  This includes the adoption of a combined unilateral 

and negotiated request/offer mechanism for the sub-sector(s) in the inclusion list in order to chart 

a road map towards a free flow of financial services by 2015.   

 

AEC Blueprint 2015 envisages a regionally integrated capital market where: capital can move 

freely within the region; issuers are free to raise capital anywhere within the region; and investors 

can invest anywhere within the region.  Particularly in the financial services sector, it means to 

substantially remove restrictions for the insurance, banking and capital Market sub-sectors by 

2015.   

 

Financial Services Sub-sectors Identified for Liberalisation by 2015
221

 

 Sub-sectors 
 

Member Countries 
 

Insurance 

 

Direct Life Insurance 

 

Indonesia, Philippines 

 

 Direct Non-life Insurance 

 

Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Vietnam  

 Reinsurance and Retrocession 

 

Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Vietnam 

 Insurance Intermediation 

 

Cambodia, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Vietnam 

 Services Auxiliary to Insurance Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 
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 Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Vietnam 

Banking 

 

Acceptance of Deposits and Other 

Repayable Funds from the Public 

Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

 

 Lending of All Types Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

 Financial Leasing Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

 All Payment and Money 

Transmission Services 

Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

 

 Guarantee and Commitments Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar 

and Vietnam  

Capital Market 

 

Trading for Own Account or for 

Account of Customers 

 

Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand 

 

 Participation in Issues of All Kinds 

of 

Securities 

Indonesia, Philippines 

(subject to constitutional and 

legislative limitations) 

 Asset Management 

 

Indonesia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Thailand 

 Settlement and Clearing Services 

for Financial Assets 

Indonesia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Thailand 

 

Others 

 

Provision and Transfer of 

Financial Information, Financial 

Data Processing 

and Related Software by Suppliers 

of Other Financial Services 

Philippines and Myanmar 

 

 Advisory, Intermediation and 

Other Auxiliary Financial Services 

Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand and Vietnam  

 

In such a market, anyone would be able to trade in ASEAN capital market products freely in any 

ASEAN market at a competitive fee from a single access point, with capital market 

intermediaries being able to provide services throughout ASEAN based on home country 

approval. 

 

Summary of the commitments of financial services under ASEAN Framework Agreement on 

Services
222

 

 

ASEAN community has reached the 7
th

 package of commitment under the AFAS signed by AEM 

(ASEAN Economic Ministers) in 1996 through 5 rounds of negotiations.  Besides these 7 

packages, there are 3 additional packages of commitments in financial services signed by the 

ASEAN Finance Ministers – the second, third and forth Packages of Commitments of Financial 

Services under the AFAS.  A glance at the ―Protocol to implement the fourth package of 
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commitments of financial services under the ASEAN framework agreement on services‖
223

, 

brings up two points of note.  First, the level of commitment among ASEAN countries is varied, 

due to respect for national policy objectives and the level of economic and financial sector 

development of the individual members.  Second, the content of services trade liberalization in 

most of the ASEAN countries is still weak.   

 

Brunei Darussalam 

 

In terms of banking, insurance & other financial services, Brunei has strict limitations on 

liberalization of market access as well as national treatment on mode 3 and 4.  The Ministry of 

Finance and existing domestic laws play the dominant role in regulating financial services. 

 

Burma 

 

Burma has no limitation on mode 2 but close restrictions on mode 1, 3 and 4 exist for both 

market access and national treatment.  Central Bank of Myanmar and existing domestic laws 

determine the approval for commercial presence and movement of natural person in the country.   

 

Cambodia 

 

In deposit acceptance & lending of all type services, Cambodia commits to liberalize mode 1 & 3 

with the condition that the deposits must be re-invested in Cambodia and the commercial 

presence must be permitted through authorized financial institutions as bank.  Mode 4 is strictly 

limited.  This applies to both market access and national treatment.   

 

Indonesia 

 

In factoring services, Indonesia has no limitations on market access as well as national treatment 

in mode 1 & 2.  Regulations to mode 3 & 4 are based on the Horizontal Measures & General 

Conditions.   

 

Laos 

 

Laos has seen more liberalization in their commitments.  In terms of acceptance of deposits and 

lending of all types, there are no restrictions on mode 1 & 2 on market access and national 

treatment.  Mode 3 depends on the Commercial Bank Law.  In terms of guarantee and 

commitments, there is full commitment on mode 1, 2 & 3 with the condition of getting approval 

from the Bank of the Lao P.D.R.  In the Insurance Sector (direct life insurance, reinsurance and 

retrocession) there is subjection to applicable domestic laws and regulations of the Lao P.D.R.  

for mode 1, 2, & 3.  Mode 4 is restricted with the exception of management and expertise level. 

Foreign suppliers & their foreign personnel must pay personal income tax to the Lao Government.   
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Malaysia 

 

In terms of commercial banks, merchant banks and international Islamic banks, there are 

restrictions of mode 1, 2 & 3.  In mode 3, foreign commercial banks are not allowed to acquire 

any share in another commercial bank but may acquire shares in merchant bank.  Foreign 

merchant banks are not allowed to acquire any share.  Other persons are not allowed to have up to 

5 percent of shareholding if the person already holds 5 percent or more of shareholding in another 

licensed financial institution.  Entry for commercial & merchant banks is permitted through the 

setting up of representative offices that can only undertake research, exchange of information and 

liaison services.  In mode 4, there is great restriction except for international Islamic banks and 

for specialists/ experts with the maximum period of 5 years.   

 

With regards to direct insurance companies, there are restrictions for mode 1, 2, 3 & 4 with some 

exceptions that: branches of foreign companies must be locally incorporated; foreign 

shareholding must not exceed 51 percent; foreign insurance company is not allowed to acquire 

more than 5 percent share. 

 

In terms of acceptance of deposits & lending of all types, Malaysia only liberalizes mode 2 on 

market access and mode 1, 2 on national treatment. 

   

In financial leasing, commitment to liberalization is for mode 1, 2 & 3 on national treatment.   

For other financial services & insurance services, there are restrictions of 4 modes on market 

access and flexibilities of restrictions on mode 1, 2, 3 on national treatment.   

 

The Philippines 

 

In terms of foreign stock broker dealer, there are no restrictions from the government for 4 modes.  

However, there are great restrictions on market access and it is subject to the Philippines 

Securities and Exchange Commission. 

 

Singapore 

 

Overall, Singapore has reached the most liberalized stage among ASEAN countries.  However, it 

is still a weak picture of liberalization.  In terms of insurance services, it is generally non-

restricted.  However, there are restrictions on mode 2 & 3 for insurance intermediation 

comprising of broking and agency services.  In banking & other financial services, the terms and 

conditions of the Monetary Authority of Singapore must be followed. 

 

Thailand 

 

In investment advisory, there are no restrictions for mode 2 for representative offices & 3 on 

market access and mode 1, 2 & 3 on national treatment.  In mode 4, there is limitation on the 

number of foreign personnel and their professionalism.   
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Vietnam 

 

There are great liberalization for mode 1, 2 & 3 in insurance & related services while mode 4 is 

strictly limited.  In banking services, non-restrictions are for mode 2 & 3 while mode 1 & 4 are 

strictly restricted.   

 

PART THREE - Finance Services Labor in Southeast Asia 
 

Section 1: Facts and Figures 
 

Table 1: Total Labor Force and Finance Sector Workers 

Country Total Labor Force 

(million) 

Finance Sector Workers 

(million) 

Indonesia
224

 112 Million 1.48 Million 

Malaysia
225

 11.3 M 791,100 

Philippines
226

 36.81 M 4M 

Singapore
227

 1.8 M 123,600 

Thailand 37.78 M N.A.   

Cambodia 8.6 M N.A. 

Laos 2.1 M N.A. 

Vietnam 47.41 M N.A. 

 

Section 2: Liberalization of Services and Implications for Trade Unions and Workers in 

Finance Sector 
 

Based on the responses from trade unions under the ASETUC Bank Union Council (ABUC)
228

, 

some key trends and characteristics evident within the Southeast Asian banking system are: the 

consolidation of banks, the emergence of Islamic Banking, regional/ multi-entity banking, 

regulation oriented banking and banking technology development. 

 

Consolidation 

 

Especially after the 1997 Asian crisis and again in recent times, governments in Southeast Asian 

countries have encouraged bank mergers and acquisitions to strengthen the domestic banking 
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industry and to enable them to better position themselves.  This has led to tremendous 

consolidation in the banking industry in the region.  In Indonesia, the number of banks has 

reduced from 164 in 1999 to around 130 in 2008 with the government aiming to have this further 

reduced to 60-70 healthier banks.  For example in the case of Indonesia OCBC Bank acquired 

NISP Bank; Rabobank acquired Haga bank and Hagakita Bank; HSBC Bank acquired Economy 

Bank and Commonwealth Bank acquired Arta Niaga. 

 

In Singapore, while there are only three main banking groups in the country, DBS, UOB and 

OCBC, industry experts maintain that the country‘s banking sector would be much more 

competitive if there were only two entities.  Malaysia underwent a first round of consolidation at 

the beginning of this century when 54 banks and financial institutions were reduced to 10 

‗anchor‘ bank groups.  It is now undergoing a second round of consolidation which was kicked 

off by CIMB, a unit of banking group Bumiputra-Commerce Holdings, acquiring smaller rival 

Southern Bank.  This was followed by ANZ Banking Group purchasing a majority stake in 

Malaysia‘s fifth-largest lender, AMMB Holdings.  In Thailand, UOB has acquired Bank of Asia; 

DBS acquired Thai Danu Bank and IMG acquired TMB Bank.  In the Philippines, the Banco de 

Oro is fast moving in to acquired greater market share such as the takeover of Equitable PCI and 

Philippine National Bank merged with Allied Bank.  In Lao PDR, Vietnam and Cambodia, we 

are also witnessing the emergence of more private and/or joint venture in the bank sector
229

. 

 

In a bid to increase their size and profitability, many leading banks in the region are expanding 

their operations beyond national borders to become regional banks.  Prime examples of this trend 

are Maybank of Malaysia and DBS Bank of Singapore.  DBS is the largest bank by assets in 

Singapore offering the full gamut of financial services and it has made its intent of being a 

regional player very clear.  Through acquisitions such as Bank of Southeast Asia in the 

Philippines and Thai Danu in Thailand, it has established its presence across all key markets in 

Asia. 

 

Banking Information Technology Development 
Technology is a key element of the banking industry in Southeast Asia.  In most of the leading 

economies in the region, several major banks have deployed first generation core banking 

platforms which are not able to meet their ambitious expansion plans.  Moreover, these platforms 

are often not flexible nor agile enough and do not have the required functionality to meet the ever 

increasing set of regulatory requirements.  These banks therefore require upgrading of their 

legacy systems.  Additionally, in emerging economies, many banks are taking their first step 

towards automation of their core banking system. 

 

The prospect of growth is promising for the banking industry in Southeast Asia.  The process of 

reforms in most of the economies afflicted by the East Asian financial crisis have significantly 

helped transform their banking industries, making local players stronger and much more 

competitive.  The process of consolidation is expected to continue as banks and governments try 

to create healthier banking entities.  The coming years will see the continued growth of Islamic 

banking and also see more banks trying to become pan-Asian players.  All these trends, along 

with the need to meet regulatory compliance requirements, will result in continued investment in 

open solutions and new generation technologies. 
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First, the de-regulation as presented in the commitments of AFAS would remove the ‗structural‘ 

regulatory barriers that previously kept firms corralled within narrow parts of the financial 

system, which would encourage firms to expand into new financial markets and thereby raising 

levels of competition within them.   

 

Second, the introduction of greater and better financial innovation would also raise levels of 

competition, which have changed the bases upon which firms compete with one another for 

customers and market share.  Perhaps one example is the growth of electronic databases as a 

means of sorting and managing customers.  The use of relational databases in combination with 

automated credit-scoring and ‗forensic‘ marketing systems has reduced the dependence of 

established financial services firms upon their traditional branch networks (which are an 

expensive way of distributing products and services to customers).  The ability of firms to contact 

and discriminate between customers ‗at a distance‘ through the use of these technologies has 

encouraged extensive branch closure programs and the growth of alternative distribution 

channels, such as telephone call centers and, more recently, internet-based financial services.  

This development has delivered short-term benefits for financial services firms, because such 

delivery systems produce significant efficiency savings in the provision and processing of 

customer services. 

 

However, it has also increased the level of competition within the industry as a whole, and has 

emerged as a real threat to the long-term survival of many established financial services firms.  In 

the past, the requirement of an extensive network of branches which allowed participation in 

many financial services markets was a fairly effective barrier to entry.  However, the growth of 

electronic information systems and alternative distribution channels means that it is now far more 

cost effective for firms without a branch network to enter the financial services markets.  As a 

result, a host of non-financial services firms are now able to enter the Southeast Asian retail 

financial services market, increasing levels of competition still further for established firms, and 

adding further impetus for consolidation through merger and acquisition or other cost savings 

measures to stay ahead.   

 

Implications for Bank and Insurance Workers 

 

Job cuts have particularly affected traditional bank branches and back office jobs.  This has 

particularly affected older workers and women with traditional banking skills.  These are skills 

which are not easily transferable to the new centralized functions, such as those required in call 

centers or IT related.  The standardization of products has allowed functions which can deal with 

a high volume of clients to emerge, without requiring training in traditional banking skills.  

Where new jobs have been created, these often require managerial, IT or other specialist skills. 

 

The process of automation was identified as having led to the disappearance of a number of low-

skilled administrative functions.  In addition, many labor intensive services have been outsourced 

to the low wage economies of the African and Indian sub-continent.  Outsourcing has been one of 

the most significant trends in employment not only in the financial services sector, but also in the 

economy as a whole.  This is in many cases also true in the merger process, as companies seek to 

reduce their fixed costs.  Initially, outsourcing primarily affected companies‘ so-called ―non-

core‖ functions such as cleaning, catering, maintenance and IT.  However, in more recent years, 
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outsourcing is also increasingly being used to provide a number of core functions such as 

customer services and bank security.  Customer services and sales functions are today more likely 

to be provided by call-centers, which handle high volumes and generally operate with low-

skilled, low-paid staff.  As a result, job satisfaction in call centres is generally low and staff 

turnover rates are high, which necessarily has an impact on the quality of service provided.  

Another concern about the increasing use of call centers in the financial services sector is the low 

level of unionization among the workforce in these facilities.  The outsourcing of services in 

general often leads to affected workers being covered by a different, less favorable collective 

agreement and in some cases, no collective agreement at all.   

 

Crucially, the elimination of low skilled jobs through automation, the outsourcing of non-core 

functions (with the exception of IT) and the low levels of pay and working conditions in call 

centers primarily affect female staff in the sector.  In the area of bank security, male employees 

have also been affected. 

 

The increase in ATM servicing and cash processing services have lead to a greater need for cash 

in transit as cost of alarm systems and video technology is lowered.  Though trade unions 

recognize that removing obstacles to prevent free movement of services within the ASEAN 

market is one of the key objectives, the regulations governing the outsourcing of bank security to 

private security sector cannot be underestimated due to the specific nature of private security 

services‘ close interlink with fundamental public security.  This is especially crucial as the 

security sector in generally has been experiencing growth.  As such, strict conditions specific to 

bank security, especially for entering the market, the screening of private security officers, 

training, the definition of activities, the right and obligation for national authorities to exercise 

permanent control over private, outsourcing security companies are important.  Too often, the 

usual market practices are to give priority to the price of the service and too little – or no – 

attention to the quality of services provided to banking and financial institutions.  The often 

unattractive working conditions, the highly competitive economic environment and the tendency 

to perceive security services as a commodity have contributed to the negative effect on the 

quality of services and the image of the sector.     

 

Among employees remaining within the direct employment of financial services companies, 

demands for the handling of higher workloads, the requirement for higher level skills and greater 

flexibility are increasing.  This relates particularly to the requirement of a higher degree of 

computer literacy and higher professional competence allowing for multi-tasking.  The demands 

placed on staff for higher skills and greater flexibility, in some cases, are not matched by a 

similar commitment among companies for improved in-house training facilities and more flexible 

working conditions to meet their employees‘ requirements for the achievement of a more 

satisfactory work-life balance.  This is particularly true in the case of mergers, where the need to 

make cost savings often affects overall expenditure on training. 

 

Sale of Financial Services and Products 

 

In general, it was observed that the number of financial products available to consumers has 

increased markedly over the last few years.  This has been brought about by a number of related 

developments.  First, the growth of competition between financial services firms, which has 

included competition over the number and range of products offered.  Second, the number of 
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financial products has increased as financial services firms have increasingly sought to provide 

investment and insurance products that substitute for welfare services that have been degraded or 

even withdrawn by governments in areas such as pensions, health and education.  Third, changes 

in regulation across Southeast Asia have made it easier for firms to enter new geographical and 

product markets.   

 

In addition to greater choice, there are grounds for arguing that the cost of such products for the 

majority of financial consumers has also fallen in real terms.  Many new entrants to financial 

services markets have chosen to compete on the grounds of price, particularly through the use of 

virtual or ‗at-a-distance‘ distribution methods such as telephone call centres.  This can be seen in 

the case of mass insurance markets, such as car and household insurance, and for products such 

as credit cards.  In addition, such services give consumers greater time flexibility.  Firms using 

such systems are able to undercut more traditional competitors through efficiency savings, as it is 

more cost effective to deal with customers through technologies such as call centers than through 

a branch, but also because such firms actively discriminate in favour of certain types of customer 

and against others.  Therefore, while most customers have benefited from such developments, 

through a proliferation of choice and the increase in price competition, a significant minority of 

financial services consumers have lost out.   

 

The losers are consumers who are seen to be particularly bad risks or insufficiently well-off for 

financial services firms to justify the costs of servicing them as customers.  These individuals and 

households also lose out in another way.  The financially excluded tend to be those with low 

levels of literacy and educational attainment and experience difficulty in navigating their way 

through the increasingly complex world of retail financial services.  They face problems of 

decision-making even when they are presented with the opportunities to make choices about the 

purchase of financial services.   

 

Implications for Bank and Insurance Workers 

 

As a result of these developments, workers and trade unions reported that the rules and 

regulations have not necessarily kept up with the rapid development in sales of financial services.  

It was reported that not all countries in ASEAN have a legally binding code of conduct or 

legislative framework in place with regards to the sale and operations of financial services.  Even 

where there were codes or framework, implementation and monitoring mechanisms have 

remained weak in many cases.   

 

Overall, it was observed that there is a growing trend in the employment of sales-related bank and 

finance sector employees whose salary package are directly pegged to their sales performance.  A 

typical sales bank employee would receive a remuneration package which could look like this: 

1. Monthly basic salary  

2. Annual bonus (around 1-2 months‘ of monthly salary) 

3. Performance bonus  

 

Performance bonus is the reward paid out to bank employees for their effort and contribution in 

meeting the sales targets of the bank.  This is usually paid out as a percentage of the total sales 

that the employee had clinched.  Given that the monthly basic salary is often low, this means that 

sales bank workers are often dependent on the performance bonus which undeniably increases the 
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pressure to sell.  Moreover, the situation is even more appalling and stressful when in many 

cases; employees are asked to leave the company if he/she does not meet their sales target.   

 

The drive to sell financial products does not only affect workers in the sales team.  For instance, 

each branch is given a sales target for the month and the frontline and sales team would be 

responsible for securing the target for the branch.  However, in the event that the sales target 

cannot be reached, it is not unusual for the branch supervisor/manager to shift more manpower 

from the back office operations to assist the frontline staff in meeting those targets.  In cases like 

this, the back office staff is also expected to juggle both his/her primary work as well as ensuring 

that the branch fulfils its stipulated sales target for the month.   

 

It was reported that only a handful of bank employees in each branch possess the required 

licenses to undertake sale transactions.  Even though not all employees possess the required 

licenses, the responsibility of ensuring those sales targets are met belongs to every employee in 

the branch.  In such a situation, it is not uncommon for employees to bypass the procedures 

through an informal mode of negotiation in work arrangements.  For example, a non-licensed 

bank staff could approach a potential bank customer with related brochures and information on 

the bank‘s financial and insurance products without giving any financial advice/ consultation but 

by reading out what is already printed in the brochure.  He/She could then refer the potential 

customers to the licensed sales employees.   

 

Such hard-selling practices in bank branches not only increase stress for the employees but also 

for the customers as well.  Customers who expect to be offered services from the bank are also 

confronted by bank employees who are desperate to sell a range of financial products promising 

the customer better returns than the traditional savings deposit account.   

 

ASEAN Framework on Accountancy Services
230

  

 

In 2009, February 26, ASEAN governments represented by the ministers of trade and commerce 

signed the Mutual Recognition Agreement on Accountancy Services.  The objective of the MRA 

is to facilitate the mobility of accountancy services professionals within ASEAN and to exchange 

information to promote the adoption of best practices on standards and qualifications.  The basis 

of recognition includes: 

1. Education: an assessment of the professional program of the other party where the host 

country will have the opportunity to assess the content and qualifications 

2. Examination: attainment of pass in the examinations of the recognized professional 

accountancy and pass the examination in the host country 

3. Experience: proof of minimum number of years of experience in the area    

 

Future Implication for Workers and Trade Unions 

 

So far, ASEAN has completed 7 MRAs
231

 and it is planned that the Coordinating Committee on 

Services (CCS) which had adopted a sectoral approach to develop MRAs for each professional 

                                                        
230

 ASEAN Mutual Recognition Arrangement Framework on Accountancy Services. Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 

from http://www.aseansec.org/22225.htm  

http://www.aseansec.org/22225.htm
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service will continue working with respective professional bodies in ASEAN member countries 

to come up with modality for concluding MRAs for other professional services.  An MRA related 

to any financial services providers would in future render a freer flow of financial services 

professionals in the region, escalating the movement of workers within intra-ASEAN or even 

ASEAN plus Three.   

 

In this regard, it is worth turning our attention to the significance of temporary work, especially 

in the European Union (EU) where intra-EU movement of workers is compounded not just by 

casual labor (especially in agriculture and construction) or fixed term contracts (commonly 

associated with white collar work) but increasingly in the area of temporary agency workers 

(TAW) -- where the supply of an entire range of workers to client organizations is facilitated by 

third party temporary work agencies.  Trade unions are concerned that temporary workers receive 

lower remuneration and benefits when compared to permanent workers, are more vulnerable to 

health and safety hazards, enjoy fewer representation, training and development opportunities.  

While recognizing the interests of employers in increasing flexibility and gaining competitive 

advantages, it is equally, if not more important, to ensure that sustainable development needs to 

be balanced with employment generation, protection and security for the population.   

 

For this purpose, workers while being more flexible also need to be given security.  In the case of 

the European Union, “flexicurity” is the name given to a form of labor market organization 

combining a flexible labor force able to adapt to new markets and technologies, with security that 

guarantees workers‘ living and working standards.  Unfortunately, the current flexicurity debate 

as seen in the case of EU, favors business at the expense of workers, placing greater emphasis on 

relaxing rules for hiring and firing, on dismantling labor standards and job protection, and 

imposing tough conditions for social support, thereby providing business with the opportunity to 

downgrade the quality of jobs and work contracts.  Trade unions and workers in ASEAN are 

concerned that such a flexible, non-secure environment will breed in the context of the greater 

liberalization of the region.   

 

PART FOUR: Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 
 

The sales-based culture of the banks in ASEAN needs to be monitored with caution.  It is of 

critical importance that the finance sector does not continue its focus on performance-based 

incomes nor continues to operate under the short-term profit-oriented business model which has 

contributed largely to the financial crisis.    

 

Moving away from the provision of professional customer service and towards short-term 

profiteering also hurts the confidence of customers.  We encourage banks to adopt a policy where 

they lend only to those who are genuinely in need of credit.  A return to a socially-oriented (one 

that contributes to the development of the real economy) financial services provision model can 

be the guarantee for a sustainable and stable financial architecture for the region.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                    
231

 The 7 concluded MRAs are: engineering services, nursing services, architectural services, surveying 

qualifications, accountancy services, dental practitioners and medical practitioners 
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While the financial architectures in some ASEAN countries have remained unscathed by the 

2008 financial crisis, there are lessons to be learnt from those who have been more severely 

affected.  That attention should be brought to bear upon the unethical and unregulated sale of 

financial products cannot be overstated.  While more safeguards have been brought into the 

forefront of discussions among affected countries, there is a need to ensure that the bad practices 

do not surface in countries where safeguards are not strongly implemented.  There is a need to 

balance the call for greater liberalization in ASEAN financial cooperation and the need to 

regulate and safeguard the industry from unfettered financial speculation.  This is in line with the 

objectives as outlined by ASEAN: 

 

A plausible strategy that ASEAN should adopt is a regional framework for banking and financial 

regulation.  Such consistency and synchronized efforts across the region would ensure that rules 

are clear, transparent and offer stability for both employers and employees.  At the same time, 

employees and trade unions can act as an intermediary to ensure that the stipulated rules and 

regulations are effectively implemented.  We recommend that a representative of the ASEAN 

Bank Unions Council (ABUC) be part of the ASEAN surveillance process team to provide 

feedback and present observations and findings to the process.   

 

Finally, there is a great opportunity for ASEAN bankers to play a key role in all these areas.   As 

the central intermediaries of credit in the banking system and capital markets, our challenge is to 

harness the substantial savings within ASEAN and tap into the global capital pool, to finance 

developments in these areas in a disciplined way.   Building on our spirit of co-operation, as 

bankers and as regulators, we should work more closely together to address current problems, 

meet coming challenges and seize new opportunities 

 

Banks also form an important link for investors to access the capital markets.   The growth of 

income and wealth in the region, and the liberalization of pension savings will create greater 

demand for financial products.  The wide network of branches of ASEAN banks is of strategic 

value as distribution channels for a range of banking, insurance, mutual funds and capital market 

products.  If ASEAN banks can work together to distribute high quality products suited to their 

customers' needs, it would help residents in all ASEAN economies to invest their savings 

appropriately, with proper diversification and returns. 

 

While the creation of the European Monetary Union had a long history of cooperation, the move 

towards the EMU was made possible by (1) high trade interdependencies, (2) common 

acceptance of basic political and social values (democracy, a market economy with a strong 

welfare state – though we might mention that the UK did not consider democracy to be as 

strongly anchored in the Continent nor did it share a welfare state commitment) – (3) fairly even 

economic development and comparable living standards, despite divergences among its poorest 

members, and (4) a strong commitment to solidarity
232

.   
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 Roberto F. De Ocampo (2004). A Single Currency for Asia: Is it Time? Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 from 

http://www.adb.org/annualmeeting/2004/Seminars/presentations/rocampo-presentation.pdf 
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Recommendations 

As an organization representing the interests of workers in the finance sector in ASEAN 

countries, the ASEAN Bank Union Council (ABUC) proposes the following:  

For ASEAN and ASEAN Bank Employers 

 To look into the possibility of drawing up an ASEAN/ Asian Charter for the regulation on 

the responsible sale of financial services such that predatory and risky practices do not 

threaten the stability of ASEAN‘s economy as seen in the case of the global financial 

meltdown of 2008 

 To explore the possibility that a representative from ABUC participates in the ASEAN 

Surveillance Process to strengthen supervisory and regulatory mechanisms by offering 

constructive feedback and a fresh perspective to the committee 

 To look into the possibility of drawing up a Charter on Bank Security and Cash in Transit 

to protect and enhance security in the finance sector 

 In preparation for a labor force that is capable for adapting to the rapid changes in the 

finance sector, there should be adequate training programs that are relevant for workers to 

keep up with the needs of the sector. 

 To consider the concept of ―flexicurity‖; combining a flexible labor force that is able to 

adapt to new markets and technologies, with security that guarantees workers‘ living and 

working standards 

 To explore the concept of social dialogue and works council that at present is 

institutionalized in the European Union context for consideration to be practiced in 

ASEAN 

 To take note that the increased employment opportunities in ASEAN does not 

compromise the quality of jobs available for workers thereby protecting and promoting 

decent work and jobs for ASEAN peoples 

 

 

 

 

 

***  ***  *** 
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ANNEX A. Figures and statistics pertinent to the general finance industry in Southeast Asia 

 

INDONESIA 

 
Table 1: Structure of the Financial Sector (Rp trillion) 

 
 

 
Table 2: Regional Comparison of Financial Sectors (US$ billion) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 
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Table 3: Real Sector 

SDDS Data Category and 

Component,  footnote 

Unit 

Description 

Data Observations 

Date of 

Latest 

Observation 

Latest Data 
Latest  Data - 

1 

NATIONAL ACCOUNTS         

  GDP Current prices by sector  
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 1,365,455.2 *** 1,301,790.0 *** 

     Agriculture 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 213,481.2 *** 203,534.8 *** 

     Mining and quarrying 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 120,140.2 *** 118,103.9 *** 

     Manufacturing industry 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 362,811.0 *** 355,320.8 *** 

     Electricity, gas, and clean water 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 12,131.6 *** 11,198.4 *** 

     Construction 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 136,571.5 *** 126,984.9 *** 

     Trade, hotels and restaurants  
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 181,725.2 *** 174,204.4 *** 

     Transportation and communications 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 86,947.4 *** 84,228.5 *** 

     Finance, leasing, and  business 

services 

Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 99,622.0 *** 98,757.7 *** 

     Other services 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 152,025.1 *** 129,456.6 *** 

  GDP current prices by expenditure 

category 
            

     Consumption expenditure by 

household 

Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 808,660.1 *** 808,412.6 *** 

     Consumption expenditure by 

government 

Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 135,743.0 *** 99,927.2 *** 

     Gross fixed capital formation 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 426,728.9 *** 400,578.8 *** 

     Change in stocks 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 2,840.8 *** - 3,023.1 *** 

     Exports of goods and services 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 322,649.2 *** 308,158.9 *** 

     Imports of goods and services 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 283,200.4 *** 267,333.2 *** 

     G D P 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 1,365,455.2 *** 1,301,790.0 *** 

     Net Foreign Income 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 - 50,311.3 *** - 50,800.7 *** 
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     G N P 
Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 1,315,143.8 *** 1,250,989.3 *** 

  GDP Constant 2000 prices by sector  
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 540,059.6 *** 527,671.5 *** 

     Agriculture 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 75,838.6 *** 73,292.7 *** 

     Mining and quarrying 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 43,786.2 *** 43,450.2 *** 

     Manufacturing industry 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 140,756.3 *** 138,750.8 *** 

     Electricity, gas, and clean water 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 4,313.6 *** 3,989.1 *** 

     Construction 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 34,271.0 *** 33,454.5 *** 

     Trade, hotels and restaurants  
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 89,876.9 *** 87,498.3 *** 

     Transportation and communications  
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 47,613.1 *** 45,477.9 *** 

     Finance, leasing, and business 

services 

Billions of 

Rp.  
Q2/09 51,801.0 *** 51,504.8 *** 

     Other services 
Billions of 

Rp. 
Q2/09 51,802.9 *** 50,253.2 *** 

  GDP Constant 2000 prices by 

expenditure 

  category 
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THAILAND 

 

Table 1
233

. Thailand: Structure of the Financial System  (In billions of baht)  
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 Jaime Caruana and David Burton, Monetary and Capital Markets and Asia and Pacific Departments (2008). 

Financial System Stability Assessment. International Monetary Fund. Retrieved October 8
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Table 2
234

. Growth rate of GDP at 1988 prices by industrial origin : 1998 - 2007 

 

 
 

Table 3
235

. 
Table 3.  Gross National Product and National Income

                    at Current Market Prices by Economic Activities

(Millions of Baht)

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003p

Agriculture 438,119 447,176 498,587 435,507 444,185 468,905 513,094 595,004

Agriculture, Hunting and Forestry 350,172 351,974 390,604 332,045 326,389 357,979 407,046 491,026

Fishing 87,947 95,202 107,983 103,462 117,796 110,926 106,048 103,978

Non-Agriculture 4,172,922 4,285,434 4,127,860 4,201,572 4,478,546 4,664,597 4,932,949 5,335,358

Mining and Quarrying 63,410 82,402 84,318 87,362 116,726 126,232 135,851 154,564

Manufacturing 1,370,438 1,427,657 1,428,323 1,514,030 1,653,658 1,715,926 1,831,903 2,060,447

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply 106,833 118,958 142,277 130,399 146,105 166,683 175,595 190,946

Construction 341,518 271,824 178,680 166,253 150,615 154,493 165,705 175,586

Wholesale and Retail Trade; Repair of Motor Vehicles,

     Motorcycles and Personal and Household Goods 762,898 812,214 785,928 801,340 847,564 856,098 865,964 914,328

Hotels and Restaurants 248,960 245,872 230,921 255,738 275,214 289,175 309,626 300,414

Transport, Storage and Communications 341,051 369,949 360,918 376,111 395,926 427,049 449,603 465,204

Financial Intermediation 328,177 309,193 235,449 156,439 145,840 151,360 170,952 202,151

Real Estate, Renting and Business Activities 155,171 156,982 153,368 157,127 161,792 163,862 171,703 177,890

Public Administration and Defence; Compulsory Social Security 171,329 181,095 195,257 204,172 211,045 222,161 244,731 262,081

Education 149,224 163,467 181,699 186,666 196,542 202,318 211,261 220,938

Health and Social Work 68,848 76,417 83,165 90,926 96,678 104,825 107,649 106,803

Other Community, Social and Personal Service Activities 58,902 62,754 60,581 68,089 73,813 77,118 84,951 96,184

Private Households with Employed Persons 6,163 6,650 6,976 6,920 7,028 7,297 7,455 7,822

Gross Domestic Product,  (GDP) 4,611,041 4,732,610 4,626,447 4,637,079 4,922,731 5,133,502 5,446,043 5,930,362

Plus : Net Factor Income Payment from the Rest of the World -102,084 -123,375 -160,044 -126,436 -76,874 -85,069 -88,632 -111,028

Gross National Product,  (GNP) 4,508,957 4,609,235 4,466,403 4,510,643 4,845,857 5,048,433 5,357,411 5,819,334  
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 Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 from http://web.nso.go.th/indicator/eco_mgs08.pdf 
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 Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 from 
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MALAYSIA  

Table 1
236

. Merger Program for Malaysian Domestic Banks 
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 Chow Fah Yee, Eu Chye Tan (2009). Banking Sectors Stability and Financial Liberalization: Some Evidence 

from Malaysia. Retrieved October 8
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Table 2. Malaysian Financial Sector: Number of players 

 
 

Table 3
237

.  

Real Sector 

SDDS Data Category and Component 
Unit 

Description 

Observations 

Period 

of 

latest 

Latest 

data 

Data for 

previous 

period 

National Accounts (GDP) at Current 

Prices 
RM million Q2/09 161,332 155,342 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing RM million Q2/09 16,475 12,683 

Mining and Quarrying RM million Q2/09 18,763 21,876 

Manufacturing RM million Q2/09 41,190 39,753 

Electricity, Gas and Water RM million Q2/09 4,459 4,058 

Construction RM million Q2/09 5,328 4,803 

Wholesale and Retail Trade, Hotel and 

Restaurants 
RM million Q2/09 23,273 21,661 

Transport, Storage and Communication RM million Q2/09 11,300 11,326 

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate and 

Business Services 
RM million Q2/09 22,595 21,099 
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 Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 from http://www.bnm.gov.my/index.php?ch=111 

http://dsbb.imf.org/Applications/web/sddsctycatbaselist/?strcode=MYS&strcat=NAG00
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Other Services RM million Q2/09 8,781 8,483 

Government Services RM million Q2/09 12,947 12,754 

Less : FISIM 
5
 undistributed RM million Q2/09 5,506 5,075 

Plus : Import duties RM million Q2/09 1,726 1,920 

National Accounts (GDP) at 2000 prices RM million Q2/09 126,901 121,062 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing RM million Q2/09 9,814 8,951 

Mining and Quarrying RM million Q2/09 10,186 10,494 

Manufacturing RM million Q2/09 33,820 31,889 

Electricity, Gas and Water RM million Q2/09 3,915 3,502 

Construction RM million Q2/09 4,204 3,765 

Wholesale and Retail Trade, Hotel and 

Restaurants 
RM million Q2/09 19,598 18,277 

Transport, Storage and Communication RM million Q2/09 10,166 10,079 

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate and 

Business Services 
RM million Q2/09 21,957 21,046 

Other Services RM million Q2/09 7,854 7,632 

Government Services RM million Q2/09 9,327 9,188 

Less : FISIM 
5
 undistributed RM million Q2/09 5,539 5,498 

Plus : Import duties RM million Q2/09 1,598 1,740 

 

GDP - composition by sector
238

:  

Agriculture: 9.9%  

Industry: 45.3%  

Services: 44.8% (2007 est.) 
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PHILIPPINES 

GROSS VALUE ADDED in SERVICES
239

 

Annual 2008 and 2007 

AT CURRENT AND CONSTANT 1985 PRICES, IN MILLION PESOS 

INDUSTRY/ 

INDUSTRY GROUP 

AT CURRENT PRICES AT CONSTANT PRICES 

2007  2008  

Growth 

Rate 

(%) 

2007  2008  

Growth 

Rate 

(%) 

SERVICE SECTOR 3,605,918 3,971,031 10.1 672,115 694,529 3.3 

   a. Transport., Comm., 

Stor. 
478,389 508,828 6.4 120,698 125,814 4.2 

   b. Trade 981,454 1,088,198 10.9 233,863 236,705 1.2 

   c. Finance  361,972 404,860 11.8 81,310 83,356 2.5 

   d. O. Dwellings & R. 

Estate 
373,902 412,646 10.4 63,223 66,853 5.7 

   e. Private Services 936,912 1,036,916 10.7 116,374 122,024 4.9 

   f. Government 

Services 
473,290 519,583 9.8 56,646 59,778 5.5 

 

SINGAPORE 

Share of GDP by Industry
240

, 28 July 2009  

 

 

The financial services sector in Singapore accounts for a little more than 10 percent of the 

country‘s GDP. Despite the financial meltdown, the financial services have been reported  to 

improve in second quarter of 2009, growing by 22.8 percent compared to the first quarter
241

. 
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 National Statistical Coordination Board (NSCB). 
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 Retrieved October 8
th
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 Ministry of Trade and Industry, Singapore (2009). Press Release. Retrieved October 8
th

 2009 from 

http://www.singstat.gov.sg/news/news/gdp2q2009.pdf 
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ANNEX B.  Commitments of financial services under ASEAN Framework Agreement 

on Services 

 

In reference for the discussion, these are the explanation of the terms used: 

 

 

 Mode 1: Cross-Border Supply.  The service crosses border, independent of 

the supplier or the consumer  

 Mode 2: Consumption Abroad.  The consumer or his/her property crosses 

border  

 Mode 3: Commercial Presence. Service supplier is a locally established office 

 Mode 4: Movement of Natural Person. Service supplier remains as a non-

resident 

 

 

Market Access National Treatment 

 Number of supplier 

 Value of transaction 

 Number of Operations 

 Number of Natural  Persons 

 Type of Legal Entity 

 Participation of Foreign Capital 

 Tax Measures 

 National Requirement 

 Residency Requirements 

 Registration requirement 

 Authorization requirement 

 Ownership of property and land 

 Other discriminatory measures 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Commitments may vary from sector to sector and within a sector according to 
mode of delivery. 

 “Unbound” = no commitment 
 “None” = no limitation (full commitment) 
 Need to be aware of impact of: 

 Horizontal commitments 
 General exceptions 
 MFN exemptions 
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ANNEX C.  

LIST OF ASEAN BANK UNION COUNCIL 

  

COUNTRY UNIONS 

 INDONESIA  Association of Indonesian Trade Unions (ASPEK)  

 MALAYSIA 

 Association of Maybank Executives (AME) 

 National Union of Bank Employees (NUBE-MY) 

 Association of Bank Officers, Peninsular Malaysia (ABOM) 

 Sabah Banking Employees' Union (SBEU-Sabah-MY) 

 Sarawak Bank Employees' Union (SBEU-Sarawak) 

 Sarawak Bank Officers' Union (SBOU) 

 

PHILIPPINES  National Union of Bank Employees (NUBE-PH) 

 SINGAPORE 

Singapore Bank Officers' Association (SBOA) 

Singapore Bank Employees' Union (SBEU-Singapore) 

 The Development Bank of Singapore Staff Union (DBSSU) 

 THAILAND 

 The Federation of Bank & Financial Workers' Unions of Thailand 

(FBFT) 

  Other Participating unions as Observers 

VIETNAM VIETNAM NATIONAL UNION OF BANK WORKERS (VNUBW) 

SINGAPORE  Singapore Insurance Employees' Union (SIEU) 

MALAYSIA National Union of Commercial Workers - Malaysia [NUCW] 

 

 

ANNEX D.
242

  

 

SINGAPORE/BANGKOK (Reuters) - A new round of M&A is likely in Southeast Asia's 

banking sector as distressed foreign lenders head for the exits and local players team up with 

larger rivals to survive the downturn. 

 

The following table gives a list of major bank deals in Southeast Asia between 2006 and 

2008
243

: 

OCTOBER 2008 HSBC agreed to buy an 89 percent stake in Indonesia's Bank 

Ekonomi Raharja Tbk PT for $607.5 million.  

JUNE 2008 Malaysia's CIMB BUCM.KL agreed to buy a 42 percent stake in 

BankThai BT.BK for about $177 million (2.3 times its book value). 

After a recapitalization exercise and a tender offer to buy the 

remaining shares, CIMB's acquisition of BankThai increased to about 

$584 million in total. 

APRIL 2008 Philippines bank PNB said it will purchase Allied Banking Corp for 

$564 million. 

MARCH 2008 Malaysia's Maybank made the highest bid to buy 56 percent stake in 
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Bank Internasional Indonesia from Temasek Holdings TEM.UL and 

South Korea's Kookmin Bank. The deal valued the bank at $2.7 

billion, which was later reduced to $2.2 billion. 

DECEMBER 

2007 

Dutch financial group ING bought a 30 percent stake in Thailand's 

TMB Bank TMB.BK for $675 million. The deal was about 1.5-1.6 

times book value. ING had initially said it planned to raise its stake 

to 35 percent over the next five years if the Bank of Thailand and 

Finance Ministry agree. 

OCTOBER 2007 Malaysia's DRB-HICOM Bhd bought a stake in Bank Muamalat Bhd 

for $314.2 million. 

JULY 2007 RHB Capital Bhd purchased a stake in RHB Bank Bhd for $936.6 

million 

MAY 2007 Australia's ANZ Banking Group bought a stake in Malaysian bank, 

AMMB Holdings Bhd for $357 million. 

 

Philippines' Banco de Oro Universal Bank bought a stake in 

Equitable-PCI Banking Corp for $1.17 billion. 

APRIL 2007 Japanese bank Tokyo-Mitsubishi UFJ bought a stake in Malaysia's 

Bumiputra-Commerce Holdings Bhd for $382 million. 

MARCH 2007 Canada's Bank of Nova Scotia bought a 24.99 percent stake in 

Thanachart Bank, Thailand's top car loan lender, for 7.1 bln baht (1.6 

times its book value). In February 2009, the Canadian bank doubled 

its stake in Thanachart Bank to 49 percent. It spent about $420 

million in total.  

JANUARY 2007 General Electric's finance unit bought a 25.4 percent stake in Bank of 

Ayudhya PCL BAY.BK, Thailand's fifth largest bank, for $626 

million. (1.2 times its book value). The U.S.-based GE unit later 

raised its holding to 33 percent in the Thai bank in Sep 2007. It spent 

$936 million in all on the acquisition. 

OCTOBER 2006 SM Investment Corp bought a stake in PCI Banking Corp for $348 

million. 

JUNE 2006 Malaysia's Bumiputra-Commerce Holding Bhd purchased a stake in 

Southern Bank Bhd for $1.74 billion. Sources: Thomson-Reuters 

data, Reuters News 
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Healthcare Sector in ASEAN: “Who will care for the caregivers?” 
Implication of Regional Economic Integration to Trade Union Organizing 

in the Health Care Sector 
 

 

By Josefa Francisco, Senior Program Officer 

Women and Gender Institute, Miriam College (Philippines) 

 

Introduction 
 
The Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) was formed in 1967 to advance 

regional co-operation in South East Asia, including the promotion of peace, freedom and 

prosperity for its peoples.  During its first 25 years, the ASEAN was focused on issues of 

regional peace and security but by the 1990s it began to actively pursue economic integration 

objectives, as member countries began to liberalize their economies to cohere with the rules 

of the World Trade Organization (WTO).  In October 2003, ASEAN leaders declared that the 

ASEAN Economic Community should ―be a goal of intensified regionalization processes by 

2020‖.
244

  Towards realising this, healthcare was one of the priority sectors identified for 

accelerated economic integration.
245

  This meant eliminating barriers to trade in the 

healthcare sector, including the movement of health professional services across countries in 

the region.  The new commitment was meant, for one, to reverse negligible trading activities 

in the health/social services, which for a long time had lagged behind in the liberalization of 

services, together with distribution services, educational services, environmental services, 

and recreational, cultural & sporting services.
246

 

 

This study is part of a research project that seeks to analyze the actual and potential impact of 

ASEAN economic agreements on workers and unions in Southeast in four sectors, namely 

telecommunications, construction, healthcare, and finance.  The study was commissioned by 

global union federations (GUFs) that have organized the ASEAN Service Employees Trade 

Union Council (ASETUC) and by the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES), a solidarity support 

organization.  

 

Admittedly, this report on the healthcare industry is a preliminary one which is challenged by 

a lack of data.  Its aim is to stimulate further research interest in an economic sector that is 

undergoing rapid liberalization as the ASEAN intensifies regional trade relations.  It is a 

sector where workers‘ rights and securities are being threatened by this changing scenario.  

 

The paper first draws attention to the larger concern of healthcare financing in an attempt to 

explore surface tensions between two perspectives on the healthcare system, namely, as a 

development / public good concern and/or as a market / private exchange concern.  It then 

proceeds to provide a tentative landscape of key players in the lucrative healthcare market.  

Part three discusses the key ASEAN policy agreements that impact on the development of the 
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market and the final section raises some challenges for trade union organizing and proposals 

for policy reforms that may lead to the protection of workers and the pursuit of healthcare 

management that is development-friendly. 

 

PART ONE: Who Pays For Healthcare? : Tensions Between Trade & 
Development  
 
Traditionally, health has been tackled as a social development issue, not an economic issue, 

much less a trade sector concern.  That is why the health sector contains some of the most 

contentious issues within the trade liberalization regime.  Given the global commitment to the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and in light of recent indicators pointing to the 

lack of marked improvement in global health conditions worldwide – with several low 

income high-disease burden countries in the developing world showing the most dismal 

results
247

 – concerns are high regarding securing sound health policy in light of global trade 

intensification in the healthcare industry. 

 
Aggregate financing flows and expenditure trends reveal the existence of both publicly-

provided and privately accessible health services in most countries worldwide. Relying on 

National Health Accounts (NHA) data between 2000 and 2006, which was made available by 

the World Health Organization (WHO),, the immense role of the private sector in the 

provision of health services stand out in the ASEAN region.
5
  To wit: 

 

 Total expenditure on health comprises the funds mobilized by the system, being the 

sum of general government and private expenditure on health.  The average regional 

expenditure on health spent by ASEAN Member States between 2000 and 2006 was 

3.66 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and did not change very much from 

year to year over the duration.  Cambodia had the highest total expenditure in the 

region, and this averaged 6.3 percent of its GDP.  This expenditure was followed 

closely by the expenses incurred in Viet Nam and Malaysia which stood at 5.7 percent 

and 4 percent respectively.  Brunei, Mynamar and Indonesia had the lowest 

allocations averaging 2.31 percent, 2.2 percent and 1.99 percent respectively.  It is 

noteworthy that expenditure on healthcare slightly increased in all Member States 

between 2003 – 2006, except in Brunei and Cambodia where it declined.  (See Annex 

1 for complete table) 

 

 Within the region, statistics show that on average over the 6 years, governments were 

the single institution with the highest percentage of the total health expenditure.  This 

was, however, below 50 percent of the total health expenditure which was covered by 

the private sector and other funders or sources.  The World Health Organization 

(WHO) defines the general government expenditure on health (GGHE) as the sum 

of outlays for health maintenance, restoration or enhancement paid for in cash or 

supplied in kind by government entities, such as the Ministry of Health, other 

ministries, parastatal organizations or social security agencies (without double 

counting government transfers to social security and extra budgetary funds).  The 

GGHE includes transfer payments to households to offset medical care costs and 
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extra budgetary funds to finance health services and goods.  The revenue base of these 

entities may comprise multiple sources, including external funds.
248

  A country by 

country analysis shows only three governments had expenditures that constituted on 

average over 50 percent of the total expenditure on health.  They are Brunei (79.41 

percent), Thailand (62.23 percent) and Malaysia (51.43 percent).  The lowest 

government expenditures posted as percentages of total health expenditure were by 

the governments of Cambodia (28.66 percent), Laos (27.31 percent) and Mynamar 

(13.01 percent).  (See Annex 2 for complete table) 
 

 The general government expenditure on health only forms a small percentage of the 

total government expenditure.  Averaged at 6.32 percent for the years between 2000 

and 2006, this is fairly low.  While we noted above that the government health 

expenditure of Cambodia as a percentage of the total health expenditure was very low (see 

graph 2), in graph 3 we realize that in the region, the government of Cambodia had the 

highest allocation of expenditure on health as a percentage of the total government 

expenditure.  Only the government expenditures of Cambodia and Thailand are above 

10 percent, standing at 11.66 percent and 10.84 percent respectively on average over 

the six years.  It is noteworthy that, of its total government expenditure, only 1.33 

percent was spent on health in Myanmar.  The average amount allocated to healthcare 

by the governments has slowly increased since 2000.  It is also evident that there was 

a steep increase in the government allocation to healthcare by Member States in 2003.  

This was in response to the 2003 outbreak of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

(SARS) which was contained largely through traditional public health interventions. 

(See Annex 3 for complete table) 
 

 Also shown is the private expenditure on health as a percentage of the total health 

expenditure in Member States for the period 2000-2006.  This expenditure is the sum 

of outlays for health by private entities, such as commercial or mutual health 

insurance providers, non-profit institutions serving households, resident corporations 

and quasi-corporations not controlled by government with a health services delivery 

or financing, and direct household out-of-pocket payments.
249

  It is clear that the role 

of private healthcare in the region is great, as their participation constitutes on average 

over 50 percent of healthcare expenditure in the ASEAN region.  Over the 6 years, the 

expenditure of private healthcare players was consistently highest in Myanmar, where 

the government expenditure as a percentage of the total health expenditure, as well as 

the total government expenditure, was very low.  It is noteworthy that in half of the 

countries, the expenditures of private players constituted over two thirds of the total 

expenditure on average over the 6 years.  (See Annex 4 for complete table) 

 

 Private expenditure includes out-of-pocket expenditure
250

, which on average between 

2000 and 2006, was exceptionally high throughout the region.  Estimates have it that 
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there are at least 130 million Asians who have a disposable income and can afford 

private services, mainly the wealthy and the middle class in Asia.
251

  (See Annex 6 for 

complete Table) 

 
 Another component that forms a percentage of the private expenditure is the Prepaid 

and risk-pooling plans.  These are the expenditure on health by private insurance 

institutions.  Private insurance enrolment may be contractual or voluntary, and 

conditions and benefits, or basket of benefits, are agreed on a voluntary basis between 

the insurance agent and the beneficiaries.  Thus they are not controlled by government 

units for the purpose of providing social benefits to members.
252

  Thailand, Malaysia 

and the Philippines had the highest expenditures incurred through the private prepaid 

plans (14.97 percent, 14.47 percent, 10.87 percent respectively).  It is interesting to 

note that there was no expenditure in this area in Mynamar and Cambodia, while 

expenditure was almost negligent in the Lao People‘s Democratic Republic (0.4 

percent).  It is also noteworthy that between 2000 and 2002 there was no prepaid 

plans expenditure in Singapore, as this was only first incurred in 2003 at 2.8 percent 

of total healthcare expenditure. 
 

 External resources, also referred to as ―rest of the world funds‖, are the sum of 

resources channeled towards healthcare by all non-resident institutional units that 

enter into transactions with resident units, or have other economic links with resident 

units, whether explicitly labeled for health or not, to be used to pay for health goods 

and services by financing agents in the government or private sectors.  They include 

donations and loans, as both cash and in-kind resources.
253

  This amount is 

exceptionally low in most states, and does not constitute more than 5 percent of the 

total budget in 7 of the 10 countries.  An exception to this are the Member States of 

Cambodia and The Lao People's Democratic Republic where the external resources 

constitute 21 percent and 16 percent respectively.  (See Annex 7 for complete table) 

 

PART TWO:  Asian Healthcare Market – Key Players  
 

Estimates have it that by 2010, the Asian healthcare market will be valued at US$600 billion, 

with Japan‘s spending share at US$422 billion.  Other Asian countries are projected to spend 

at least US$190 billion by 2013.
254

  Overall, global healthcare spending is expected to 

contribute to 15 percent of the global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 2015, with Asia 

getting a significant percentage of this increase.
255

  Multinational corporations engaged in the 

production and supply of healthcare goods and services, in particular, giant pharmaceutical 
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and health insurance companies, continue to operate profitably in the ASEAN healthcare 

market. 

 

Healthcare was one of the priority sectors identified for accelerated economic integration 

toward a single ASEAN market.
256

  In November 2004, the ASEAN Trade Ministers adopted 

a Roadmap which was significantly concerned with promoting trade in healthcare goods, 

such as pharmaceuticals and medical equipment.  In addition, two service sub-sectors in the 

healthcare industry have been specifically targeted for progressive liberalization, namely, (a) 

the services of medical professionals, including medical and dental professionals, midwives, 

nurses, physiotherapists and paramedical personnel; and (b) health services, covering hospital 

services (including psychiatric hospitals) and the services of medical laboratories, 

ambulances, and residential health care other than hospitals.
257

  This huge consumption value 

has attracted multinational corporations to engage in the production and supply of various 

healthcare goods and services in the Asian market. 

 

 Healthcare goods.  The giant pharmaceutical companies that operate in the sub-

region include Pfizer (USA), Johnson and Johnson (USA), GlaxoSmithKline (UK), 

Bayer (Germany), Roche (Switzerland), Sanofi-Aventis (France), Novartis 

(Switzerland), Astra-Zeneca (UK/Sweden), Abbott (USA) and Merck & Company 

(USA).  (See Annex 8 for full listing) The same listing shows that the drug industry is 

a huge market, with the multinational companies gaining net incomes in billions of 

US dollars and employing sizable workforces.  The market is expected to remain big, 

since all members of the ASEAN are net importers of pharmaceuticals and all, save 

for Singapore, do not have research and development capability for drugs.
258

  In the 

case of Singapore, its health authority is aiming for the country to become a centre of 

excellence in ASEAN for biologics and biotechnological products.
259

  

 

 HMOs.  There are also Health Medical Organizations (HMOs), and medical care 

equipment or technology suppliers, such as Philips Healthcare.  The HMOs include 

health insurance companies, such as AON AIG/AIU, CIGNA, and AXA.  The first 

three have their mother companies in the United States of America while AXA‘s 

mother company is located in France. (See Annex 9 for listing) 

 

 Medical professional services.  Cross-border trade in medical professional services 

predominantly happens through Mode 4, the movement of natural persons.  This 

mode of trans-border movement is overwhelmingly made up of individual 

professionals, mostly female nurses and midwives that are hired as temporary migrant 

workers by firms in another country.  To a lesser degree, it also involves the 

movement of medical employees to a country where their firms have set up overseas 

operations. Recruitment of medical professionals for overseas work is a lucrative 

business, and it takes place either through a government placement agency, private 

recruiting firms or via direct hiring by foreign hospitals. As a result of the increased 
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deployment of female nurses and care-givers, the number of Filipino women working 

overseas had exponentially increased to account for up to 70 percent of all overseas 

contract workers deployed in a single year.
260

  Two of the largest source countries of 

healthcare professionals who are deployed as temporary overseas workers in the 

world are the Philippines and Indonesia, while the main destinations for these 

individual professionals are the richer countries, including the relatively more wealthy 

ASEAN countries of Singapore, Malaysia (which is also a source country), Thailand, 

and to a lesser extent, Brunei,
261

 

 

 Health services.  These are primarily facilities-based services that cross borders 

through foreign-investment in hospitals and other health facilities and medical 

services.  Within the ASEAN, Singapore and Thailand have led other countries in 

setting up joint ventures with hospitals.  The key players are the Parkway Group 

Healthcare (Singapore) and two Thai companies, namely, Bumrungrad Hospital and 

Bangkok Hospital.
262

  ASEAN governments try to attract foreign investment in 

hospitals and other healthcare facilities as a strategy linked to their health tourism 

plan, which is meant to attract the upper and middle class individuals from other 

countries, or from richer ASEAN countries, to utilise health services in their 

countries.  The medical tourism industry in Asia is being catalyzed by the Medical 

Tourism Association (MTA), a US based non-profit organization that is aiming to set 

global standards for this industry.  Health services tourism has become big in 

Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia.
263

  This has also motivated lower income 

countries, such as, Cambodia, the Lao People‘s Democratic Republic, and Vietnam, 

to be relatively lax in allowing foreign hospitals to operate in their countries.  Medical 

transcription services firms have also begun to spring up.  As of 2004, there were 25 

firms owned by US investors in the Philippines, where medical college graduates 

waiting to take their board examinations, provide medical transcriptions to foreign 

clients.
264

  

 

 Medical, Dental & Nursing Schools.  An allied development has been the rapid 

development of medical, dental and nursing schools throughout the region, which 

provides training for health professionals.
265

  Some of those who had taken up nursing 

degrees and left to work overseas as nurses were actually licensed Filipino doctors 

who could not find good pay in their home country.
266

  This phenomenon of ―nurse-

medics‖ needs to be further investigated and may not only be taking place in the 

Philippines. 
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PART THREE: Policy Reforms Toward Removing Barriers to Market Access 
 
There are two areas covered by the ASEAN economic integration agreements and regulations 

that, among others, directly affect the healthcare industry or market.  These are the 

liberalization of services, and standards and conformance.  

 

Liberalization of Services.  When it comes to regional economic integration, the healthcare 

sector is prominently featured in ASEAN agreements, declarations and technical reports 

falling under the domain of service liberalization.  The ASEAN Framework Agreement on 

Services (AFAS), signed in Thailand in December 1995, is the key ASEAN document that 

set the stage for the elimination of restrictions to trade in services within and outside ASEAN 

countries.
267

   The follow-up document, entitled ―ASEAN Framework Agreement on the 

Integration of Priority Sectors‖ (―Framework Agreement‖), listed healthcare as one of eleven 

priority sectors for integration.
 26

  The ASEAN Framework (Amendment) Agreement on the 

Integration of Priority Sectors further makes significant improvements to the ―Framework 

Agreement‖, all aimed at enabling the progressive, expeditious and systematic integration of 

the priority sectors, including healthcare in ASEAN.
 27

 Significant are the amendments on 

Article 5 of the Framework Agreement that were found in Article 3 of the ―Framework 

(Amendment) Agreement.‖ These are as follows: 

 

―Member States shall accelerate the liberalisation of trade in priority services sectors by 

2010. This could be achieved through: 

 

a. ―elimination of all limitations in Mode 1 (cross-border supply) and Mode 2 

(consumption abroad) by 31 December 2008, otherwise due reasons shall be 

provided; 

b. allowing for Mode 3 (commercial presence) foreign equity participation 

targets, with flexibility, by 31 December 2010, in conformity with the 

relevant decisions of the ASEAN Economic Ministers Meeting (AEM); 

c. setting clear targets for liberalising other Mode 3 limitations, by 31 December 

2007; 

d. improving Mode 4 commitments in line with the results of each ASEAN 

Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) Round Negotiations; 

e. accelerating the development and finalisation of Mutual Recognition 

Arrangements (hereinafter referred to as ―MRAs‖), as identified, by 31 

December 2008; (underscoring supplied) 

f. applying the ASEAN-X formula; and 

g. promoting joint ventures and cooperation, including third country markets 

beginning 2007.‖
268
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Healthcare services continue to be listed as one of the twelve priority sectors found integrated 

to the ―Economic Community Blueprint‖ of the ―Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009-

2015‖ (henceforth, ―Roadmap‖), they were also identified as one of four priority services 

sectors where the removal of restrictions on trade in services was fast-tracked to 2010.   

 

In addition, the other actions identified under ―A.2. Free flow of Services‖ of the ―Roadmap‖ 

that are relevant to the healthcare sector, are as follows:
269

 

 

―iii. Undertake liberalization through consecutive rounds of every two years until 

2015;
270

   

 v. Schedule packages of commitments for every round according to the following 

 parameters: 

 No restriction for Modes 1 and 2 with exceptions due to bona fide regulatory 

reasons (such as public safety) which are subject to agreement by all Member 

Countries on a case-by-case basis; 

 Allow for foreign (ASEAN) equity participation of not less than 51 percent by 

2008 and 70 percent by 2010 for the four priority areas (…); and 

 Progressively remove other Mode 3 market access limitations by 2015; 

 vi. Set the parameters of liberalization for national treatment limitations, Mode 4 and 

 limitations in the horizontal commitments for each round by 2009; 

 vii. Schedule commitments according to agreed parameters for national treatment 

 limitations, Mode 4 and limitations in the horizontal commitments for each round  by 

 2009; 

 viii. Complete the compilation of an inventory of barriers to services by August 2008; 

 

ix. Allow(ing) for overall flexibilities … liberalization through ASEAN Minus X  

Formula; 

x. Complete mutual recognition agreements (MRA) currently under negotiation, i.e.  

… medical practitioners by 2008, and dental practitioners by 2009; (as of this writing, 

the ASEAN Mutual Recognition Arrangements on Nursing Services
271

, Medical 

Practitioners
272

, and Dental Practitioners
273

, have been signed) 

 xi. Implement the MRAs expeditiously according to the provisions of each respective 

 MRA; 

xiii. Strengthen human resources development and capacity building in area of 

services.‖
274

 

 

All provisions found in ―A.5 Free Flow of Skilled Labor‖ of the ―Roadmap‖ are also relevant 

to the healthcare sector.
275
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The current interest in the trade in healthcare services may be traced to four global and 

regional disparities that reveal structural imbalances in health care systems across countries. 

These are: (1) demographic structure (aging populations) in the developed countries; (2) 

shortage of health professionals in the developed countries (but also in some developing 

countries; (3) high cost of healthcare in the developed countries; and (4) poor access to health 

care facilities and services in the developing countries.
276

  

 

While the trans-border movement of low-skilled workers takes place with regularity and, in 

some cases, even increases, Southeast Asian governments remain reluctant to recognize these 

workers, and elect to only focus on the movement of professional workers.
277

  A long-

standing call for serious attention to be given to the protection of the rights and welfare of 

low- and semi-skilled, as well as unskilled workers, remains unheeded. 

 

Standards and Conformance Another important element in economic integration is the 

adoption of harmonized systems of standards, technical regulations and conformity 

assessment procedures.  Variations in national standards are one source of technical barriers 

to trade. An example of a standardized conformity assessment approach are mutual 

recognition agreements (MRAs) covering nursing, medical or dental professionals that were 

mentioned above, in the section on the liberalization of trade in services. 

 

The implementation of an ASEAN Common Technical Dossiers (ACTD) for 

Pharmaceuticals and Medical Device is an ongoing process.  The ACTD was established as a 

result of the process of harmonizing national level standards.  In 1997, the Pharmaceutical 

Product Working Group (PPWG) was established under the ASEAN Consultative Committee 

on Standards and Quality (ACCSO).  The PPWG determined that the topics selected for 

harmonizing national standards would be divided into Safety, Quality and Efficacy, to reflect 

the three criteria which formed the basis for approving medicinal products.
278

 

  

Multinational corporations and global regulators are now applying pressure on the ASEAN to 

align its ACTD with the standards being put in place by the International Conference on 

Harmonisation of Technical Requirements for Registration of Pharmaceuticals for Human 

Use (ICH).  The ICH is a project that brings together the regulatory authorities of the three 

richest economies – Europe, Japan and the United States – and experts from the 

pharmaceutical industry in the three regions to discuss scientific and technical aspects of 

product registration.
279

  Once the ASEAN aligns with the ICH, this would mean 

implementing a mutual recognition of pharmaceutical registrations.  If this happens, one 

possible effect might be indigenous Asian, mainly Chinese and Indian, pharmaceutical 

companies many of which specialize in herbal medicines and generic drugs, will not be able 

to compete with bigger, more established foreign pharmaceutical companies from the 

developed countries. 
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PART FOUR: Implications to Workers in the Healthcare Services Sector and 
Initial Proposals 
 
Challenges for trade union organizing.  The privatization of public health facilities, 

including hospitals, is leading to the disappearance of large sections of public sector workers.  

Moreover, the changing employment conditions of medical professionals, who now move 

across borders or find themselves under foreign management, provide both a challenge and 

opportunity for trade union organizing.  There are also the persistent issues of low standards 

of living and working conditions for migrant workers both professionals and non-

professionals, exploitative recruitment, occupational health hazards, and various forms of 

discrimination and violence against women that need to be vigorously monitored and 

addressed. 

 

Need for classification system for workers in the healthcare industries.  The changes in the 

terrain of the healthcare industries brought about by new services activities have generated at 

the global level much confusion in the classification and identification of workers.
280

  

Without a clear classification system, statistics on employment and working conditions, 

including wages, of specific health workers cannot be obtained, and an overall analysis of the 

labour market in the health sector cannot be carried out.  

 

Health protection & development for migrant sending countries.  The extremely high 

proportion of medical professionals who leave the country each year – most of whom are 

female nurses and midwives – have created a ―care deficit‖ health system in the 

Philippines.
281

  This health deficit cuts across the public and private, national and local, 

institutional and informal. 

 

Need for transparency and accountability in domestic regulation.  There is a need to have a 

more transparent regulatory regime, in terms of having wider consultation before regulatory 

decisions are made and wider dissemination of those decisions after they are made.
282

 

 
Initial Proposals. In light of the findings, the following are being put forward for workers‘ 

protection and empowerment, and the pursuit of publicly accessible quality healthcare 

development.  These are as follows: 

 
 The current framework of the mobility of healthcare service providers in the ASEAN 

is limited to professional healthcare workers.  As a newly emerging category of 

workers, migrant professional workers in the health sector can be unionized, so that 

they can protect and promote their interests.  In so doing, women workers, who 

comprise a significant proportion of professional healthcare service providers, must 

be empowered to lead. 

 

 Low- and semi-skilled migrant workers, many of whom are also women, need to be 

supported in organizing themselves into trade unions, so that they can push for their 
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welfare needs and be able to actively provide input to their employee-employer 

relationships. 

 

 ASEAN must have strong regulatory powers over the drug companies and resist 

pressures to align with global regulatory regimes that are dominated by the big 

economies and powerful transnational corporations.  The ASEAN must continue to 

promote small and medium-sized companies that will produce healthcare goods and 

services for the consumption of the poorer segments of the population. 

 

 ASEAN should continue with its certification of generic and herbal medicines in 

order to ensure that workers and other vulnerable groups are able to access affordable 

medicines. 

 

 The ASEAN, especially the Economic Ministers, should invite trade union 

representatives to their meetings, as social dialogue partners. 

 

 Technical requirements such as standards, assessments and procedures should be 

accessible to associations of small- and medium-sized businesses and firms. 

 
 
 
 

***  ***  *** 
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Annex 1 

Total expenditure on health as percentage of gross domestic product 

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Mean  

Indonesia 1.7 1.8 1.8 2.2 2.1 2.1 2.2 1.99 

Myanmar 2.1 2.1 2.3 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.3 2.20 

Thailand 3.4 3.3 3.7 3.9 3.5 3.5 3.5 3.54 

Brunei Darussalam 2.5 2.6 2.6 2.5 2.2 2 1.8 2.31 

Cambodia 5.8 6.2 6.3 6.8 6.6 6.4 6 6.30 

Lao People's Democratic 
Republic 

3.2 3.3 3.3 4.4 3.9 3.6 3.6 3.61 

Malaysia 3.3 3.5 3.5 4.7 4.5 4.2 4.3 4.00 

Philippines 3.5 3.2 3 3.3 3.3 3.2 3.3 3.26 

Singapore 3.4 3.7 3.7 4.2 3.7 3.5 3.4 3.66 

Viet Nam 5.4 5.7 5.2 5.3 5.7 6 6.6 5.70 

Mean  3.43 3.43 3.54 3.54 3.95 3.77 3.67 3.66 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Annex 2 

 
General Government Expenditure On Health As Percentage Of Total Expenditure On 

Health  
  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Mean 

Indonesia 38.5 42.2 41.2 42 40.1 46.6 50.4 43.00 

Myanmar 13.4 11.8 14.4 11.2 12.9 10.6 16.8 13.01 

Thailand 56.1 56.4 63.5 66.6 64.7 63.9 64.4 62.23 

Brunei Darussalam 83.3 76.9 78.4 79.9 78.1 79.6 79.7 79.41 

Cambodia 22.5 29 31.9 37.2 29.7 24.2 26.1 28.66 

Lao People's Democratic 
Republic 

32.6 33.6 32.6 30.8 20.2 20.6 20.8 27.31 

Malaysia 52.4 55.8 55.4 56.4 50 44.8 45.2 51.43 

Philippines 47.6 44.2 40 38.2 38 36.6 39.6 40.60 

Singapore 36.8 33.9 30.1 34 30 31.9 33.6 32.90 

Viet Nam 30.1 31 30 31.4 26.9 25.7 32.4 29.64 

Mean 41.3
3 

41.4
8 

41.7
5 

42.7
7 

39.0
6 

38.4
5 

40.9
0 

40.82 
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Annex 3 
 

General Government Expenditure On Health As Percentage Of Total Government Expenditure 

  200
0 

200
1 

200
2 

200
3 

200
4 

200
5 

200
6 

Mean  

Indonesia 3.8 3.6 4.2 4.8 4.5 5.1 5.3 4.47 

Myanmar 1.2 1.1 1.5 1.2 1.4 1.1 1.8 1.33 

Thailand 10 9 9.3 13.5 11.5 11.3 11.3 10.84 

Brunei Darussalam 5 5.2 4.4 5.8 4.8 5.1 5.1 5.06 

Cambodia 8.7 10.6 10.8 14.8 14 12 10.7 11.66 

Lao People's Democratic 
Republic 

5.2 5.6 6 6.9 5.2 4.1 4.1 5.30 

Malaysia 6.2 6.3 6.5 8.6 7.9 7 7 7.07 

Philippines 7 6.2 5 5.4 5.7 5.5 6.4 5.89 

Singapore 6 5.2 5.2 6.8 5.3 5.6 5.4 5.64 

Viet Nam 6.4 6.9 6.1 5.5 4.7 5.1 6.8 5.93 

 Mean  5.95 5.97 5.9 7.33 6.5 6.19 6.39 6.32 

 
 

 
 
 
Annex  4 

 
Private expenditure on health as percentage of total expenditure on health 

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 200
6 

Mean  

Indonesia 61.5 57.8 58.8 58 59.9 53.4 49.6 57.00 

Myanmar 86.6 88.2 85.6 88.8 87.1 89.4 83.2 86.99 

Thailand 43.9 43.6 36.5 33.4 35.3 36.1 35.6 37.77 

Brunei Darussalam 16.7 23.1 21.6 20.1 21.9 20.4 20.3 20.59 

Cambodia 77.5 71 68.1 62.8 70.3 75.8 73.9 71.34 

Lao People's Democratic 
Republic 

67.4 66.4 67.4 69.2 79.8 79.4 79.2 72.69 

Malaysia 47.6 44.2 44.6 43.6 50 55.2 54.8 48.57 

Philippines 52.4 55.8 60 61.8 62 63.4 60.4 59.40 

Singapore 63.2 66.1 69.9 66 70 68.1 66.4 67.10 

Viet Nam 69.9 69 70 68.6 73.1 74.3 67.6 70.36 

Mean  58.6
7 

58.5
2 

58.2
5 

57.2
3 

60.9
4 

61.5
5 

59.1 59.18 
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Annex 5 
 

Out-of-pocket expenditure as percentage of private expenditure on health 

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Mean  

Indonesia 63.3 66.1 65.8 69.7 69.2 66.4 66.3 66.69 

Myanmar 99.2 99.2 99.3 99.4 99.4 99.4 99.4 99.33 

Thailand 76.9 75.8 74.8 74.5 74.7 76.6 76.6 75.70 

Brunei Darussalam 98.8 99.1 99.1 98.9 98.9 98.9 98.9 98.94 

Cambodia 97.1 94.3 93.8 90 84.3 79.3 84.4 89.03 

Lao People's 
Democratic Republic 

91.8 91.1 89.5 92.2 90.3 92.7 93.5 91.59 

Malaysia 75.4 73.5 73.6 72.4 75.1 75.7 73.3 74.14 

Philippines 77.2 78.6 78 78.4 78.6 80.3 80.2 78.76 

Singapore 97 96.8 96.8 94.1 93.9 93.8 94 95.20 

Viet Nam 91 89.3 86.5 86.1 86.1 86.1 89.5 87.80 

Mean  86.77 86.38 85.72 85.57 85.05 84.92 85.61 85.72 

 
 

Annex 6 
 

Private prepaid plans as percentage of private expenditure on health, 2006 

  200
0 

200
1 

200
2 

200
3 

200
4 

200
5 

200
6 

Mean  

Indonesia 8.4 7.1 9.2 9.1 8.7 9.7 9.7 8.84 

Myanmar 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00 

Thailand 12.8 13.6 15 15.7 16.5 15.6 15.6 14.97 

Brunei Darussalam 0.6 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.50 

Cambodia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00 

Lao People's Democratic Republic 0 0.2 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.40 

Malaysia 11.9 14.1 14.2 16.4 15.3 14.6 14.8 14.47 

Philippines 11.1 10.1 10.7 11.8 11.3 10.5 10.6 10.87 

Singapore 0 0 0 2.8 3.1 3.1 2.9 1.70 

Viet Nam 4.1 2.2 2.3 3.2 2.8 2.5 2.5 2.80 

Mean  4.9 4.8 5.3 6.0 5.9 5.7 5.7 5.5 

 

 
Annex 7 

 
 External resources for health as percentage of total expenditure on health 

  200
0 

200
1 

200
2 

200
3 

200
4 

200
5 

200
6 

mean  

Indonesia 10.8 4.4 3.3 3.5 3 4.6 2.3 4.56 
Myanmar 1.1 6.1 6.9 6.1 11.2 10.9 13.9 8.03 
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Thailand 0 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.23 
Brunei Darussalam                 
Cambodia 9.4 18.7 19.4 28.4 26.7 25.7 22.3 21.51 
Lao People's Democratic Republic 30.3 12.6 15 20 10.3 11.3 14.1 16.23 
Malaysia 0.6 0.6 0.6 0 0 0 0 0.26 
Philippines 3.5 3.7 2.8 3.4 4 5.1 3.3 3.69 
Singapore 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00 
Viet Nam 2.6 2.7 3.4 2.7 1.9 2 2.2 2.50 
Mean  6.48 5.43 5.74 7.17 6.38 6.64 6.49 6.33 

 
 

Annex 8: List of Transnational Pharmaceutical Companies in Southeast Asia 
(With Net Income and Number of Employees 2008) 

Company Sites (Southeast Asia) Net Income (2008/ USD 
millions) 

Employees 
(2008) 

Pfizer US (Mother Company) 
Asia Pacific 
Malaysia/Singapore; Philippines; 
Thailand 

14,111 137,127 

Johnson & Johnson US (Mother Company) 
Philippines; Thailand; Vietnam; 
Indonesia 

10,576 119,200 

GlaxoSmithKline UK (Mother Company) 
Cambodia; Indonesia; Malaysia; 
Myanmar; Philippines; 
Singapore; Thailand; Vietnam 

10,432 103,483 

Bayer Germany (Mother Company) 
Singapore;  Indonesia; Malaysia; 
Philippines; Brunei 

6,448 108,600 

Roche Switzerland (Mother Company) 
Philippines;  Thailand; Vietnam; 
Cambodia; Malaysia; Indonesia; 
Myanmar; Singapore 

8,135 78,604 

Sanofi-Aventis France (Mother Company) 
Thailand; Vietnam;  Singapore; 
Malaysia;  Philippines; Indonesia 

7,204 99,495 

Novartis Switzerland (Mother Company) 
Philippines; Vietnam; Thailand; 
Indonesia; Malaysia; Singapore 

11,946 98,200 

Astra-Zeneca UK/Sweden (Mother Company) 
Indonesia; Malaysia; Singapore; 
Thailand; Philippines; Vietnam 

5,959 67,400 

Abbott Laboratories US (Mother Company) 
Indonesia; Malaysia; Philippines; 
Singapore; Thailand; Vietnam 

4,880 68,697 

Merck & Co. US (Mother Company) 
Malaysia; Philippines; Singapore 

7,808 74,372 

SOURCES:  
1."Global 500" (web). 2008. http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/global500/2008/index.html. Retrieved 2009-07-27.  
2. "Global 500" (web). 2008. http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/global500/2008/index.html. Retrieved 2009-07-27.  
3. "Pfizer Annual Report" (PDF). 2008. http://media.pfizer.com/files/annualreport/2008/annual/review2008.pdf. Retrieved 2009-
07-24.  
4. "Wyeth Annual Report" (PDF). 2008. 
http://phx.corporateir.net/External.File?item=UGFyZW50SUQ9ODM4NnxDaGlsZElEPS0xfFR5cGU9Mw==&t=1. Retrieved 2009-07-
24.  
5. "Kennzahlen Bayer Konzern" (web). 2008. http://www.geschaeftsbericht2008.bayer.de/de/Kennzahlen.aspx. Retrieved 2009-
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07-27.  
6. "Abbott Annual Report" (PDF). 2008. 
http://www.abbott.com/static/content/microsite/annual_report/2008/support_files/ABT_AR_08_onlinefull.pdf. Retrieved 2009-
07-24.  
7. http://www.baihuayou.com/e/default_home.asp 
8. Regarding PharmaMar and Neuropharma: O'Neill, Michael F.; McGettigan, Gerard (15 August 2005). 

 
 

Annex 9: Partial List of Health Insurance Companies in Southeast Asia 
 

Company Sites (Southeast Asia) 
AON (USA Mother Company) Malaysia; Philippines; Singapore; 

Thailand; Vietnam 
AIG/AIU ( USA Mother Company) Malaysia; Philippines; Singapore; 

Thailand; Vietnam 
CIGNA (USA Mother Company) Singapore; Indonesia; Thailand 
AXA (France Mother Company) Indonesia; Malaysia; Singapore; 

Philippines; Thailand 
Sources:  1. http://www.aon.com/site/aonworldwide.jsp                                                                                                                                                           
2. www.aig.com                                                                                                                                                                                                        
3. http://www.cigna.com/about_us/company_history.html                                                                                                                                                   
4. http://www.axa.com/en/group/axaworld/asia-pacific/ 
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