
 

CC BY-SA 4.0 Reshaping Work and Global Labour University 

 
 

 
MIGRANT LABOUR STRUGGLES AND 

CHALLENGES FOR ORGANIZING 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 



   

CC BY-SA 4.0 Reshaping Work and Global Labour University 2 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Migrant workers are essential to the growth and development of their destination 

countries. They also benefit their home countries by bringing back acquired knowledge 

and experiences from abroad, as well as remittances. Furthermore, in many countries, 

migrant workers are vital to key sectors of the economy such as healthcare, transport 

and construction1.  

 

However, labour migration carries complexities when it comes to governance, social 

protection, and basic rights that these workers are often denied 2. Trade unions and 

migrant organisations play a key part in protecting migrant workers. Nonetheless, 

unions have not been immune to anti-migrant sentiments; at times, they have shown 

reluctance to organize migrant workers, or struggled to find effective means of 

organizing them.  

 

The protection of migrant workers is more important than ever. ILO estimates that some 

164 million migrant workers are currently in countries with enforced or recommended 

workplace closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic3. The realities of the current 

situation have further heightened the need for revamping current immigration policies 

and ensuring that migrants’ vulnerabilities are not further exacerbated in times of 

economic crises. Furthermore, as Gabriella Alberti, Associate Professor at Leeds 

University, pointed out as a result of COVID-19, border controls have been increased, 

which further limits workers’ voice.  

 

 
1 OECD/ILO (2018). How Immigrants Contribute to Developing Countries’ Economies. OECD Publishing, 
Paris.  
 
2 ILO (2018). Care Work and Care Jobs. International Labour Office, Geneva.  
3 ILO (2020). Protecting migrant workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. International Labour Office, 
Geneva. 
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The very use of migrant workers often reflects the aspiration of employers for a cheap 

and vulnerable labour force. Migrants can be ideal candidates for this as they are new 

to the environment in which they work, lack the local ‘know how’, and often do not have 

links with local workers’ organisations that may be able to assist them. One over-

arching theme is that the vulnerable status of migrant workers is often politically 

produced via very precarious residence statuses that deny migrant workers access to 

political, social and legal citizenship-related rights. In other words, even when they are 

crucial to a particular sector of the economy, migrant workers can be invisible and 

voiceless. 

 

Unions, therefore, have a key role to play in giving a voice (and rendering visible) 

migrant workers, through organising them and helping them develop the confidence  

that comes from collective strength, but also ensuring that workers be active 

participants in all processes, such as certification. Certification ensures that the process 

of collective bargaining is formalised; a union can certify a group of employees for this 

purpose and bargain on their behalf.  

 

The event organized by the Global Labour University has created a space for open 

engagement on the complex challenges facing migrants, trade unions and activists. 

This report represents a selective overview of the discussions that took place at the 

event.  as well as a window into creative reflections that can help revitalise trade unions.   

 

MIGRATION WITHIN GLOBAL LABOUR TRANSFORMATIONS  
 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) reports that in 2017 there were 258 million 

international migrants worldwide, with 19 million of those being refugees4. In recent  

 

 
4 ILO (2017). ILO Global Estimates on International Migrant Workers. International Labour Office, 
Geneva. 
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years, unions have been proactive in organizing migrant labour – from Western and 

Eastern Europe to Asia, Africa and Latin America.   

 

Michele Ford, Professor at the University of Sydney5, points out that unions don’t make 

decisions concerning migrant workers in a vacuum but are also influenced by their own 

cultures and the broader social, political and economic system in which they operate. 

Similarly, they are also constrained by financial resources available to them, which limits 

their availability to organise migrant workers. 

Once migrant workers arrive in a given country, they face a number of obstacles. 

Among the major ones is the employment relations regime. If a worker is employed by 

a single employer, he or she will have little incentive to contest abuse and express 

dissatisfaction. On the other hand, workers employed on a flexible basis by many, 

rotating employers, may be more motivated as the stake is not as high (i.e. they don’t 

face a risk of losing a job as those in an employment relationship). Furthermore, the low 

compensation and long working hours that many migrant workers face, leave them with 

limited time to engage in activism and fight for better working conditions. This is why 

trade unions have a crucial role to play, especially in less developed countries where 

the enforcement of labour laws may not be as established. 

Furthermore, Praveen Jha of Jawaharlal Nehru University points that free labour 

mobility is further limited by the ideological divide and unfounded biases towards 

migrants; sometimes these biases also exist within the working classes themselves6.  

Chidi King of ITUC reinforces this point by emphasizing that the essential mission of 

trade unions is strengthening the power of the working class – a pre-requisite to social 

justice and democracy. The labour of migrants is often used to divide the power of the 

working class; thus, we cannot talk about how trade unions organise migrant workers  

 
5 See Michele Ford’s talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPAhxNXqNfQ  
6 See Praveen Jha’s full talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPAhxNXqNfQ   
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without acknowledging that these tensions exist, which serve to create division and 

feed anger, which in turn feeds into xenophobia and racism within a society7.  

Finally, it is important to take into account the constraints or opportunities for migrant 

organizing provided at the national level. The level of capacity of NGOs and unions in 

a given region can greatly influence the opportunities for organizing migrant labour and 

the level of activism. In Singapore, for instance, unions are not as common as in other 

Asian countries (e.g. Taiwan), but they are so tightly connected to the government that 

it makes it difficult to have any meaningful opposition on policy issues regarding 

migration. This points to the fact that migrant organizing is not a singled-out problem, 

but a structural issue with strong local dimensions. 

COMPETING APPROACHES TO ORGANIZING MIGRANT WORKERS  

Michele Ford points to three main modes of engaging migrant workers: advocacy, 

servicing and organising8. Advocacy requires the least resources, but it can also be less 

effective as it is more difficult to measure its outcomes. The advantage of advocacy is 

that it demands the least internal change within the union. The case example of Hong 

Kong shows that advocacy can actually lead to structural change.  

 

In Hong Kong, the trade union HKWCTU has had a pro-migrant worker policy for a long 

time. It first sought to encourage its affiliated unions to recruit migrant workers, 

however, this turned out to be a challenging strategy, in part because local unions didn't 

have much workplace power. The sector overall had low unionisation rates. Up until the 

2000s, the HKWCTU concentrated on supporting migrant domestic worker 

associations formed with the help of NGOs. It began collaborating with them on issues 

such as wages, and subsequently helped them register as formal unions. This proved  

 
7 See Chidi King’s full talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPAhxNXqNfQ   
8 See Michele Ford’s talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPAhxNXqNfQ 
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very beneficial for domestic worker associations as it gave them legitimacy and thus 

made it less difficult to demand changes from the government. Since the industrial 

power was low at the time, street protests served as an important vehicle to voice 

dissatisfaction and demonstrate union strength.  

 

The second mode – servicing – is similar to advocacy in the sense that it doesn’t require 

change within the local union, but this also means that this form has less power to elicit 

structural change. In Malaysia, service unions help migrant workers achieve concrete 

results. The organisations are staffed by union affiliates and volunteers. They assist 

migrant workers in situations where they have been threatened by the government with 

possible expulsion from the country. The advantage of servicing is that it does not 

require the local unions to change their internal processes. The downside is that it 

doesn’t change the way that unions engage with migrant workers or with local workers.  

 

Due to the limitations of servicing and advocacy, Ford sees organising migrant workers 

as the way to the ‘union renewal’. Organizing is the most challenging strategy as it 

requires the most resources. It has been controversial in Asia due to many unionists 

foreseeing limited positive outcomes as many migrants are temporary. Organizing can 

be approached either through separate organizing or through integration. Separate 

organizing involves bringing migrant workers into a separate union. In some countries 

this may be possible (e.g. Taiwan, South Korea, and Hong Kong), while in others it may 

not (e.g. Singapore, Thailand, Japan, Malaysia). If separate organising is limited, then 

temporary labour migrants may join mainstream unions. Some unions may have 

reservations in this regard, and/or limited resources to reach out to migrants often 

located in precarious employment situations.   

 

According to Gabriella Alberti, Associate Professor at the University of Leeds, there is 

lots of discussion about ‘integrationist’ approach to migrant workers’ labour organising. 

The three modes of organising migrant workers mentioned above represent a way to  
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give these workers more voice. However, Alberti argues that many approaches often 

sees migrant workers as passive recipients of integration strategies. She argues that 

migrant workers should be considered as strategic actors, providing an opportunity for 

union renewal9.   

 

CIVIL SOCIETY COLLABORATIONS  

 

Governance of migration presents its own challenges. On the one hand, frenetic global 

regulatory activity, best exemplified by the Global Compact on Migration (GCM), and 

the ILO’s work, promote a progressive and non-discriminatory approach to migrant 

workers’ rights, but with little concrete support – most norms are non-binding and only 

limited budget is allocated to make the GCM a reality. On the other hand, substantial 

funding is allocated to projects that typically promote a conservative, security-driven 

agenda, from the reinforcement of border police to the organisation of tightly-controlled 

migration flows. Unions seem to be expanding a very significant amount of resources 

to participate in the former, begging the question: is it worth it? This goes back to the 

tension in union activity between campaigns and policy. 

 

Engaging in debates about migration governance also raises the issue of how unions 

relate to NGOs and the tension around who represents migrants’ views in international 

sphere. Participants in the workshop agreed that a key challenge was to find common 

ground across civil society organisations, rather than compete. This is a thorny question 

at the level of leadership who conduct international negotiations, but also at the 

grassroots level where organising happens. It would be useful to collect evidence about 

concrete cases of collaboration – but also document better the consequences of 

conservative migration projects in order to identify the scope for resistance. 

 

 
9 See Gabriella Alberti’s full talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MhAfOUpraDE&t=1133s 
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ORGANIZING MIGRANT WORKERS TO REVITALISE UNIONS 

The workshop participants were unified in their view that for unions to be able to act 

decisively and assert their legitimacy in the migrant labour struggles, they need to 

revisit the way they organise migrant workers. The challenge, as Karl Marx foresaw it, 

is that if capital becomes international while labour still acts at the national level, labour 

will be outmanoeuvred. There is nonetheless evidence that migrant organising has 

displayed remarkable creativity, perhaps because it can be so challenging given the 

manifold obstacles it faces. Some of the divides that migrant worker organising has 

been able to bridge include the trans-national, trans-sectoral and documented as well 

as undocumented and core/contracted out divides. 

 

There is much to learn from the cases presented at the workshop, and from others, 

opening the way for the development of informational/educational material to be 

shared with unions, but also the possibility of field visits by organisers to go and learn 

about the ways of organising developed by comparable organisations.  

 

If the debate often revolves around competing models (integration vs. separate 

organising) and their respective strengths and weaknesses, the conference taught us 

that context matters, as in the particular set of obstacles, and existing associational 

strengths of different stakeholders in a given country or situation. There is therefore 

much to learn from promoting exchanges between unions, as shown by the fruitful one 

that took place between UGTT of Tunisia and CGT of France10. 

 

The bilateral agreement between Philippines and Germany can be seen as a good-

practice example, as presented by Herbert Beck of Ver.di and Jillian Roque of PSLINK11. 

Bilateral labour agreements are a tool to govern labour exchanges with other countries.  

 
10 See full talk of Zoubeida Nakib here:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcIf0ueUcSI&t=1101s 
11 See full talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcIf0ueUcSI&t=1101s 
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The agreement was formed due to a shortage of healthcare workers in Germany, and 

the ability of Philippines to fulfil that shortage. There were 170,000 healthcare workers 

shortage in Germany. As a result, they formed a collaboration with Philippines. 

Philippines is widely known as one of the major countries where migrant workers come 

from. They mostly leave the country due to poor working conditions, low compensation 

or a search for better opportunities. Trade unions have also actively engaged in 

advocacy when it comes to bilateral agreements. What sets this bilateral agreement 

between Germany and Philippines apart is its holistic approach. It is based on human 

and labour rights approach, fair recruitment principles, while also complying with World 

Health Organization’s Code of Practice on International Recruitment of Health 

Professionals. International labour standards that this agreement complies to include:  

 

• Equality of treatment in wages, working conditions 

• Occupational Health and Safety   

• Non-discrimination 

• Social protection and security 

• Access to justice and the right to join trade unions 

• Social dialogue 

 

This bilateral labour agreement also includes fair recruitment process. Workers have 

full information needed to make an adequate decision on whether to migrate or not. 

They also get training, including language lessons, prior to migrating. This ensures for 

adequate integration once they arrive to the country of destination.  

 

Whatever the context is, participants agreed that the core obstacle to effective 

organising was often internal, not external: confronting, rather than ignoring, 

xenophobia, racism and prejudice, combined with ensuing reluctance or outright 

opposition to migrant organising). 
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For instance, a group of workers mainly from Latin America, left a union and started 

self-organizing in September 2012. One of the reasons why they decided to abandon 

a main union and join IWGB (Independent workers union of Great Britain), is due to them 

feeling that their demands were not heard by the union’s leadership. These workers 

managed to win a legal case and receive 6 months sick pay, 33 days holiday, and 

access to the contractor’s pension scheme. IWGB is now at the forefront of a number 

of other legal battles, also including gig workers.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

 

Many workshop participants agreed that there is a need to revisit the approach to 

labour migrant organising led by unions. It is essential to integrate these workers within 

unions and encourage them to take up leadership position – in this way positioning 

them as active agents, vs. passive recipients.  

 

The GLU network has critical strengths in engaging with a number of these challenges, 

not least a deep knowledge of worker and union realities that straddle the Global North 

and South. The GLU is committed to working with its extensive network of alumni and 

partner to advance further work supporting trade unions and migrant organising. 
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in order to bring different stakeholders together to jointly discuss the future of work and 
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