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ASIA

Over the past three decades, international labour 
mobility has become an increasingly important 
feature of the Asian economic landscape. 
The estimated current stock of Asian migrant 
workers abroad may be around 25 million (Hugo, 
2005), including both within and beyond the 
Asian region.� Much of these movements are 
undocumented and are not included in the 
available official statistics.
Asian migration has become an increasingly intra-
regional phenomenon. In mid-2000, a quarter of 
the 25 million international migrants worked 
in East and Southeast Asia – and their number 
increases to 7.5 million if unauthorized workers 
are included (Hugo, 2005).
From 2000 to 2005, the estimated number of 
international migrants in South-Central Asia 
dropped from 15 to 13 million, while it increased 
in both East Asia (from 5.7 to 6.5 million) and 

�	 For the purpose of this Migration Overview, Asia includes: East Asia 
(China (China mainland, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 
of China, Macao Special Administrative Region of China – hereafter 
Hong Kong SAR and Macao SAR, respectively - and Taiwan Province of 
China), the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea), Japan, 
Mongolia and the Republic of Korea (South Korea)); Southeast Asia 
(Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Viet Nam); and South-Central Asia 
(Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Iran, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka). Countries in Western Asia and Central Asia are addressed 
in the Migration Overviews on the Middle East and Europe, respectively.
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Southeast Asia (from 4.7 to 5.6 million) (UN 
DESA, 2005).
Some of the countries/areas that are most 
affected by international migration are in Asia. 
For instance, approximately 56 percent of the total 
population of Macao SAR is foreign-born,  while 
the proportion of foreign-born in Hong Kong SAR 
and Singapore is nearly 43 per cent. In Brunei, 
about one-third of the population is foreign-born 
(Hugo, 2005).
Countries/areas in Asia can be roughly classified 
according to their international labour migration 
situation as “mainly emigration” (Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Viet 
Nam); “mainly immigration” (Brunei, Hong Kong 
SAR, Japan, Macao SAR, Malaysia, Singapore, 
Republic of Korea (South Korea), Taiwan Province 
of China) and “both significant immigration 
and emigration” (Thailand) (Hugo, 2005). Some 
countries, such as Cambodia, China, Indonesia, 
the Philippines and Thailand, are also transit 
countries.

EAST ASIA

The two Special Administrative Regions of 
China, Hong Kong and Macao, have the highest 
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concentration of international migrants in East 
Asia (43% and 56% of their total population, 
respectively). With about three million 
international migrants, Hong Kong SAR is also 
the major destination in the sub-region, followed 
by Japan with two million international migrants 
(UN DESA, 2005) (see Figure 1).

Figure 1:

Stock of migrants in East Asia, by destination, 
2000 and 2005

Part A: Total number of migrants

Part B: As a share of total population

Note:	 East Asian countries showing negligible values on the scale are not 
included in this table.

Source: 	UN DESA, 2005.

Many East Asian countries/areas, together with 
Thailand and Singapore, show a high dependence 
on foreign labour

The Migrant Labour Dependency Ratio (MLDR)� has 
significantly increased in recent years in all East 
Asian countries/areas with the exception of Hong 
Kong SAR, which experienced a decrease from 95 
in 1993 to 72 in 2000 but still shows the highest 
MLDR in the region (Athukorala, 2006).

Japan receives migrant workers from less-
developed Asian countries …

Japan hosts the third largest number of overseas 
Filipino workers (258,977), after the U.S. 
(2.7 million) and Saudi Arabia (one million), 
representing nearly a third of all foreign workers in 
Japan, totalling 910,000 in 2005 (POEA, 2006).
In Japan, migrants from China make up almost 
one-quarter of new arrivals (Financial Times, 9 
July 2007).

… and also from Russia

The growing presence of Russians in Japan’s 
northern provinces had hardly been researched 
until recently. Japanese Government statistics put 
the number of Russians entering Japan at around 
37,000 per year, and the number of Russians 
residing in the country for 90 days or longer at a 
little over 6,000. Also, several tens of thousands of 
Russian seafarers and tourists visit Japanese port 
cities each year on a temporary landing permit 
while their ships are at anchor (Akaha, 2004).

China depends on its internal migrant workers … 
and domestic remittances

Labour migration in China has been characterized 
by the large outflow of agricultural labourers from 

�	 The Migrant Labour Dependency Ratio is defined as the number of 
migrant workers per 1,000 workers in the labour force.
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inland villages to work in the manufacturing and 
service sectors in the coastal provinces, mostly 
on a temporary basis. This pattern of domestic 
and temporary migration has helped to generate a 
very large inflow of money from migrant workers 
to their families at home that has contributed 
to raise the income and welfare of farmers, and 
to reduce poverty. On average, a migrant worker 
remits between ¥500-1,000 (EUR 50-100�) three 
to six times a year. In 2006, domestic remittances 
averaged ¥331 billion� (EUR 33 billion). 
Approximately 75 per cent of the total domestic 
remittance volume of ¥223 billion in 2004 was 
captured by formal financial institutions. The 
remaining 25 per cent were either hand-carried 
home or sent through other channels (Cheng and 
Zhong, 2005).

Highly skilled emigration from East Asia is still 
an issue …

South Korean professionals continue to emigrate, 
with 4,600 leaving for Canada and 4,200 for the 
U.S. in 2003. Some 188,000 South Koreans were 
studying abroad in April 2004 (Migration News, 
2005), a step that often leads to permanent 
settlement abroad.
It is estimated that more than half of the graduating 
class of Beijing University’s engineering students 
will seek opportunities overseas. Between 1979 
and 1998, only about a third of all Chinese 
students benefiting from government assistance 
to study abroad returned home. The return rate, at 
around 10 per cent, is lowest for students going to 
the United States (from Canada the rate is around 
50%) (Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, 2000).

�	 One China Yuan Renminbi = EUR 0.099 (exchange rate, August 2008).
�	 The above estimate is based on the assumption that 75 per cent of the 

126 million migrant workers in China in 2006 sent on average ¥3,500 
home per year (Cheng and Zhong, 2005).

•

•

... but there are also signs that talent can be 
encouraged to return home

Incentives schemes have been launched to 
encourage the return of highly skilled diaspora 
both to Taiwan Province of China and to South 
Korea.
In China, the number of returned students jumped 
from less than 10,000 in 2000 to about 25,000 
in 2004. However, returnees, as a percentage of 
persons going overseas, have not increased, as 
liberalization of the policy on travelling abroad 
on the basis of own funds has resulted in a very 
significant increase in the number of persons 
going abroad (Zweig, 2006).

SOUTH–CENTRAL ASIA

Though India is the main destination country in 
South-Central Asia, the 5.7 million international 
migrants living there account for only 0.5 per cent 
of the total population. At the other extreme, the 
818,582 international migrants living in Nepal 
represent three per cent of the local population, 
the highest share in this part of the world (UN 
DESA, 2005) (see Figure 2).

Figure 2:

Stock of migrants in South-Central Asia, by 
destination, 2000 and 2005

Part A: Total number of migrants
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Part B: As a share of total population

Source: UN DESA, 2005.

Many South-Central Asian countries are major 
sources of migrant workers

Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka are 
major countries of origin of migrant workers (see 
Figure 3).
While India is also a country of destination and 
transit, its levels of emigration  increased in 2005 
and accounted for almost eight per cent of total 
inflows in Australia (compared to 5% for the period 
1990-2004), 11 per cent in Canada (8%) and eight 
per cent in the United States (5%) (OECD, 2007).

Figure 3:

Labour migration outflows for South-Central 
Asia, 2001-2005

Note: 	 Figures based on official statistics for the South-Central Asian 
region and the Nepal Institute of Development Studies (NIPS).

Source: 	 IOM, 2005.
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According to research conducted in 2002 by the 
Nepal Institute for Development Studies (NIDS) 
for the United Nations Women’s Fund (UNIFEM), 
approximately 170,000 Nepalese were in East and 
Southeast Asia,� nearly 36,000 in Europe and over 
10,000 in North America. However, most Nepali 
workers abroad were to be found in the Gulf states; 
over 465,000 Nepalese were working in countries 
such as Saudi Arabia (42% of all Nepali expatriate 
workers) and Qatar (11%) (Seddon, 2005).

These movements continue to comprise mainly 
low-skilled workers … and involve women

The majority of Nepali women migrant workers 
present outside of India, mainly in the Middle East, 
East Asia, and Southeast Asia, were concentrated 
in two destinations – Hong Kong SAR (44%) and 
Japan (9%) – with 56.5 per cent in East and 
Southeast Asia. The remainder were employed in 
the U.K. (12%), the U.S. (9%), Australia (6%), 
Bahrain (4%) and other countries. Most of them 
were working in domestic service or in other areas 
of the services sector (Seddon, 2005).

South-Central Asia is also characterized by large 
outflows of students

Indian students in the U.S. accounted for 13.9 per 
cent of all foreign students in the period 2003-
2004, the largest percentage for the third year 
in a row, followed by students from China, South 
Korea, Japan, Canada, and Taiwan Province of 
China. In 2004-2005, India continued to be the 
main country of origin for students leaving to 
study in the U.S., with 80,466 students (Khadria, 
2006).

�	 In February 2001, the Malaysian Government officially “opened” its 
labour market to workers from Nepal. Within six months, over 12,000 
migrant workers had left for Malaysia and, a year later, Malaysia was 
hosting some 85,000 Nepali migrant workers.
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During the last decade, labour migration flows 
from South-Central Asia have become more 
diverse: while Asian destinations now receive 
many more migrants, the Middle East continues to 
be the most popular destination

An estimated 8.7 million temporary contractual 
workers from different Asian countries live and work 
in the Middle East (Hugo, 2005) (see Figure 4).

Figure 4:

Estimated stock of Asian origin temporary 
contractual workers in the Middle East

Source: Hugo, 2005.

Bangladesh, India and Pakistan supply workers to 
realize infrastructure projects in the Gulf states, 
while Indonesia and Sri Lanka have secured the 
greatest part of the labour market for domestic 
workers, which has also spurred the feminization 
of migration in the Gulf region (Asis, 2005).
Outflows of Pakistani workers to the Gulf countries 
fluctuate from year to year. The number of Pakistani 
workers who moved to Kuwait was 400 in 2001, 
but reached 12,087 in 2003 and then declined to 
6,895 in 2005. Likewise, 18,421 Pakistani workers 
went to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2001, 
whereas in 2003 the number was 61,329, then 
47,441 in 2005. Around 90 per cent of Pakistani 
temporary contractual workers to the Gulf 
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countries are in semi to low-skilled employment 
categories (IDB, 2006).

SOUTHEAST ASIA

Southeast Asian countries are grouped in 
the ASEAN� regional block and most of their 
migrant populations originate within this system 
(Battistella, 2002). In Southeast Asia, Singapore 
has the highest number of international migrants 
on its territory (1.8 million), followed by Malaysia 
with 1.6 million. In terms of concentration, 
Singapore still leads with nearly 43 migrants per 
100 inhabitants, while Malaysia has a much lower 
migrant share of 6.5 per cent. The country of 
Brunei Darussalam ranks second in concentration 
with about 33 migrants per 100 habitants (UN 
DESA, 2005) (see Figure 3).

Figure 5:

Stock of migrants in Southeast Asia, by 
destination, 2000 and 2005

Part A: Total number of migrants

�	 ASEAN is the Association of Southeast Asian Nations and comprises 
10 countries: Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam.
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Part B: As a share of total population

 

Source: UN DESA, 2005.

Although Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore show 
a dependence on foreign labour, …

Singapore’s non-resident workforce increased 170 
per cent, from 248,000 in 1990 to 670,000 in 
2006. About 580,000 foreign workers are lower-
skilled workers (Yeoh, 2007).
The number of regular foreign workers in Malaysia, 
as per official sources, was reported to be as high 
as 2.2 million� in 2008 or up to 2.5-3 million if 
irregular migrant workers are included.� In 2006, 
Indonesians made up 65 per cent of all regular 
migrants, followed by Nepalese (11%) and Indian 
nationals (7%). About 32 per cent of migrants were 
employed in manufacturing and the remainder in 
the services, construction and plantation sectors 
(EIU, 2006).
The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU, 2006) 
forecast suggests that between 2005 and 2015 
Singapore and Thailand (along with Hong Kong 
SAR and Taiwan Province of China) will face a 
situation where the growth in labour demand will 

�	 Malaysia showed the highest dependency on migrant workers in the 
region with about 220 migrants per 1,000 workers in 2003, having 
experienced an increase of 65 per cent since 1994 (Athukorala, 2006).

�	 The discrepancy with the UN DESA estimates provided in Figure 3 and 
those reported by the Malaysian government is likely to be due to the 
different reference year of the two sources.
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exceed growth in the working age population. 
Thailand’s MLDR increased from 5 in 1990 to 15 in 
2003 (Athukorala, 2006). These countries/areas 
are thus expected to face incremental pressure 
on the demand for labour in connection with 
continued economic growth. The problem is most 
acute in Singapore (EIU, 2006).

… many Southeast Asian countries are major 
sources of migrant labour

A newcomer to labour migration, Viet Nam, has 
expanded its overseas employment programme, 
with the result that over 70,000 workers go 
abroad per annum (Asis, 2005). Some 75,000 
migrants went abroad in 2003, when there was 
a stock of 350,000 Vietnamese migrants abroad, 
including 75,000 in Malaysia and 40,000 in Taiwan 
Province of China; other destinations are Japan, 
South Korea and the Middle East (Migration News, 
2004).
The Philippines have the largest stock of migrant 
workers in foreign countries. Official figures 
from the Philippine Overseas Employment 
Administration (POEA, 2006) reveal that, as at the 
end of 2006, the total stock of overseas Filipinos 
was 8.2 million distributed as follows: 3.6 million 
permanent residents, 3.8 million temporary 
residents and 875,000 irregular migrants.
Indonesia is a quintessential labour-surplus 
country. At the end of 2006, an estimated 11 per 
cent of Indonesian workers (11.6 million) were 
unemployed, and underemployment stood at 
over 20 per cent (i.e. 45 million workers) (Hugo, 
2007). Official governmental sources in July 2006 
reported that two million Indonesians worked 
abroad, 70 per cent of whom were low-skilled 
(Migration News, 2006).
On the other hand, the number of Thai nationals 
officially in employment overseas fell steadily from 
202,000 in 1999 to about 150,000 in 2003, owing 
to increased competition from more populous 
countries and their large supply of low-wage 
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labour, and to stricter labour migration regulations 
in Thailand and in destination countries (Huguet 
and Punpuing, 2005).

These outflows are also directed to non-ASEAN 
destinations

The vast majority of Filipino workers abroad is 
to be found either in the Middle East or in other 
Asian countries (see Figure 6).

Figure 6:

Deployment of overseas Filipino workers, by 
destination, (new employees and returnees, 
excluding seafarers), 1998-2006

Source: POEA, 2006.

Out of some 200,000 migrant workers in the 
Lebanon, about 34,000 were from the Philippines 
in mid-2006, mostly in domestic service (Migration 
News, 2006).
Since 2001, the Middle East has again become 
the leading destination for Indonesian overseas 
workers, with their number peaking at over 
226,000 in 2006 (Hugo, 2007).
Taiwan Province of China is the major destination 
for Thais migrating for employment, followed by 
Singapore. While Israel has been steadily attracting 
Thai workers during the last decade, South Korea 
has emerged as a new top destination only during 
the last five years and is now the third largest 
destination for Thai temporary migrant workers. 
Brunei is also becoming another significant 
destination for Thais and migration of Thais to 
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non-Asian destinations, such as Europe, is steadily 
increasing (TOEA, 2007) (see Figure 7).

Figure 7:

Thai workers abroad, by destination, 1995-2007

Source: TOEA, 2007.

… but there are signs that talent can be encouraged 
to return home

Malaysia has introduced a programme under which 
the estimated 10,000 Malaysian professionals 
abroad can apply to return with the government 
guaranteeing their previous foreign salary. In 
2004, 250 out of 650 applications to return had 
been accepted (Migration News, 2004).

SOME TOPICAL ISSUES IN MIGRATION 
MANAGEMENT IN ASIA

Increasing numbers of Asian migrants are leaving 
to work in African countries

The number of Filipino nationals working in 
Africa has steadily increased over the last years 
(see Figure 8).
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18,880

Figure 8:

Overseas Filipino workers in Africa, (new 
employees and returnees), 1998-2006

Source: POEA, 2006.

China is also rapidly becoming an important 
country of origin for migrants going to Africa, 
especially to South Africa where an estimated 
100,000 to 200,000 Chinese migrants are working 
either as regular or irregular entrants (SAMP 
Migration News, January 2006).
Lesotho is home to about 5,000 Chinese nationals 
(mainly investors in the textile industry) both 
from Taiwan Province of China and the mainland, 
making it the largest foreign community ever to 
reside there (MPI, 2004).

South-Central and Southeast Asian migration is 
increasingly feminized

With employment opportunities and the number 
of destinations increasing worldwide, many more 
women are joining the migrant flows from Asian 
countries to Europe, the Middle East and North 
America, and also within the Asian region itself.

Figure 9:

Selected Asian countries of origin: proportion of 
women in international labour migration flows

Sources:	 POEA, 2006 (*only new employees); Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign 
Employment 2005; Chalamwong, 2005 for Thailand; Soeprobo, 
2004 for Indonesia; Bangladesh Bureau of Manpower, Employment 
and Training (BMET), 2006.
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Women represent about 60 per cent of all migrants 
from the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Indonesia (POEA, 
2006; Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment 
2005; Soeprobo, 2005) (see Figure 9).
Women make up just over 15 per cent of Thai 
migrant workers, but the actual number may 
be considerably higher given that much female 
migration is undocumented (Hugo, 2005) and that 
most women migrant workers from Thailand work 
in the domestic sector which is not a recognized 
category of employment.
Countries with a traditionally higher proportion 
of female migrants, such as Sri Lanka and the 
Philippines, have experienced a slower rate of 
increase in the number of female migrants than 
countries where women have only relatively 
recently joined the migration flows and where 
their numbers are still relatively low, for instance, 
Bangladesh (POEA, 2006; Sri Lanka Bureau of 
Foreign Employment, 2005) (see Figures 10 
and 11).

Figure 10:

Trends in female labour migration from the 
Philippines and Sri Lanka

Sources: 	POEA, 2006 (only new employees) and Sri Lanka Bureau of 
Foreign Employment, 2005.

Figure 11:

Trends in female labour migrant flows from 
Bangladesh

Source: BMET, 2006.
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Although Bangladesh did introduce a selective 
ban on female migration owing to cases of abuse 
and sexual exploitation of women migrants 
abroad, according to the recently adopted 
overseas employment policies by the Government 
of Bangladesh, both men and women are free to 
migrate abroad to work and the earlier ban on 
female migration is being reviewed on a case-by-
case basis.�

The evidence provided by Blanchet (2008) suggests 
that the official statistics on both male and 
female Bangladeshi migrant workers have been 
significantly underestimated. In sharp contrast to 
the official figure of 18,880 for 2006, this study 
provides an estimate of 430,000 Bangladeshi 
women migrant workers abroad. On the other 
hand, while the official statistics indicate that 
there are 3.8 million male migrant workers, the 
paper gives an estimate of 2.9 million. Given these 
new estimates, the proportion of female migrants 
as compared to their male counterparts stands at 
approximately 15 per cent.
The majority of the ten main destinations for 
Bangladeshi women between mid-2004 and mid-
2007 are in the Middle East (BMET, 2007) (see 
Figure 12).

Figure 12:

Top destinations for Bangladeshi women,  
mid-2004-mid-2007

Source: BMET, 2007.

�	 Information obtained via personal email contact with Shahidul Haque 
(IOM).
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Asia is increasingly attracting highly trained 
individuals from more developed countries/areas 
within and outside Asia

ASEAN-610 countries have been net destinations 
for skilled individuals in recent years: Malaysia, 
Singapore and Thailand have attracted some 
60,000-70,000 foreign workers, with some 10,000 
to 20,000 migrants also working in Indonesia 
and the Philippines in 2002-2003 (Bathnagar 
and Manning, 2005). Professional posts requiring 
greater skills and experience are largely filled by 
workers from Singapore, the G-8 countries and 
Australia and New Zealand (EIU, 2007).
Indonesia is also experiencing an influx of 
skilled expatriates owing to the inability of 
Indonesian training institutions to supply a 
sufficient number of professionals (in particular 
engineers, scientists, managers and accountants) 
commensurate with the country’s structural 
changes and economic growth. Experts have come 
from Australia and other developed countries, as 
well as the Philippines and India (Hugo, 2007).
While India can generally meet its need for skilled 
workers from its large pool of university graduates, 
there has been a recent trend to hire foreign 
nationals already working with Indian companies 
around the world. Foreigners are being employed 
in India’s information technology (IT) sector, and 
this trend is likely to continue (EIU, 2007).
Many Hong Kong SAR residents work outside their 
territory, particularly in mainland China. According 
to a survey conducted in Hong Kong SAR in early 
2004, close to 80 per cent out of a total of 240,000 
held administrative and professional positions in 
mainland China. Chinese authorities offer three-
year multiple-entry visas to visiting third-country 
nationals who are permanent residents in Hong 
Kong SAR. Most of those working in China do so 
on a temporary basis; annual departures from the 
territory as a whole are relatively low at just 9,800 
in 2004 (EIU, 2007).

10	 ASEAN-6 refers to those countries that are long-standing members of 
the World Trade Organization (WTO): Brunei-Darussalam, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand.
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Diasporas from Asia are some of the largest in 
the world

With 30 to 40 million overseas Chinese (Chinese 
nationals as well as those who have acquired 
citizenship of host countries), the Chinese 
diaspora is the largest (2.9% of the population), 
followed by the Indian diaspora with around 20 
million, or 1.9% of the population. The Philippines 
diaspora is some 8.2 million strong (over 10% of 
the population11), and the number of Pakistanis 
abroad stands at around four million or 2.8 
per cent of the population (Hugo, 2005; POEA, 
2006).
As a general rule, the Asian diasporas maintain 
close and active relationships with their home 
countries, and this is particularly evident 
during crisis times, as demonstrated by the vast 
relief efforts undertaken by the members of the 
expatriate communities abroad in the wake of the 
Tsunami in 2004 (IOM, 2007a).

Irregular migration movements exist throughout 
the region

The Malaysian Home Affairs Minister estimated 
the number of unauthorized migrant workers 
in Malaysia at around 600,000 in late 2006, 
the majority from Indonesia, notwithstanding 
periodic repatriation campaigns, deportations and 
amnesties (Hugo, 2007).
While the majority of Filipinos in the five leading 
destination countries generally hold regular 
status, more than 70 per cent (125,000) of 
Filipinos working in Malaysia are in an irregular 
situation (Commission on Filipinos Overseas, 
2006) (see Figure 13). Unauthorized migration 
from the Philippines to Malaysia is primarily to 
Sabah province (Battistella, 2002).

11	 The total population of 76.5 million in the Philippines is taken from the 
2002 census data.

•
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Figure 13:

The five destination countries with the largest 
estimated stocks of Filipinos overseas as of end 
2006

Sources: 	POEA, 2006. Data were prepared by the Commission on Filipinos 
Overseas from CFO, DFA, POEA and other sources covering 194 
countries / territories.

According to the Ministry of Labour, there were 
at least 360,000 migrants working in South Korea 
in June 2006, some 1.5 per cent of the total 
workforce. Of this total, at least 189,000 were 
irregular migrant workers (Amnesty International, 
2006).
Data from the Immigration Detention Centre in 
Bangkok for 2003 show that 58,322 migrants 
from East and Southeast Asia were detained and 
58,719 were deported, the majority from Myanmar 
and Cambodia. In the same year, a further 2,344 
from South-Central Asia were detained and 2,224 
deported (Huguet and Punpuing, 2005).
Of the two million foreigners living in Japan, 
well over 200,000 are estimated to be irregular 
residents (Financial Times, 9 July 2007).

Internal displacements caused by natural disasters 
are a major and recurring issue in South-Central 
Asia

Frequent floods, earthquakes, cyclones and, 
more recently, tsunamis have led to the massive 
displacement of local populations. As of July 
2005, official figures put the number of displaced 
persons due to the 2004 Tsunami in the Indian 
Ocean region at over 1.7 million. Indonesia’s 
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Aceh province was particularly hard hit and, 
according to the Indonesian Government’s disaster 
coordinating agency, BAKORNAS, by the end of 
2005, a total of 532,898 people had been displaced 
in Aceh alone (Rofi and Robinson, 2006).
Chronic flooding in Bangladesh is provoking the 
repeated major displacements of populations, as 
occurred again in 2007 when over eight million 
people were estimated to having been displaced 
due to the monsoon rains (Li, 2007).
Cyclone Sidr in November 2007, one of the worst 
natural disasters in Bangladeshi history, resulted 
in an estimated 4,000 deaths and the displacement 
of over three million people (U.S. Embassy, Dhaka, 
2007).
The 2004 Tsunami displaced large population 
segments in Sri Lanka and some parts of India, 
with estimates of the number of people displaced 
in Sri Lanka alone ranging from 500,000 to one 
million persons (Haque, 2005).

Remittances

Between 2000 and 2007, remittance flows to East 
Asia grew at a faster rate than to Southeast and 
South-Central Asia, although the latter received 
the largest share overall (World Bank, 2008) (see 
Figure 14).

Figure 14:

Global flows of international migrant 
remittances to Asia, 2000-2007 (USD billions)

Source: World Bank, 2008.
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India remained the leading recipient of global 
remittance flows, which reached USD 27 billion 
in 2007, accounting for about three per cent of 
the GDP or close to 11 per cent of all remittance 
flows to developing countries (see Figure 15). 
Remittances to India have risen steadily over the 
last 15 years, and dramatically so over the last 
decade (Muzaffar Chisti, 2007).
Bangladesh Bank statistics revealed that 
remittance inflows continue to increase and 
reached approximately 6.4 billion USD in  
2007-0812 surpassing the previous fiscal year’s 
total of USD 5 billion (Bangladesh Bank, 2008).
World Bank estimates for 2007 show that 
Bangladesh, Philippines and Pakistan continue 
to grow robustly in Asia underscoring the global 
growth in remittances inflows (World Bank, 
2008).

Figure 15:

Remittances received in Asia by main countries 
of origin, 2007 (USD billions)

Source: World Bank, 2008.

Most remittance flows generated within Asia 
remain in the region. As shown in Figure 16, more 
than 90 per cent of the remittance outflows from 
Malaysia, India and Singapore remain within Asia. 
For India, the share of remittances generated that 

12	 Data up to April of financial year 2007-08.
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remains within Asia is around 80 per cent and, 
for Singapore, this share is over 70 per cent (IOM 
calculations based on the World Bank bilateral 
remittances dataset, 2006).

Figure 16:

Selected Asian sending and receiving countries 
of remittances (%, estimates in USD millions)

Note: 	 IOM calculations using figures from the “Bilateral Remittance 
Flows using Migrant Stocks” dataset by Ratha and Shaw (World 
Bank, 2006).

Source:	 IOM, 2007b.

Remittances sent from Malaysia

Remittances sent from Singapore

Remittances sent from India
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