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Abstract 
 

At the end of 2015, at least six percent of the Thai population (or 
about ten percent of the Thai labor force) were cross-border migrant 
workers from the three neighboring countries of Thailand, namely, 
Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR.  The demographic advantage of having 
these migrants is to compensate for the shortage of Thai labor resulting 
from the fertility decline in Thailand during the last 30-40 years.  The 
replacement of low-wage labor by foreign migration is, in the short-term, 
probably the most efficient demographic solution, unlike the conventional 
replacement of a new generation by fertility.  Though low-wage migrants 
can raise regional competitiveness and can sustain short-term economic 
growth, the long-term aim of Thailand to shift to a knowledge-based 
economy would be delayed.  Making the minimum wage for cross-border 
migrant workers equal to their Thai counterparts is not only humane, but 
also will help lessen the disadvantage of Thai lower-skilled workers, and 
shift the workforce to a more advanced stage of productivity.  The 
necessity, possibility and implications of such a migration policy for long-
term sustainable development and promoting an innovative economy in 
Thailand are the focus of this research.    

The proposition of this paper is that the process of replacement 
migration within the framework of the proposed “Regional Demographic 
Transition” (RDT) is and will progress favorably in Thailand.  We will 
demonstrate that Thailand has been following a trajectory of the country’s 
demographic, economic and political evolution since completing the 
demographic transition (vital transition) to critically-low fertility at the end 
of the 1980’s.  Subsequently, the country faced an increasing shortage of 
lower-skilled labor as it transitioned into an ageing society.  Eventually, the 
economic demand for non-Thai “replacement migration” outweighed the 
socio-cultural resistance.  International pressure also played a role in 
stimulating the need for migration management which includes not only the 
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regulation of migrants, but also, eventually, the protection and promotion 
of migrant workers.  In this phase of the RDT, the host country becomes 
enlightened on integration of migrants, and could achieve an equilibrium 
through a series of political adjustments.  The authors project that, 
because of the country’s demographic force, Thailand will ultimately be 
successful in achieving peace and inclusive prosperity, not only for itself 
but also for its neighbors in the sub-region. 
The “Regional Demographic Transition” towards Peace 

and Prosperity: A Case Study of Thailand and its 
Neighboring Countries 
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I. Introduction: The Regional Demographic Transition 
 
 Fertility decline to a very low level is a relatively recent phenomenon 
in many countries; not only the majority of developed countries but also in 
an increasing number of developing countries.  In Asia, the critically low 
replacement populations, as seen in Japan, Taiwan, Korea, Singapore, China 
and Thailand, are ageing rapidly and, accordingly, are suffering from a 
shortage of labor in the younger age groups.  The responses of these 
countries to this demographic threat are, therefore, of great interest to 
researchers.  As a case study, this paper focuses on the response of 
Thailand to its country’s demographic changes.  The investigation takes 
into account the unique geographical configuration of Thailand in being 
surrounded by three lower-income neighboring countries, with long and 
open borders, and where the stages of demographic transition are so much 
different.  Thailand underwent fertility decline for a long time whereas its 
neighbors still experience population growth of a certain magnitude. It is 
strategically important how and whether the sub-region will balance these 
demographic discrepancies, e.g., by way of sending and receiving 
population to and from each other, and whether replacement migration is 
seen as a win-win opportunity. 
 

In this paper we hypothesize that Thailand will eventually follow what 
we call the “Regional Demographic Transition” (RDT).  The RDT not only 
refers to fertility and mortality, but also to cross-border migration among 
countries in the sub-region.  Key issues for the transition in this regard, as 
presented in Figure 1, are how a country experiences the decline to 
critically low fertility, how it responds to the shortage of labor, and how it 
adapts to becoming an ageing society.  Unless there is extreme control of 
international borders, the flow of migrants from lower-income to a higher-
income neighbor is almost impossible to prevent.  The economic demand 
for (usually low-skilled) labor is so strong that it outweighs any socio-
cultural friction that results from an influx of foreigners.  As the number of 
migrants increases, the host country government will have to institute 
measures to manage migration, regulations and services to ensure legal 
documentation of migrants, and, eventually, active protection and 
promotion of migrant rights.   Related issues are how best to integrate the 
migrants into the society, eradication of illegal migration and, ultimately, 
reaching a balance of population movements in the sub-region for peace 
and prosperity for both sending and receiving countries. 
 

The RTD is an optimistic perspective based on the proposition that 
the demographic and economic forces for collaboration are more powerful 
than potential political conflict from the mixing of populations.  The time 
frame of the RTD is long-term and open, and there will be political shifts as 
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countries adjust to the demographic dynamics.  Increased regional 
collaboration and mutual promotion will also be the basis of peace and 
prosperity.  Although the case of Thailand is unique and the country can 
benefit from positive supporting cultural elements, the application of RTD in 
other countries and sub-regions is believed to be driven by the same 
demographic forces.  Whether this can be generalized elsewhere, has to be 
explored by future research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The Path and Process of the “Regional Demographic 
Transition.” 
 

 
Source: Proposition by Aphichat Chamratrithirong and Sureeporn Punpuing, 
2017.  
 
 
I I. The Demographic Forces 
 

Fertility declined rapidly in Thailand during the last 40 years from a 
high TFR of more than 6.0 before 1970 to the replacement level of 2.1 
around the end of the 1980’s (Hirschman et al., 1994).  Fertility continued 
to the under-replacement level of 1.6 or lower at present (according to 
United Nations Population Division).  Benefiting from the low fertility and 
the low dependency ratio, the demographic dividend which gave the 
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country the opportunity to attain peak economic growth, was achieved in 
2009 when the labor force population reached its highest proportion of the 
total, or about 68 percent (Wongboonsin et al., 2007).  Since then, the 
country started the transition toward an ageing society; now the 
proportion of population over 60 years is 16 percent of the total and will 
continue to increase steadily.  

 
The demographic dividend in Thailand was short-lived as the shortage 

of younger workers started to impact negatively on Thailand’s labor-
intensive industries.  The insufficiency of Thai labor forced employers to 
look to the lower-income neighboring countries of Myanmar, Cambodia and 
Lao PDR for workers, regardless of whether they were legal or illegal 
migrants.  Migration from these three countries has accounted for the large 
majority of foreign workers in Thailand (Table 1).  In 2010, the Thai 
national census estimated the number of migrants from these countries to 
be 2.1 million (although the actual number was thought to be significantly 
higher).  Others estimated the number of migrants to be 2.5 million in 
2009 (Huguet and Chamratrithirong, 2011) and 3.7 million in 2013 (United 
Nations, 2013).  Using primary and secondary sources of data with the 
survey techniques of repeated enumeration, the number of migrants from 
these three countries in Bangkok alone was estimated to be 600,000 in the 
period around 2014 (Chinvarasopak et al., 2013).  The most recent 
(December 2015) estimate of the total migrants (regular and irregular) 
from these countries throughout Thailand was at least 3.5 million migrants 
and their accompanying dependents (Institute for Population and Social 
Research, 2016).  Still this number probably excludes the hidden floating 
population which may be of considerable size.  If we take the rough 
estimate of the population size of foreign migrant workers from these three 
countries of 4 million (which includes the hidden population) that total 
would account for about 6 percent of Thai population or about 10 percent 
of the Thai labor force. 
 
Table 1:  Estimated foreign population residing and working in 
Thailand at the end of 2009 

Category Stay Stay and 
work 

Professional, skilled and semi-skilled workers  

• Foreigners with work permits 
  

100,338 
• Diplomats and officials      6,148 

   Subtotal  106,486 
Other temporary Stay 

• Stay with Thais 
 
  14,946 

 

• Stay with Thai wife   11,381  
• Stay with resident families     1,098  
• Retirement   28,509  
• Others (including medical treatment 

and study) 
  65,175  

   Subtotal 121,109  
Tourist and those with transit visa extension 
and visa changes  

  92,014  

   Subtotal   92,014  
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Students   
• Higher education (2010)   19,052  

   Subtotal   19,052  
Other regular    

• Residents awaiting nationality 
verification (NV) 

   233,811 

• Born in Thailand to non-national parents      69,799 
• Previously undocumented persons    210,182 

   Subtotal    513,792 
Undocumented expatriates   

• Persons overstaying visas, 2007      65,558 
   Subtotal      65,558 
Refugees and asylum-seekers   

• Registered in official camps (December 
2010) 

  95,330  

• Unregistered and other categories   45,746  
   Subtotal 141,076  
Migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar    

• Regular new entrants under MOU (end 
2010) 

     78,686 

• Entered/completed the NV process 
(end 2010)  

   932,255 

• Unregistered and family members   1,444,803 
   Subtotal  2,455,744 
Total  3,141,580 
Overall total            3,514,831 
Source:  Huguet JW, Chamratrithirong A. (eds.) Thailand Migration Report 
2011.  Migration for development in Thailand: Overview and tools for 
policymakers. 

According to forecasts by the United Nations on the nature of 
replacement migration in a low-fertility society, migration will continue 
(with phenomenal number) until there is an equilibrium between the 
demand and supply for labor. (United Nations, 2000; Keely, 2002).  
However, this equilibrium is theoretical since there is usually a limit to 
tolerance of a host society once the number of migrants becomes 
significantly large and assimilation is low (as currently witnessed in many 
countries of Europe).  A question is, what is the balance between a 
country’s nationalism (i.e., preserving the national identity) and the fear of 
a declining indigenous population?  The proposition of this paper is that in 
the long run the demographic force will win.  Politics will adjust itself.  
Although native Thais still vastly outnumber migrants from the three 
sending countries, the projected demand for labor implies that the 
proportion of migrants in the Thai labor force could reach 20 percent or 
more in the near future.  Among selected countries in East and South-east 
Asia, Thailand ranks the fifth among 17 countries by proportion of migrants 
of the total population (Table 2).  Higher proportion of migrants in a 
country like Thailand is not impossible. 

 
Table 2:  International migrants in countries of East and South-
east Asia 
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 Number Percentage 

Female 
Migrants 

Percentage of 
total Population 

China    848 511 48.1 0.1 
DOR Korea     46 813 50.4 0.2 
Hong Kong, China 2 804 753 59.2             38.9 
Japan 2 437 169 55.3 1.9 
Macao, China    333 269 51.4             58.8 
Mongolia      17 225 26.8 0.6 
Republic of Korea 1 232 220 44.1 2.5 
Brunei Darussalam    206 173 43.5             49.3 
Cambodia      75 566 46.3 0.5 
Indonesia    295 433 38.1 0.1 
Lao PDR      21 801 45.7 0.3 
Malaysia 2 469 173 41.3 8.3 
Myanmar    103 117 46.8 0.2 
Philippines    213 150 48.2 0.2 
Singapore 2 323 252 55.8             42.9 
Thailand 3 721 735 49.6 5.8 
Timor-Leste      11 569 41.2 1.0 
Viet Nam      68 290 42.0 0.1 
Source:  United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
International Migration 2013, available at 
http://esa,un.org/unmigration/wallchart2013.htm (accessed on 3 October 
2014) 
 
 
I I I . Requirements of the Economy 
 
 The history of demand for migrant labor from Thailand’s three, lower-
income neighbors can be divided into two phases.  The first phase probably 
started in the 1990’s or even before, and involved the demand for low-
skilled migrants to work in the so-called three D’s jobs (“dirty, dangerous 
and demeaning”) which most Thais refused to do.  Examples are the 
fisheries sector, seafood processing, certain harmful forms of agriculture, 
manual labor industries and construction (see Table 3).  The economy of 
Thailand at that time still depended on cheap labor to promote the 
competitiveness of exports.  Undocumented migrant labor could be paid 
less since they were not covered by Thai labor laws and protections, and 
that increased demand by employers for foreign labor, especially in border 
provinces where control of migration was lax.  The political atmosphere just 
then also favored the border provinces who could politically state their 
demand for migrant workers and could keep the wage lower than the Thais. 
  

The contribution of these migrant workers during that time has been 
calculated by economists.  It was found that, in the period before 1996, as 
high as six percent of Thailand’s GDP was attributed to migrant labor 
(Sussangkarn, 1996).  By contrast, in 2005 it was estimated that migrant 
workers accounted for only 0.2 percent of the Thai GDP (Pholpirul and 
Rukumnuaykit, 2010).  Furthermore, employment of migrants depressed 
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wages of Thai labor by as much as 4.3 percent in the agricultural sector 
and 2.4 percent in the manufacturing sector (Pholpirul and Kamlai, 2014).  
While employment of migrants raises productivity in the aggregate, this 
was accomplished by emphasizing labor-intensive methods rather than 
expansion of investment in technology to modernize the workforce and 
production (Pholpirul and Kamlai, 2014).   
 
 
Table 3    Registered migrant workers in Thailand from 

Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, by type of work and 
nationality, December 2009 

 
 Type of work Total Cambodia Lao PDR  Myanmar 
Total 1,314,382 124,761 110,854 1,078,767 
Fishing 56,578 14,969 1,800 39,809 
Seafood processing 136,973 6,020 1,180 129,773 
Agriculture 221,703 24,085 18,035 179,583 
Construction 220,236 32,465 12,635 175,136 
Agriculture 
processing 

65,305 6,635 3,677 54,993 

Meat processing 8,852 442 792 7,618 
Recycling 13,172 2,215 1,360 9,597 
Mining, quarrying 1,843 61 35 1,747 
Metal sales 12,556 995 2,191 9,370 
Food sales 54,225 4,483 13,074 36,668 
Soil business 5,879 689 322 4,868 
Construction 
materials 

11,441 1,003 1,296 9,142 

Stone processing 3,543 229 263 3,051 
Garment business 49,501 1,739 6,121 41,641 
Plastic business 16,954 1,341 2,673 12,940 
Paper business 2,569 139 399 2,031 
Electronics 2,595 152 342 2,101 
Transport 9,596 2,502 601 6,493 
Trade 42,814 4,778 7,565 30,471 
Car repair and 
service 

5,631 376 1,276 3,979 

Fuel and gas 3,439 281 777 2,381 
Education, 
foundations, 
associations 

837 36 67 734 

Domestic worker 129,790 6,578 21,267 101,945 
Other 238,350 12,548 13,106 212,696 

Source:    Adapted from Office of Foreign Workers Administration, 
Department of Employment, Ministry of Labor, Statistics on Foreigners 
Obtaining Work Permits during 2009 (Bangkok, Ministry of Labor, 2010). 
 

Many sectors continued to rely on labor-intensive production despite 
the fact that the government wanted to see the country modernize 
production methods to keep pace with the developed world. A survey of 
firms that employed migrants from Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR 
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revealed that such employment discouraged employers to invest in 
innovation (Pholpirul and Rukumnuaykit, 2013).  Although using migrant 
workers could help maintain cost competitiveness in the short run, the 
effect of reduced R&D investment tended to impede improvements in 
productivity and weaken global competitiveness in the long run.   
 

Consequently, in the second phase of the economic policy of 
managing demand of migrant workers in Thailand (i.e., in early 2012 after 
the country’s flood disaster of 2011) the government started to shift to a 
higher level of skilled-labor migrants by regulating import of migrants more 
selectively.  The goal of the government to achieve an innovative economy 
(as per the current national economic policy of Thailand 4.0) places greater 
priority on the quality of migrants, including providing labor protections and 
benefits, equal to what their Thai counterparts enjoy.   

 
During this period, internal as well as international politics were 

involved in the policy formulation and implementation process.  
Nevertheless, strong “replacement migration” still persisted.  The next 
section discusses migration management.  
  
 

VII.  Political Adjustments 
 

Public Opinion Management 
 

If hyper-nationalism increases in a society, then cross-border 
migration will be perceived as an existential threat to the country.  There is 
(exaggerated) fear of migrant violence and crime, drug smuggling and 
human trafficking, conflicts targeting specific nationalities, border disputes, 
discrimination, and proliferation of hate crimes.   These issues easily 
become political (as currently witnessed in Europe and the US), and lead to 
mismanaged policies or inflammatory media outlets. 

A research on the attitudes of the Thai people toward migrant 
workers indicated that some Thais have a prejudice against displaced 
persons and especially irregular migrants from Myanmar because the Thais 
have, as researchers put it, “fear of the unknown” (Sunpuwan and 
Niyomsilpa, 2014).  These fears are not normally present among 
mainstream Thais, but are created and spread by others who seek to gain 
some benefit from xenophobia.  

The impact of cross-border migration is perhaps one of the most 
widely researched topics, mainly because it is commonly misunderstood in 
public discourse.  News broadcasts and media reports often portray 
migrants in a negative light.  Sunpuwan and Niyomsilpa (2014) have found 
that about half of respondents in the Northern region of Thailand perceive 
migrants more as a problem than an opportunity, citing concerns about 
migration leading to a rise in crime and a threat to personal security.  
Irregular or unregistered migrants were seen as a bigger problem and 
threat.  In general, however, the fear of the unknown is not widespread 
among Thais.  The Thai public are not totally against migrants especially if 
they are legal migrants (Sunpuwan and Niyomsilpa, 2014).  The similarity of 
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the cultures of the four Buddhist countries probably help not to make the 
issue too problematic. 
 
International Pressure 
 

The influx of migrants from Myanmar to Thailand since the early 
1990s was initially due to the political conflict and instability in Myanmar.  
As of 2012, there were 85,876 displaced persons registered in the nine 
shelters along the Thailand-Myanmar border, and an additional 56,902 
persons registered by the Thai Ministry of Interior.  It is important to note 
that these asylum-seekers are not allowed to work in Thailand (Huguet and 
Chamratrithirong, 2012).  The management of these nine shelters had 
started the international politics and pressure to Thailand from the UN 
communities as to how the migrants are threated. 

 
  At the same time, Thailand’s rapid economic development during 

the same period attracted a large number of migrants from Myanmar, as 
well as Lao PDR and Cambodia. The majority of these people are economic 
migrants, who are “pulled” by the demand of the labor market in Thailand.  
While migrants are vulnerable to abuse, exploitation, and trafficking, the 
continued influx of low-skilled workers suggests that the risk-benefit 
calculation for migration to Thailand is favorable.  (Punpuing et al., 2006; 
Chalamwong et al., 2012; Hugo, 2012).  However, as foreign governments, 
EU, USA, and United Nations agencies continue to expose abuse of migrant 
labor in Thailand, the impact on exports from Thailand (e.g., seafood) have 
been threatened (USA, 2016).  For example, in 2014, the U.S. put Thailand 
on Tier 3 (the worst human trafficking offenders) on country’s trafficking 
records.  Thailand had to respond by regulating migrants and showing good 
governance of management of migration quite immediately.  In 2016, the 
United States decided to remove Thailand to a better position of Tier 2 
Watch List of those that still deserve special scrutiny.  The government of 
Thai continues working hard on every means to push itself to even a better 
position.  The international pressures certainly work positively to lead 
Thailand to a better migration management.  This shows that demographic 
force is the most important driving power for political and social changes.  
It works also through international pressure. 

 
 
 

Migration Management 
 

a) Regulations 
 
When discussing regularization of migrants to Thailand, we should 

distinguish between ‘legal entry’ and ‘legal work.’  ‘Legal entry’ refers to 
migrants entering Thailand with a proper passport and visa, which show a 
permission to stay with limited duration of stay. The Immigration Division of 
the Ministry of Interior is responsible for processing entry of foreigners to 
Thailand.  ‘Legal work’ means that migrants who want to work in Thailand 
need to apply for a work permit from the Ministry of Labor. The work 



11 
 

permit indicates type of the job, location of the workplace and duration of 
the permitted job.   

 
Earlier, the Thai government has been somewhat slow to develop 

policies to manage low-skilled migration, and had not created a clear, direct 
and holistic long-term policy to manage irregular migration.  Since the 
1990s, irregular migrants and their employers have taken advantage of an 
almost yearly amnesty program initiated by the government.  The last 
round of amnesty allowed the registration of almost two million migrants, 
as well as more than 165,000 employers of migrants.  During an earlier 
registration period in 2009, 1.3 million migrant workers were registered.  
Collectively, as of 2012, the total number of cross-border migrants 
registered is approximately 2.3 million, but the actual number of registered 
and unregistered migrants from the three neighboring countries is believed 
to be much higher.   

 
One method of migration management by Thailand is through bi-

lateral MOU with Thailand’s neighbors which allows legal entry and 
permission to work.  Until now, the bi-lateral MOU process has been 
encountering many challenges because it was costly, time consuming, 
overly bureaucratic, and overwhelmed with corrupt recruitment agencies 
working with officials on both sides of the border.  Despite being signed in 
2003, the MOU with Myanmar has only recently become operational. The 
future perspective is believed to be better. 

 
A second scheme developed by the government to address irregular 

migrants is the nationality verification (NV) process, which aims to 
regularize the irregular (but registered) migrants by allowing them to 
acquire legal status through the issuance of temporary passports of up to 
6 years in validity. This scheme started in 2011 and, upon completion of 
the NV process, migrants receive rights, including social security, work 
accident compensation, and health insurance, and freedom of unrestricted 
travel within Thailand and between Thailand and the home country.  
However, the NV process tends to be long, overly complicated, unregulated 
and expensive.  Migrant rights groups and critics are not very optimistic 
that the majority of migrant workers in Thailand will be able to access basic 
rights to which they should be entitled following this process.   The 
dialogues between the government with the NV process and the right 
groups are at least open and the compromise can happen one day. 

 
 
b) Protection and Promotion 

 
In general, the governments are responsible for formulating laws on 

decent work and social protections, and regulating activities involved in 
migration facilitated by recruiters and employers to ensure that their 
actions are in line with the law. In addition, Civil Society, trade unions and 
even the federations of industries or the chambers of commerce can play 
key complementary roles in creating an enabling environment to protect 
the rights of the migrants and prevent exploitation.  
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International and national labor unions have the potential to advocate 
for the rights of migrant workers and recruit migrant workers to join trade 
unions.  However, at present, in Thailand, the inclusion of migrant workers 
in trade unions is rare due to various reasons from both the trade unions 
and migrant workers.  For example, in order to protect migrants from 
employment exploitation, a written contract between migrants and 
employers or recruitment agencies needs to be signed. The employment 
contract should include a description of the job, site of employment and 
duration of the contract, basic and overtime remuneration, regular working 
hours, rest days and holidays, transportation to the destination country and 
place of employment and return, employment injury and sickness 
compensation and emergency medical care, valid grounds for termination of 
the contract, mechanism for settling disputes, and non-cash compensation 
and work related benefits (ILO, 2007).  However, in practice, problems 
arise when the contract is not adhered to.  The recruitment agencies often 
demand payments that are excessive and not specified in the contract. The 
migrants also complained about being pressured to sign the contract 
before knowing what types of job that they will obtain, lack of contract 
enforcement, and not being given a copy of the employment contract 
(Huguet, 2015). 

 
Although the disputes between workers and employers are still 

evident, the protection mechanism for migrants is already installed in the 
migration management system.  With strong leadership and the effective 
secretariat of the government, it is optimistic that the migrant protection 
platform will be more operative in the near future. 
 

Although, there are both positive and negative impacts of 
international migration at different levels, international migration has played 
an important role as a contributor to the socio-economic improvement in 
both the country of origin and destination in many parts of the world. To 
support the positive development outcomes of migration, and to concur 
with the international standard of human right protection especially the 
ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers, there is a need to invest in decent labor and social 
protections, health and education benefits, ensuring a fair recruitment 
process and practices, and empowering migrants to participate in local 
society. 

   
 A situation analysis before 2012 on health system strengthening for 

migrants in Thailand revealed that barriers include the lack of legal 
identification and health cards, the time consuming nature of a hospital 
visit, the need to travel long distances, language barrier, and fees charged.  
More worrying was evidence suggesting that fully legal workers could be 
falling into gaps in enforcement of social security laws, which was 
technically leaving them without any health care at all for at least three 
months after their registration (Chamchan, 2012).  Fortunately, this three 
month gap is now already fulfilled.  In addition, with government’s new 
policy of pronatalist support, the health of migrant children would soon be 
seen not as a ‘cost’ but as an ‘investment’ for migrants and for Thailand as 
a whole.  Providing prevention and health promotion will be seen as being 
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more cost-effective than treating migrants with complicated health 
conditions.  

 
Furthermore, the Thai government has a policy of ‘education for all’, 

which means all children in Thailand have a right to attend school regardless 
their or their parents migration status.  In practice, the negative attitude of 
the school/teachers, or limitations of the time of the child’s migrant 
parents may limit access to school. Civil Society is finding ways and 
processes to help migrant children access education (Institute for 
Population and Social Research and Asian Institute of Technology, 2014).  
By using health issues and children’s education as examples, it is being 
convinced by all  that Thailand’s migration policies ought to be framed 
around principles that look toward a more healthy, open economy and a 
society with integrated social justice to serve the public good.  With the 
concurrence with the international standard, the proposals are more and 
more accepted and implemented by the government. 

 
c) Partial replacement migration 
            

Thailand has experienced continuing fertility decline for more than 
three decades, the replacement of labor by migration is the most efficient 
demographic solution.  The conventional replacement of a new generation 
by fertility would take at least 25 years (one generation) to fill gaps in the 
Thai labor force. Convincing parents to come back to high fertility is also a 
very difficult job.  By migration, Thailand we can fill the gap within a matter 
of a few years.  However, “replacement migration” is a process that will 
become phenomenal if it is left unattended.  The replacement of population 
of low fertility country by migration will end up with almost a replacement 
of a near total population (Keely, 2002). 

 
Cross-border migration is seen as creating an economic dilemma in 

the Thai labor market. The problem is that many Thai workers do not yet 
have the capacity to take high-skilled jobs while they refuse (or cannot 
compete for) lower-status jobs which migrant workers are willing to take. 
Importing low-wage migrants can contribute to immediate economic 
growth, because short-term investment in labor-intensive industries can 
boost Thailand’s regional competitiveness.  However, the process of 
changing to a new industrial structure will take considerably longer.  That 
said, the informal and irregular migrants are important during the economic 
restructuring and adjustment period.  The dilemma is that, in the long run, 
the economic restructuring and increase in productivity will be delayed and 
the country’s goal of a knowledge-based economy might never be attained.  
The government has to intervene to promote and invest in human resource 
development, rather than having the short-sighted view of labor as a fixed 
production unit, and not as a path to higher potential.   

 
That is to say, the country has no other choice except to manage 

migration well, upgrading migrants to be of equal status as the native labor 
force.  This includes the management of employers and the upgrading of 
the economic structure to an innovative and knowledge based economy 
and discarding the labor intensive industry as much as possible and as early 
as it could be. 
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 The issues of cross-border migration, particularly an elimination of 
the 3Ds jobs, among the irregular migrants should be urgently addressed.  
There should be stricter enforcement of the safety code and increased use 
of appropriate machinery and equipment. Moreover, the appropriate 
international standard work-hour and compensation code must be adhered 
to, with minimum daily wage of 300 baht, and all the benefits provided to 
the cross-border migrants being equal to Thai workers.   
  
 It should be stressed that regulations have to be strengthened 
primarily among the employers, and not just among the migrants.  As for 
the migrants, they have to be promoted and empowered.  They should be 
able to form organizations and unions, as their collective voice, where they 
can also regulate themselves.  All these measures can reduce 
misunderstanding and promote good governance.  In the end, any country 
cannot avoid the situation of ‘no migration.’ Instead, the goal should be 
what we call “harmony in diversity.’ To reach this end, the integration or 
assimilation of migrants needs to be implemented.  
 
 

VII I.  Regional Cooperation, Peace and Prosperity 
 
New international approaches to managing migration (including 

regulations, protection and promotion) are needed in order to maximize its 
benefits and opportunities.  The assumption that migration is strictly a 
national issue to be handled unilaterally by one government is no longer 
valid. Ideally, in order to ensure the best possible outcomes of migration, 
the national policies and regional, sub-regional and bilateral agreements on 
migration, guided by international frameworks on human rights and labor 
standards, should be integrated with national or country development 
priorities (Huguet, 2015). In addition, international, national, and regional 
migration policy reform is also required to meet the challenges of the 21st 
century.  With this direction and successful implementation of the regional 
cooperation, peace and prosperity in the region will emerge. 

 
IX. Conclusion  

  
 There are no illegal labor migrants.  There are only illegal employers.  
Treating migrant workers as well as indigenous workers with strong 
enforcement of the law will improve the quality of the labor force in 
general.  Migration management involves three schemes: regulation, 
protection and promotion.  With these three dimensions of good 
management and the minimum wage standardized, the flow of migrants will 
adjust naturally, and gradually correspond to the real demand under the 
country’s goal of restructuring the economy to the higher level of 
production and services.  The current government policy of innovative 
economy is the correct way to respond to the demographic change in 
Thailand. 

 
The challenging role of the government is how to enhance the 

country’s capacity of technological application to create value-added 
productivity. Promoting social protections, including the minimum wage for 
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cross-border migrant workers, will help reduce the disadvantage of the local 
low-skilled workers, and move everyone toward a higher level of 
productivity.  This will not induce more irregular migrants because industry 
will no longer be allowed to hire underpaid migrants.   

 
As data and information are now available, good research is currently 

conducted and, importantly, migration management is becoming more and 
more effective, Thailand can attain the aim of a technology-based, and 
knowledge-based economy.  Increase in the migrants’ skill will be a win-win 
situation both for destination country and the migrants’ home country.  
The regional prosperity will follow.  It is optermatic that  there will be 
complete enforcement of law, step by step, focusing on the employers, not 
primarily on the migrants.   

 
This paper has proposed that the process of replacement migration 

within the framework of the proposed “Regional Demographic Transition” 
(RDT) would progress favorably in Thailand.  We demonstrated that 
Thailand had been following a trajectory of the country’s demographic, 
economic and political evolution since completing the demographic 
transition (vital transition) to critically-low fertility at the end of the 
1980’s.  We outlined that the country faced an increasing shortage of 
lower-skilled labor as it transitioned into an ageing society.  

 
It was found that the economic demand for non-Thai “replacement 

migration” outweighed the socio-cultural resistance.  International pressure 
also played major role in putting pressure on Thailand to come up with 
migration management which included not only the regulation of migrants, 
but also, the protection and promotion of migrant workers.  We believed 
that in this phase of the RDT, the host country became enlightened on 
integration of migrants, and could achieve an equilibrium through a series of 
political adjustments.  We project that, because of the country’s 
demographic force, Thailand would ultimately be successful in achieving 
peace and inclusive prosperity, not only for itself but also for its region. 
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