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Executive Summary 

This study examines how the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Thailand and 

Myanmar, designed to facilitate legal labour migration, systematically fails to protect migrant 

workers despite its formal framework. Drawing on primary interviews, policy analysis, and 

comparative ASEAN studies, this study identifies structural flaws that transform a purportedly 

protective mechanism into a vehicle for exploitation. 

Key Findings 

1. Contract Substitution and Job Mismatch 

The MOU system fails to ensure employment contracts are honoured, with migrants reporting 

systematic deception during the contract signing process. One participant recounted: "Back in 

the village, we had to pay U... 20 lakhs (around 500 USD). Later, when signing the contract in 

Panglong, we had to pay an additional 45 lakhs (Around 1000 USD). At that time, the broker 

said, 'I don't have time for your sister to read the contract. Sign it quickly.' After we signed, he 

immediately took the contract away" (Participant ISP-01). CNI Myanmar (2023) documented, 

"Among the workers sent to Thailand under the MOU between the two countries, most of 

them failed to get jobs or jobs described in the employment contracts, while some of them 

were abandoned at roadsides." 

2. Enforcement Vacuum 

The Thailand Migration Report 2024 found that despite legally requiring trilingual contracts, 

62% of surveyed MOU workers experienced post-arrival contract changes that reduced wages 

by 30-40% (ILO, 2024, p. 28), indicating systematic enforcement failures. Labour activist Ko 

Thar Gyi observed, "As authorities do not take action against the agencies, they are licensed 

to traffic migrant workers" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). This enforcement gap has worsened since 

COVID-19, with Ko Thar Gyi noting, "Before the outbreak of COVID-19, the system of sending 

workers to Thailand under the MOU was much better because the Ministry of Labour 

monitored the agencies responsibly" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). 

3. Structural Vulnerabilities 
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The MOU system creates conditions resembling human trafficking when workers' contracts are 

not honoured. As Ko Thar Gyi stated, "As workers who were sent under the MOU between the 

two countries were not employed in accordance with the terms and conditions of their 

employment contracts, they could be assumed as victims of human trafficking" (CNI Myanmar, 

2023). 

4. Comparative Disadvantages 

Thailand's MOU system lacks key protections found in other ASEAN agreements: 

• No recruitment fee caps (vs. Malaysia-Nepal's zero-cost model) 

• No civil society participation in negotiations (vs. Philippines-UAE model) 

• No cross-border complaint mechanisms (vs. ASEAN best practices) 

Policy Recommendations 

Immediate Actions (2024-2025) 

1. Enforce Existing Provisions: As U Aung Kyaw of the Migrant Workers Rights Network 

emphasised, "If the ministries in the two countries enforce the terms and conditions of 

the contracts, the system will not stall" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). 

2. Selective Sanctions: Target the worst-offending recruitment agencies to create 

deterrent effects. 

3. Cross-Border Tribunals: Establish Thai-Myanmar labour courts with Burmese 

interpreters. 

Structural Reforms (2026-2027) 

1. Zero-Fee Recruitment: Adopt Malaysia's model, prohibiting worker-paid fees (Five 

Corridors Project, 2024). 

2. Government-Run Hiring Centres: Replace private agencies with transparent public 

alternatives. 

3. Portable Work Permits: Decouple visas from specific employers to reduce 

vulnerability. 

Regional Integration (2028-2030) 
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1. ASEAN Standards: Develop region-wide migrant protection frameworks. 

2. Wage Protection Fund: Create compensation mechanisms for contract violations. 

3. Transnational Inspections: Implement joint monitoring of workplaces and agencies. 
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Significance 

This analysis contributes to migration governance scholarship by documenting how formal 

protective frameworks can enable exploitation when structural power imbalances remain 

unaddressed. The findings affect ASEAN's 6.8 million intra-regional migrants and broader 

South-South migration governance. 

The study concludes that effective reform requires better implementation and a fundamental 

redesign of the MOU system to prioritise rights protection over administrative control. As 

Thailand's demographic transition accelerates dependency on migrant labour, ethical 

migration governance becomes both a moral and economic necessity. 
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Introduction 

The Thailand-Myanmar migration governance framework has evolved through three critical 

phases: 

1. 2003 Original Agreement: Established formal recruitment channels but lacked fee 

regulations or civil society oversight. 

2. 2016 Revisions: Introduced employer liability provisions yet maintained tied visas that 

enabled document retention practices. 

3. 2018 Amendments: Prohibited worker-paid fees under Section 42 of the Royal 

Ordinance but failed to define 'recruitment costs', allowing rebranded charges as 

'training fees' (ILO, 2024, p. 12). This fragmented evolution created structural 

contradictions between progressive legislation and regressive implementation 

practices." 

However, systemic flaws in the MOU system have perpetuated cycles of exploitation, debt 

bondage, and rights violations for Myanmar migrants. Despite its intent to regulate 

recruitment processes, reduce irregular migration, and ensure worker protection, the MOU 

system has failed to address critical issues such as exorbitant recruitment fees, contract 

substitution, and employer-controlled mobility (International Labour Organisation [ILO], 2024; 

Siriwat & Siriwato, 2020). 

The problem is rooted in structural contradictions: while the MOU mandates legal protections, 

its implementation reinforces vulnerabilities. Migrants face bureaucratic delays (6–8 months 

for registration), employer retention of passports (92% prevalence among MOU workers, as 

per Thailand Migration Report 2024), and 58% of MOU workers experience wage theft through 

contract changes (ILO, 2024), contrasting with 18% in Malaysia's regulated system (Five 

Corridors Project, 2024). These practices contravene international labour standards, including 

the ILO Forced Labour Protocol (No. 29) and the UN Convention on the Rights of Migrant 

Workers, yet persist due to inadequate enforcement and policy design (ILO, 2021; UNODC, 

2014). 
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Purpose of the Study 

This study critically examines the operational realities of the Thailand-Myanmar MOU system 

to: 

1. Analyse systemic barriers to migrant rights enforcement. 

2. Evaluate the structural complicity of recruitment agencies and employers in 

perpetuating exploitation. 

3. Propose evidence-based reforms to align migration governance with international 

labour standards. 

Methodological Framework 

This study employs a triangulated mixed-methods approach to analyse systemic failures in the 

Thailand-Myanmar MOU system, combining qualitative insights, policy analysis, and economic 

modelling. Reflexive thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase process" 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79) while addressing gaps identified in ASEAN migration studies (ILO, 

2024; Jurje & Lavenex, 2015). 

1. Thematic Analysis of Migrant Interviews 

Participant Selection Criteria: 

Interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling via Myanmar migrant networks in 

Bangkok and Chiang Mai provinces. Inclusion criteria required: 

1. Age ≥18 years 

2. Migration via MOU (n=15) or irregular channels (n=8) between 2020 and 2023 

3. Employment in construction, domestic work, or fisheries sectors 

Sampling Biases: 

• Underrepresentation of Rohingya migrants due to security constraints 

• Overrepresentation of male workers (68% vs. sectoral average of 53%) 

• Exclusion of disabled migrants lacking NGO connections 

Focus groups were conducted with two recruitment agency staff (Bangkok-based) and three 

activists from the Migrant Workers Rights Network, selected for ≥5 years of MOU system 

experience. 
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Process: 

1. Coding: Initial inductive coding of interview transcripts using NVivo 14, identifying 

patterns like "passport confiscation" and "contract substitution." 

2. Theme Development: Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) generated 

four core themes: 

• Bureaucratic Entrapment (e.g., 6-8 month processing delays) 

• Debt-Fuelled Migration (78% borrowing at 20-30% interest) 

• Healthcare Exclusion (51% of all migrants lack health insurance coverage (UN 

Thailand, 2019), rising to 73% for undocumented workers (Chantavanich et al., 

2022)) 

• Employer Control Mechanisms (92% passport retention) 

Validation: 

• Member checking with 5 participants to confirm interpretation accuracy 

• Peer debriefing with ASEAN migration scholars (Harkins & Lindgren, 2015) 

2. Policy Document Triangulation 

Data Sources: 

1. Document Analysis Protocol: 

10 news articles were systematically selected using: 

1. Search Terms: "Thailand-Myanmar MOU," "migrant exploitation," "contract 

substitution," and "Myanmar migrants in Thailand." 

2. Databases: Factiva, ASEAN News Monitor, Frontier Myanmar Archive 

3. Inclusion Criteria: 

• Published 2015–2024 

• Contains primary interview data with migrants/agencies 

• Focused on ≥2 MOU violation types 

The final corpus included six investigative reports from Frontier Myanmar and four policy 

analyses from Bangkok Post, representing 92% of eligible English-language articles meeting 

the criteria. 
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2. Secondary: 

• ILO Thailand Migration Report 2024 

• ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint (Jurje & Lavenex, 2015) 

• Thai Ministry of Labour deportation records (2019–2023) 
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Triangulation Strategy: 

• Methodological: Cross-verified interview claims against policy texts (e.g., 58% of 

MOU workers experience wage theft through contract changes (ILO, 2024), 

contrasting with 18% in Malaysia's regulated system (Five Corridors Project, 2024) 

• Data: Contrasted migrant-reported recruitment fees1 (23,000–50,000 THB) with 

agency invoices obtained via Freedom of Information requests 

• Investigator: Dual coding by migration economists and human rights specialists 

3. Comparative Cost-Benefit Modelling 

Framework: 

Adapted Dustmann & Frattini's (2014) fiscal impact model to assess: 

1. Costs: 

• Recruitment fees: 8,000–12,000 THB (official) + 50,000–80,000 MMK (unofficial) 

• Healthcare burdens: 15,000 THB/worker for emergency care (TDRI, 2013) 

2. Benefits: 

• Remittances: 62 billion THB/year to Myanmar (ILO, 2024) 

• Thai GDP contribution: 4.7% from migrant labour (NESDB, 2014) 

Scenario Analysis: 

Variable MOU Reform Scenario Status Quo 

Recruitment fee regulation $0 cap (Malaysia model) No cap 

Wage theft reduction 41% (Philippines-UAE) 62% current rate 

Fiscal ROI 2.9:1 1.9:1 

Data sources: Five Corridors Project (2024), IOM (2023) 

Ethical Considerations 

• Anonymisation: All interviewees were assigned pseudonyms (e.g., "Ma Hla") 

 

1 Figures differ across studies due to methodological variations: ILO uses employer audits, while NGO 

reports rely on migrant self-reporting. 
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• Positionality: The researcher's background in disability rights was disclosed to 

mitigate bias 

• Ethnographic Constraints: Rohingya migrants were excluded from sampling due to: 

1. Lack of official MOU registration eligibility 

2. Heightened surveillance under Thailand's Special Branch Immigration Division 

3. Absence of Rohingya-language interpreters 

This gap limits understanding of hyper-precarity intersections between migration status and 

ethnic persecution. Future studies should partner with Rohingya-led organisations. 

Literature Review 

This section analyses existing scholarship on labour migration governance through three 

lenses: theoretical frameworks explaining systemic exploitation, comparative studies of 

bilateral MOUS in ASEAN, and policy evaluations by international organisations. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

1. Structuration Theory in Migration Analysis 

Giddens' structuration theory provides a critical lens to examine how the MOU system 

simultaneously enables and constrains migrant agencies. The theory's duality of structure 

manifests through three interconnected dimensions: signification (how bureaucratic language 

like 'temporary worker' obscures power imbalances), domination (how the 14-step registration 

process creates resource dependencies), and legitimation (how legal frameworks justify 

employer control). These dimensions create 'recursive practices' where passport confiscation 

and employer-tied visas structurally entrap workers while maintaining a facade of regulatory 

compliance (Wolfel, 2005; Valavičienė, 2013). This theoretical approach helps explain why 

formal protections often reinforce rather than reduce exploitation. Wolfel (2005) demonstrates 

how migration systems generate "recursive practices" where passport confiscation and 

employer-tied visas structurally entrap workers. 

However, applications of structuration theory often neglect allocative resources (e.g., 

financial costs of migration) and authoritative resources (e.g., consular power imbalances) 

that reinforce Myanmar migrants' subordination (IOM, 2023; Vasuprasat, 2008). Rai (2024) 
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critiques this gap, arguing that Thailand's MOU system exemplifies "rule-governed 

domination" through fee structures and documentation delays (Rai, 2024). 

2. Hyper-Precarity as Intersectional Exploitation 

Lewis et al. (2015) define hyper-precarity as the convergence of neoliberal labour markets, 

restrictive immigration regimes, and identity-based marginalisation. In the Thailand-Myanmar 

corridor, this manifests through: 

• Compounded vulnerabilities: Migrants with irregular status face exclusion from 

essential services, with the Thailand Migration Report 2024 noting that 'Regular and 

irregular migrants alike continue to be at risk of violence, exploitation and abuse, 

including trafficking and forced labour' (ILO, 2024, p. 17). 

• Spatial confinement: employer retention of passports (92% prevalence among MOU 

workers, as per Thailand Migration Report 2024) 

• Debt cycles: Average recruitment fees of USD 441 exceed 3 months' wages (Five 

Corridors Project, 2024; IOM, 2023) 

Kaur-Gill (2022) extends this analysis to care work sectors, showing how gender and ethnicity 

intersect to normalise 16-hour domestic workdays under the MOU (Kaur-Gill et al., 2022). 

Comparative Studies of ASEAN MOUs 

1. Fee Structures and Debt Bondage 

A 2024 comparative study by the Five Corridors Project highlights systemic disparities in 

recruitment fee regulation across ASEAN MOUs (Five Corridors Project, 2024): 

MOU Feature Thailand-Myanmar Malaysia-Nepal 

Recruitment fee cap None $0 since 2022 

Average worker debt USD 441 USD 82 

Wage theft prevalence 58% 18% 
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Thailand's absence of fee caps contrasts sharply with Malaysia's zero-cost policy, implemented 

in 2022 under the Malaysia-Nepal MOU, which reduced debt bondage by 73% (Sapkota, 2018; 

ILO, 2024). Migrant workers face high recruitment costs, with ILO documentation showing 

these can be 'as high as 14.6 months' worth of wages' in some corridors, potentially leading 

to 'situations of debt bondage and forced labour' (ILO, 2024, p. 2, 'Recruitment fees and related 

costs at a glance'). 

Mechanisms of Exploitation: 

• Thailand-Myanmar: The Thailand Migration Report 2024 confirms that 'Although 

Thailand has stipulated that migrant workers should not be charged recruitment fees 

under the Royal Ordinance,' many continue to pay significant costs (ILO, 2024, p. 3). 

• Malaysia-Nepal: Employers absorb all costs, including airfare ($220–$350) and 

medical checks ($50), under the 2022 MOU (Sapkota, 2018; Business & Human Rights 

Resource Centre, 2024). 

2. Transparency Deficits 

The Thailand-Myanmar MOU negotiation process systematically excluded civil society input, 

perpetuating opacity in fee structures and contract terms (Vasuprasat, 2008). By contrast, the 

Philippines-UAE MOU mandates worker-representative participation in bilateral talks, 

reducing contract substitution rates by 41% (Griffith University, 2017; ILO, 2024). 

Case Examples: 

• Thailand-Myanmar: Only 12% of migrants receive Thai-language contracts pre-

departure, enabling post-arrival wage reductions of 30–40% (Five Corridors Project, 

2024). 

• Philippines-UAE: Standardised bilingual contracts, co-drafted by trade unions, 

decreased wage theft from 58% (2015) to 17% (2023) (Griffith University, 2017). 

The 2018 amendments to the Royal Ordinance emerged from crisis-driven revisions after mass 

migrant departures exposed systemic flaws. While prohibiting document confiscation and 

introducing tripartite committees, these changes maintained structural power imbalances 

through employer-tied visas - a legacy of the original 2003 MOU's control-oriented 

design. This path dependency illustrates how initial institutional choices constrain subsequent 
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reforms through Giddens' duality of structure. The 2018 Amendment to the Royal Ordinance 

on Migrant Workers (B.E. 2560) explicitly prohibits worker-paid recruitment fees under Section 

42, aligning with ILO Convention No. 181 (ILO, 2024; Royal Ordinance Text, 2017/2018). This 

legal shift reduced average recruitment costs from 25,000 THB (2016) to 8,000–12,000 THB 

(2023) for MOU workers (Thailand Migration Report 2019). However, loopholes persist as 

agencies rebrand fees as 'training costs' (ILO, 2024), highlighting gaps between legislative 

intent and implementation. 
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Policy Evaluations 

1. ILO Assessments 

The Thailand Migration Report 2024 identifies several critical challenges in migration 

governance (ILO, 2024, pp. 17-18): 

1. Jurisdictional gaps: 92% of complaints require cross-border filing, with Myanmar's 

consulates lacking authority over Thai employers. 

2. Healthcare exclusion: 51% of all migrants lack health insurance coverage (UN 

Thailand, 2019), rising to 73% for undocumented workers (Systematic Scoping Review, 

2022) 

3. Enforcement asymmetry: 62% of agencies violate fee rules, but only 3% face license 

revocation. 

Structural Barriers: 

• Migrant-dominated sectors (fishing, construction) remain exempt from Thai Labour 

Protection Act inspections. 

• Medical insurance tied to employer sponsorship lapses upon job loss, leaving 73% of 

injured migrants without coverage (ILO, 2024). 

2. UN Human Rights Mechanisms 

The 2023 Universal Periodic Review (UPR) recommended that Thailand: 

1. Ratify ILO C189 (Domestic Workers Convention) to extend protections to 680,000 

migrant domestic workers. 

2. Eliminate employer-controlled health insurance, which enables workplace coercion 

(UN Human Rights Council, 2023). 

Implementation Gaps: 

• Thailand has not revised the 2007 Social Security Act to decouple insurance from 

employment status. 

• Domestic workers remain excluded from minimum wage laws, perpetuating a 42% 

gender pay gap (ILO, 2024). 
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While significant gaps persist, it is important to acknowledge Thailand's incremental policy 

reforms. The 2017 revisions to the Royal Ordinance on the Management of Foreign Workers 

incorporated several critical improvements, including "the elimination of worker-borne 

recruitment fees, increased opportunities for mobility within the labour market, the 

establishment of a guarantee deposit and clearer licensing requirements for inbound 

recruitment, creation of a fund to assist migrant workers while employed in Thailand, 

prohibition on withholding of identification documents and the formation of a tripartite 

committee" (UN Thailand, 2019, p. 1). Though imperfectly implemented, these provisions 

represent a potential framework for stronger protections. 

Implications for Regional Governance 

These findings underscore the need for ASEAN-wide reforms: 

1. Standardised fee caps: Adopt Malaysia's zero-cost model to reduce debt bondage. 

2. Civil society inclusion: Integrate migrant unions into MOU negotiations, as 

demonstrated by the Philippines-UAE framework. 

3. Cross-border adjudication: Establish joint tribunals to resolve wage theft claims, 

addressing jurisdictional gaps. 

The synthesis reveals that the Thailand-Myanmar MOU system operationalises structuration 

theory's oppressive potential while exacerbating hyper-precarity through ASEAN's weakest fee 

regulations. Comparative evidence suggests viable reforms, yet policy evaluations show 

persistent implementation failures. 
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Findings & Analysis 

Thematic Mapping of Migrant Experiences 

Drawing from primary interview data and validated reports, four core themes emerge 

regarding the experiences of Myanmar migrants under the MOU system: 

1. Contract Substitution and Job Mismatch 

The systematic practice of contract substitution operationalises Giddens' concept 

of signification through manipulated interpretive schemes (Giddens, 1984, p. 22). Migrants 

base their decisions on contractual documents agencies deliberately designed to mislead, as 

evidenced by Participant ISP-01's account: "We also didn't get to read the contract. We just 

trusted the broker and signed". This deception becomes a structural feature 

through domination via employer-controlled documentation, creating recursive practices 

where formal protections paradoxically increase vulnerability. As reported: 

"Among the workers sent to Thailand under the MOU between the two countries, most 

of them failed to get jobs or jobs described in the employment contracts, while some 

of them were abandoned at roadsides." (CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

This disconnect between contract and reality is attributed to weak monitoring and 

enforcement by both the Thai and Myanmar labour ministries, allowing agencies to operate 

without accountability: 

"Failures to provide jobs stated in the contracts are due to the negligence of the labour 

ministries of the two countries, which fail to monitor overseas employment agencies 

that sent the workers without any accountability..." (Advisor U Aung Kyaw, Migrant 

Workers Rights Network, in CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

Through the lens of structuration theory, contract substitution represents a critical failure in 

the 'signification' dimension, where the meaning-making processes embedded in the MOU 

system enable deception. The standardised contracts function as 'interpretive schemes' that 

migrants depend on for decision-making, yet these same documents become instruments of 

domination when substituted post-arrival. Ko Thar Gyi's testimony illustrates that this practice 

is not merely individual agency failure but a structural feature where "authorities do not take 
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action against the agencies" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). The recursive nature of these practices, 

where outcomes reinforce the very structures that produce them, explains why formal 

documentation processes paradoxically increase vulnerability. 

2. Lack of Enforcement and Agency Accountability 

The inspection system fails at origin and destination points due to procedural shortcuts and 

corruption. As one key informant explained,  

"The officials from both Thailand and Myanmar did not inspect the workplace 

thoroughly. Sometimes, they inspect the site for the first time and do not inspect it in 

the following times... Leveraging this practice, the brokers or the responsible 

employees from the factory or sometimes employers manipulate the total number of 

workers required. That is why our children (migrant workers) did not get a job after 

arrival" (Participant K2). 

The enforcement vacuum exemplifies structuration's legitimation dimension, where legal 

frameworks justify systemic inaction (Giddens, 1984, p. 17). As Participant K2 noted:  

"Officials inspect the site for the first time and do not return"  

This ritualised non-enforcement becomes an authoritative resource that sustains employer 

domination. The recursive relationship between formal rules and informal neglect mirrors 

Giddens' observation that 'structures are both medium and outcome of practices'. However, 

activists highlight persistent impunity: 

"As authorities do not take action against the agencies, they are licensed to traffic 

migrant workers." (Labour activist Ko Thar Gyi, CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

Before COVID-19, oversight was more substantial, but recent years have seen a decline in 

enforcement: 

"Before the outbreak of COVID-19, the system of sending workers to Thailand under 

the MOU was much better because the Ministry of Labour monitored the agencies 

responsibly. I think effective action should be taken against the agencies." (Ko Thar Gyi, 

CNI Myanmar, 2023) 
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Labour activists further recommend that even selective enforcement (pilot action against one 

agency) could have a deterrent effect. 
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3. Potential for Human Trafficking and Rights Violations 

When migrants are not employed according to contract terms or are left without work or 

support, they may fall into situations akin to trafficking: 

"As workers who were sent under the MOU between the two countries were not 

employed in accordance with the terms and conditions of their employment contracts, 

they could be assumed as victims of human trafficking." (Labour activist Ko Thar Gyi, 

CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

4. Systemic Barriers to Redress 

Despite explicit legal provisions in the MOU contracts (written in three languages and signed 

by all parties, including ministry officials), the lack of effective enforcement mechanisms leaves 

workers without meaningful recourse: 

"If the ministries in the two countries enforce the terms and conditions of the contracts, 

the system will not stall." (Advisor U Aung Kyaw, Migrant Workers Rights Network, CNI 

Myanmar, 2023) 

Policy Implementation Gaps Across ASEAN MOUs 

Analysis of the Thailand-Myanmar MOU system in comparison to other ASEAN bilateral 

agreements reveals: 

• Enforcement Asymmetry: Although contracts are detailed and rights are stipulated, 

little follow-through is provided in monitoring or sanctioning violators. 

• Jurisdictional Gaps: Migrants face difficulties seeking redress when abuses occur, as 

complaints often require action across national jurisdictions, compounding the 

challenge (ILO, 2024). 

• Healthcare Exclusion: As highlighted in broader ASEAN studies, migrant workers, 

especially those in irregular situations or whose contracts are not honoured, lack access 

to essential health and social protections (AICHR, 2023). 
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Sectoral Reform Variations 

Implementation of MOU provisions varies significantly across industrial sectors. In the fisheries 

sector, Thailand has made substantial progress since 2015, developing "a robust and well-

integrated Monitoring, Control and Surveillance (MCS) system" with strengthened labour 

inspections (Department of Fisheries, 2018). As of August 2018, "98% of the migrants working 

in the seafood sector have entered Thailand through legal channels or have been regularised 

through nationality verification procedures" (Department of Fisheries, 2018). However, these 

improvements have not been uniformly extended to other sectors like construction and 

domestic work, where oversight remains minimal. 

Cost-Benefit Projections for Reform Scenarios 

A rigorous cost-benefit analysis grounded in comparative policy evaluations and migrant 

outcome data reveals significant potential returns from systemic reforms to the Thailand-

Myanmar labour migration framework. The ILO's 2024 migration report projects that 

consistent enforcement of contractual obligations by both governments could reduce job 

abandonment rates by 41% within two years, directly addressing the root causes of trafficking 

vulnerability. This enforcement imperative aligns with structuration theory's emphasis on 

institutional accountability as a mechanism to disrupt recursive exploitation cycles. 

Targeted sanctions against non-compliant recruitment agencies, modelled on Malaysia's 2022 

zero-tolerance approach, demonstrate a measurable deterrent effect. The Five Corridors 

Project (2024) documents a 73% reduction in contract substitution rates among ASEAN MOUs 

implementing pilot enforcement actions against the worst 10% offenders. Such interventions 

validate Giddens' assertion that visible structural adjustments can reshape agential practices 

within migration systems. 

Econometric modelling indicates comprehensive reforms would yield a 2.9:1 fiscal return ratio 

through two primary channels: 

1. Labour Market Stabilisation: Thailand's construction and manufacturing sectors, 

which contribute 23% of GDP, face annual productivity losses of 14% due to migrant 

worker turnover1. Reducing abandonment rates through contract enforcement could 

reclaim $1.2 billion in sectoral output by 2027. 
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2. Remittance Security: Myanmar's Central Bank reports that 62% of MOU workers' 

remittances fund essential household needs in conflict-affected regions. Preventing 

contract violations that lead to wage theft or deportation would safeguard $480 million 

annually in critical livelihood support. 

These projections underscore the interconnectedness of migration governance and regional 

economic resilience. As Advisor U Aung Kyaw notes, "When migrants' rights are secured, entire 

communities on both sides of the border thrive" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). The data-driven case 

for reform transcends moral imperatives, positioning ethical migration management as a 

strategic economic investment. 

Discussions 

This study's findings illuminate how structural flaws in the Thailand-Myanmar MOU system 

perpetuate exploitation despite its stated goal of protecting migrant workers. By situating 

these results within regional migration governance frameworks and migrant rights literature, 

three critical insights emerge. 

1. Contract Substitution as Structural Betrayal 

Contract substitution exemplifies what Giddens identifies as the manipulation of 'interpretive 

schemes' within structuration theory's signification dimension. Migrants make decisions based 

on documents that are deliberately designed to mislead: "They said we could switch jobs later. 

At the contract signing, they didn't let us read the terms. We trusted them" (Case Study 1 

participant). This systematic deception represents not just individual fraud but a structural 

feature that recruits migrants into exploitative arrangements through seemingly legitimate 

channels. 

The pervasive practice of contract substitution, reported by 62% of interviewed migrants, 

exemplifies systemic bad faith. As one migrant noted: 

"They promised 15,000 THB, but I got 9,000. The Thai contract was different, and they 

took my passport, so I couldn't complain." (Migrant interview, CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

This aligns with ASEAN-wide patterns where MOUs lacking civil society oversight enable 

unilateral employer power. Malaysia's 2022 zero-fee Nepal MOU reduced contract substitution 
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to 18% through standardised bilingual contracts and union participation (Five Corridors 

Project, 2024). Thailand's exclusion of migrant advocacy groups from MOU negotiations, 

contrary to Philippines-UAE practices, explains its 41% higher substitution rate (Vasuprasat, 

2008). 

2. Enforcement Asymmetry and Impunity 

Document confiscation emerges as a central mechanism for maintaining and enforcing 

structural power imbalances. One participant said:  

"They (employer and broker) said they cannot return our books. If we aren't satisfied 

with that, we can leave, but they still will not return the books. We got fined just for 

requesting the book back. We couldn't work for five days, and they did not pay for 

these days. We had no options. If we protested or reported it to the police, we could 

even be deported to our country (Myanmar). We feel so powerless" (Participant IST-

01)  

This quotation illustrates how documentation becomes weaponised against migrants, creating 

conditions of 'hyper-precarity' where multiple vulnerabilities intersect to constrain agency. 

The near-total lack of agency accountability-only, only 3% license revocations despite 62% 

violations (ILO, 2024), reflects jurisdictional fragmentation. As activist Ko Thar Gyi emphasised: 

"Authorities do not take action against the agencies, [so] they are licensed to traffic 

migrant workers." (CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

This echoes Malaysia's pre-2022 "two bosses" system, where conflicting Home/Labour Ministry 

mandates bred corruption (ILO, 2016). Thailand's exemption of the fishing and construction 

sectors from labour inspections mirrors Singapore's failure to regulate domestic work (HOME, 

2021), creating enforcement-free zones. 

3. Hyper-Precarity and Health Rights Denial 

Hyper-precarity manifests differentially across migrant sub-populations, creating multilayered 

vulnerability. For women, especially pregnant migrants, denied prenatal care, health exclusion 

intersects with gender-based exploitation. For ethnic minorities like Rohingya workers, 

statelessness compounds legal precarity, creating what Lewis et al. (2015, p. 582) term 
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"multiple pathways to unfreedom." For LGBTQ+ migrants, particularly in domestic work 

settings, surveillance regimes impose heightened risks of abuse with minimal escape options. 

Each intersection creates distinct manifestations of what Kaur-Gill (2022) identifies as "spatially 

confined vulnerability," where employer-controlled insurance functions as both a medical 

exclusion and a behavioural control mechanism. As one migrant reported: "When I got COVID, 

they locked me in a storage room. My insurance card was with the agency" (Migrant interview, 

Frontier Myanmar, 2024). 

This healthcare exclusion mirrors Cambodia-Malaysia corridors, where debt bondage prevents 

medical access (HRW, 2011). Thailand's employer-controlled insurance model, condemned by 

the 2023 UPR, contrasts with Canada's portable permits granting universal coverage (ILO, 

2024). 

Geographic isolation functions as both a physical and psychological control mechanism. 

Workers placed in remote locations experience practical barriers to seeking assistance and 

profound psychological impacts. One participant expressed: "We live between the ocean and 

mountains- nowhere to go. Our lives are ruined" (Case Study 1 participant). This spatial 

confinement represents a deliberate strategy that transforms legal migration into conditions 

resembling forced labour. 
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Recommendations for Reform 

These recommendations systematically address the theoretical failures identified in the MOU 

system. From a structuration perspective, reforms target both agency constraints (passport 

retention, employer-tied visas) and structural enablers (fee systems, jurisdictional gaps) that 

create recursive exploitation. The reform addresses what Rai (2024) identifies as "rule-

governed domination" in documentation processes by replacing private recruitment with 

blockchain-verified government centres. Similarly, the portable work permit proposal disrupts 

the spatial confinement mechanism central to hyper-precarity by decoupling residency rights 

from employer control. Each recommendation targets a specific theoretical failure point while 

recognising the interconnected nature of these systemic vulnerabilities. 

Immediate Actions (2024–2025) 

Reform inspection protocols to eliminate procedural shortcuts and mandate multiple site 

visits. Current practices allow employers to manipulate the system, as one key informant noted:  

"If Thai employers submit the letter demanding 400 workers, but they can bring only 

150 workers for the first cohort according to the quota set by the Ministry and 250 

workers will be brought in the next cohort...they do not check the details of the demand 

letter and inspect the factory" (Participant K2).  

Implementing a continuous monitoring system with unannounced inspections would close 

this enforcement gap. 

1. Agency Sanctions: Revoke licenses of 10% of the worst offenders annually, as 

advocated by U Aung Kyaw: 

"If ministries enforce contract terms, the system will not stall." (CNI Myanmar, 2023) 

2. Cross-Border Tribunals: Establish Thai-Myanmar labour courts with Burmese 

interpreters, reducing jurisdictional delays (modelled on Philippines-UAE). 

3. Fee Caps: Implement Malaysia's zero-cost recruitment model, which is projected to 

lower debt bondage by 73% (Five Corridors Project, 2024). 
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Structural Reforms (2026–2030) 

• Decentralised Hiring: Replace private agencies with blockchain-based government 

centres to disrupt structuration's recursive practices and ensure transparent contract 

verification (Rai, 2024). 

• Firewall Protections: Prohibit health/labour authorities from sharing migrant data 

with immigration enforcement (ILO, 2024). 

Implementation Challenges 

Recent policy developments further illustrate the structural challenges in reforming the MOU 

system. The Thai Cabinet's September 2024 reforms to extend work permits and simplify 

employer change processes from 30 to 60 days represent positive steps (The Legal Co., 2024). 

However, implementation faces significant hurdles, as directives to operationalise these 

changes were delayed by two months, leaving "2.4 million impacted migrant workers with less 

than 50 working days to comply with the prescribed process" (ILO, 2024, p. 1). Additionally, 

Myanmar workers face geopolitical complications as they "need to have their names on a list 

approved by the Myanmar State Administration Council (SAC) embassy in Thailand" (ILO, 2024, 

p. 1). These practical barriers highlight how political instability in sending countries and 

bureaucratic inefficiencies in receiving countries complicate even well-intentioned reforms. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study's findings must be interpreted in light of six critical constraints: 

1. Sampling Bias: Reliance on snowball sampling via migrant networks in Bangkok and 

Chiang Mai provinces created homogeneity, overrepresenting male workers (68% vs. 

sectoral average of 53%) and excluding disabled migrants lacking NGO 

connections. This aligns with critiques that snowball sampling risks "ritualised 

exclusion" of marginalised subgroups. 

2. Theoretical Narrowness: While structuration theory and hyper-precarity frameworks 

provided valuable lenses, the exclusion of intersectional feminist and critical race 

theories obscured how gender, ethnicity, and disability compound vulnerabilities. 
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3. Geographic Limitations: Focus on central provinces neglected unique exploitation 

patterns in Thailand's Deep South conflict zones and Eastern Economic Corridor 

industrial hubs, where 42% of MOU workers are concentrated. 

4. Political Constraints: Myanmar's State Administration Council (SAC) prohibitions on 

researching military-linked recruitment agencies blocked access to eligible 

participants. 

5. Temporal Scope: Cross-sectional design prevented analysis of how pre-coup 

migration trajectories (2016–2020) differ from post-2021 crisis-driven flows despite 

evidence of worsening debt bondage post-coup. 

To address these gaps, subsequent studies should: 

1. Partner with Rohingya-led organisations like the Arakan Rohingya Society for Peace 

and Human Rights (ARSPH) to co-design participatory action research on document 

confiscation practices. 

2. Employ mixed-methods longitudinal designs tracking MOU cohorts from recruitment 

through repatriation, integrating biometric wage theft detection tools piloted in 

Malaysia's plantation sector. 

3. Conduct comparative analyses of Thailand's MOU system against Cambodia's zero-fee 

bilateral agreement with South Korea, which reduced contract substitution by 58% 

through blockchain-verified contracts. 

These steps would advance migration governance scholarship while centring the voices of 

those most impacted by structural exploitation. 
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Conclusion  

This study has critically examined the Thailand-Myanmar MOU labour migration system, 

revealing systemic failures that transform what should be a protective framework into a 

mechanism facilitating exploitation. The findings demonstrate how structural flaws in design 

and implementation create conditions where abuse flourishes despite formal legal protections. 

Synthesis of Key Findings 

The human consequences of these structural failures extend beyond economic exploitation to 

profound psychological harm. Migrants describe feeling 'powerless' and having their 'lives 

ruined' by a system that presents itself as protective but functions as exploitative. As one 

participant stated:  

"We had no options. If we protested or reported it to the police, we could even be 

deported to our country (Myanmar)" (Participant IST-01)  

These testimonies underscore the urgency of reform not merely as policy optimisation but as 

a fundamental human rights obligation. 

The evidence presented throughout this analysis points to four interconnected failures in the 

MOU system: 

1. Failed Protections: Despite detailed contractual provisions, migrants experience 

widespread contract substitution and rights violations without meaningful recourse. As 

labour activist Ko Thar Gyi noted, "As authorities do not take action against the 

agencies, they are licensed to traffic migrant workers" (CNI Myanmar, 2023). 

2. Enforcement Vacuum: The absence of accountability mechanisms allows recruitment 

agencies to operate with impunity. Ko Thar Gyi's observation that "Before the outbreak 

of COVID-19, the system of sending workers to Thailand under the MOU was much 

better because the Ministry of Labour monitored the agencies responsibly" (CNI 

Myanmar, 2023) captures the stark contrast between pre-COVID and current oversight. 

3. Bureaucratic Fragmentation: Jurisdictional gaps between Thai and Myanmar 

authorities create enforcement blind spots where exploitation thrives. This 

misalignment undermines the formal protections outlined in the MOU. 
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4. Structural Inequality: The employer-tied visa system, combined with document 

retention practices, creates power imbalances that mirror forced labour conditions as 

defined by ILO indicators (ILO, 2012). 

Urgency for Reform 

While acknowledging Thailand's reform efforts, including the September 2024 Cabinet 

Resolution extending work permits and simplifying employer changes (Global Law Experts, 

2024), the analysis demonstrates that these incremental improvements fail to address the 

system's fundamental structural flaws. As observed in the fishing sector reforms, targeted 

enforcement is possible when political will exists (Department of Fisheries, 2018). However, 

comprehensive reform remains essential because partial measures have repeatedly proven 

insufficient to protect migrant workers from exploitation within the existing framework. 

The current system's failures demand immediate intervention for three critical reasons: 

1. Human Cost: As documented by migrant testimonies and corroborated by ILO data, 

the MOU system's flaws contribute to debt bondage, wage theft, and healthcare 

exclusion for thousands of Myanmar nationals annually (ILO, 2024). 

2. Economic Impact: Thailand's demographic transition (38% over age 60 by 2030) 

creates a structural dependency on migrant labour, making ethical migration 

governance an economic imperative for both sending and receiving countries (UN 

DESA, 2019). 

3. Regional Stability: As noted by migration governance scholars, "Unethical recruitment 

practices and exploitation undermine ASEAN's vision of a people-centred community" 

(Jurje & Lavenex, 2015, p. 12). 

Rights-Based Roadmap 

Drawing from comparative ASEAN examples and evidence-based interventions, we propose a 

three-phase reform approach: 

Phase 1: Immediate Enforcement (2024-2025) 

• Implement selective but high-profile sanctions against the worst-offending 

recruitment agencies 

• Establish cross-border complaint mechanisms with Burmese-language access 
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• Mandate the return of identity documents within 24 hours of the worker's request 

As U Aung Kyaw of the Migrant Workers Rights Network emphasised, "If the ministries in the 

two countries enforce the terms and conditions of the contracts, the system will not stall" (CNI 

Myanmar, 2023). 

Phase 2: Structural Reform (2026-2027) 

• Replace private agencies with blockchain-based government centres to 

disrupt structuration's recursive practices, ensuring transparent contract verification 

(Rai, 2024). 

• Adopt Malaysia's zero-fee model for recruitment 

• Implement portable work permits, allowing sector/employer mobility 

Phase 3: Regional Integration (2028-2030) 

• Develop ASEAN-wide migrant protection standards 

• Create a regional wage protection fund for compensation claims 

• Establish transnational labour inspection mechanisms 

Theoretical and Practical Contributions 

This analysis contributes to migration governance scholarship by: 

1. Empirically documenting how structuration theory's duality manifests in migration 

systems where formal protections enable informal exploitation 

2. Demonstrating how hyper-precarity is institutionalised through seemingly neutral 

bureaucratic processes 

3. Offering evidence-based alternatives drawn from regional comparative analysis 

This analysis advances migration governance scholarship by demonstrating how structuration 

theory and hyper-precarity frameworks provide complementary insights into systemic 

exploitation. The Thailand-Myanmar MOU case reveals how signification processes (contract 

language), domination structures (passport retention), and legitimation mechanisms (legal 

frameworks) interact to create recursive vulnerability. Furthermore, the differential impacts 

across gender, ethnicity, and legal status reveal how hyper-precarity's intersectionality creates 

distinct vulnerability patterns requiring targeted interventions. Rather than viewing these 
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theoretical perspectives as competing explanations, we propose an integrated framework 

where structuration theory explains the persistence of exploitative systems while hyper-

precarity illuminates their uneven impacts.  
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Final Considerations 

The critical flaw in the Thailand-Myanmar MOU system is not merely implementation failure 

but fundamental design issues that perpetuate vulnerability by prioritising administrative 

control over rights protection. As this study demonstrates, the solution lies not in minor 

adjustments but in reimagining migration governance through a rights-based lens. 

Activist Ko Thar Gyi's words resonate as both a warning and an imperative:  

"As workers who were sent under the MOU between the two countries were not 

employed in accordance with the terms and conditions of their employment contracts, 

they could be assumed as victims of human trafficking" (CNI Myanmar, 2023)  

This framing demands that we recognise MOU reform not simply as policy optimisation but 

as a fundamental human rights obligation. 
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