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Foreword

This report is the product of a partnership between the International Labour Organization (ILO)
and The Asia Foundation (the Foundation) in designing and conducting a research study on
Migrant and Child Labor in Thailand’s Shrimp and Other Seafood Supply Chains: Labor
Conditions and the Decision to Study or Work.

The study aims to strengthen the evidence base on child labor and the labor conditions of
migrant workers in Thailand’s shrimp and other seafood supply chains, with a particular focus
on communities engaged in these industries. Its objective is to provide practical, empirically
grounded policy recommendations that can be discussed with different stakeholders and
considered by both national and provincial governments and industry. The study draws on a
combination of existing evidence and data from the ILO’s work in Thailand and supplementary
qualitative information generated through focus group discussions, key informant interviews,
and consultations with stakeholders.

The research methodology includes certain features that are intended to enhance the practical
significance and value of the report. First, the research involves an integrated analysis of three
independent datasets collected in the context of ILO’s recent engagement, with a focus on
work, education, and health issues among migrant children working in shrimp and seafood
processing. Second, the comparative value chain analysis of Thailand’s canned tuna and shrimp
processing sectors examines labor issues throughout these value chains, acknowledges the
differences between these sub-industries, highlights ways in which each sub-industry has
achieved success in improving labor standards, and identifies actionable steps for further
improvement. Third, the report presents an extended analysis of the decisions made by migrant
families to send their children to school, to alternatively engage in various forms of work, or
both. It concludes with recommendations for sustainable strategies that policy makers and
industry may consider adopting to promote and enforce sound labor practices in the shrimp and
other seafood processing industries, to work to eliminate child labor from the value chain, and
to increase access to education among migrant children living in Thailand.

The report reflects the conceptual design, research, and analytical efforts of a team of
distinguished specialists convened by the Foundation, which implemented the project under
the direction and guidance of Ms. Simrin Singh, Senior Specialist on Child Labour with the
ILO Decent Work Technical Support Team for East and Southeast Asia and the Pacific; Mr.
Tuomo Poutiainen and Ms. Birgitte Krogh-Poulsen, former Project Managers, 1LO-IPEC
Thailand; Dr. Aphitchaya Nguanbanchong, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, ILO-IPEC
Thailand; and Ms. Chitrapon Vanaspong, Consultant (Education Specialist), ILO-IPEC
Thailand.

Special thanks are extended to team leader Dr. Ellen Boccuzzi, the Foundation’s Acting
Director of Governance and Law, who provided overall direction for the research and served
as lead author of the report. The core research team included four distinguished technical
specialists: Dr. Suthikorn Kingkaew, Director of the Consulting Networking and Coaching
Center of Thammasat University; Dr. Kiatanantha Lounkaew, Assistant to the Vice President
for Research, Dhurakij Pundit University; Ms. Nicola Pocock, Ph.D. candidate at the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; and Ms. Veronique Salze-Lozac’h, the
Foundation’s Chief Economist and Senior Director of Economic Development. Dr. Suthikorn
was supported by Dr. Prasert Sinsermsuksakul, Ms. Nattaporn Suthatartrakul, and Ms.



Waranya Sittisomrueng, while Dr. Kiatanantha was supported by Ms. Pornpimon Singhasem,
Ms. Waranchana Thairat, and Ms. Winyuda Dangtem.

The core research team was also supported by a number of Asia Foundation program and
technical specialists: Mr. Farouk Chowdhury, former Senior Economist and Director of Survey
Research, Bangladesh; Ms. Yupa Phusahas, Senior Program Officer, Thailand; Ms. Arpaporn
Winijkulchai, Program Officer Thailand; Mr. Nicolas Picard, Program Officer, Economic
Development; Ms. Amy Warren, Program Officer, Economic Development; and Mr. Victor
Bernard, Program Associate, Thailand. Ms. Nancy Kelly, Director, Design and Production,
Global Communications and Mr. John Rieger, Editor, Global Communications provided
technical and editorial support for the publication.

The ILO and The Asia Foundation extend their thanks to the many stakeholders—including
government officials, civil society leaders, industry representatives, and workers in the shrimp
and other seafood processing industries—who generously shared their time, insights, and
experience.
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the U.S. Department of Labor and Stanford University.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This research study draws on existing evidence and data from the earlier ILO/IPEC Thailand
research projects®, and supplements it with qualitative information generated through focus
group discussions (FGDs), key informant interviews (KIIs), consultations with key
stakeholders, and other methodologies.

The purpose of this study is twofold: first, to strengthen the evidence base on child labor and
labor conditions in the shrimp and seafood supply chain and within the communities engaged
in the shrimp and seafood processing industries; and second, to provide practical and
empirically grounded policy recommendations that can be discussed with different
stakeholders and utilized by both national and provincial governments.

The research study and associated policy analysis take a socioeconomic approach in exploring
how available data can inform our understanding of: (i) the social and economic impacts of
migration into land-based shrimp and other seafood processing industries on migrant
communities and Thailand more broadly; (ii) attitudes among industry workers and employers;
(iii) labor conditions within the industry; (iv) exploitation of migrant workers; (v) access to
services by migrant workers and their children; and (vi) related issues and considerations.

This report builds on the ILO’s work to date in three ways. First, the research involves an
integrated analysis of three independent datasets collected in the context of ILO’s recent
engagement, with a focus on work, education, and health issues among migrant children
working in shrimp and seafood processing. Second, the comparative value chain analysis of
Thailand’s canned tuna and shrimp processing sectors examines labor issues throughout these
value chains, acknowledges the differences between these sub-industries, highlights ways in
which each sub-industry has achieved success in improving labor standards, and identifies
actionable steps for further improvement. Third, the report presents an extended analysis of the
decisions made by migrant families to send their children to school, to alternatively engage in
various forms of work, or both. It concludes with recommendations for sustainable strategies
that policy makers and industry may consider adopting to promote and enforce sound labor
practices in the shrimp and other seafood processing industries, to work to eliminate child labor
from the value chain, and to increase access to education among migrant children living in
Thailand.

1 Thailand Development Research Institute, Baseline Survey on Child Labor in Selected Province in Thailand
Selected Province in Thailand Samut Sakhon and Surat Thani Provinces (Thailand: TDRI, 2013). The Department
of Mathematics and Statistics, University Prince of Songkhla, The International Labour Organization (ILO),
Baseline Survey on Child Labour in Selected Areas where Shrimp and Seafood Related Industries are Condensed
in Nakhon Si Thammarat and Songkhla Provinces 2011-2012 (Thailand: PSU, 2013). Dhurakij Pundit University
Research Center. Baseline Survey of Migrant Communities in Samut Sakhon Province (Thailand: DPU, 2014)



Background

Land-based shrimp and seafood processing constitute a vital part of Thailand’s USD $7 billion
seafood export industry.? Thailand is a world-leading supplier of canned tuna, with an annual
revenue of USD $1.1 billion that accounts for 53 percent of the global canned tuna trade. Its
shrimp production and processing industries generate more than USD $2 billion per year.

As tuna canning and shrimp processing are labor intensive, Thailand has taken advantage of
its access to low-cost migrant labor from neighboring countries, particularly Myanmar, to
support the industry. Thailand’s canned tuna processing industry employs approXimately
200,000 workers throughout its value chain. It is estimated that approximately 60 percent of
these workers are migrant workers, primarily from Myanmar. The shrimp industry employs
700,000 workers, 80 percent of whom are migrant workers, primarily from Myanmar.?

Thailand’s canned tuna industry is export-oriented, with approximately 95 percent of total
production destined for oveseas markets, particularly the United States, Europe, and Japan.
Approximately 50 percent of total shrimp production is exported to these countries, while the
other half is distributed domestically through wholesale and retail markets.

This study found significant differences in labor standards and oversight between processing
operations that were part of export-oriented value chains and those that were connected to the
domestic market. The Thai canned tuna industry is characterized by strong monitoring
mechanisms and labor standards, as pressure from overseas buyers has compelled Thai canned
tuna processors to achieve and maintain high quality, labor, and environmental standards in
their processing operations. Importantly, the Thai canned tuna industry is highly consolidated,
with 18 players in the industry, all of whom are members of the Thai Tuna Industry Association
(TTIA). The supply of raw tuna is itself controlled by only three traders: FCF, Itochu, and Tri-
Marine. This highly integrated system allows for strong controls throughout the value chain.

The Thai shrimp industry, in contrast, is highly diverse, with a large number of players
operating in different parts of the value chains. These include more than 10,000 grow-out
farms, several hundred traders, approximately 1,000 primary contract processors, and more
than 100 export processors. This diversity has made it very difficult for Thai government
authorities to regulate all entities. In addition, Thai shrimp production is divided, with 50
percent of production bound for export and another 50 percent supplying the domestic market.
In response to pressures from overseas buyers and governments of importing countries, export
processors have taken steps to improve their value chains, exerting influence over other actors
in the chain and forcing them to improve their standards; however, the lack of clear regulation
and standards enforcement in the processing of shrimp products for the domestic market in
particular (given the absence of pressure from overseas buyers) gives rise to various problems
in the industry. The exploitation of immigrant labor, in particular, remains a key challenge to
be addressed.

Against this industry backdrop, this research identified a number of key issues relating to
migrant children working in the shrimp and seafood processing industries, particularly with

2 Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2012. (Rome: FAO,
2012), 71.

3 These numbers are estimates provided by Thai seafood industry experts who served as key informants for this
study.



regard to the nature and conditions of their work, as well as their perceptions of work vs.
education.*

Findings on Labor Issues

Children working in the shrimp and seafood industries were more frequently exposed to
occupational hazards than children working in other industries: Much higher proportions of
children in the shrimp and seafood industries worked with fire, gas, or flames (25.9 percent),
compared to other industries (12.7 percent). In shrimp and seafood, 23.3 percent of children
were working in wet and dirty conditions, compared to 7.6 percent in other industries.
Generally, older children working in the shrimp and seafood industries appear to be more
exposed to workplace hazards than younger children. Follow-up interviews revealed that these
hazardous working conditions also apply to home-based work, with home-based work rendered
more hazardous during the early morning and late evening working hours as a result of poor
lighting conditions.

Children in the shrimp and seafood industries were twice as likely to incur injuries as
children working in other industries: 19.4 percent of children in the shrimp and seafood
industries reported workplace injuries, compared to 8.4 percent in other industries. In Samut
Sakhon and Surat Thani, children in the seafood industry appear to be at greater risk of being
injured (11.1 percent) or having a health problem (14.8 percent) compared to children in the
shrimp industry (6.3 percent and 4.6 percent, respectively

One-fourth of migrant workers in the Thai shrimp industry are irregular: Based on
interviews with experts, this study estimates that approximately one-fourth of the 560,000
immigrant laborers in the shrimp industry are working without proper registration. Irregular
workers are concentrated in labor-intensive activities and in firms that are less exposed to
international networks and pressure, including farming, sorting shrimp, and simple processing
under small contract manufacturers. The informal nature of these production units implies that
they are difficult to monitor and regulate. Such workers are also subject to irregular and
uncertain employment.

High proportions of children reported not having any safety equipment: 44.3 percent of
children working in the shrimp and seafood industries reported having no personal protective
equipment (PPE). Given the occupational hazards that children face as detailed above, the
consequences of not having PPE can be serious. Additionally, for children in the shrimp and
seafood industries who did have safety equipment such as suits, boots, gloves, and helmets,
this study found that three-quarters provided their own equipment. There were also significant
differences between migrant and Thai working children, with only 9 percent of migrant
children receiving such safety equipment from their employers, compared with 40 percent of
Thais.

Migrant children in the seafood and shrimp industries worked longer hours on average than
did Thai children, and in all provinces some children worked above the legally permitted
limit: Among children in the shrimp and seafood industries, migrant children were working
around 6 hours per week longer on average than Thai children (49.6 hours and 43.2 hours,
respectively). Nakhon Si Thammarat and Songkhla had the highest proportion of children
working above the legally permitted 48 hours/week (18.4 percent), followed by Surat Thani

4 Findings draw from quantitative analyses of earlier IPEC studies as well as new qualitative research conducted
under this project.



(12.5 percent) and Samut Sakhon (10.9 percent). In the Dhurakij Pundit University Research
Center (DPU) study, migrant children worked a mean of 50.4 hours/week.

Few working children were aware of child labor laws: No children working in the shrimp and
seafood industries in Surat Thani were aware of the child protection law. Among working
children surveyed in Samut Sakhon, more children in the shrimp industry were unaware of the
law (78.3 percent) than children in seafood (62.9 percent) or children in other industries (45.7
percent).

Nearly seventy percent of working children did not have a contract: Among shrimp and
seafood workers, 69.6 percent did not have a contract, followed by 27.1 percent who had verbal
contracts. Very few children—only 3.2 percent—had written contracts.

Consolidation of the Thai canned tuna industry has enabled stronger controls and oversight
throughout the value chain: Thailand’s canned tuna industry was found to be highly
consolidated, with 18 players in the industry, all of whom are members of the Thai Tuna
Industry Association (TTIA). The supply of raw tuna is itself controlled by only three
integrated traders: FCF Fishery Company Ltd., Itochu Corporation, and Tri-Marine. Together
these three trading firms control more than half of the global trade of cannery-grade tuna
through contractual agreements with small and medium-sized operators, with tuna trading the
most concentrated part of the value chain. This highly integrated system allows for strong
controls, since a small number of players exert strong control on the market and can influence
activities throughout the value chain.

Labor standards and conditions in the canned tuna industry showed a marked improvement
as a result of pressure from overseas buyers: The Thai canned tuna industry is export oriented,
with approximately 95 percent of production destined for overseas markets. Pressure from
overseas buyers and the necessity to meet international standards to remain competitive have
compelled Thai canned tuna processors to achieve and maintain high quality, labor, and
environmental standards in processing operations.

The diversity of players in the Thai shrimp industry has made it difficult for government
authorities to regulate: The Thai shrimp industry is highly diverse and fragmented, with a
large number of players operating in different parts of the value chain. The industry includes
many micro and small enterprises, including more than 10,000 grow-out farms, several
hundred traders, approximately 1,000 primary contract processors, and over 100 export
processors. This makes it difficult for the Thai government to regulate. For instance, although
shrimp grow-out farms are required to register and be licensed, it is difficult for the Department
of Fisheries (DOF) to monitor them. In practice, there are unregistered farms that only culture
shrimp when the market conditions are right. Some farmers also raise shrimp together with
tilapia to reduce the cost of feed. These practices make up a considerable part of total shrimp
farming for Thailand’s domestic market. Without control under Good Agriculture Practice
(GAP), these farms are more likely to employ undocumented workers and provide below-
standard welfare for them. Small-scale farmers in particular face difficulties complying with
the more stringent requirements set by export markets.

Due to the lower level of pressure exerted by international buyers in the shrimp industry,
that industry has been slower to adopt and enforce international standards for processes and
labor conditions: As half of the shrimp industry is geared toward the domestic market, there
is less pressure from buyers to comply with international standards. Regulation and standards
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enforcement in the processing of shrimp products continue to be uneven, particularly in
production for the domestic market. This gives rise to various problems in the industry,
including the exploitation of immigrant labor and child labor.

Export processors in the Thai shrimp industry have taken positive steps to improve labor
standards throughout the value chain: The study found significant differences in labor
standards and oversight between processing operations that were part of export-oriented value
chains and those that were connected to the domestic market. Thai shrimp production is
divided, with 50 percent of production bound for export and another 50 percent supplying the
domestic market. In response to pressures from overseas buyers and governments of importing
countries, export processors in the Thai shrimp industry have taken steps to improve their value
chains, exerting influence over other actors in the chain and forcing them to improve their
standards. This is particularly true of secondary processing that occurs in factories, which is
subject to stricter standards requirements by overseas buyers and regulation by authorities that
processing that occurs in less formal venues.

Recommendations on Labor Issues
Recommendations for Policymakers:

Increase the focus on labor issues within the validation and oversight process: Policymakers
should make a concerted effort to improve labor standards within the validation and regulation
process, with a particular focus on law enforcement and workplace inspection. In addition,
under the existing Good Labour Practices (GLP) programme, the Thai Government’s
leadership of the Task Force chaired by the Ministry of Labour (MOL) and Department of
Fisheries (DOF) should include more regular meetings to encourage active application of the
prescribed practices. GLP Task Force members (representing Thai industrial associations,
trade unions, and NGOs; the ILO in its technical advisory capacity; and buyers in an observer
capacity) should use GLP as a guideline for appropriate labor practices and good labor
conditions, making compliance with GLP a competitive advantage for Thailand

Close gaps in registration requirements: Labor brokers should be monitored through licensing
by the Department of Employment (DOE) to enforce fair treatment of migrant workers. Labor
brokers should be responsible for supporting and helping workers through the duration of
employment in Thailand, including through the provision of or referral to legal consultations,
as well as through support for securing health insurance and facilitating access to social
welfare.

Simplify the registration and national verification processes: Given the large number of
unregistered migrants currently working in Thailand and their important role in the shrimp and
seafood sectors, it is essential to simplify the migrant registration and national verification
processes to ensure that irregular migrants be brought into regular status. In parallel, employers
should be encouraged to employ regular migrants through greater monitoring and oversight.

Improve efforts to tighten the supply chain to allow more effective monitoring and encourage
businesses to employ registered migrants: The highly fragmented nature of the seafood
processing industry has made it difficult to establish and maintain standards, with the
development of an enforcement mechanism that reaches every part of the industry especially
challenging. To address gaps in regulation, efforts should be made to tighten the shrimp supply
chain, looking to the canned tuna sector as a model.
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Make legal avenues more accessible to potential migrant workers by reducing cost and time
taken for processing: The procedures for migrating through legal channels should be reviewed
and streamlined by the governments of Thailand and neighboring countries in consultation with
social partners, identifying which documents and what steps are duplicative or unnecessary.
Regular migration must also offer better protection from the risks of migration to make legal
migration a more attractive prospect. This should also reduce the comparative advantages of
illegal migration channels, making them less attractive to migrants.

Ensure compliance with labor standards by subcontracted employers: If subcontracting
agencies employ migrant workers, the Thai government should ensure that they bear statutory
responsibilities/liabilities as employers under the relevant labor laws—including the Alien
Working Act, the Labour Protection Act (1998), the Social Security Act, and the Workmen’s
Compensation Act.

Focus efforts to improve labor conditions in primary processing on Samut Sakhon first:
Since more than half of primary processors are based in Samut Sakhon, it may be economical
to focus initial efforts on this area and its connection to Bangkok—the center of domestic
demand and a transportation hub for seafood exports.

Ensure awareness of the Thai government’s commitment to equal treatment with regard to
labor protection: It is essential to widely disseminate the Thai government’s commitment to
provide equal treatment with regard to labor protection, under the Labour Protection Act
(1998), regardless of nationality and legal status.

Provide support services that are accessible to migrants: The Thai government and the
governments of migrant-sending countries should provide support services and cooperate with
NGOs and trade unions to establish channels through which to disseminate information on
policies and procedures, and to facilitate migrants’ access to services, including complaint
mechanisms.

Ensure effective coordination among government departments involved in migration
management: The committees managing labor migration in sending countries and in Thailand
should include representatives from all key government departments involved in migration
management, including labor, immigration, health, and social welfare.

Strengthen collection and dissemination of data on migrant workers: Data on migrant
workers should be strengthened, through greater interagency collaboration at the national and
subnational levels, and through regional harmonization of data from sending countries. This
includes the regular exchange of labor market information, administrative records on regular
migration through the MOU and the registration/nationality verification processes, as well as
data on deportations and irregular migration, and analysis of trends and patterns. Processes for
correcting discrepancies in data should be established.

Raise awareness of the value of migrant labor: Research on the role of migrant labor and its
value added in the Thai canned tuna and shrimp value chains can help raise public awareness
of the value of migrant labor in these sectors and the negative impact a shortage of such labor
would have on the Thai economy. This recommendation also applies to non-government
stakeholders.

11



Recommendations for Non-Government Stakeholders:

Encourage international buyers to be more vigilant and engage more directly with their
suppliers to help them implement international standards, including for labor: Independent
monitoring of the implementation of GLP standards will encourage businesses to comply with
a set of criteria that ensures safe labor conditions for all. Involving international buyers in
multipartite meetings in which international buyers, national businesses, national and local
authorities, workers’ representatives, and NGOs participate could lead to commonly agreed-
upon steps to upgrade the Thai seafood industry.

Implement programs that promote GLP standards among small businesses: As multiple
stakeholders in the GLP taskforce develop guidelines for GLP standards across the fisheries
industry, opportunities will be created for greater collaboration among the public and private
sectors and civil society. Small business owners in particular can benefit from NGO initiatives
designed to increase their knowledge and awareness of GLP.

Develop the capacity of SMEs working in shrimp processing to improve their labor
conditions: The lack of concentration in the shrimp industry and the large number of SMEs in
the sector make it difficult for authorities and large companies to monitor labor conditions
throughout the value chain. NGOs could work more closely with larger companies and public
authorities to reach out to micro and small enterprises and help them build labor management
practices that align with international standards.

Conduct additional research on the topic of hazardous work among children and adolescents
in Thailand: Additional research on hazardous work among children is needed to enhance our
understanding of this subject. Future research should include a wider range of occupational
hazards specific to the shrimp and seafood sectors.

Encourage employers to ensure that children aged 5-14 are not engaged in work:® This study
found that high proportions of young working children—one in three—suffered injuries while
working. In cases where parents bring young children to worksites, business owners should
ensure that these children are in safe environments and not conducting work. Ideally, parents
should bring children to day care or school rather than to their worksites.

Include the brokerage and registration fees of migrant workers in the costs paid by employers
when hiring a migrant worker: As part of efforts to close gaps in the registration process, the
brokerage and registration fees of migrants should be paid by employers. This will reduce the
potential for debt bondage and other vulnerabilities.

Ensure that children 15-17 have access to an advocate for work-related problems: Among
children in the shrimp/seafood industries in Nakhon Si Thammarat and Songkhla, one in 10
children did not know who they could turn to for help with work-related problems, and one in
four said they had no one to turn to for such problems. Private sector employers can help

5 Thailand’s 1998 Labor Protection Act (LPA) outlines conditions for the employment of young workers.
Children below the age of 15 are prohibited from working in Thailand, with the implication that any individual
under 15 years of age who is working is classified as child labor. Child labor is coded positively for:

— Anyone under 15 years of age who is working at least one hour per week

— OR: Ages 15-17 and working in hazardous work

— OR: Ages 15-17 and working more than 48 hours/week

— OR: Ages 15-17 and working between 10:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m.

12



address this issue by identifying a point person for workers to turn to within the workplace,
and NGOs can provide similar assistance at the community level.

Recommendations for Multi-Stakeholder Efforts:

Establish a regional forum for improved regional value chain management in the seafood
sector: A regional forum including government, the private sector (producers as well as
domestic and international buyers), international organizations, and NGOs would provide a
platform for the discussion of best practices in management and oversight in support of
improved labor conditions across the value chain.

Findings on Migrant Education

One in three children was not in school, and boys were disproportionately affected: Among
children in the shrimp and seafood industries, only 56.4 percent were attending school or non-
formal education centers. One in three children (40.7 percent) were currently not attending any
school. Samut Sakhon had the highest proportion of children not attending school (78.6
percent). Over a third of children in Surat Thani (43.5 percent) were not in school, followed by
30.1 percent in Nakhon Si Thammarat.

Over three times as many boys as girls were not attending school in Surat Thani (85.7 percent
and 25.0 percent respectively); twice as many boys as girls were not attending school in
Songkhla (33.6 percent and 14.2 percent respectively). Higher proportions of girls were
attending school than boys in all provinces surveyed.

Second children, particularly girls, were disproportionately taken out of school to care for
siblings: Parents in all three provinces noted that one of the older children had to take on the
responsibility of looking after the younger ones. As most of these families had a child of
working age (15 or above), the typical age for such a caregiver was 12. The responsibility to
take care of younger dependents therefore fell on the second child; if that child happened to be
a girl, it would be more likely that she would have to remain home to oversee the younger
dependents.

A much higher proportion of girls did household chores in all provinces compared to boys,
with 90.2 percent of girls doing chores compared to 61.2 percent of boys (data not shown).

Nearly all migrant children who had never attended school gave work as the reason: Among
working migrant children in the DPU survey, only a very low proportion of children in the
shrimp and seafood industries had ever attended school (3.9 percent). Among the 192 migrant
children who had never attended Thai school and who had worked in the past week, almost all
(96.2 percent) cited having to work as the primary reason they had never attended school.

Migrants’ earning power was not significantly increased by their completion of primary or
secondary education: Statistical analysis found that the ability to speak Thai increased the
average daily wage of a migrant who works in seafood-related industries by about 1.54 percent.
For a person working at a peeling shed who earns 300 baht per day, the ability to speak Thai
would increase that person’s daily earnings to 304.5 baht. In contrast, one hour of extra work
would add another THB 50-60 to that individual’s daily wage. Decisions to leave school for
work in part reflect this economic calculation.

13



Parental debt and mobility were linked to lower enrollment among children: Household debt
was a factor leading parents to choose work over education for their children. Debt was cited
by several respondents as a reason a family might suddenly relocate to a new area, withdrawing
children from school and in some cases driving the family underground, thus impeding
children’s access to school in the future.

Parents who believed they would remain in Thailand for the foreseeable future were more
likely to send their children to school: Migrants who were confident that they would be able
to remain in Thailand for an extended period were more inclined to send their children to
school. This was particularly true for those migrants who knew they would remain in Thailand
at least until their children reached the working age of 15, as they viewed schooling as
important in improving their children’s employment prospects.

Parents who believed they would return to Myanmar soon were more likely to have their
children work or to enroll them in a Burmese-language school: Families who saw their time
in Thailand as limited were more likely to focus on generating income in the short term. This
effort sometimes extended to children, who were expected to help contribute to the family
income, often through home-based work. However, respondents also revealed that Burmese-
language schooling was seen by such families as an attractive option, as it prepared students
for reintegration into the Myanmar school system (and Myanmar culture more broadly).

The practice of transitioning migrant children into the Thai formal school system at the first
grade level (even when migrant children are significantly older than their Thai peers) has
been linked to problems for schools, students, and teachers, as well as to higher drop-out
rates among migrant children: Parents, school administrators, and NGO leaders described
challenges associated with the practice of transitioning migrant children to Thai schools at the
first grade level. While this practice ensures that migrant children gain exposure to the full
primary school curriculum, it is also associated with high drop-out levels among migrant
children. Migrant parents noted that their children felt embarrassed about being paired with
Thai students who were many years their junior. Teachers and school administrators also noted
the challenges of teaching a classroom with substantial age heterogeneity, while NGO leaders
cited instances in which the older children grasped the material more readily (due in part to
their age), fostering resentment among Thai parents and low-level conflict within the school
community.
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Recommendations on Migrant Education
Recommendations for Policymakers:

Improve migrant children’s access to early childhood education centers: Migrant children
should be encouraged to enroll in childcare centers managed by the Ministry of Social
Development and Human Security located in every tambon (sub-district), with the local budget
adjusted to accommodate these children. Migrant children should be encouraged to begin early
learning centers when they are three to four years old, ensuring that they become proficient
enough in Thai to enter formal Thai schools at the first grade level with their peers.

Place migrant children with their age peers when they enter formal Thai schools: To support
better integration of migrant students into formal Thai schools, school administrators should
transition migrant children into classrooms with Thai children who are close to their own age
(rather than requiring all migrant children to begin in first grade, regardless of age). Prior to
entering a formal Thai school, migrant children should be provided with Thai language training
and tutoring on key aspects of the curriculum.

Maintain low school fees: While all children have access to education in Thailand regardless
of registration status, this research found that the children of undocumented migrants were less
likely to enroll in school, as their families had lower incomes than documented migrants and
were therefore less able to pay fees. Fees associated with school attendance should be kept low
so as not to exclude these children.

Ensure that part-time schooling is available for migrant children, particularly those in the
15-17 legal working age group: Part-time classes and vocational school offer excellent
opportunities for these children to continue their education while working (as opposed to
dropping out to work full time). Flexible educational modalities for children aged 13 and above
can encourage these children to stay in school beyond the transition to junior high, when many
are currently dropping out in favor of work.

Establish school-based vocational training programs for children aged 13-14: Migrant
parents who are confident that they will remain in Thailand until their children reach the
working age of 15 are more inclined to send their children to school. Providing vocational
training linked to market needs (and if possible, to employment at age 15) would provide a
strong incentive for parents to keep their children in school. Such a program could also help
employers fill positions in key areas where there is a labor shortage.

Consider establishing a government-run education fund for migrant children: Given the
importance of school attendance as a means of stemming child labor, the government should
consider having employers pay into a fund supporting migrant education in Thailand as part of
their application to bring migrant workers into the country. The education fund could subsidize
the operation of centers providing transitional education to migrants and helping them
effectively integrate into the formal Thai system.

Support bilateral cooperation on educational equivalency: As part of the MOU process,

efforts should be made to establish a clear framework for educational equivalency between
migrant-sending countries and Thailand.
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Ensure that education provided to migrants is of high quality: High-quality education is
essential for human development and the development of productive citizens. Moreover, high-
quality education supports better student retention rates and is therefore an important incentive
for migrant families to choose education over work for school-age children. Regular and
standardized monitoring and evaluation of teachers of migrant children will help ensure
quality.

Make support services available to children currently in school with the goal of continuing
education: Given the extremely high levels of interest in continuing education among those
who are already in school, and the substantial percentages who drop out after primary school
and again upon turning 15, support services should be made available to children in school to
help them navigate challenges associated with dropping out.

Recommendations for Non-Government Stakeholders:

Increase education and advocacy in migrant communities: Thailand recently implemented a
change in the registration process, allowing migrant workers to renew their work permit after
a brief period out of the country. By giving migrants the assurance that they can stay in
Thailand long-term (as long as they continue to have productive working relationships with
their employers), these migrants will be far more invested in a life in Thailand for themselves
and their children, with a significant effect on migrant parents’ willingness to send their
children to primary school.

Conduct outreach on the right to education and its benefits among working children aged
13-17: A significant portion of older children working in shrimp and seafood processing who
were not currently in school indicated that they were unsure of whether they wanted to enter
school. This represents an opportunity among this group to raise awareness of migrant
children’s right to access school in Thailand, and of the benefits of education more generally.

Support the transition of migrant children into Thai schools: NGOs and the private sector
can help support the successful transition of migrant children into Thai schools, by helping to
identify teachers who speak both Thai and Burmese to serve as tutors for children as they
prepare to enter the formal Thai school system and for a period of time after their transition,
and by working together with government to help train these teachers to meet the specific needs
of migrant children who are entering the Thai school system for the first time.

Support improved relations and understanding between Thais and migrants: NGOs and the
private sector can support better educational and social outcomes for migrant children by
working to increase mutual understanding among Thais and migrants living in the same
community. Community-based activities that promote understanding of and respect for both
cultures, as well as a sense of investment in a shared community, will provide an important
foundation on which to build successful educational interventions for migrant children.

Provide financial assistance and/or incentives to migrant families to keep children in school:
Employers of migrant workers should consider providing financial and other incentives to
facilitate migrant children’s enrollment and ongoing schooling. Incentives can include school
uniforms, learning materials, teacher salaries, school equipment, classroom space, free
transportation from migrant communities to learning centers or schools, free lunch, and
financial rewards in the form of scholarships for migrant children who perform well in schools.
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Recommendations for Multi-Stakeholder Efforts:

Establish a multi-stakeholder platform to address challenges related to migrant education:
Government, NGO, and private sector stakeholders should come together to establish a multi-
stakeholder platform to address challenges related to migrant education. The platform should
support coordination on roles and responsibilities for implementing the recommendations in
this report and other actions in support of improved access and quality of migrant education.
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