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Introduction:

Discrimination against migrant workers has resulted in a lack of basic human

rights, with migrant workers often experiencing a lack of social security and congested

living spaces with low accessibility to essential toiletries and clothing. On top of that, the

dangerous situations that their workplaces put them in often do not result in sufficient

wages, resulting in many migrant workers picking up overtime work to gain a livable

income. Housing is not safe nor sanitary for migrant workers, with them inhabiting

houses in disrepair, or labour camps on farms which are not licensed, all due to a lack

of rental housing in rural regions alongside neglect by employers. The mental and

physical health of migrant workers gets impacted as they reside in the cramped and

poorly ventilated areas that they are forced into. As the discrimination faced by migrant

workers increases in severity, the negative attitudes that people associate with migrant

workers results in exclusion from society and a lack of basic human rights in many

significant fields.

Definition of Key Terms:
1. Migrant Worker: An individual who migrates to a new area or country with the

primary objective of obtaining employment. These workers often don’t possess

the intention to reside permanently in their new place of work. The OECD

defines a migrant worker succinctly to be “a foreigner admitted by the receiving

state for the specific purpose of exercising an economic activity remunerated

from within the receiving country.'
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2. Discrimination: Defined in the Oxford dictionary as “unjust or prejudicial

treatment of different categories of people, especially on the grounds of age,

gender or race” Discrimination against a certain group of people for any of these

reasons can lead to violence. Whether it is those being discriminated against

experiencing violence, or groups of people acting out violently after being

oppressed, it is undesirable.

3. Xenophobia: Defined as the “attitudes, prejudices and behaviour that reject,

exclude and often vilify persons based on the perception that they are outsiders

or foreigners to the community, society or national identity” by the UNHCR.

4. Labour Migration: The IOM defines labour migration as “the movement of

persons from their home State to another State for the purpose of employment.”

It is currently estimated that approximately 86 million persons are working in a

country other than their country of birth.

5. Stigmatisation: Define as “the act of describing or considering

somebody/something in a way that unfairly suggests that they are bad or do not

deserve respect”.

Background Information

Discrimination against migrant workers has recently taken more importance. The

ILO suggests that migrant workers make up 5% of the global workforce, indicating the

severity of the discrimination faced by such a significant portion of the population.

Discrimination against migrant workers has been surging as they become an

interconnected part of society in several countries. Following World War I, Great Plains

farmers were severely impacted by the recession that threatened their ability to continue

working, and it is estimated that over 2.5 million migrant workers made their way to

California around the 1930s. However, these migrant workers were met with

unfavourable working conditions and were commonly looked down upon by locals. This

deeply rooted issue has grown since then, with discrimination against such migrant
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workers not ceasing to increase, bringing about international concerns regarding the

need to eradicate such discrimination. An ILO conducted study in 2019 investigated the

declining optimistic attitudes towards migrant workers in four Asian countries,

establishing that over 50% of the respondents believed that migrant workers contributed

to rising crime rates, and over 40% of the locals expressed their concerns about migrant

workers posing a threat to culture and heritage.

In addition, structural (systemic) racism is reinforced when labour migration

governance is separated from immigration and settlement systems. Governments have

established an unequal atmosphere for migrant workers, primarily those who come from

low-income countries, by treating them differently to other immigrants,

compartmentalising their governance from permanent immigration systems, as well as

putting restraints on their rights and their movement.

Current Situation

The effect of the pandemic on the current situation

As the global pandemic progresses continuously, approximately 164 million

migrant workers have become victims of the harmful racism and xenophobia which has

surfaced. As locals and governments grapple with their fears regarding the worsening

pandemic, the social exclusion faced by migrant workers has gotten significantly worse.

This discrimination has presented itself in numerous forms; verbal abuse, inaccessibility

of goods/services, migrant worker-specific quarantine restrictions/policies, etcetera.

Migrant workers experiencing different levels of testing or treatment, different

movement restrictions, and being isolated or confined to overcrowded, unsanitary

conditions away from nationals are all demonstrations of the ways in which hidden

racism and xenophobia present themselves in the midst of COVID-19. These actions

are all taken to physically separate migrant workers from citizens and locals. Migrant

workers additionally lack access to pandemic programs, and experience mass
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detentions, deportations, and forced quarantine, all contributing to the growing image of

migrant workers as a risk to citizens, drawing our attention away from the fact that such

migrant workers are not the risk, but rather at risk. Their vulnerabilities are exposed as

they are forced into these harsh conditions, frequently resulting in physical and mental

trauma that will impact them indefinitely.

Gender Discrimination among migrant workers

Gender also comes into play when inspecting the discrimination faced by migrant

workers. A group which is dominated primarily by males, migrant workers who are

female have been victims of violence and sexual harassment. Female migrant workers

are often subject to gender-specific migration policies, informal labour, lack of PPE, and

training. The lack of stringent regulations regarding female migrant workers increases

the gender inequalities within this group. Migrant women who are also domestic workers

face even more severe exclusion during the pandemic, and may have less access to

support than male migrant workers, or may find themselves confined to their living

spaces with gender-specific stay-at-home orders.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

Singapore

The Ministry of Manpower (MOM) in Singapore reports that there are over

300,000 work permit passes as of late 2021, making Singapore a major platform for

migrant workers. However, some policies which have been implemented in Singapore

are designed in a way which segregates migrant workers, encouraging xenophobia and

stigmatisation of the rights of migrant workers. Several migrant workers hope to earn

higher wages in Singapore but come to realise the gap in their labour rights they

experience from employers, including wage discrimination, recruitment debts, withholding

passports, etcetera. The poor treatment of migrant workers in Singapore is also reflected
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in their living conditions, with 20 workers sharing an overcrowded dormitory, often located

far from the central city, further isolating migrant workers from the rest of the population.

During the times of the pandemic, the 5% of the population which are migrant workers

comprised 90% of the people who tested positive for the virus. The Singapore

government responded to this by placing migrant workers in their dormitories for a

one-year lockdown period, preventing them from any interactions with the general public.

The Singapore government has made some efforts to combat this discrimination against

migrant workers, but faster and more direct actions need to be taken to push for change

in Singapore.

USA

The United States experiences the most immigrants globally, with immigrants

accounting for over 13% of the population. The general public in the United States has

conflicting views on immigrants. Overall, a majority of Americans view migrant workers

with a positive outlook. Considering the vital position of the US in the world’s political

relations, this acceptance of migrant workers is beneficial to bridging more optimistic

views on migrant workers. However, the progression of the pandemic has countered this

progress, with increasing xenophobia and more blame put on immigrants for increasing

the spread of the virus. As a result of these fears, racially-motivated crimes have been

increasing in the US, where discrimination against migrant workers of particular races

has taken place in the form of physical aggression.

The International Organisation for Migration (IOM)

The IOM has been managing migration and encouraging international

partnership on migration-related issues since 1951, assisting nations by providing

pragmatic solutions to migration concerns as well as offering aid to migrants when

necessary, such as refugees and internally displaced people. The IOM advocates that

migrant workers should have their fundamental human rights at all times, including the

right to freedom of movement. Migrants globally can find support through the IOM, as the
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organisation develops influential responses to rapidly changing migration, as well as

helps to increase capacity within governments to manage the mobility of migrant workers.

International Labour Organisation (ILO)

The ILO works towards advancing social justice globally, as well as preserving

the labour and basic human rights of people. The ILO helps connect 187 member states,

and collaboratively are able to draft resolutions, form new policies, deduce labour

standards, and increase the provision of fair job opportunities to the public. In the aspect

of migrant workers, the ILO helps with ensuring suitable working conditions and is able to

take action on any infringements upon basic rights by referring to multiple years of

research and numerous studies which have been conducted. The ILO recognises the

contributions that migrant workers make to the growth of the economy and society of

their countries of destination. The ILO further recognises the complexities in the migration

process and the amplitude of the discriminatory issues faced by migrant workers, which

poses the reason for the ILO working to create policies that benefit all parties involved in

labour migration.

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

UN involvement has majorly been through the “International Convention on the

Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families'', which

was adopted in December of 1990, covering several aspects of the treatment of migrant

workers. In the aspect of discrimination, article 7 highlights that all human rights

appointed to migrant workers should be indifferent to any factor, including “sex, race,

colour, language, religion or conviction, political or other opinions, national, ethnic or

social origin, nationality, age, economic position, property, marital status, birth or other

status”.
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The following resolutions have also been adopted by the Human Rights Council:

● Protection of the human rights of migrants: strengthening the promotion and

protection of the human rights of migrants, including in large movements

(A/HRC/RES/32/14)

● Protection of the human rights of migrants: the global compact for safe, orderly

and regular migration (A/HRC/RES/35/17)

● The human rights of migrants (A/HRC/RES/18/21)

● Promotion of the right of migrants to the enjoyment of the highest attainable

standard of physical and mental health (A/HRC/RES/26/21)

● Protection of the human rights of migrants: migrants in transit (A/HRC/RES/29/2)

However, despite the implementation of such resolutions, discrimination against migrant

workers has not subdued due to a variety of reasons. Despite calls for countries to ratify

the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, many nations

have yet to do this. This reluctance to take action is also seen by the low number of

nations who utilised the Recommended Principles and Guidelines on Human Rights at

International Borders, prepared by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner

for Human Rights when considering how to combat the issue, despite the resolution

urging nations to do so. As it can be seen, in spite of the numerous resolutions which

have been passed, lack of execution by nations is a driving factor in the stagnant nature

of the issue.

Possible Solutions

States must ensure that migrant workers have equal access to services and

support in comparison to locals in order to combat discrimination. Specific to the times

of the pandemic, migrant workers should be given the same treatment as citizens in

numerous aspects, including quarantine/isolation rules, social distancing, access to

PPE, and COVID-19 testing. Migrant workers should also be given access to
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non-virus-related services, including legal services, giving them the ability to formulate

complaints easily if required. Access to health care should also be addressed for

migrant workers despite holding a migrant worker status in a country, where the

healthcare would include insurance that covers infectious diseases, long-term health,

care in emergency situations, and death benefits. Both legal and healthcare services

should be accompanied by translation services, overcoming the language barrier

obstacle that migrant workers must overcome.

Migrant workers often partake in heavy labour, which calls for increased

monitoring of the working conditions that migrant workers are placed in. Migrant workers

are often discriminated against in the housing and workplace that they are provided

with; their rights in residence and occupations are often given less importance than that

of locals. The relatively dangerous occupations should be outlined and even more

frequently inspected to check for any inconsistencies in relation to labour laws, as well

as to make sure that health regulations are being followed closely. Housing areas were

given to migrant workers and also must be checked for the same regulations. In

addition, industries that have heavy migrant worker participation should be inspected for

any discriminatory practices, for example ensuring that the places of work are not being

exposed to infectious diseases or have high disease transmission rates.

Discrimination faced by migrant workers often takes the form of imperfect

information given to migrant workers. During the time of the pandemic, it is essential

that migrant workers are given access to information in a multilingual format about the

spread and ongoing trends of the virus. In addition, states should make attempts to

raise awareness about the myths associated with migrant workers’ role in the spread of

the virus, thus combatting the distribution of misinformation, which in turn can help

reduce the number of migrant workers’ lives which are endangered.
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The discrimination against migrant workers is also frequently seen as racism,

which brings up the need for states to recognise racism as a public threat and hazard.

Specific measures must be taken to destigmatize the racism faced by migrant workers,

making an effort to reduce the hate crimes motivated by nationality and ethnicity. For

example, states can look to the United Kingdom’s anti-discrimination monitoring body,

and aim to address the racism faced in society by taking input from migrant workers,

trade unions, and civil society. Migrant workers can be included in this process, allowing

them to share their voices and play a part in the development of antiracist strategies.

When discrimination takes place, the mobility of migrant workers also gets

restricted. It is recommended that states maintain open borders and keep flexibility with

work permits. By keeping borders open, labour migration doesn’t get restricted heavily,

reducing the stigma against migration of domestic workers, and reducing the risk of

exploitation and trafficking that would otherwise be high for migrant workers. This can

also help migrants who originate from low-income countries, providing them with equal

opportunities to seek labour elsewhere and pursue a more stable lifestyle. Additionally,

the applications of this in the pandemic suggest that migrant workers are not the source

of the infection, lowering xenophobia. States should also be open to extended work

permits for those migrant workers whose existing permits are close to expiry, and

offering full permanent residency to help migrant workers maintain their rights and

maintain good health is also effective while reducing deportation can tackle the negative

attitudes that otherwise spread rapidly about the influence of migrant workers on

society.

HIV testing of migrant workers has also emerged as a current topic of contention,

as it is often seen as a discriminatory practice to have compulsory HIV testing of

migrants before employment can be granted. It is seen as an infringement on their

rights, potentially even increasing the risk of HIV infection for migrant workers. States

should respond to this by building more effective responses to HIV, which can be done
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through coordinated healthcare actions, not through a mass of ad-hoc policies. To

combat this, states need to build a new framework which outlines clear rules on HIV

testing and the circumstances in which it can take place, as well as gender-specific

policies to reduce gender discrimination among migrant workers. This framework would

also need to specify different actions to be taken depending on the group of migrant

workers, which would require the treatment and prevention to be adjusted accordingly,

for example, the distinct risks that pertain to highly skilled migrant workers as opposed

to migrant workers in manual labour occupations. Once again, stigmatisation does

come into play, where an effective response to reducing discrimination must address

business practices which destigmatise HIV among migrant workers to reduce the

underlying fears held by locals when welcoming migrant workers into their place of

employment. In addition, female migrant workers are often unable to find employment

even if given the right to enter a country, leaving them vulnerable to the effects of

irregular migration, which could in reality increase HIV risks. For this reason, the policies

being developed by states also need to recognise the inequalities between female and

male migrant workers, which can be done through a gender analysis and innovative

solutions.
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● https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm
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