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The plight of migrant workers in many countries has been in the spotlight 
since the beginning of the global COVID-19 outbreak. Owing to their 
low-income, precarious jobs and poor living standards, migrant workers 
became one of the most vulnerable populations amid the pandemic.

Migrant workers in Malaysia were no exception. In 2020, there 
were at least two million migrant workers, mostly from Indonesia and 
Bangladesh, making up 14% of Malaysia’s total employed persons 
(DOSM 2021; MOHA 2020). Many were known to live in overcrowded 
accommodation in unsanitary conditions, either provided by unscrupu-
lous employers or sourced by workers themselves, making it impossible 
to maintain good hygiene and practise physical distancing during the 
pandemic. Moreover, the Malaysian Trades Union Congress also report-
ed violations of migrant workers’ rights by their employers during the 
pandemic. This included unfair terminations, unpaid wages, workers be-
ing required to continue working in non-essential jobs, and workers’ un-
certainty about their employment status due to limited contact with em-
ployers (ILO 2020). Those who lost their jobs would have also lost their 
work passes, making them undocumented and at risk of being arrested.

Unfortunately, the Malaysian government did little to address the 
vulnerabilities faced by these workers. Although the government ga-
zetted the Workers’ Minimum Standard of Housing and Amenities 
Bills, which require all employers to provide standard accommodation 
to their migrant workers, this took place only in August 2020, and 
most employers were unable to comply with the regulation immedi-
ately, especially in a difficult economic climate (Straits Times 2020c). 
Overall, fewer than 10% of documented migrant workers lived in 
regulation-compliant housing by December 2020 (Bernama 2020). 
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Furthermore, when major immigration raids took place in May 2020 
to detain undocumented workers, concerns were raised that more mi-
grant workers would have been scared into hiding, making testing and 
treatment, as well as tracing the spread of coronavirus, even more chal-
lenging (Straits Times 2020b). Given migrant workers’ precarious living 
conditions, the government’s actions did little to contain migrant work-
ers’ exposure to coronavirus. It is no surprise that, by the end of 2020, 
migrants accounted for more than 40% of all confirmed COVID-19 
cases in Malaysia, despite constituting only 10% of the country’s pop-
ulation (MOH 2020; authors’ calculation).

On the job front, government assistance was lacking as well. One of 
the most prominent initiatives was a 25% cut for the migrant worker 
levy due between April and December 2020 to alleviate the financial 
burden on hard-hit small- and medium-sized enterprises. Unfortunately, 
this was likely not helpful as the levy cut amounted to discounts of 
only 103–463 Malaysian ringgit, roughly US$25–115, per worker 
(Tan, Nazihah, and Jarud 2020). Even after restrictions on movement 
were gradually lifted, the government repeatedly urged employers to 
prioritise locals in their hiring practices as part of measures to alleviate 
soaring unemployment among Malaysians. This policy was also justi-
fied as an effort to wean Malaysia off its reliance on low-wage migrant 
workers and encourage automation in the long run (Minderjeet 2020).

In a global public health and economic crisis, it is only humane to 
treat everyone with care and dignity, regardless of nationality or social 
class. Migrant workers deserve protection by the simple virtue that they 
are human, and basic protection should be part of their human rights. 
Unfortunately, human rights arguments often fall on deaf ears, with many 
still calling for governments to prioritise their citizens over migrants.

However, even from a pure economic perspective, an ideology that 
puts the welfare of citizens first must give way to inclusive protection 
measures. Although some may argue that, given limited resources, gov-
ernments have an obligation to prioritise their citizens over migrants, 
there are several strong economic arguments against the marginalisa-
tion of migrant workers.

Neglecting migrant workers hurts locals too
The pandemic laid bare the pervasiveness of economic externalities be-
yond what was previously thought. In the case of migrant workers in 
Malaysia, the economic consequences of neglecting their welfare mani-
fested in at least two ways.
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First, the failure to manage migrant workers’ exposure to corona-
virus strained the public healthcare system and led to the extension of 
movement restrictions. In November 2020, a cluster linked to the mi-
grant workers at Top Glove Corp’s congested dormitories became the 
largest COVID-19 cluster in Malaysia as of April 2021 (Malaysiakini 
2021; Straits Times 2020a). After more than 3,000 workers tested pos-
itive within a month, coronavirus spread beyond the workers’ circle to 
the community, forced the company to shut its factories, and caused the 
area to be placed under an extended period of lockdown (Hazlin 2020; 
Teh and Dhesegaan 2020). On a national scale, by early January 2021, 
the number of confirmed locally transmitted cases among non-citizens 
had risen drastically by more than 30,000. This contributed to the pres-
sure that eventually brought the country’s healthcare system to ‘break-
ing point’, forcing the government to lengthen movement restrictions 
within the country (Ahmad 2021). Clearly, any outbreak – whether 
involving poor migrant workers or rich Malaysians – would indiscrim-
inately affect the larger population by straining the public healthcare 

Source: DOSM (2011), DOSM (2015), DOSM (2021) and authors’ 
calculation.
Note: Migrant workers made up a large proportion of workers in different 
sectors and among the low-skilled workers.

Figure 15.1. Migrant workers are important to Malaysia’s economy
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system and throwing more businesses into deeper waters as lockdown 
became inevitable.

Second, in terms of migrant workers’ job security, inadequate support 
to protect workers’ jobs also had a spillover effect on the survival of in-
dustries and businesses. Malaysia’s economy had long been heavily reli-
ant on the migrant workforce. In 2020, migrant workers made up more 
than 30% of the workforce in the agriculture sector, and just below 
20% in both the construction and manufacturing sectors (Figure 15.1). 
Almost half of the low-skilled workers in Malaysia were of foreign or-
igin. For semi-skilled jobs, where the majority of jobs were, more than 
one in 10 were migrant workers. Overall, an estimated 22% of estab-
lishments in Malaysia hired migrant workers in 2018 (MOHR 2019).

As such, without adequate support to protect migrant workers’ jobs, 
Malaysia effectively unplugged its economy’s access to a large swathe 
of the labour force. This served an extra blow to businesses that were 
already grappling with the economic consequences of the pandemic. 
As firms struggled to stay afloat, this in turn complicated the effort to 
reduce unemployment.

The difference between migrant and local workers
When migrant workers became absent from the labour market – 
whether due to sickness or job loss – hiring local workers to replace 
them was not easy simply because migrant and local workers are not 
perfect substitutes.

Between 2010 and 2020, most of the migrant workers who entered 
the labour market had at most a secondary education (Figure 15.2). 
By contrast, the Malaysian labour force was becoming more educat-
ed: there were fewer people with only a primary education or less and 
over two million more who were tertiary educated. This partly explains 
why, within the same decade, most migrant workers tended to go into 
lower-skilled jobs, whereas Malaysians were mostly hired in skilled and 
semi-skilled occupations.

In other words, given their distinct education profiles, migrant and 
local workers generally do not do the same jobs. Lower-educated mi-
grant workers often take on lower-skilled jobs that are deemed dirty, 
dangerous, and difficult (3D), which are also jobs that Malaysians usu-
ally shun. Indeed, in a survey conducted by the Malaysian Employers 
Federation (MEF), around 78% of 101 member companies reported 
that the main reason for recruiting migrant workers was a ‘shortage of 
local workers to fill vacancies’ (MEF 2014). Although this survey was 
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not nationally representative, it gives a broad sense of the struggle that 
firms faced in hiring local workers.

Therefore, by neglecting migrant workers’ health and requiring em-
ployers to hire only local workers after lockdown, the government was 
putting employers in a challenging position. For example, following the 
government’s directive to stop hiring migrant workers, market traders 
at wholesale and wet markets in Selangor found it hard to hire (Soo 
2020). The jobs that migrant workers did were often too demanding 
for locals, such that it took two locals to handle one migrant worker’s 
workload. As such, the market functioned at less than 20% of its full 
capacity due to the staffing disruption.

Encouragingly, after a petition by some employers, the government 
announced in August 2020 that employers could hire migrant workers 
who had previously been laid off. This was indeed a move in the right 
direction. After all, migrant and local workers had been occupying dif-
ferent occupational spaces. Expecting this to change overnight – even 
amid a global economic crisis – was unrealistic.

The march towards automation
Last but not least, the pathway to a successful structural transforma-
tion of the economy that will benefit all Malaysians does not depend 

Sources: DOSM (2011), DOSM (2015), DOSM (2021) and authors’ calculation.
Note: Between 2010 and 2020, migrant workers mostly went into low-skilled 
occupations due to their lower education backgrounds.

Figure 15.2. Migrant and local workers occupied different 
occupational spaces
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solely on reducing Malaysia’s reliance on migrant workers. Although 
there has been a wealth of economic research on the short-term impact 
of immigration on the employment and wages of locals, immigration’s 
long-term effects on Malaysia’s choice of production technology and 
the growth potential of its economy have remained under-investigat-
ed. One view holds that current low-cost, labour-intensive production 
strategies – made possible by the relative abundance of migrant work-
ers – may actually have been slowing down Malaysia’s adoption of 
the latest forms of technology (KRI 2018; Ng, Tan, and Tan 2018). If 
true, this has significant implications for Malaysia’s ability to sustain 
its economic development and eventually transition to an advanced 
economy.1

Without a doubt, this is a highly consequential research question. 
Yet it does not imply that removing migrant workers from the labour 
market would automatically promise a structural transformation of 
Malaysia’s economy that guarantees prosperity and employment secu-
rity for all. First and foremost, it is naïve to assume that firms would 
simply upgrade their technology once low-skilled migrant workers are 
absent from the labour market. For one thing, labour-saving technol-
ogies are costly. The adoption of automation or the relocation of pro-
duction to overseas locations with low-cost labour are luxuries that are 
often exclusive to large firms only, while other firms might go out of 
business instead (Sumption and Somerville 2009). This is pertinent in 
light of the fact that, in 2016, 90% of Malaysian manufacturing firms 
had fewer than 75 employees each (DOSM 2017). It forces the question 
of how Malaysia can ensure these firms remain competitive in the face 
of global technological advancement so that the manufacturing sector 
can continue to be a reliable source of job creation.

From the workers’ perspectives, automation and new technology 
are bound to replace jobs, and it is Malaysians, not migrant workers, 
who are at the highest risk of job displacement. Based on findings by 
KRI (2017a), in the next two decades, 54% of all jobs in Malaysia 
could be displaced by technology. Four in five of these high-risk jobs 
are semi-skilled jobs. Malaysians will be most affected because 86% of 
all semi-skilled jobs are held by Malaysians. In fact, the hollowing-out 
of semi-skilled jobs by technology has been evident since 2001  
(Figure 15.3). The void is only expected to deepen further with rapid 
progress in technology, more so if the government fully commits itself 
to the transformation of the country’s economic model.

Clearly, the road to economic transformation comes with its own set 
of labour and industrial challenges that will inevitably put Malaysians’ 
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jobs at risk. Reducing Malaysia’s reliance on migrant workers could 
be an important policy lever to drive transformation, but it is a foun-
dation of sound labour, industrial, and education policies that will en-
sure the sustainable creation of quality jobs and prepare all Malaysians  
for the rapidly evolving employment landscape. This may involve, 
among other things, strengthening public–private interactions to bet-
ter inform industrial policies to create an enabling environment for 
innovation, developing active labour market policies to continually re-
train the workforce, and reforming the education system to equip all 
Malaysians with relevant skills for the future (KRI 2017a; Rodrik and 
Sabel 2020). As far as employment security is concerned, the question 
is: has Malaysia invested enough in building the foundation?

Conclusion – becoming better, together
If there is anything that the pandemic has taught us, it is that we are 
all in this together, and only by caring for one another can we emerge 
from the crisis safe and strong. From this chapter, it should be clear that 
neglecting migrant workers incurs significant economic externalities 

Sources: DOSM (n.d.), DOSM (2021) and authors’ calculation.
Note: Unlike jobs on both ends of the skills spectrum, semi-skilled jobs 
experienced a dip between 2001 and 2020.

Figure 15.3. The disappearing middle – percentage point changes in 
employment share between 2001 and 2020
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that inevitably hurt the greater population. Furthermore, amplifying 
the urgency to reduce the reliance on migrant workers in a time like this 
has only distracted the country from what needs to be fundamentally 
improved in order to transform Malaysia’s economy in the medium to 
long term.

Nonetheless, economic arguments should not be the only considera-
tion when it comes to the ways in which we treat others. Certainly, the 
population of migrant workers – whether documented or otherwise 
– who have contributed significantly to Malaysia’s economy are owed 
a duty of care. Besides stepping up job protection for all migrant work-
ers during the pandemic, Malaysia must commit to protecting migrant 
workers’ rights at all times. This includes overhauling existing regula-
tions to safeguard workers’ undisputed access to healthcare services 
and decent living conditions and holding employers and all authorities 
along the migrant workers’ employment line accountable for any form 
of mistreatment of workers. These should apply in any other countries 
that host migrant workers, because how we treat migrant workers will 
determine not only the fate of our societies but also how our countries 
are remembered in the annals of history.

Note
1. This section draws from the research findings of KRI (2017a) and KRI 
(2017b), two of the few studies in Malaysia that thoroughly investigate the 
impact of automation on the Malaysian employment landscape.
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