The Changing Mekong: Pluralistic Societies under Siege
Labour Migration and Labour Market Development in the Mekong River Region
Abstract
The forces of globalisation and modernization are heightening the differences between sub-regions within the Mekong River Region and these differences act as stimuli for migration. These forces include urbanization, the digital divide and creation of consumer goods markets, together with the transformation of the environment through such measures as the building of dams and alteration of traditional agricultural patterns. Changes affect the movement of people within the labour market who may move temporarily or permanently within the region or outside. States are struggling to regulate the flows of labour and lapses can lead to exploitation and inefficient use of resources. This paper seeks to identify the flows of labour and their causes, placing these within the context of the legal framework created by bilateral agreements between Thailand and Laos and Cambodia, as well as multilateral policies and agreements. The difficulties involved in policing these agreements is noted and recommendations are made to enhance the necessary capacity in monitoring these pull factors drawing people into migration. One important aspect of abiding by agreements is through labour market development which can help to reduce the push factors leading to migration. Issues surrounding labour market development are discussed and some recommendations made to improve this.  
John Walsh, Mahidol University International College, July 2004.
Introduction
The Mekong River region consists of Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Yunnan Province of China. It is characterized by lengthy borders that are largely unpoliced and hence porous for much of their length as well as great ethnic diversity and a variety of political and social systems. Goods and people are able to pass across more or less freely from country to country. Since much of the work is agricultural and, hence, seasonal and since there are significant disparities in terms of economic opportunities between countries, migration is a persistent and growing feature of the region. This is a generally positive phenomenon but mismanagement can lead to a number of social ills. 

The states involved are all, to some extent, both donors and recipients of workers. However, there are some differences between the level of qualifications and skills involved in inflows and outflows of labour. Since migrant workers, especially unlicensed migrant workers, are subject to exploitation and abuse in different ways, there is a need for governments to find ways to regulate and monitor labour flows. There is also a need to improve the skills and abilities of existing members of the labour market so they can fill the gaps in higher wage areas.
This paper seeks to outline some of the major features of cross-border labour migration in the Mekong River region and possible current and future changes. In what has so far been witnessed of the twenty-first century, it appears that multilateral agreements appear less attractive than bilateral agreements and this trend has also been witnessed in the Mekong river region. While attempts to broker and negotiate multilateral agreements have foundered as a result of complexity and the inability to accommodate all necessary factors in a single, meaningful agreement, smaller scale agreements have been signed and brought into force. For example, blasting of rapids and building dams on the Mekong River by the Chinese authorities (or the Lancang as it is known there) are conducted on a unilateral method and without apparent regard for downstream communities. Yet agreements on single issues have become possible. Laos and China recently signed a bilateral understanding designed to promote understanding between the two countries and the economic development of Laos (VNA Net, 2004). Thailand is also notable in pursuing bilateral agreements under the leadership of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Labour force and migration agreements are important component parts of this process. The region under concern generally lacks any mechanisms or processes by which workers can be effectively represented by labour (trade) unions. Unions in Thailand have been awarded very little power or authority in the political world and are rarely able to represent workers in more than one company or workplace. Unions in the other countries under consideration have either been subsumed within the political system or else lack any substance in a fractured political state such as that in Cambodia.
This paper continues with analysis of why people wish to become involved in migration and its advantages and disadvantages, together with a discussion of the historical context of labour migration in the Mekong River region. This is followed by a more focused investigation into labour migration over recent years in the region and the issues and trends are likely to affect the various phenomena in the future. The paper ends with a conclusion.
Why Migration?
Migration is a response to the differential nature of opportunities and conditions around the world. From the beginning of history, people have migrated from one place to another with a view to enjoying a better life at some stage in the future. The migration might be intended to be temporary or permanent and, in some cases, might even be unintended when, as became much more common towards the end of the twentieth century, nations redrew their boundaries in response to the collapse of ideology and the re-emergence of nation-states that had been subsumed into larger structures. Migrants may be classified according to the following categories:
· Temporary labour migrants
· Highly skilled and business migrants
· Irregular migrants (undocumented or illegal migrants)
· Refuges
· Asylum-seekers
· Forced migration
· Family members (family reunion or family reunification migrants)
· Return migrants (Castles, 2000)

Of these categories, the main focus of this paper will be on temporary labour migrants. However, it is not feasible to separate the different categories entirely. Many of those who are in the irregular migrants category for example, which in Thailand would include a number of groups of hill tribes people who have not been provided with official authorization or identity cards may also be involved in temporary labour cross-border migration. In under-regulated or under-policed areas, temporary labour migration inevitably becomes complicated by issues surrounding irregular migration.
The issues connected with labour migration are complex and multifaceted. At the level of the individual, the enterprise and the state, there are various advantages and disadvantages (see Table 1: Advantages and Disadvantages of Labour Migration below) and it would generally be a complex undertaking to try to assess which of these factors might outweigh the others. 
	
	Emigration
	
	Immigration
	

	
	Potential Advantages 
	Potential Disadvantages
	Potential Advantages  
	Potential Disadvantages

	For migrants or for individuals
	Employment Discontinuity/Greater income 
	Bad working/living conditions/loss of seniority
	Services that free women to enter labour force
	Competition for jobs; marginalization of less skilled

	
	Cheaper goods and services
	Lower local wages
	Training or education
	Lower status work; loss of skills

	
	Richer cultural life
	Crowded schools
	New cultural experiences
	Racism or discrimination

	
	Learning about other countries
	Strange languages and customs
	Meeting new people
	Separation from family; adverse impact on children

	For enterprises 
	Skills of returning migrants
	Losing skilled workforce
	Cheaper/more flexible labour
	Less stable workforce

	
	Lucrative business for the recruitment industry
	Labour shortages that drive up wages
	Workforce diversity
	Dependence on foreign labour for certain jobs

	
	Extra business for communications and travel firms
	Larger markets and economies of scale
	
	

	For the country as a whole
	Reduced population pressure
	Losing younger people
	Rejuvenating population
	Social friction

	
	Lower unemployment
	Coping with sudden returnees
	Larger workforce; lower inflation
	Delayed technology upgrading  

	
	Foreign currency remittances
	Loss of potential output and tax revenue
	Higher GDP; capital brought by immigrant investors
	Increased income inequality

	
	Knowledge and skills of returnees
	Brain drain and loss of better workers; reduced R&D
	Brain gain
	Costs of integration programmes

	
	Building transnational communities
	Social disruption and a culture of emigration
	More diverse and energetic population
	

	
	More social stratification/immigrant ghettos
	Increasing inequality
	Tax income from younger workers
	Cost of social services
welfare benefits


Table 1: Advantages and Disadvantages of Labour Migration Source: ILO, 2004, p.18.
States have the responsibility not just to manage their economies in the short-term but also to balance this with long-term social stability and competitiveness. Attempting to co-ordinate the requirements of these different needs often leads to multiple flows of migrants both within and without a country. General labourers both move into Thailand from Laos and Cambodia and also are exported overseas to Taiwan and the Middle East, among other locations. It should also be borne in mind that the Mekong River region generally suffers from a low level of human resource development. Skills and competencies are lacking and self-help programs such as the One Tambon One Product (OTOP) campaign in Thailand suffer from lack of marketing, logistic and general business administration knowledge. This situation is compounded by poor education and training systems and inputs (e.g. ADB, 1997, pp.46-7). 
As well as cross-border labour migration, it is also necessary to consider internal migration, with rural-urban migration being the most common manifestation of the phenomenon. People tend to move for the same reasons as they do so for cross-border migration, although monitoring their movements can be even more difficult. Internal migration may be controlled by residence requirements and regulations, as it has been for some years in China, in particular, although this can lead to people seeking to circumvent the bureaucracy and thereby creating an underground, unregulated labour force that may be used to undercut regulated labour. Since workers who have entered into this situation have an incentive to remain in the same situation, attempts to register unregistered workers may be unsuccessful, as current attempts in Thailand are further demonstrating. 
History
Historically, the Mekong region has witnessed widespread and continuous migration of peoples across and within its territory for a variety of purposes. From the earliest period of known history, migrants have passed through mainland Southeast Asia from the west and north, leaving behind some groups of peoples who found suitable environmental niches or else who had been displaced by stronger groups. 
Patterns of migration in the past have generally been from the north and north west to the south and southeast. However, there have been some variations as certain peoples found environmental niches that suited the lifestyles they wished to pursue. On the other hand, some who had settled in particular places were then forced to move as a result of newly arriving groups seeking to seize the favourable territory and expel, marginalise or enslave the defeated people. The migrations of the Chinese are an example of family or individual movements seeking better economic opportunities than were available in the home country. By contrast, the movements of the Tais in the thirteenth century resulted from the destruction of the Nanchao kingdom by the Mongols in the 1250s and saw a mass movement and the subsequent establishment of Tai states such as Muang Mua, Luchuan and Lan Na. In the centuries since, most peoples have integrated almost fully into the dominant ethnic group, although there are many exceptions to this, especially in the case of more recent arrivals. 
Migrations since the beginning of the twentieth century have generally resulted from small scale individual movements of migrant labour, which in the case of the Philippines, for example, now represents a very important source of overseas earnings. Southeast Asian people may be found throughout East Asia, the Middle East and beyond as domestic servants, cooks, labourers and construction workers. Many have also succumbed to human trafficking. In some cases, migration led to a partial merging of different groups while, in other cases, interaction remained at an arms’ length distance. Some groups specialized in particular economic activities and tended to move as a single body to take advantage of suitable new economic opportunities as they emerged. The Chinese migrant workers in the tin and rubber industries on the borders of Thailand and Malaysia are examples of this phenomenon. In other cases, movement of peoples en masse was the result of the command of kings and military leaders who moved captives of war or else deployed corvée workers for large-scale public works.
A second stimulus for migration in the twentieth century has been the desire of refugees to flee persecution. Many Vietnamese fled their country in boats in the wake of the victory of the Communists, while thousands of Cambodians took temporary shelter from the excesses of the Khmer Rouge in border camps in Thailand. At the same time, inward migration, which is of a smaller scale but which is still significant, has seen overseas professionals and managers take a number of important jobs in the region, especially in the development sector and international business sectors.
Large-scale urban settlements frequently housed significant and varied collections of overseas merchants, diplomats and others. Ayutthaya is perhaps the most well-known example of this but is just a representative of many others. Foreigners were not just given permission to reside and work in Siam but were also able to gain high office. Various social systems existed to make life more stable for foreign merchants, with temporary and more permanent forms of social relationships with local women being happily accepted (Andaya, 1998). 

Until the twentieth century and, in some cases, only later decades of the twentieth century, effective control over outlying areas was very limited. Local office-holders were much more influential in disposing of power than central authorities, far away, no matter how powerful these may be as symbols. Control over the movement of individuals was possible at the local level when influence might have been exerted through family, debt or indenture. However, short-term labour migration still persisted owing to the seasonal nature of much agricultural work involved with rice cultivation. Off-season, while women mostly remained tied to the home through the need for continued food preparation and family duties, men were encouraged, especially with the advent of greater convenience in terms of personal transportation through motor cycles and automobiles that enable people to travel to a nearby town for wage labour without having to find accommodation there.
Although officials may have been constrained from preventing labour migration for practical reasons, various factors combined to inspire the desire to control that migration. These included the wish to prevent the spread of ideas and disease, especially that of Communism, the need to locate manpower in the event of armed invasion and the need to resist bandits. Yet the lure of foreign remittances has become not just an inescapable part of the modern, internationalized economy but in fact a more significant source of external funding for developing countries than debt (World Bank, 2003). Consequently, there would seem to be few prospects of any meaningful restrictions on labour migration being enacted in the foreseeable future. 
Labour Migration in the Mekong River Region
Context of Migration
There has been an important strand of research into the role and nature of migration, specifically labour migration, in the Southeast Asian region that has emerged over the past few years. Notable contributions have been made by Wille and Passl (2001) in terms of women’s experiences, by Supang, Germershausen and Beesey (2001) for outward moving Thai workers and Tien and Ngoc (2001) about the movement of female workers internally within Vietnam, among a number of others. Themes that have emerged from this literature include the social problems that are attendant on those who go overseas and those who stay behind, the subsequent problems with reunited family life that may also be caused and the difficulties involved with unprofessional or criminal actions by private sector job placement agencies, together with serious problems of human trafficking. Despite problems inherent in the migration process, the numbers of people willing to move nationally and internationally for purposes of work continues to increase. The reasons why the numbers continue to increase include the following:
· greater ease and lowered costs of international travel; 
· greater level of financial and communications infrastructure remove some barriers which make it unattractive to work overseas for some period;
· increased levels of income inequality fuel desire for more income
· more awareness of possibilities and ability to take advantage of them
The number of migrant workers from all border countries, especially Laos and Myanmar, entering Thailand in the middle of 2004 has, according to reports, increased significantly since the RTG announced a new policy on registering migrant workers. This policy is one of a number that has been designed to register migrant workers to bring them under the protection of the regulatory authorities and, hence, providing a higher level of human security. There has been a steady stream of stories of the abuse of workers in the popular media, to the extent of mass murder in some cases. The Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Social Welfare and Human Security continue to work to prevent exploitation of workers in Thailand, for example, while government bodies in other countries are also active. 
Labour migration has been prefigured and facilitated, to some extent, by existing and re-emergent trading networks and links already uniting traders across the region and, in the particular context of this paper, a quadrangle linking northwestern Laos, Yunnan province of China, Thailand, Vietnam and Myanmar (e.g. Walker, 2000). Similar trading networks are to be found across all the borders under consideration here. These are mirrored by the continued nomadism of some swidden farmers, who are now constrained in their ability to migrate internationally but who still pursue a lifeway that requires occasional movement.
Migration in Laos
The migration patterns in Laos towards the end of the twentieth century demonstrate a number of important points with respect to labour market migration in the Mekong river region. Based on two sets of census results (1985 and 1995), it has been possible to approximate population movements and, therefore, consider why these movements have taken place. This is the method employed by Bounthavy and Taillard (2000). They find that around 166,200 people were involved in migration between the two censuses, from a total population of around four million – approximately 4% of the total therefore. Movements took three main forms: the first was from the rural to the urban in the form of migration into the capital Vientiane; the second was movement into provinces bordering Vientiane and also the Mekong river, further demonstrating the magnetic effect of development pathways and, finally, the third movement was towards the northwestern provinces, suggesting the influence of a growth quadrangle in the region joining Laos, China, Thailand and Myanmar (ibid.). These movements correlate quite strongly with what would be expected from the literature and, presumably, more temporary movements would accentuate these trends. Certainly, examination of more local trends supports these ideas, with southern and northeastern inward flows to Vientiane balanced with a slight outward movement to those provinces where infrastructure development provides a draw for labour (e.g. the Xe Xet dam, the Sekong and Saravane capital works and the Muong Xay road to the north).  

Migration in Vietnam

A study by Tien and Ngoc (2000) into specifically female rural-urban migration in Vietnam also used census data (1999) to demonstrate that migration was taking place, especially with respect to movements from rural to urban areas, notably Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon). Using qualitative research techniques to interview a sample of women in this situation, the authors identified a number of recurring factors that acted to stimulate migration. These were:

· lack of available cultivable land of sufficient area to sustain employment. This might have resulted from increased urbanisation and industrialisation, crowded population or high birth rates, together with inability of the people concerned to manage the land profitably;

· low and unstable incomes from an agricultural lifestyle that led to a permanent shortage of cash in an economy increasingly involved in consumer pressures;

· seasonality of the agricultural lifestyle and its low income leading people to seek wage-paying jobs in the cities;

· agricultural failure as a result of adverse environmental conditions or infestations of pests or other problems;

· risk and ill-fortune;

· to raise money for children’s education;

· for self-affirmation and to escape from difficult domestic situations;

· moving to get married. When men migrate to the city, there will generally be demand created for marriageable women from similar home areas who then move to the city to live with their new husbands (Tien and Ngoc, 2000, pp.39-60).

It is estimated that approximately 900,000 to one million migrants have moved to Ho Chi Minh City and, although some two thirds are in the labour market, about 180,000 are in unstable job situations being either without a job or else obliged to take any work that becomes available. In Vietnam during the 1990s period of transition, the government’s stated policy with respect to overseas labour migration was for migrants to develop new skills and capabilities overseas while obtaining much-needed hard currency remittances. However, it has also been argued that the underlying motivation was to export surplus population at a time of high unemployment (Anh, 2000, pp.167-80). Unwanted labour has, therefore, effectively been exported. 
Migration in Thailand

Until some 10-15 years ago, Thailand was almost entirely a labour exporting country. The plentiful labour supply, which is generally considered to be diligent and low cost compared to many of its competitors, has been active overseas in East Asia and the Middle East, among other areas. Lack of skills and English language ability has generally meant that overseas Thai workers are unable to obtain managerial or other highly paid work.

	
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002

	Taiwan
	66,732
	101,814
	110,753
	94,126
	79,589

	Singapore
	4,817
	18,181
	21,273
	20,411
	15,354

	Israel
	8,071
	12,765
	8,764
	12,163
	12,952

	Brunei
	5,297
	6,086
	8,607
	8,607
	7,155

	Hong Kong
	1,247
	2,702
	5,121
	5,488
	4,962

	Malaysia
	772
	1,723
	1,579
	2,197
	14,619

	Japan
	876
	5,033
	5,207
	5,246
	4,701

	United Arab Emirates
	542
	1,310
	1,902
	1,743
	2,171

	Other Middle East
	1,155
	3,708
	4,831
	5,445
	7,078

	South Korea
	780
	1,154
	2,089
	1,180
	2,428

	Other
	1,081
	5,090
	7,583
	8,441
	9,801

	Total
	91,370
	159,566
	177,709
	165,047
	160,810


Table 2: Registered Thai Migrant Workers, 1998-2002; source: Department of Employment figures.
Instability in the Middle East over the past few years had led to a relative decline in numbers of Thais going to work there, which has been compensated for by increased demand for labour in Taiwan. Outbreaks of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and avian influenza (known as ‘bird flu’) have also had a negative impact on the number of migrants, while concerns over the threat of terrorism seem set to have a long-term effect. Some industrial sectors have yet to recover fully from the 1997 economic crisis.

However, Thailand is now a significant importer of labour in mainland Southeast Asia, with generally rising levels of income leading to vacancies in poorly-regarded and rewarded industries, such as working on rubber plantations or domestic labour. As a result, particularly in border areas, large numbers of Burmese, Cambodians and Laotians are to be found working in often difficult situations. Many take advantage of exceptionally porous borders to circumvent expensive bureaucratic regulations but then find themselves outside the protection of the law and potentially at the mercy of unscrupulous employers.

	Bangkok
	24,423

	Central Region
	193,479

	Northern Region
	190,429

	Northeastern Region
	62,796

	Southern Region
	176,333

	Total
	647,460 


Table 3: Migrants in Thailand (September 2001); Source: MOLSW in Martin, 2003, p.34.

	
	Agriculture
	Manufacturing
	Mining, Construction and Transportation
	Total

	Thai-Myanmar Border
	20,744
	5,718
	7,351
	33,813

	Thai-Cambodian Border
	4,436
	549
	785
	5,770

	Thai-Lao Border
	342
	0
	0
	342

	Total
	25,522
	6,267
	8,136
	39,925


Table 4: Employer-Related Labour Shortages (2000); Source: Adapted from ARCM Labour Shortage Study, 2000, in Martin, 2003, p.68.
	
	Agriculture
	Manufacturing
	Mining, Construction and Transportation
	Total

	Thai-Myanmar Border
	61,558
	46,761
	28,039
	136,358

	Thai-Cambodian Border
	20,171
	0
	0
	20,171

	Thai-Lao Border
	6,492
	0
	13,582
	20,074

	Total
	88,221
	46,761
	41,621
	176,603


Table 5: Employer-Reported Need for Foreign migrants (2000); Source: Ibid in Martin, 2003, p.71.
Numerous reports of ill-treatment of migrant workers have been reported, especially those involving Myanmar migrants (e.g. Ploenpote, 2003) but not only them. It is somewhat ironic, of course, that these kinds of problems are very similar to those affecting Thai workers overseas. Migrant workers in Thailand who are not registered face a situation common to hilltribespeople and others who have moved to Thailand but have not been offered residential status and, hence, find it difficult to obtain identity cards and other necessary documentation. This leaves them vulnerable to constant low-level harassment and worse.

The Thai Rak Thai administration of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra came to power in a wave of populist sentiment that demanded that attention be paid to often small-scale issues at the local level. The desire to manage the complex issues stemming from migration management has been re-stimulated by the campaign to eradicate dark Influences from the Kingdom. Thailand has long had an unfortunate reputation for corruption and Prime Minister Thaksin’s avowed intent is to wipe it out, together with drugs trafficking, in time for the festivities planned for His Majesty the King’s Sixth Cycle Celebrations (72nd birthday). The registration of migrant workers has been an important policy strand in this campaign and has helped to fuel the current desire to register all illegal foreign workers in Thailand (as of July, 2004).

This policy clearly has positive aims and likely outcomes but has also had the unfortunate although foreseeable negative impact of stimulating a heavy burst of migration from Myanmar and, to a lesser extent, from Laos seeking to enter Thailand without a clearly defined goal other than to take advantage of the registration scheme. It remains to be seen whether the Royal Thai government (RTG) will be able to create and enforce on a sustained basis the types of policies necessary to ensure the continued effective management of these migrant workers. 

Inward and Internal Migration
At the same time as providing labour destined for overseas markets, Thailand also acts as a source of demand for temporary migrants. Workers from, especially, Myanmar and Lao PDR are present in the Kingdom in quite large numbers to conduct work at very low labour costs that make some companies viable that would not otherwise exist or else do jobs in the 3D category (i.e. dirty, diligent and dangerous) that Thai people are unwilling to undertake at the wages offered. Not all of these workers are in the official sector and so they are subject to the problems that affect unregulated or informal workers.  
The six areas in which (Burmese, Lao and Cambodian) workers can work legally:
· land and water transport, mineral mining, pottery and brick-making, construction, rice mills, processed crop factories, processed wood factories and warehouses;
· fisheries and related industries, fish-sauce and ice factories;
· labour-intensive factories;
· maids and laundry-shop employees;
· animal-breeding farms (non-specialist);
· vegetable farms, fruit plantations, flower orchards, and rubber and palm tree plantations._ 

In official figures, some 88,000 people were registered as working legal aliens in Thailand in 2002. However, it is well-known that the real number of migrant workers is in fact much higher, with the difference being accounted for largely by unregistered workers from border countries.
Approximately half of the total of registered workers is resident in Bangkok and another 10,000 in the vicinity of Bangkok. The remaining 32,000 are dispersed throughout the Kingdom. 
	Region
	Total
	Permanent  
	Temporary
	Under BOI and Other Laws
	Aliens under Section 12  


	The Whole Kingdom
	88,282
	10,935
	45,328
	19,344
	12,675

	Bangkok Metropolis
	44,410
	7,393
	26,627
	9,140
	1,250

	Non-Bangkok (of which):
	43,872
	3,542
	18,701
	10,204
	11,425

	Vicinity of Bangkok
	10,208
	269
	5,300
	4,044
	595

	Central
	9,151
	1,137
	3,151
	4,475
	388

	North
	10,865
	724
	2,055
	586
	7,500

	North-East
	2,765
	828
	674
	356
	907

	South
	10,883
	584
	7,521
	743
	2,035


Table 6: Number of Alien Workers in the Kingdom of Thailand, 2002; source: Centre of Information Technology and Communication and Office of the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Labour, Year Book of Labour Statistics 2002 (2002), p.49.
Outlying regions are in most cases difficult to police effectively because of the inadequacy of resources, the importance of local warlords or of insurgent rebel groups and the general poverty of infrastructure. Besides which, nearly all the people have an economic motive to gain from the presence of unregistered workers and so there is little incentive to support official attempts. The desire to police these unregistered workers is not simply to maintain the primacy of the Thai labour market but also to prevent humanitarian outrages and maintain public order. In 2003, 17 illegal migrants from Myanmar were found murdered in a ditch near to the Myanmar border in an incident which is believed to demonstrate the premeditated desire to exploit illegal workers by unscrupulous employers. Meanwhile, there are reports that gangs of youths, some armed, prey upon Burmese workers in the northwestern town of Mae Sot (Ploenpote, 2003). The Government is determined to ensure that Thailand provides a safe environment for migrant workers irrespective of their origin while not encouraging an atmosphere in which very low labour costs are the determining factor that permit otherwise uncompetitive firms to profit. This also applies to internal labour migration, which is also an important factor in the Thai economy, especially with workers from Isaan moving seasonally to Bangkok for short-term contracts. 
The RTG has also been motivated by the desire to bring the informal sector of the economy into the formal sector, so as to minimize dangers to workers in that sector but also with a view to the tax yield, which is currently not being gathered. This has helped further to stimulate the creation of inter-government agreements that are designed to settle on a bilateral basis issues arising from labour migration. Agreements have recently been signed with Laos and Cambodia, as well as a number of other countries outside the Mekong River region. The exact nature of each agreement varies according to the differential power balances between the states involved, as might be expected from bilateral agreements. Thailand’s agreement with Taiwan, therefore, is concerned with the number of Thai workers who may be permitted to travel there, the conditions under which they may work and protection afforded to them. Thailand’s agreements with Laos and Cambodia, on the other hand, regulate the number of workers permitted into Thailand, specific industries in which they may work and their rights and obligations. 
Continued Issues in Cross-Border Labour Migration
Issues that remain to be settled with respect to labour market migration in the Mekong River include wage differentials, discrimination and poor treatment of migrant workers, the need to produce higher skilled workers to participate in value added activities and the continuing problems related to unregulated border crossings such as illegal smuggling activities and corruption and the threat of terrorism. 
Human trafficking continues to be a major source of concern. There are reports that as many as 50% of all young people who have left Laos for Thailand fail to establish contact with their families, leading to fears that they had fallen into the hands of human traffickers (Pravit, 2003). They might have been lured into not just the sex industry but also domestic labour or tapioca and rubber industries. Thailand’s reputation in fighting human trafficking is also less compelling than it might be and recent reports show a disturbing picture that the country is failing to meet acceptable standards for reducing human trafficking, although it is making significant efforts to comply with those standards (The Nation, 2004). Conditions in the other Mekong countries are not much better, of course, although the more developed nature of Thailand’s infrastructure means that it offers more opportunities for criminals to organize trafficking activities. 
Multilateral agreements in a range of different areas have been launched in the attempt to improve economic and social development regionally. These have made some progress but have suffered from difficulties in separating and isolating individual issues and projects from trans-regional issues such as maintenance of the Mekong River. To some extent, a higher level of significant change is effected through bilateral agreements and initiatives. Efforts to promote cross-border co-operation and industrial development between Vietnam and Laos, for example, have led to actual changes in labour market opportunities.

The need to add more skills into the national labour markets concerned requires a much broader consideration of educational systems and vocational training than is possible here. However, it might be observed that there is a great need for more frequently published and more accurate labour market statistics. There is also a need to promote research in general in the region (and indeed more broadly). Research covers a wide range of styles and types and can range from focused market research to non-policy related general academic research. Based on advertisements aiming to recruit researchers in Thailand, it appears that the need to establish a private sector research capability has finally been recognized within the local business community. However, the connection between research and practice and between research and policy enactment is still not fully established in many cases. 
The need to promote good labour practices in the region would be assisted by improving the space available for public political discourse in each of the countries considered. This in turn requires not just better quality media in terms of speed of response, questioning skills and freedom of reporting but also better and more transparent links between political discourse and policy formation. In addition, unionization of the work force to a greater extent than currently possible would help promote workplace security. Naturally, these measures will be rejected by those who currently benefit from existing arrangements.

Cross-border trading posts remain important conduits in monitoring migrant labour flows and it would be helpful if planning for these could be conducted on a more appropriate long-term and structured manner. At the moment, it appears that planning is conducted on too short-term a basis and with too much attention paid to local political considerations. The lack of rapidly and widely disseminated statistics on border post movements also suggests the possibility of inappropriate economic exchanges. The siting of industrial parks close to border crossings and the encouragement of international investment might prove useful spurs in promoting sustainable cross-border temporary migration. 
Conclusion
Migration within the Mekong River region has been an important and persistent phenomenon throughout recorded history. Prior to the establishment of the nation state, movements of people represented long-range trading and temporary movements in response to differential economic opportunities. They might also have represented the forcible movement of peoples as a result of corvée labour or warfare. More recently, the movements of peoples have been caused to a much greater extent by economic opportunities, either as a result of domestic insecurity or to locate better future standards of living. Inevitably, as economies develop, jobs which are considered to be at the low end of acceptability and are poorly-paid are those which are in most danger of not being filled when this economic development takes place. There is clearly a role here for migrant labour to fill some at least of these vacancies to the benefit of both the recipient and the country-of-origin states. However, when this form of movement is unregulated, there are obvious dangers from corruption and transborder crime. Minimizing these dangers requires effective and transparent governance supported by effective and inclusive institutions.
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