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Introduction: Background 
and objectives
Malaysia’s reliance on migrant labour is rooted 
in its rapid economic and development growth 
post-independence. The New Economic Plan 
implemented in the 1970s shifted Malaysia’s 
economy from one based on agriculture to 
that of manufacturing. This led to the internal 
migration of local workers from the agricultural 
sector to urban areas, taking on manufacturing 
and service sector jobs (Blanca, 2012). During 
this period, there was also steep growth in state-
led infrastructure development, which led to a 
boom in the construction sector. There was a huge 
gap in the labour market stemming from these 
developments. The agriculture and construction 
industries experienced shortages of labour, while 
households needed domestic help as more women 
were drawn to the workforce (Blanca, 2012). 

Migrant workers were thus brought in to fill the 
gaps in construction, agriculture, and domestic 
work. Over time, jobs in manufacturing and the 
service sectors were opened to migrant workers 
and the demand for migrant workers in Malaysia 
has been on the rise since (World Bank, 2015). In 
2015, there were 2.3 million documented migrants 
in Malaysia with an estimate of one and a half 
times that number of undocumented migrants 
(Dewan Rakyat, 2015, p. 95). Migrant workers 
arrive in Malaysia in search of better employment 
opportunities, but many fall victim to deception, 
exploitation, and trafficking.

Non-governmental service providers, including 
trade unions, civil society organizations (CSOs), 
community based organizations (CBOs), faith 
based organizations (FBOs), have played a 
significant role in pointing out rights violations 
and in assisting migrant workers to access some 

form of justice. Some of the ways in which this is 
achieved is by assisting migrants with filing a legal 
claim against perpetrators, connecting migrants to 
their respective embassies, or providing migrants 
with medical assistance. Service provision is 
therefore important, as it deals with the realities 
of migrants on the ground. Documented evidence 
obtained from service provision also serves as an 
indication of the need for systemic change in local 
migrant policy frameworks. 

The recognition of the wealth of information 
and experience possessed by migrant rights 
organizations in Malaysia has led to strategic and 
systematic partnerships between service providers 
and policy-makers. An example of this can be drawn 
with the invitation in 2015 of Tenaganita, a pioneer 
and leading migrant rights CSO in Malaysia, to be a 
part of the Malaysian Anti Trafficking Council. 

This being the case, the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) launched a project in 2016 
aimed at enhancing the capacity of organizations 
and associations supporting migrant workers in 
Malaysia to better protect, empower, and advocate 
for migrants’ rights. The final beneficiaries of the 
project interventions are women and men migrant 
workers of different nationalities who will have a 
better understanding of their individual as well 
as collective labour rights, and how to safeguard 
them. This project builds the capacity of trade 
unions, CSOs, and migrant associations to deliver 
higher quality assistance to migrant workers, while 
enhancing coordination and dialogue to improve 
advocacy on behalf of migrant workers. 

The project began with the mapping of trade 
unions, CSOs, FBOs, CBOs and individual service 
providers that provide services to migrant workers 
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across Peninsular Malaysia. The results of the 
mapping helped the project in the development of 
an evidence-based strategy to reach out to migrant 
workers and to identify new partners for service 
provision. The mapping also helped to consolidate 
the work that service providers perform and to 
strengthen their advocacy efforts. 

The mapping exercise was carried out in late 2016 
and it collected information on trade unions, CSOs, 
FBOs, CBOs and individual service providers, and 
outlined their reach, type of services provided, and 
key partners. In addition to established migrant 
service providers, new organizations were identified 
and included in the list of possible partners 
to be engaged in the project. As an example, 
organizations working primarily on health-care 
provision would be included in the mapping if they 
have links to the migrant community.

In fulfilling these objectives, the mapping exercise 
assessed the:

 X reach of service providers with regard to the 
nationalities and gender of the migrants, the 
geographical area covered, as well as the 
specific sectors in which migrant workers work;

 X the types of service provision, such as support 
services, legal representation, shelter, medical 
services, collective bargaining, advocacy, or 
others;

 X number of migrants benefiting annually from 
services;

 X partners, networks, or organizations – locally, 
regionally, as well as internationally – and the 
nature of cooperation;

 X associated membership to other organizations 
(locally, regionally, and internationally);

 X financial sustainability and sources of funding;
 X years of experience in service provision; and
 X strength of s taf f capacit y, including 

administrative and finance staff, and the 
utilization of full-time staff, part-time staff, 
volunteers, and consultants.

The report is based on research carried out 
over two months and provides an analysis of 
trade unions, CSOs, FBOs, CBOs and, individual 
service providers supporting migrant workers in 
Peninsular Malaysia. The mapping exercise was 
focused on gaining comprehensive information 
from direct service providers. Refugee groups were 
not included in the study to maintain the focus 
on service provision for migrant workers, with 
the exception of refugee groups that also provide 
services to migrant workers.

The genesis of this mapping exercise came from 
the understanding that grassroots initiatives, 
if managed well, can lead to systemic change 
in policies that will help better protect migrant 
workers in Malaysia. It is hoped that this mapping 
exercise will help avoid ad-hoc and low impact 
interventions by creating awareness of other actors 
working in the field to avoid duplicity of efforts and 
to increase efficiency in resource management. It 
is also hoped that this awareness will ultimately 
create a more coordinated and sustained effort 
among various organizations to effect the greatest 
impact in protecting migrant workers in Malaysia. 

© Shutterstock
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Methodology and 
participating organizations
2.1. Research methodology
Data was gathered in late 2016 using a semi-
structured interview methodology. Copies of 
the framework for questioning can be viewed in 
Appendix I. Interviews were conducted with 52 
respondents from 41 organizations. This report 
was prepared based on in depth interviews with 24 
CSOs, six trade unions or associations, five FBOs, 
and four CBOs, as well as two individual service 
providers (figure 1). 

 X  Figure 1. Types of organizations interviewed 
for the study (percentage)
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12.2
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Individual service providers
FBOs
Trade unions
CBOs
NGOs

The interviews were conducted throughout the 
months of November and December 2016. Most 
respondents within Johor, the Klang Valley, Negeri 
Sembilan, and Penang were interviewed in person. 
A limited number of interviews were conducted 
either using the phone or Skype, an application 
that provides video and voice call services. The 
interview data obtained was substantiated with 
information available on these organizations’ 
websites or Facebook pages. 

The mapping was comprehensive and targeted all 
types of service providers: registered, unregistered, 
of varying years of experience, and varying 
geographical focus. It does not, however, purport 
to include all the organizations that are working 
with migrant workers in Peninsular Malaysia, 
as some organizations that are not focused on 
migrant rights may provide ad hoc services to 
individual migrants in need of assistance. Rather, 
the institutions and individuals approached for 
this exercise were selected based on their visibility 
through their involvement with migrant workers 
and, to a lesser extent, on the technique of 
snowball sampling.



4 	X Mapping of service provision to migrant workers in Peninsular Malaysia 
 Methodology and participating organizations

2.2. List of organizations 
interviewed
Trade unions/associations

 X Building and Wood Workers’ International (BWI)
 X Electronic Industry Employee Union Southern 

Region (EIEUSR)
 X General Federation of Nepalese Trade Union 

(Gefont)
 X Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC), 

Headquarters
 X Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC), 

Penang
 X Sentro

Civil society organizations (CSO)

 X A Call to Serve (ACTS)
 X Asylum Access
 X CARAM Asia
 X Engage Media
 X Foreign Spouses Support Group
 X Health Equity Initiative (HEI)
 X Independent Democracy of Informal Economy 

Association (IDEA)

1 For more information, see: https://www.ilo.org/asia/projects/WCMS_629153/lang--en/index.htm.

 X Kechara Soup Kitchen
 X Liber8
 X Migrant88
 X Migrant Care
 X Migration Working Group (MWG)
 X North South Initiative (NSI)
 X Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) Migrant Desk
 X Penang Stop Human Trafficking Campaign
 X Perak Women for Women Society (PWW)
 X Persatuan Sahabat Wanita Selangor (PSWS)
 X Pesticide Action Network-Asia Pacific (PANAP)
 X Pusat Kebajikan Good Shepherd
 X Selangor Anti Trafficking in Persons Committee
 X Tenaganita Headquarters
 X Tenaganita Penang
 X The Forest Trust (TFT)
 X Women’s Aid Organization (WAO)

Community-based organizations (CBOs)

 X Human Trafficking Watch Services
 X Serantau
 X Tenaga Kerja Indonesia Khusus Johor (TKIJ)
 X Nepali People Progressive Forum, Malaysia

Faith based organizations (FBOs)

 X Diocesan Migrant Itinerant Ministry- Malacca 
Johore Diocese (Malacca)

 X Diocesan Migrant Itinerat Ministry- Malacca 
Johore Diocese (Johor)

 X Migrant Ministry – Kuala Lumpur
 X Parish Migrant Ministry Seremban
 X Penang Diocese Migrant Ministry (PDMM)

A more detailed description of each organization 
can be viewed in Appendix II.

At the time of conducting this mapping, the MTUC 
and Tenaganita were ILO’s implementing partners 
running Migrant Worker Resource Centers (MRCs) 
in Kuala Lumpur / Selangor, Johor and Penang 
supported by the ILO’s TRIANGLE in ASEAN 
programme. MRCs provide a space for migrant 
workers to find information on their rights, ask 
questions, and lodge complaints. MRC services 
include counselling, legal assistance and case 
management, information sharing and outreach, 
education, and organizing.1 

© Shutterstock
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Findings and analysis
3.1. Types of organizations
A slight majority (53.6 per cent) of the organization 
interviewed were formally registered in Malaysia; 
while 4.9 per cent were unregistered (figure 2). 
The unregistered groups that participated in 
the interviews explained that their unregistered 
status stems from complex regulations related 
to the registration of societies and challenges to 
obtaining registration due to the nature of their 
work. The unregistered status of these groups is 
not a reflection of their effectiveness or passiveness 
in the field. 

All of the CBOs as well as six of the CSOs interviewed 
are registered with their respective embassies in 
Malaysia or have some form of formal registration 
in their country of origin. Migrant workers run most 
CBOs. This poses a risk to those who run the CBOs, 
as they have to remain inconspicuous for fear of 
detection and the resulting consequences, which 
may include arrest and detention. CBOs, therefore, 
find it difficult to register themselves according 
to formal requirements in Malaysia. The six CSOs 
registered in source countries are predominantly 
source country CSOs with offices or personnel 
based in Peninsular Malaysia. 

FBOs in Malaysia have a special status and do not 
have to be legally registered as an organization 
before they are regarded as lawful. One of the 
five FBOs interviewed did, however, still chose 
to go through the formal registration process. 
The Migration Working Group – a coalition that 
advocates for the rights of migrants, refugees, 
and stateless persons in Malaysia – falls under the 
ambit of entities that do not require registration, as 
the coalition is attached to a specific secretariat and 
that secretariat is a registered entity. 

 X  Figure 2. Registration status of organizations 
interviewed for the study (Percentage)

4.9
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3.2. Distribution of services 
across Peninsular Malaysia
For the purpose of this mapping exercise, 
organizations were asked about the reach of 
their services within the Peninsular Malaysia 
region.2 Most service providers are based in the 
Klang Valley, with only 29 per cent – or 12 out 
of the 41 organizations – having a base outside 
of this central region (figure 3). Of importance 
is that there are no active migrant-focused 
organizations based in Kedah, Kelantan, Pahang, 
Perlis, and Terengganu, even though these 
states collectively host 27 per cent of Malaysia’s 
documented migrant workers (World Bank, 
2015). There are only three local service providers 
identified in Johor; one in Melaka; five in Penang; 
two in Perak; and one in Negeri Sembilan. 
Together, these 12 service providers are based 

2 This should not be construed to mean that these organizations’ services are only limited to this region. Some of the organizations 
interviewed have a presence and reach that extend to Sabah and Sarawak, as well as the Asia and the Pacific and international arenas.

in locations that host almost half of the total 
documented migrant workforce in Malaysia. 

Various interviewed service provider organizations 
offer services across peninsular Malaysian (figure 
4), but based on the information collected from 
respondents, their reach across the region is 
uneven. Provision of services in states where the 
service providers have no base is heavily resource 
dependent and can only be done on an ad-hoc 
basis. The unbalanced distribution of service 
providers across Peninsular Malaysia means 
that interventions in underserved or unserved 
areas take longer and necessitate good relations 
between organizations within the Klang Valley and 
organizations outside it for successful coordination. 
There is, therefore, a need to re-examine the 
distribution and bases of service providers against 
the data on migrant worker distribution across East 
Malaysia.

 X  Figure 3. Base of interviewed service providers across Peninsular Malaysia
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 X  Figure 4. Reach of interviewed service providers across Peninsular Malaysia
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Data from the World Bank (2015) indicates that 
11 percent of the country’s documented migrant 
workers are concentrated in Johor, the second 
highest concentration of migrant workers in 
any given state in Peninsular Malaysia (figure 5). 
However, there is no migrant CSO presence in 
Johor. The lack of service providers for migrant 
workers in Peninsular Malaysia is evident with only 
seven out of the 12 states in Peninsular Malaysia 
having some form of organization presence. There 
is a need to plug these gaps by training more local 
resources, including identifying potential migrant 
leaders to take on first-line service provision, 
especially in Kedah, Kelantan, Pahang, Perlis, and 
Terengganu where there is no visible presence 
of any organizations. Given the fact that there is 
a high concentration of migrant workers in the 
workforce in Johor and Negeri Sembilan, there is 
an urgent need to multiply the number of available 
service providers within these areas. 

 X  Figure 5. Distribution of migrant workers 
across Peninsular Malaysia, by state and 
federal territory (Percentage)
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Source: World Bank, 2015.
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3.3. Beneficiaries
 X  Figure 6. Target beneficiaries, by country of 
origin, 2015 (Percentage)
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 X  Figure 7. Percentage of organizations 
engaged with sectors employing migrant 
beneficiaries, 2015 (Percentage)
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Note: organizations can and do operate across multiple 
employment sectors, so more than one answer was possible for 
figure 7.

Figures 6 and 7 above highlight the relative 
reach of the services provided to the different 
migrant communities in a given year. The figures 
above do not take into account the number of 
migrants reached by awareness-raising and 
capacity-building efforts, but rather focus on 

direct service provisions that include medical 
services, case management services, and shelter 
and legal support. Based on available data from 
respondents, a total of 37,940 migrant workers 
were reached in 2015 by the 41 organizations 
interviewed (figure 6). All service providers engage 
migrant workers irrespective of their country of 
origin, age, or gender. The only exception to this 
would be for CBOs operated by individuals from a 
particular country that specifically provide services 
for migrants from the same source country. 
Three out of the four CBOs interviewed reach out 
exclusively to Indonesian migrant workers; while 
the fourth CBO reaches out to Nepali migrants. The 
reason for this segregation in service provision is 
twofold: the lack of human and financial resources 
to expand to other nationalities, and the cultural 
ease in engaging migrants from the same source 
country. The two individual service providers 
interviewed for this exercise offered services and 
conducted interventions with Vietnamese groups, 
as both individuals were fluent in the Vietnamese 
language and culture. Three CSOs interviewed 
focused on providing services to the refugee 
community, with most clients coming from 
Myanmar.

Figure 7 indicates the sectors in which migrants 
work and the reach of service providers within 
each employment section; for example, 71 
per cent of service providers interviewed had 
provided services to a migrant worker employed 
in manufacturing. The percentages in figure 7 
are not meant to suggest that service providers 
prefer assisting migrants from a particular 
employment sector, but rather are an indication 
of how accessible these service providers are to 
migrants working in each of these employment 
sectors. The majority of service providers assist 
migrants from all employment sectors, with the 
exception of trade unions, which are very sector-
specific. For the purpose of this mapping exercise, 
the most active unions were interviewed, and they 
represented the electronics industry. One CSO 
interviewed in Penang as well as one in the Klang 
Valley reached out specifically to migrant workers 
in the plantation sector, as those CSOs focused on 
plantation-specific work. 
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 X  Figure 8. Gender breakdown of service 
provision (Percentage)
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The number of male migrant workers provided 
services by the organizations interviewed for this 
mapping exceeded the number of female migrants 
by 24 per cent (figure 8). The reason cited for this is 
the difficulty of reaching out to domestic workers, 
who are predominantly female. 

3.4. Service provision
 X  Figure 9. Types of services provided by 
organizations (Percentage)
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The majority of interviewed organizations target 
service provision, with fewer initiatives targeted 
towards policy development. This is even clearer 
in CBOs, where there are immediate needs for 
basic services and less opportunities to work 
directly with policy-makers. The information below 
provides greater depth on services provided by 
the respondents, and makes reference to figure 9 
above. 

3.4.1 Awareness raising 
Ninety per cent of the organizations participating 
in this study stated that they conduct some 
form of awareness raising for migrant groups. 
Awareness-raising activities include reaching out 
to migrant groups and conducting sessions on 
knowing your rights, personal safety and security, 
and understanding the Malaysian legal system. 
Organizations that conduct awareness-raising 
activities are based in Johor, the Klang Valley, 
Melaka, Negeri Sembilan, and Penang, and they 
reach out to all areas in Peninsular Malaysia except 
for Terengganu and Kelantan. A reported 26,776 
workers attended some form of awareness raising 
in 2015, though some organizations were unable 
to quantify the number of workers they have 
engaged.

Sessions usually range between half a day and a 
full day programme, and service providers conduct 
these sessions based on the needs of the workers. 
Information on what is needed is obtained by 
organizations through case management activities 
and while interacting with migrants. Service 
providers identify migrants who are able to gather 
more workers and facilitate these sessions at the 
living quarters of the workers or, sometimes, in a 
location that is safe, known by, and easily accessible 
to the migrants.

Though there are challenges in awareness-raising 
efforts, such as the inability to enter the workplaces 
of migrants due to strict monitoring by employers 
as well as the lack of a day off for migrant workers 
to come together for sessions, the role that the 
interviewed organizations play in organizing 
migrant workers is important and necessary. 
This is because these organizations enhance the 
participation of the communities themselves in 
knowing and subsequently claiming their rights. 
The majority of interviewed organizations indicated 
that if additional funding and human resources 
support are available to them, they would expand 
on these outreach efforts. 
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3.4.2 Capacity building
Most organizations interviewed (88 per cent) 
have engaged in some form of capacity-building 
activity. Capacity-building efforts were split into 
three forms: (1) for migrant workers; (2) for local 
Malaysians; and (3) for the service providers 
themselves. Capacity-building efforts targeted 
at the migrant community include peer leader 
training, whereby migrant leaders are identified 
and trained to take on initial case management 
efforts. Other forms of capacity-building activities 
include the training of migrants on the use of 
phone applications to report a complaint; training 
on counselling, occupational safety, and health; 
training on video advocacy; as well as training on 
collective bargaining. Capacity-building efforts 
for the migrant communities generally take place 
within Johor, the Klang Valley, Melaka, Negeri 
Sembilan, Penang, and Perak. Organizations 
interviewed for this mapping identify the capacity-
building needs of the migrant communities based 
on cases handled, awareness raising activities, and 
outreach efforts conducted in various communities. 
These capacity-building needs are identified in 
consultation with the migrants themselves. 

Service providers face similar challenges here as 
they do when conducting awareness sessions, 
such as close monitoring by employers and the 
inability of migrants to commit to sessions due 
to long working hours and not having a paid day 
off. A gap found in capacity-building efforts is that 
there are no regular follow-ups to capacity-building 
programmes for migrant workers due to the lack of 
financial and human resources within interviewed 
organizations. 

Capacity building for local Malaysians usually falls 
within the ambit of victim identification, volunteer 
training, research, and para-counselling. Capacity-
building efforts for Malaysians takes place in every 
state in Peninsular Malaysia with the exception of 
Kedah, Perlis, and Terengganu. 

Regarding their own capacity building, the 
organizations interviewed have stated concerns, 
namely the lack of follow-up efforts such as 
coaching, mentoring, and exchange platforms to 
allow for the integration of the learning acquired. 
If capacity-building efforts were integrated with 
more consistent follow up and practical coaching, 
organizations performances could improve. There 
would be higher technical know-how on service 
provision, more information sharing among trade 
union and CSO networks, and better coordination 
on service provision and advocacy efforts. Migrants 
themselves would be able to fill the gap of the 
uneven distribution of service provision within 
Peninsular Malaysia. And if migrants are the ones 
with the capacity to manage cases and conduct 
trainings, some of the challenges with respect to 
access to service providers could be addressed.

3.4.3 Case management
Roughly two-thirds (66 per cent) of organizations 
interviewed conduct some form of case 
management services; while 12 per cent of 
organizations do not manage cases per se but 
refer them to various organizations. These 
organizations refer cases because they lack human 
resources, technical support, and know-how 
on case management. The other 22 per cent of 
organizations interviewed do not manage cases 
at all, as it is not part of their core programme. All 
trade unions, FBOs, and CBOs interviewed conduct 
some form of case management. Receiving a 
complaint, conducting investigations, connecting 
migrants to their respective embassies, and 
attempting to access some form of justice for the 
migrant by way of contacting the perpetrator for 
negotiation, among others, fall under the ambit of 
case management efforts. 

Several recurring themes emerged during the 
interviews with service providers with respect to 
the practical challenges they face in the course 
of case management-related work. CBOs face 
a unique challenge with respect to conducting 
negotiations with employers because of the 
threat of being reported to law enforcement 
authorities for “meddling”. Both the trade unions 
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and the CSOs cited the withholding of passports 
as a considerable obstacle to managing cases 
effectively. Employers often hold onto migrant 
worker passports, which in turn poses a threat to 
the safety of migrants, who become vulnerable 
to arrest, detention, and subsequent deportation 
for not being able to produce their passport when 
stopped by enforcement authorities. Consequently, 
migrants find it extremely difficult to leave their 
place of employment to meet with service providers 
regularly in order to efficiently resolve their case. 
Long working hours as well as the lack of a day off 
are also stumbling blocks to the smooth handling 
of cases by interviewed organizations, which find 
it difficult to meet and obtain information from 
the migrants involved. The lack of support from 
embassies is also cited as a major roadblock for 
service providers to pursue cases. Embassies may 
advise the workers to leave the country instead of 
pursuing a claim against the employer. 

The number of cases managed by interviewed 
organizations varies between six cases per year 
to over 4,000 cases per year. Such differences in 
numbers are largely due to human resources, 
the availability of technical support, and know-
how on managing cases, as well as organizational 
priorities. Some organizations focus more effort 
on capacity building and awareness raising, and 
therefore handle a smaller number of cases per 
year. The majority of cases handled by respondents 
involve employment law/contract violations; 
withholding of passports; health and safety issues; 
arrest, detention, and deportation; and cheating 
by agents. Most of the interviewed organizations 
providing case management services are based 
in Johor, the Klang Valley, and Penang, and to 
a lesser extent in Negeri Sembilan and Perak. 
Though located in these five states, interviewed 
organizations have a case management reach 
throughout Peninsular Malaysia. Reaching 
Kelantan, Perlis, and Terengganu, however, takes 
time and follow up is slow because of the lack of a 
base in these regions.

In fulfilling the immediate needs for basic services, 
all CBO respondents have indicated the need for 
additional funding resources to expand on case 
management services. All CBOs interviewed also 
stated a crucial need for resources to assist them 
with shelter support and services. 

3.4.4 Legal support
Legal support is provided to migrants in the form 
of assistance with filing police reports, as well 
as assistance with court-related matters and in 
providing migrants with legal representation. 
Interviewed organizations based in Johor, the Klang 
Valley, Melaka, Negeri Sembilan, Penang, and 
Perak provide this form of assistance to migrants. 
Most FBOs, CBOs, and trade unions provided 
some form of legal assistance to migrants, with 
only half (12) CSO respondents providing similar 
support. The lack of service providers in Kedah, 
Kelantan, Pahang, Perlis, and Terengganu makes 
it difficult for migrant workers residing in these 
regions to access justice, as they do not have the 
support, advice, and assistance needed for filing of 
police reports and court appearances that usually 
take place in the locality wherein the violation has 
occurred. 

Although 59 per cent of the organizations 
interviewed provide legal support for both 
migrants and refugees, lack of access to reliable 
and dedicated pro bono lawyers seems to be 
a recurring theme among service providers. 
A government-funded Legal Aid Bureau in 
Malaysia is in operation, but assistance through 
this bureau is not rendered to migrant workers. 
The other challenge interviewed organizations 
face in providing migrants with legal support is 
immigration policies that restrict access to justice. 
Under the Immigration Act (1959/63) and related 
regulations the process to obtain, renew, and cancel 
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a worker’s work permit is led by the employer.3 
This is clearly problematic when migrants seek 
to pursue cases against their employers, as 
employers can (and commonly do) react by 
cancelling the work permit, thereby rendering 
the migrant “undocumented” and vulnerable to 
arrest, detention, and deportation. The migrant, 
however, can apply for a “special pass” to remain 
in the country at a cost of 100 Malaysian ringgit 
per month at the discretion of an immigration 
officer. While the case is ongoing in court, the 
migrant worker is not allowed to work. The policy 
effectively denies the worker the right to financially 
support her/himself in the event that a special 
pass is granted and hence does not facilitate her/
his stay. This policy framework that undermines 
migrant workers’ access to due process has been 
cited by respondents as a major stumbling block in 
providing migrants with legal support.

3.4.5 Medical
Forty-six per cent of the organizations interviewed 
provide medical services to migrant workers, with 
most such organizations based in Johor, the Klang 
Valley, Melaka, and Penang. These organizations 
service most states throughout Peninsular 
Malaysia, with the exception of Kelantan, Perlis, 
and Terengganu. Four out of the five FBOs provide 
medical services in the form of referral to volunteer 
medical doctors, the organizing of medical camps, 
and providing financial support when needed. 
Trade union representatives in Johor, Penang, and 
the Klang Valley assist migrants in making medical 
claims. Two CBOs, one based in the Klang Valley 
and the other in Johor, provide medical services to 
migrants in the form of referrals as well as financial 
support. Of the 24 CSOs interviewed, 12 provide 
some form of medical assistance, with nine based 
in the Klang Valley and three in Penang. Types of 
services provided include paying medical costs, 
mobile medical clinics, after-care support, and 
counselling.

The principal challenge that interviewed 
organizations in Peninsular Malaysia face 
regarding provision of medical services is the 
increase in medical costs resulting from the 2016 
decision of the Health Ministry to withdraw all 
subsidies for medical treatment sought by migrant 

3 https://www.imi.gov.my/portal2017/index.php/en/foreign-worker.html.

workers. The other challenge faced by service 
providers is the risk of arrest, detention, and 
deportation faced by undocumented migrants that 
seek medical treatment at a government facility. 
Hospital staff, including doctors, are obligated to 
inform immigration officials if an undocumented 
migrant registers for treatment. Because of this, 
undocumented migrants fear accessing medical 
treatment, even if it is sometimes vital for their 
survival. In addition, regular migrants who decide 
to seek medical treatment in government facilities 
and are found to be pregnant or to have contracted 
communicable diseases such as tuberculosis or 
HIV/AIDS are deported. Lack of proper medical 
care for human trafficking victims in government 
shelters is also seen as a serious threat to the safety 
and security of migrants. Findings from a report 
on forced labour and human trafficking by HEI 
(2012) indicate that the ongoing risk environment 
negatively impacts the mental health of migrant 
workers. Due to these challenges, interviewed 
organizations feel the urgent need to provide 
various types of medical services and support to 
migrant workers. 

3.4.6. Shelter
Based on respondents interviewed, four formal 
CSO shelters were identified in the Klang Valley, 
one in Penang, and one in Perak. To fulfil the 
need for more shelters, representatives from four 
CBOs, two FBOs, a CSO, and an individual service 
provider have taken to sheltering victims in their 
own homes. This poses a problem, as it arouses 
suspicion from neighbours and enforcement 
officials, and it puts both the victim and the host 
in a vulnerable state. There is a need to increase 
formal shelters for migrant workers outside the 
Klang Valley region, especially in Johor where 
a high number of migrants work and reside. 
The lack of male shelters in the Klang Valley also 
poses a problem for interviewed organizations. 
The sustainability of shelters depends on funding. 
Three of the six formal shelters identified operate 
under the funding for the organization as a whole, 
but the operating funds of the other three rely 
entirely on the goodwill of individual donors. 

https://www.imi.gov.my/portal2017/index.php/en/foreign-worker.html
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3.4.7 Collective bargaining
Collective bargaining is a process of negotiation 
between employers and a group of employees on 
labour rights. Representatives of the trade union to 
which the migrant belongs represent the interests 
of migrants to employers. It is necessary to increase 
efforts to unionize migrant workers so there can 
be an increase in collective bargaining efforts. 
Respondents interviewed, however, had concerns 
regarding the restriction of migrant workers’ 
freedom of association in Malaysia through terms 
in employment contracts that explicitly forbid 
migrants from forming or joining an association. 

Respondents also indicated that it is imperative 
to educate union leaders on the universality and 
indivisibility of rights, because the strength in 
collective bargaining efforts is rooted in the unified 
voice of workers. Union members interviewed for 
this mapping affirmed that there is a dichotomy 
within the union, with many union members 
believing that it is more urgent to uphold the rights 
of local workers as opposed to those of migrant 
workers. 

Four out of the six unions interviewed for this 
exercise are based in the Klang Valley, with one 
each based in Johor and Penang. The reach of these 
six unions spans across the whole of Peninsular 
Malaysia, with services mainly focused in Johor, 
Klang Valley, Melaka, and Penang, and to a lesser 
extent in Kedah, Negeri Sembilan, and Perlis. 

3.4.8 Other
Other service provisions include translation, 
rescue, food distribution, repatriation of the dead, 
provision of schooling for migrant and refugee 
children, assisting with the spiritual needs of 
migrants and refugees, and technological support 
for migrants to assist them with aspects of evidence 
gathering for the purpose of filing a complaint.

3.5. Partners and referrals

 X  Figure 10. Proportion of organizations with 
local, regional, and international partnerships 
(Percentage)
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 X  Figure 11. Proportion of organizations 
affiliated with local, regional, and 
international networks (Percentage)
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Building partnerships, networks, and coalitions is 
one aspect to leveraging the impact of interviewed 
organizations. Among the organizations consulted 
in this exercise, 97.5 per cent have moderate to 
strong levels of local partnerships (figures 10 and 
11). This finding is encouraging, as it shows that 
there is a significant awareness of the importance 
of working together in order to assist migrant 
workers locally. There is also a realization that 
different organizations have different strengths, 
and it is important to capitalize on those strengths 
in order to provide more holistic services for 
migrant communities. 
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Most CSOs and unions refer migrants in need 
of shelter to the six CSO shelters referred to in 
section 3.4.6 above. CBOs are sometimes the first 
point of contact for migrants, and they attempt to 
handle cases on their own and only request for CSO 
intervention if there is some kind of threat to the 
CBO’s safety and security. CBOs also refer cases 
to CSOs if there is a need for financial assistance. 
FBOs tend to refer migrants to CSOs for shelter as 
well as for case management and legal support. 
CSOs, on the other hand, sometimes seek the 
assistance of FBOs and CBOs for rescues if the CSO 
is not located within the vicinity of the victim. CSOs 
also refer cases to trade unions for legal support. 
Service providers in Peninsular Malaysia generally 
collaborate effectively for training and capacity-
building efforts. 

A critical finding from the interviews is that even 
though interviewed organizations feel a strong 
need to work together to assist migrant workers, 
participation in networks and coalitions are 
significantly lower. As noted above, 97.5 per cent 
of organizations interviewed have developed 
moderate to strong levels of local partnerships, 
but only 40 per cent of organizations are affiliated 
with local networks such as the Migration Working 
Group Coalition and the Right to Redress Campaign 
Coalition. This may be due to the tendency of 
organizations to concentrate their activities on 
service provision, and there is no specific coalition 
within Peninsular Malaysia that focuses on service 
provision. It could also be due to the fact that there 
are high levels of competition among organizations 
for access to funding. The strength of local 
coalitions could also be another factor for the 
low participation, with interviewed organizations 
having little confidence in the effectiveness of local 
coalitions. A lack of information on the existence of 
local coalitions has also been cited as a reason for 
CBOs not joining them. 

3.6. Human resources
Human resource development and retention 
are imperative to any organization’s ability to 
perform and to create meaningful impact. Many 
organizations interviewed, however, maintain 
that hiring and retaining human resources are 
challenges due to non-competitive remuneration 
packages and a lack of interest in migrant rights 
work among the younger generation. Most 
organizations in Peninsular Malaysia are small 
in terms of human resources, with almost 38 per 

cent having five or fewer full-time employees, and 
only 10 per cent having more than 20 full time 
employees. 

Volunteerism is important because it engages 
citizens in the cause and it is also a demonstration 
of the strength of the organization. Over half (54 
per cent) of interviewed organizations in Peninsular 
Malaysia rely on volunteers. Most FBOs and CBOs 
rely on volunteers instead of staff. Due to the 
heavy demand on time attached to migrant rights 
and protection-related work, there is minimal 
reliance by organizations on part-time staff, with 
only two per cent of the organizations interviewed 
employing any part-time staff.

3.7. Funding
 X  Figure 12. Proportion of organizations 
receiving funding from selected sources 
(Percentage)
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Note: organizations can receive funding from multiple sources, 
and therefore multiple answers are possible.

Most respondents have identified funding as being 
a problem, both because of a lack of core funds and 
a dependency on project-based funding. Projects 
and advocacy campaigns are often donor-driven. 
When funding stops, activities slow down even 
though goals have not been achieved. The lack 
of funding is also a reason for the lack of human 
resources. The inability to offer comprehensive 
remuneration packages and employee benefits 
comparable to the corporate sector make it 
difficult to retain talent or experienced staff. Some 
interviewed organizations have indicated that 
service provision as well as advocacy efforts are 
frequently affected by shortcomings due to the lack 
of continuous funding. See figure 12 for different 
sources of funding.
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Less than half of the organizations interviewed 
have plurality of funding, which means that their 
funding comes from at least two sources, excluding 
that of self-funding.4 The fact that 62.5 per cent of 
organizations need to rely on self-funding shows 
that resources among migrant rights organizations 
are scarce. Most CBOs are not eligible for formal 
funding resources, therefore they too need to 
rely on self-funding in order to continue providing 
services to migrants in Malaysia. When looking 
at the funding data above, the importance of 
international funding is evident, with 40 per cent 
of CSOs receiving some form of funding from 
international funds. The problem with this, as 
discussed previously, is that activities tend to slow 
down when funding is cut or reduced.

If given additional funding resources, CBOs 
have indicated the desire to expand their case 
management service provisions. CBOs have also 
indicated interest in formally running shelter 
homes for victims. Human resources to run the 
shelters are available, but financial sustainability 
has been the main stumbling block to this process. 

Funding was mentioned as the main internal 
challenge that strongly impacted the organizations 
interviewed. The lack of funding directly affects 
service provision as well as advocacy efforts. 

4 Self-funding is funding that comes from the resources of the individual staff or volunteer themselves.

3.8. External challenges
There are multiple external challenges facing 
migrant rights organizations in Peninsular Malaysia 
that affect their performance and their ability to 
expand their activities. Difficulties in registering 
a society and the risk of losing the registered 
status can pose challenges that may constrain 
organizations from operating freely and safely. 
Close scrutiny on international funding sources and 
limited government funding for migrant-related 
causes is another challenge faced by interviewed 
organizations. Law enforcement practices that can 
lead to frequent arrest, detention, and deportation 
of migrant workers are also a risk to CBO leadership 
and members with irregular migration status. 
Policy advocacy work is impaired by policy decisions 
often being made behind closed doors without 
stakeholder consultation. Organizations therefore 
cannot clearly plan how they can contribute 
to and affect policy change. Engagement with 
policy-makers that relies heavily on the personal 
connections of organizations rather than on clear 
legal and institutional mechanisms was also named 
as a serious external threat. Threats to the personal 
safety and security of service providers was also 
a recurrent theme among most organizations 
interviewed. 
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SWOT analysis
In order to build synergies and foster a more cohesive migrant rights community in Peninsular Malaysia, it 
is important to take into consideration the perceived strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities of different 
types of organizations, as well as the threats present in their work. Figures 13 to 16 below provide lists 
of the compiled strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) among the different types of 
organizations interviewed. 

 X  Figure 13. SWOT analysis of CBOs in Peninsular Malaysia

 X Good at outreach efforts
 X Good initial point of contact for 
migrants

 X Strong pool of volunteers
 X Known to the communities
 X Trusted by the communities
 X Members are migrant workers 
themselves

 X Resourceful
 X Service oriented
 X Family tracing

 X Skills and knowledge 
development 

 X Strengthening collaboration with 
other organizations

 X Increasing visibility in the 
communities

 X Unable to confidently provide 
shelter for victims

 X Lack sustained training and 
capacity building

 X Lack of bargaining power to 
negotiate with employers

 X Lack follow-up in capacity 
building efforts with migrant 
workers

 X Lack of legal status makes 
service provision difficult

 X Limited ability to collaborate with 
host government

 X Lack of unity and solidarity 
among members

 X Lack of involvement in policy 
advocacy efforts 

 X Challenges in registering as an 
association

 X Personal safety and security
 X Community leaders risk losing 
immigration status

 X Limited space to assist migrant 
workers due to restrictive 
migration policies and justice 
system

 X Lack of funding
 X Lack of human resources
 X Lack of support from diplomatic 
missions

CBOs
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 X Strong pool of volunteers
 X Passionate, strong desire to help
 X Broad reach in service provision
 X Able to see to the physical needs 
of migrants and refugees

 X Able to ensure safe repatriation
 X Good at conducting outreach 
activities

 X Good at event organizing
 X Dependable financial resources
 X Religious organizations are 
more easily trusted by migrant 
workers

 X Set up a body of lawyers of the 
same faith  
who are willing to take on cases 
pro bono

 X Increase coordination with 
experts on  
labour and human rights

 X Some activities, such as classes 
and religious social events, are 
limited to migrant workers who 
belong to the same religious 
group

 X Lack of sustained organizational 
training and capacity building 
effort

 X Lack follow up on capacity 
building efforts with migrant 
workers

 X Lack of translators

 X Limited space to assist migrant 
workers due to restrictive and 
ad hoc migration policies and 
justice system 

 X Threat to personal safety and 
security

 X Lack of human resources
 X Lack of skills and knowledge 
development

FBOs

 X  Figure 14. SWOT analysis of FBOs in Peninsular Malaysia
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 X  Figure 15. SWOT analysis of CSOs in Peninsular Malaysia

 X Knowledge on laws and policies
 X Expertise and ability to provide 
case management and legal 
aid services, including legal 
representation, counselling, 
shelter, safe repatriation

 X Able to reach grassroots
 X Ability to organize policy 
dialogue, initiate campaigns 
to create awareness, promote 
rights and lobby with 
Parliamentarians 

 X Able to train migrant workers 
and to build capacity of 
community networks

 X Able to capitalize on the strength 
of migrant leaders 

 X Strong grass root reach and 
ability to leverage on networks 
to collect data. 

 X Representation at MAPO
 X Expertise in migration policies 
 X Strong promotion of 
international labour and human 
rights standards

 X Good network and referral 
system with CSOs in countries  
of origin

 X Better collaboration with 
enforcement officials

 X Better collaboration with MAPO
 X Issue based training for CSOs
 X Increase collaboration with 
service providers in countries of 
origin

 X Strengthen migrant coalition
 X Partner with more companies on 
fair recruitment

 X Increase outreach activities to 
migrant communities

 X Develop more in-depth 
knowledge on migration issues

 X Increase research on migration
 X Improve advocacy skills through 
learning from international 
examples 

 X Train more community leaders 
to manage cases

 X Strengthen collaboration with 
diplomatic missions

 X Lack of focus on organizational 
development 

 X Limited expertise on resource 
mobilization.

 X Lack of Government support and 
funding

 X Limited reach of capacity 
building for migrant workers 

 X Capacity building of peer leaders 
is not sustainable due to high 
turnover of peer leaders to 
return to home country 

 X Lack of human resources and 
high turnover of staff

 X Lack of funding
 X Lack of pool of lawyers to take 
on pro bono cases

 X Lack of translators and 
volunteers

 X Lack of resources for monitoring 
and evaluation

 X Lack of access to mainstream 
media

 X Limited space to assist migrant 
workers due to restrictive and 
ad hoc migration policies and 
justice system

 X Difficulty in registering as a 
society and threat of losing 
license to operate

 X Threat to personal safety and 
security

CSOs
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 X  Figure 15. SWOT analysis of CSOs in Peninsular Malaysia

 X Recognized status for 
representation in industrial courts 
and labour departments

 X Representation in National 
Labour Council, Social Security 
Organization (SOCSO) board and 
other bodies.

 X Ability to organize workers and 
conduct outreach activities

 X Expertise in labour and industrial 
relations matters

 X Expertise in providing training on 
occupational safety and health 
(OSH), collective bargaining and 
other labour rights 

 X Expertise in bargaining collectively 
for both local and migrant workers 

 X Strong organizers
 X Strong advocacy on OSH, social 
security, minimum wage, etc.

 X Collaboration with trade unions in 
countries of origin

 X Part of regional and global union 
affiliates

 X Constituent of the International 
Labour Organization (ILO)

 X Strengthen organizing into 
unions in all sectors of economy, 
including domestic work

 X Improve regional collaboration
 X Expand on organizing of workers 
and collective bargaining

 X Existence of a dichotomy in the 
union between migrant workers 
and local workers

 X Lack of representation for 
undocumented migrant workers

 X Lack of sustained organizational 
training and capacity building 
efforts

 X Lack of funding
 X Lack of human resources

 X Migrant workers cannot hold 
leadership positions in trade 
unions

 X Stringent formula to union 
recognition

 X Limited space to assist migrant 
workers due to restrictive and 
ad hoc migration policies and 
justice system 

 X Threat to personal safety and 
security

 X Union busting
 X Unsustainable membership base 
as migrant workers leave in the 
end of their contract

Trade 
unions
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Capacity-building needs
Table 1 below consists of an analysis of the capacity-building needs of organizations to expand on service 
provision.

 X Table 1. Capacity-building needs of organizations to expand service provision

Type of organization Capacity-building needs

CBO  X Shelters in the southern region;
 X Training on law and case management;
 X Need for a bigger CSO presence in the southern region

FBO  X Strengthening of referral mechanisms;
 X Capacity building on human rights and the Malaysian legal system in order to 

improve legal services

CSO  X Better coordination with enforcement agencies;
 X More training on issues related to migrant rights, especially among newer 

CSOs;
 X Better coordination and synergy among organizations;
 X Strengthening of the migrant coalition;
 X Staff training on self-care and avoiding burn-out;
 X Pool of lawyers to taken on pro bono cases;
 X Strengthen relationships with CBOs;
 X Development of a mechanism to enhance accountability;
 X Increase skills building, especially regarding advocacy;
 X Enhance research skills;
 X Strategies for reaching out to undocumented workers;
 X Training on report writing;
 X Training on resource management;
 X Using technology to improve case management

Trade union  X Funding;
 X Capacity building on international labour standards;
 X Training on human rights;
 X Health and safety training;
 X Strengthening relationships with organizations in Malaysia;
 X Pool of pro bono lawyers to assist with cases

Individual  X Enhance cooperation between individuals and authorities;
 X Funding
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Recommendations
The following recommendations are based on interview 
responses pertaining to how the broader needs of 
migrant rights organizations in Peninsular Malaysia can 
be met. These recommendations may help in nurturing 
and fostering the development of a more cohesive 
migrant rights community in Peninsular Malaysia.

Improving organization coordination and 
cooperation:

 X Identify the strengths of each organization and have 
consensus on what responsibility each organization 
can take so that service provisions and advocacy 
efforts would be more effective.

 X Strengthen the relationships of organizations, 
including by having informal gatherings. 

 X Strengthen referral mechanisms.
 X Enhance information sharing among migrant rights 

groups in Malaysia.
 X Strengthen the migration working group (MWG) 

coalition.
 X Have a specific migrant labour rights coalition.
 X Expand trade unions’ role within migrants rights 

organizations to more than just information sharing: 

 X Look for avenues for collective advocacy.
 X Build on trade unions’ perspectives on equal 

rights for all workers.
 X Develop more of a gender perspective within 

the trade unions.
 X Coordinate test cases for policy reform.
 X Recognize the intersectionality of migrant issues 

to various other issues.
 X Strengthen advocacy, i.e., advocacy on social 

security (SOCSO) for all.
 X Strengthen cross border collaboration.
 X Advocate for marriage migrants/ foreign spouses 

to have the right to work.
 X Study outcome of cases together even when the 

outcome of the case is negative, in order to improve 
strategy.

Extending reach of services:

 X Strengthen CSO presence in the Northern region 
(Penang), Southern region (Johor), as well as the 
West Coast (Pahang and Terengganu).

 X Increase the number of shelters for migrant workers 
outside the Klang Valley, especially in Johor, and seek 
ways to improve sustainability of shelter funding.

 X CSOs to accompany CBOs when conducting 
outreach and rescues.

 X Need for better organizing of and outreach to 
undocumented migrants.

Building organizational capacities:

 X Technical training on case documentation and 
reporting.

 X Assist recently formed CSOs to deepen their 
knowledge and perspective on migrant rights issues.

 X Increase capacity of migrant rights groups to 
undertake policy advocacy.

 X Technical training on proposal writing.

Strengthening coordination with government and 
other stakeholders:

 X Enhance cooperation between migrants rights 
organizations and government authorities.

 X Need for better coordination with the Malaysian 
Anti-Trafficking Council.

 X Strengthen communication with country of origin 
embassies.

 X Create synergy between migrants rights 
organizations and government agencies.

 X Strengthen access to mainstream media.
 X CSOs to link CBOs to the media so that CBOs’ 

perspectives are highlighted.

Addressing internal and external challenges:

 X Need for an increase in human resources within 
organizations.

 X Create and identify succession plans.
 X Provide for the safety of service providers and 

human rights defenders.
 X Increase the plurality of funding resources.
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Appendix I. Service provider 
mapping questionnaire
Name of questionnaire respondent:

Designation: Date: 

1. General information
Particulars

Name of organization:

Description of organization:

Mission statement of organization:

Postal address of the head office:

Phone number: Fax number:

Registered (please provide year of registration)/ Unregistered:

Date of establishment/ No. of years in service provision:

Particulars of the executive director/ chairperson/ leader (if applicable) 

Name: 

Mobile number: E-mail address:

Phone/Mobile number: Fax number:

Note:
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2. Human resources (Present)
Number of staff (if applicable) 

Program staff m:  f: Volunteers m:  f:

Finance staff m:  f: Consultants m:  f:

Admin staff m:  f: Other staff m:  f:

Total number (m/f) m:    f:

Note:

3. Geographical coverage (i.e.: whole of Malaysia?)
Geographical Coverage 

Note:

4. Types of service provision 

i. Medical (Y/N)

a) Number of beneficiaries per year

b) Nationalities

c) Gender

d) Sector

Notes:

ii. Shelter (Y/N)

a) Number of beneficiaries per year

b) Nationalities

c) Gender

d) Sector

Notes:
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iii. Legal support (Y/N)

a) Number of beneficiaries per year

b) Nationalities

c) Gender

d) Sector

Notes:

iv. Case management (Y/N)

a) Number of beneficiaries per year

b) Nationalities

c) Gender

d) Sector

Notes:

v. Awareness raising (Y/N)

a) Number of beneficiaries per year

b) Nationalities

c) Gender

d) Sector

Notes:

 vi. Policy development (Y/N)

vii. Monitoring and observation (organizations share information on performance of the government in 
order to influence citizens’ opinions) (Y/N)

viii. Advocacy and lobbying (Y/N)

ix. Collective bargaining (Y/N)

x. Research (Y/N)
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xi. Capacity building (Y/N)

Please describe capacity building efforts undertaken by you/your organization:

xii. Others:

Notes on target group (i.e.: migrant/ refugee, gender & nationality):

5. Beneficiaries
Beneficiaries from services provided Percentage (%)

Migrant men

Migrant women

Children

Refugees

Others

Notes:

Question: Which do you think is the most difficult group for you to reach out to and why (i.e.: location 
– remote, no day off)?

Question on outreach: Does your organization conduct outreach activities? If yes, please describe 
(how is it done, who are the beneficiaries, challenges, innovations, and good practices)
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6. Challenges 

External challenges (Y/N) Internal challenges (Y/N) 

Political system (Y/N) Funding resources (Y/N)

Legal system (Y/N) Human resources (Y/N)

Threat to security (Y/N) Skills and knowledge development (Y/N)

Lack of access to the media (Y/N) Others

Others

Notes:

Question: What do you identify as the biggest challenge to achieving your/ the organization’s goals? 

Question: Assuming that the above-mentioned challenges are not present, which services would you 
improve or expand on?

Question: Assuming that there are no limitations, which new groups would you consider reaching out 
to with your services?

Question: What resources/form of assistance would you need to expand your services?

Question: What do you think are your (organizational) strengths? 
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7. Partnership building

Key partners and nature as well 
as strength of partnerships (i.e., 
referrals) 

Locally (including CSOs, CBOs, 
TUs, FBOs, lawyers & govt. 
bodies, i.e., immigration)

Regionally Internationally

Associated partnerships 
(networks to other organizations)

Locally Regionally Internationally

Notes:

How does your organization find working with other Tus, CSOs, CBOs and FBOs?

What are some of the strengths and challenges of having this type of partnership?

What do you think are some avenues for better collaboration?
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What is your opinion on the cooperation/collaboration among civil society actors on migrant workers 
issues in Malaysia?

What are some of your proposals/suggestions to strengthen civil society in order to better service and 
advocate for migrant workers’ rights?

8. Financial sustainability

Sources of funding 

Government funding

International funding 

National donors 

International donors

Private sector donors

Membership fee

Self-funding

Others

Notes:
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Appendix II. Description of 
organizations interviewed

Name Location Description Service provision

A Call to 
Serve (ACTS)/ 
Kumpulan ACTS

Selangor A faith-inspired organization established in 
2003 that provides medical assistance to 
refugees, asylum seekers and migrants who 
try to find refuge in Malaysia.

 X Shelter
 X Medical
 X Legal support
 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building
 X Advocacy

Asylum Access Kuala 
Lumpur

A non-governmental organization 
established in Malaysia in 2014. It aims to 
transform the human rights landscape for 
refugees in Malaysia.

 X Legal support
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Building and 
Wood Workers’ 
International 
(BWI) 

Selangor Founded in 2005, it brings together free 
trade unions in the building, building 
materials, wood, forestry, and allied 
industries.

 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Policy development
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Collective 
 X bargaining
 X Research
 X Capacity building

CARAM Asia Kuala 
Lumpur

A regional network working on migration 
and health issues. Founded in 1997, it is also 
an CSO in special consultative status with the 
Economic and Social Council of the United 
Nations.

 X Health
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Parish Migrant 
Ministry 
Seremban

Seremban Parish Migrant Ministry Seremban 
comes under the Parish Integral Human 
Development, Seremban. (PIHD-Sremban) 
The PIHD comes under the umbrella 
of the Archdiocesan Office for Human 
Development, Kuala Lumpur.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building

Electronic 
Industry 
Employee Union 
Southern Region 
(EIEUSR)

Johor Established in 2010, the electronic union 
in the Southern Region organizes workers, 
obtains recognition, and goes for collective 
bargaining to improve the economic and 
social conditions of workers.

 X Medical
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Collective bargaining
 X Organizing
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Name Location Description Service provision

Engage Media Indonesia Headquartered in Jogjakarta, Engage Media 
is a non-profit media, technology, and culture 
organization that focuses on social justice 
and environmental issues across South-East 
Asia. Registered in 2006.

 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Foreign Spouses 
Support Group 
(FSSG)

Selangor Established in 2009, FSSG aims to advance, 
protect and promote the rights of foreign 
spouses of Malaysians and their children.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

General 
Federation of 
Nepalese Trade 
Union (Gefont)

Selangor Registered in Malaysia in 2005, Gefont is 
the largest trade union confederation in 
Nepal, with 20 affiliates covering various 
employment sectors. It also represents 
nearly 400,000 workers from all affiliates.

 X Medical
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Collective bargaining
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Health Equity 
Initiative (HEI)

Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 2007, HEI is a non-governmental 
organization committed to advancing the 
right to health of marginalized populations 
through its integrated care programmes.

 X Mental health
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Human 
Trafficking 
Watch Services

Selangor Established in 2014, this community-based 
organization provides services to Indonesian 
migrants throughout Malaysia. 

 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building

Independent 
Democracy 
of Informal 
Economy 
Association 
(IDEA)

Selangor Headquartered in Phnom Penh, the 
Malaysian chapter of IDEA works in 
collaboration with local partners to reach out 
and empower Cambodian migrant workers. 

 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Kechara Soup 
Kitchen

Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 2006, Kechara is a non-religious 
community action group that distributes 
food, basic medical aid, and counselling to 
the homeless and urban poor of Malaysia.

 X Medical
 X Food bank

Liber8 Selangor A youth-based non-profit organization 
established in 2012 that aims to raise 
awareness on human trafficking. Liber8 also 
uses youth creativity and awareness to fight 
human trafficking.

 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building
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Name Location Description Service provision

Malaysian 
Trades Union 
Congress (MTUC)

Selangor Established in 1949, the MTUC is a federation 
of trade unions registered under the 
Societies Act. It is the oldest National Centre 
representing workers in Malaysia. Unions 
affiliated with MTUC represent all major 
industries and sectors with approximately 
500,000 members.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Collective 
 X bargaining
 X Research
 X Capacity building
 X Organizing

Malaysian 
Trades Union 
Congress 
(MTUC), Penang

Penang Established in the early 1970s, MTUC Penang 
strives to safeguard the rights of workers 
regardless of nationality to improve the 
economic and social conditions of workers.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Collective bargaining
 X Capacity building
 X Organizing

Diocesan 
Migrant and 
Itinerant 
Ministry- 
Malacca Johore 
Diocese 

Malacca Established in 2010, the Diocesan Migrant 
Itinerant Ministry- Malacca Johore Diocese 
attends to the pastoral needs of migrants 
and itinerant persons and serves as the 
official arm of the bishop in matters 
pertaining to pastoral care of migrants.

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building
 X Advocacy

Diocesan 
Migrant and 
Itinerant 
Ministry- 
Malacca Johore 
Diocese

Johore Established in 2010, the Diocesan Migrant 
Itinerant Ministry- Malacca Johore Diocese 
attends to the pastoral needs of migrants 
and itinerant persons and serves as the 
official arm of the bishop in matters 
pertaining to pastoral care of migrants.

 X Medical
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building
 X Spiritual care needs

Migrant88 Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 2016, Migrant88 is an 
organization that provides cross-border 
support for migrants and develops national 
policies in home countries for safer 
migration.

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Migrant Care Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 2004 and headquartered in 
Jakarta, Migrant Care is an organization that 
aims to strengthen protection of migrant 
workers by building their capacity to increase 
their bargaining power.

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building
 X Rescue
 X Capacity building in 

education
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Name Location Description Service provision

Migrant Ministry 
Kuala Lumpur

Kuala 
Lumpur

Established in 1976, it is the official arm of 
the Catholic Church in Malaysia, entrusted 
with overseeing matters pertaining to 
the promotion of charity, integral human 
development, justice, and peace. 

 X Medical
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building

Migration 
Working Group 
(MWG)

Selangor Founded in 2006, MWG is a voluntary 
network of Malaysian civil society groups and 
individuals who advocate for the protection 
of migrants, refugees, and stateless persons 
through lobbying for policy reform. 

 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Nepali People 
Progressive 
Forum, Malaysia

Kuala 
Lumpur

Headquartered in Nepal and founded in 
2006, the Nepali People Progressive Forum, 
Malaysia supports Nepali migrants who need 
assistance jointly with other organizations 
and the Embassy of Nepal.

 X Case management
 X Legal support
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Collective bargaining
 X Research
 X Capacity building

North South 
Initiative (NSI)

Selangor A youth lead initiative founded in 2011 to 
help bridge the solidarity divide between the 
North and South in terms of human rights 
and social justice.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Parti Socialis 
Malaysia (PSM) 
Migrant Desk

Kuala 
Lumpur

Headquartered in Kuala Lumpur with 
branches in several states in the country, 
PSM is committed to a fairer distribution of 
wealth, and works with the marginalized of 
all sectors. PSM is coordinator of the Migrant 
Worker Right to Redress coalition

 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy

Penang Diocese 
Migrant Ministry 
(PDMM)

Penang A social service organization set up under 
the Catholic Church as an expression of the 
Catholic social teachings that respond to the 
needs of the poor, needy, and marginalized, 
while promoting justice and peace in the 
Diocese of Penang. PDMM was established 
in 2002.

 X Medical
 X Legal support
 X Capacity building

Penang 
Stop Human 
Trafficking 
Campaign

Penang Founded in 2012, the Penang Stop Human 
Trafficking Campaign aims to work 
collectively as an umbrella organization 
to address issues of human trafficking. It 
started off as a means for public awareness 
and advocacy on migrant workers and 
refugees.

 X Medical
 X Shelter 
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Research
 X Capacity building
 X Education component 
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Name Location Description Service provision

Perak Women 
for Women 
Society (PWW)

Perak Registered in 2004, PWW is a non-
governmental organization dedicated to 
defending women’s rights and to elevate 
women’s socio-economic status while 
providing immediate assistance for women 
and children victim of violence

 X Temporary shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research

Persatuan 
Sahabat Wanita 
Selangor (PSWS) 

(Selangor 
Friends of 
Women 
Association)

Selangor PSWS was established in 1984 and is a 
support organization for women workers, 
particularly those in vulnerable work 
industries. Established in 1984, its aim is 
to empower women workers to protect, 
advocate, and advance their own rights. 

 X Legal support
 X Awareness raising
 X Research
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building 
 X Case management

Pesticide Action 
Network-Asia 
Pacific (PANAP)

Penang Founded in 1982, PANAP is one of five 
regional centres of pesticide action networks 
dedicated to the elimination of harm upon 
humans and the environment by pesticide 
use. It aims to create a pesticide-free 
world for global citizens while promoting 
sustainable biodiversity based ecological 
agriculture.

 X Medical
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research

Pusat Kebajikan 
Good Shepherd

Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 1956, it is a worldwide 
congregation of religious sisters present 
in 73 countries to make visible the mercy 
of God, especially to those who are 
marginalized.

 X Counselling
 X Shelter
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building

Selangor Anti- 
Trafficking 
in Persons 
Committee

Selangor Established in 2011, the council is committed 
to creating structures to fight human 
trafficking in the state of Selangor. 

 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Sentro Selangor A labour centre in the Philippines that has 
a Malaysian chapter focused on migration 
programmes, with organizing domestic 
workers being its main focus. Established in 
2014 in Malaysia. 

 X Shelter
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Research
 X Capacity building

Serantau Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in 2014, Serantau is a community-
based organization that encourages 
Indonesian migrant workers to learn from 
and protect each other. It is a platform for 
Indonesian migrants to have their voices 
heard.

 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 

observation
 X Capacity building
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Name Location Description Service provision

Tenaga Kerja 
Indonesia 
Khusus Johor 
(TKIJ)

Johor A community-based organization established 
in 2014 to assist and empower Indonesian 
migrants in the Southern region.

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building
 X Education for 
 X young children

Tenaganita (HQ) Selangor Founded in 1990, Tenaganita is a human 
rights organization dedicated in assisting, 
building, advocating, and protecting 
migrants, refugees, women, and children 
from exploitation, abuse, discrimination, 
slavery, and human trafficking. 

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Monitoring and 
 X observation
 X Research
 X Capacity building
 X Organizing

Tenaganita 
(Penang)

Penang Established in 2014 and headquartered in 
Selangor, Tenaganita Penang is a human 
rights organization dedicated in assisting, 
building, advocating for, and protecting 
migrants, refugees, women, and children 
from exploitation, abuse, discrimination, 
slavery, and human trafficking

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Capacity building

The Forest Trust 
(TFT)

Kuala 
Lumpur

Founded in Malaysia in 2007, TFT is a non-
profit organization that supports businesses 
to source responsibly produced products that 
respect the environment and people.

 X Awareness raising
 X Capacity building

Women’s Aid 
Organisation 
(WAO)

Selangor Since 1982, WAO has provided free shelter, 
counselling, and crisis support to women 
and children who survive abuse. We help 
women and their children rebuild their lives, 
after experiencing domestic violence, rape, 
trafficking, and other atrocities.

 X Medical
 X Shelter
 X Legal support
 X Case management
 X Awareness raising
 X Advocacy
 X Research
 X Capacity building
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ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific

United Nations Building, Rajdamnern Nok Avenue
Bangkok 10200, Thailand

T. +662 288 1234
F. +662 280 1735
E. BANGKOK@ilo/org
www.ilo.org/asia ISBN: 9789220357323 (web PDF)

 X Mapping of service provision to migrant workers in 
Peninsular Malaysia   

The ILO has been working with trade unions and civil society partners in Malaysia since 2011 to provide 
migrant workers with counselling on labour rights, legal assistance, information, education, training and 
organizing. This mapping study was developed in 2016-2017 by the Migrant Workers’ Empowerment and 
Advocacy (MWEA) project to help in identifying new partners and developing evidence-based strategies to 
reach out to migrant workers. 

The mapping study is based on research carried out over two months and provides an analysis of trade 
unions, civil society organizations, faith based organizations, community based organizations and 
individual services providers that support migrant workers. The mapping assesses, among others, these 
organizations’ reach, type of services provided, number of beneficiaries, partnerships, financial stability 
and human resources. The genesis of this mapping exercise comes from the understanding that grassroots 
initiatives, if managed well, can lead to systemic change in policies that will better protect migrant workers. 

mailto:BANGKOK%40ilo/org?subject=
www.ilo.org/asia
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