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Abstract 
This paper is concerned with two main issues. The first is that of Indonesian women working abroad 
in the informal sector, mostly as domestic workers. The second issue of concern is the potentials of 
other women stakeholders - such as the successful ex-migrants, the activists, the politicians, the 
parliamentarians, and many others in addressing issues faced by wornen migrant workers. Departing 
i1·om the notion that it is important to go beyond seeing women as "passive actors" within the context 
of labour migration, this paper is an initial attempt to identify the women who have the potentials to 
play significant roles in the protection of Indonesian women migrant workers. 

Introduction 
According to the International Labour Organization, as for 2013, out of the approximately 

175 million migrants around the world, half of them are workers and almost half of the 

migrant workers are women2 It is also noted that around I 5% of the workers have irregular 

status. These numbers are presented at the beginning of this work to put into context the 

urgency of the issue of women migrant workers, particularly those coming from Asian 

countries like Indonesia. Although migration occurs in virtually all pmis of the world, authors 

like Ronaldo Munck3 and Nicola Piper4 have pointed out that significant flows occur more 

within southern regions like Asia. 

This paper is concerned with two main issues. The first issue is that of Indonesian women 

working abroad in the informal sector, mostly as domestic workers. According to the data 

from National Authority for the Placement and Protection of Indonesia Overseas Workers or 

Badan Nasional Penempatan dan Perlindungan Tenaga Kerja Indonesia (BNP2TKI) for the 

year 2006-2012, out of the total 3,998,592 workers placed abroad, 3,048,267 are women 5 

There is no of11cial record available on the exact number of those working as domestic 

1 Paper presented in TU Dortmund, Gennany as Visiting Professor during Gambrinus Fellowship Program, 24 
March-I 0 May 2013. 
2-. 2013. Migrant workers [Online]. Available: http://www.ilo.org/global/standards/subjects-covered-by
international-labour-standards/migrant-workers/lang--en/index.htm [Accessed 20 February 20 13]. 
3 MUNCK, R. 2009. Globalisation, Governance and Migration: an introduction. In: MUNCK, R. (ed.) 
Glohalisation and migrathJn : new issues, new politics. London ; New York: Routledge. 
4 PIPER, N. Ibid.Fcminisation of Migration and the Social Dimensions of Development: the Asian case. 
5 ~. 20l3b. Penempman BerdasarkanJenis Ke/amin (2006-2012) [Online]. Available: 
http ://\v\vw. bn p2 tk i. go. id/ statist i k-ma i nmen u .. 86/pcncmpatan/6 7 5 8-pcnem pat a n-berdasark an -j en is-ke 1 ami n-
2006-20 12.html f Accessed 20 February 2013 ]. 
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workers but the data !!·om 13NP2TKI also show that house maid and care taker, jobs generally 

taken by women, arc among the top three jobs for Indonesians working abroad 6 The 

temporary, contract-based and intonnal nature of these women's work has difierentiated 

them from other migrant workers. Moreover, the fact that they work in isolation in 

households, considered a private sphere, makes them vulnerable to abuse. Unfortunately, 

these conditions are not adequately recognized in most labour legislation and policies, 

whether in sending or receiving eountries 7 

A significant number of studies have made this feminization of labour migration as the focus 

or at least a major element of their discussions. However, in those studies, women have been 

portrayed mainly as the "victim" of mal-practice of labour migration process. This paper 

depmis from the notion that it is important to go beyond seeing women as "passive actors" 

within the context of labour migration. Thus the second issue of concern is the potentials of 

other women stakeholders - such as the successful ex-migrants, the activists, the politicians, 

the parliamentarians, and many others - in addressing issues faced by women migrant 

workers. 

Labour Migration of Indonesian VI" omen, How H Began 
Labovr mobility in Asia can be traced back in history to the colonial era in the early 19'" 

century when labour was moved from one place to another to work on construction projects 

and in plantations and mines. This earlier form of migration was less restricted than today and 

migrants tended to move permanently which led to settlement in the destination areas 8 

During the post-independence era of economic development, earlier bodies of research on 

Asian labour migration focused more on internal migration which mainly involves labour 

migration from rural to urban areas. Since the 1980s, the trend shifted more toward labour 

migration between Asian countries and by the early 1990s almost all countries in the region 

'' 2013a. Penempatan Berdasar Jabot an (2007-201 2) [Online]. Available: http://www.bnp2tki.go.id/statistik
mainmenu-86/penempatanl6759-penempatan-berdasar-jabatan-2007-20 12.html [Accessed 20 February 20 13]. 
7 HUGO, G. 1992. Women on the move: changing patterns of population movement of women in Indonesia. In: 
CHANT, S. H. (ed.) Gender and migration in developing countries. London: Belhaven Press, YAMANAKA, K. 
& PIPER, N. 2005. Feminized Migration in East and Southeast Asia: Policies, Actions and Empowerment. 
United Nations Research lnstitutej(Jr Social Development (UNRISD) Occasional Paper [Online], II. Available; 
http://www.unrisd.orglunrisdlwebsite/document.nsi/462fc2 7bd I fce00880256b4a0060d2af/06c97 5dec6217d4ec 
1257 I 390029829ai$FILEIOP I I %20web.pdf [Accessed 30 July 2006]. 
8 KAUR, A. 2006. Managing the Border; Regulation of International Labour Migration and State Policy 
Responses to Global Governance in Southeast Asia. 16th Biennial C'm?f'erence ofthe Asian ,)~!udies Association 
a/Australia. Wollongong., p. 2 
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were involved in the sending and receiving of migrant workers 9 Furthermore, as noted by 

Ball and Pipcr10 the economic booms of the 1980s and 1990s led to increased demand in 

some countries for short-term contract workers for the service sector, resulting in the growing 

number of women migrating to work in entertainment and domestic service, a phenomenon 

known as the feminization of labour migration. 

In the 1970s, labour migration fi·om Indonesia has been individual through unofficial 

channels, mainly to Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. The labour migrations to Saudi Arahia were 

conducted under pilgrimage (haj) scheme, while the ones to Malaysia were more random 

with people crossing the borders without proper documents. 11 ln the 1980s, the government 

of Indonesia decided to start developing its overseas labour contract programme by regulating 

it through government's regulation and involving the private sector. 12 Since then, Indonesia 

has set and included targets fiJr sending workers overseas in its five-year economic 

development plans. Despite the limited and unreliable records on labour migration, 

particularly of the undocumented type, a general indication of the trend for Indonesian 

workers' placement overseas can be found in the gender categorized data presented in Table 

I. Migration of Indonesian workers has also reached various corners of the world. So far, the 

biggest numbers arc concentrated in two regions, Asia Paciflc and the Middle East. 13 It also 

needs to be noted that most of the data used in this paper is mainly taken from the 

government's website. Thus, it only represents those who migrate through official channels, 

not including those who migrate illegally and those who migrate to countries that do not have 

bilateral agreements or Memoranda of Understanding with Indonesia on placement of 

migrant workers. 

Table I Placement of! ndoncsian Workers Overseas 1994-20 I 2 

9 YAMANAKA, K. & PIPER, N. 2005. Feminized Migration in East and Southeast Asia: Policies, Actions and 
Empowerment. United Nmions Reseorch Institute for S'ocia/ Development (UNRJSD) Occasional Paper 
[Online], II. Available: 
http://www. unrisd. org/unrisd/we bsi te/documcnt.ns f/462 fc2 7bd I fce008 802 56b4a0060d2af!06c97 5 dec62 I 7 d4ec 
!257!390029829a!$FILE/OP II %20web.pdf [Accessed 30 July 2006]., p. 2 
10 BALL, R. & PIPER, N. 2006. Trading labour-trading rights: The regional dynamics of rights recognition for 
migrant workers in the Asia-Pacific. In: !lEWISON, K. & YOUNG, K. (eds.) Transnational Migration and 
Work in Asia. Abingdon, Oxon, New York: Routledge., p. 214 
11 -.2011. Sejarah I'enempatan TKJ Hingga IJNP27KJ [Online]. Available: http://www.bnp2tki.go.id/bcrita
mainmenu-23 I /berita-foto-mainmcnu-3 I /4054-sejarah-penempatan-tki-hingga-bnp2tki-.html [Accessed I I 
February 2013]. 
12 

-. Ibid. [Accessed]. 
13 Complete data available at www.nakertrans.go.id 
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Source: National AuthoriiyfOr the Placement and Protection of Indonesian Overseas Worker.~· 14 

Substantial attention toward feminization of labour migration has been due to factors such as 

the rapid increase in the number of women working outside their countries, the micro and 

macro economic significance and the problematic nature of their work overseas, particularly 

those in informal sector. 15 While unpaid salary and undocumented 16 status may apply to both 

male migrants who work in plantations, building sites, or factories and female migrants who 

work as domestic workers, the condition is often worsened for domestic workers by abuses 

and confinement. 

In understanding issues related to Indonesian women labour migration, one should first be 

informed about the conditions in both sending and receiving countries, also known as "push

pull" factors, which motivate them to migrate. The push factors in sending countries like 

14 2013b. Penempatan BerdasarkanJenis Kelamin (2006-2012) [Online). Available: 
http://www. bnp2tk i. go. id/stat i st i k-main menu-86/penempatan/6 7 5 8-penem patan-herdasarkan-j en is-ke Jam in-
2006-2012.h!ml [Accessed 20 February 2013]. 
15 Discussion on the problems commonly faced by Indonesian vvomen migrant workers at every stage of their 
migration process, i.e.: pre-departure, during employment, and post-employment abroad can be found in 
Y AZID, S. 20 l 0. Responding to Democratisation and G/oba/isation: NGOs influence on Indonesia's Policies 
on Labour A1igration. PhD, Monash University. 
16 Various terms are used to refer to migrant workers whose migration is problematic. The more common terms 
used by academics and activists are undocumented or irregular migrants. The term illegal migrants is commonly 
used by the government, particularly that of receiving country. Different terms are used due to the varied views 
about what causes lhe migration problems and how it affects the migrants' status. Those against the use of the 
term "illegal migrants" argue that these workers are not illegal as human beings. At a certain point in their 
migration) they may not hold the proper documents required but in many cases it is not the workers' fault. A 
possible case is that a dornestic worker had to run away from her abusive employer but since her passpOii is held 
by the employer or the agen!, she becomes undocumen!ed. 
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Indonesia are mainly the inability of the states to accommodate the growing labour force and 

the significant contribution of migrant workers' remittances to national income. As clisplayecl 

in Table 2 remittances have grown from 0.1% GDP in 1990 to 1.3% in 2008. It has been 

claimed by many, including the government, that migrant workers' remittances are the 

second biggest contributor to Indonesia's national income, after oil and gas. The fluctuation 

of the figure indicates the dynamic within the migration process. As a more recent example, 

the figure dropped from $ 2.24 billion in 2011 to $2.34 billion in the first half of 2012. It is 

assumed that this was related to the moratorium on sending workers to a number of countries 

around that timc. 17 

Table 2 Indonesian Workers' Remittances 

I993 346 
~--- ----·-------···-·-----------+--·------j 

I 994 449 0.3 
1995 651 0.3 1·--···--···· +······························································································· +································································ 

1996 796 0.4 

1997 725 
1998 958 

·--··-·-- ·--··~·~ .. ~·~~ 

I999 I,109 

2000 I,I90 

() 0 v._) 

l.O . .. . ....... ............. ·-··-----·---- I 
0.8 

0.7 

2001 I,046 0.7 
................ ---~---------------~--j~-~~ 

2002 l ,259 0.6 

2003 I ,489 0.6 

2004 1,866 0.7 
---------··--·+·--------·--···------'"--............ .............. .. ... +·--·--····················· ---··········· . i 

2005 5,420 I .9 
-------+------·-··-·----'····--···----·----------+·········-············--··········· I 

2006 5, 722 1.6 

2007 6,I74 I.4 --·-·-·--·--1 ··- ........... c:c . ..: ... c.................. ···1-- ....... ..: .......... -···1 
2008 6,795 1.3 ................ --r, ................. ".' .. : ..... : ....................... _,,...L... ........ ~--------' 

Source: Data .from the World Bank •o 

The benefit from the migration of Indonesian women to temporarily work abroad is quite 

wide ranged. With their new spending powers, women migrant workers also contribute to the 

17 
-. 20 13a. Remittances From Indonesian Migrant Workers Down by 4.2% Due to Moratorium. The Jakarta 

Globe, 14 August 2012. 
18 -.2010. Remittances Data [Online]. Available: 
http://econ. worldbank.org!WBSITE/EXTERNALIEXTDEC/EXTDECPROSPECTS/O.,contentMDK:2l3 52016 
-pagePK:64!6540 l-piPK:64165026·--theSitePK:476883,00.html [Accessed II February 20 I 0]. These are only 
the officially tracked remittances, transferred through the banking system. The data do not include income 
brought into the country by the migrant workers in cash form. 
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economies of their villages by creating demand for goods and servrces. This explains the 

growth of small businesses like telecommunication kiosks, transportation, banking and many 

others in some origin villages in lndonesia. 19 A number of "successful" returning migrant 

workers have even been able to start new businesses with the capital that they gathered 

during their employment abroad. Therefore, nationally, migrant workers arc acknowledged as 

"pahlawan devisa" (foreign exchange heroes) for their' contribution to the national economy 

through their remittances 

Meanwhile, in receiving countries, the main pull factor has been labour shortage in certain 

occupations. As observed by Yamanaka and Piper, in countries like Singapore, il·1alaysia, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea and Japan, better educated women have shifted to managerial 

and professional occupations.20 Therefore, to fulfill traditional feminine roles such as taking 

care of the household, the children and the elderly left by these women, domestic workers are 

acquired from neighbouring countries such as the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, Pakistan, 

and Bangladesh. Although based on receiving country standards domestic workers are poorly 

paid, they earn considerably more than they would at horne. As an illustration, in 2009, the 

average salary for domestic workers in Indonesia was around $40 per month while the initial 

salary fi:lr Indonesian working as domestic worker in Malaysia was between $140 to $175 21 

The significant salary difference. which is highly related to the economic disparity between 

countries particularly those within the Asia region, has continuously motivated Indonesian 

women to migrate. In short, demand for labour in receiving countries is met by supply of 

excess labour in sending countries. 

19 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOUDARJTAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. indonesian 
A4igrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and Nev.1 lnitialivesfor the Protection <<(Their Rights 
(Indonesian Cmmt1y Report to the UN S-.pecial Rapporteur on the Human Rights ofA4igranrs, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. I 0 
20 YAMANAKA) K. & PIPER, N. 200.1. F~miniz~d Migri:llioll i11 Ea~t {jJld Soutbt.~ct~l Asict: Policies, Action~ ctnd 
Empowerment. United Nations Research institute for S'ocia/ Development (UNR!SD) Occasional Paper 
[Online], II. Available: 
http://www. unrisd. org/unrisd/website/ documenl. ns t/462 fc2 7bd I fce008 802 56 b4a0060d2al/06c9 7 5 dcc62 I 7 d4ec 
1257I390029829a!$FILE/OP I I %20web.pdf [Accessed 30 July 2006]., p. 3 
21 

-. 23 November 2009. DPR Akan Godok UU PRT. Antara News, 23 November 2009. -. 13 September 2009. 
KBRJ Tetap Pertahankan Gaji PRT 600 Ringgit. Antara News, 13 Seplember 2009. In other receiving countries 
they earn even more, around $575 in HongKong, $259 in Singapore, $580 in Taiwan, $I99 in Saudi Arabia, 
$430 in Kuwait It also needs to be noled that one of the factors that make Indonesian domestic workers quite 
popular in Malaysia is their low salary. As a comparison, in 2008, the salary rate for domestic workers from 
Vietnam in Malaysia was already around $265 and $495 for Jhose from the Philippines -. August 2008. PRT 
Indonesia di Malaysia Paling Diminati, Paling Murah. Cm·aka, August 2008 .. 



7JSylvia YciZicl 

The Problems 
The problems laced by women migrant workers, including those from Indonesia, have been 

explored in the extensive body of literature on this subject. 22 This section covers some of the 

common problems faced by Indonesian women migrant workers at all stages of their 

· · 21 A d l y 24 d ('l 2s d . rmgratron process. · · s asserte )y oung an .. 1ant ·, compare to men, mrgrant women 

have more limited access to jobs because most of those who migrate are unskilled or semi

skilled. This has limited their choice of work to low-status and poorly paid employment in the 

informal and service sectors. In most cases, they arc forced to do 3Ds (dirty, degrading and 

dangerous) work on temporary and short-term contracts. The problems faced by Indonesian 

women domestic workers occur throughout their migration process and they are interconnected: a 

wrong-doing or violation at one stage will most probably ciluse problems later. Figure I illustrates the 

stages that a women migrant worker usually has to go through, ranging from pre-recruitment to the 

aftermath of working abroad. Although this diagram specifically deals with the migration process to 

Malaysia, the process of migration described generally applies to most Indonesian women migrating 

to work overseas, particularly as domestic workers. 

22 JONES, S. 2000. A1aking mone_.v q[lmigrants: the Indonesian exodus to A1ah~vsia, Hong Kong Wollongong, 
N.S.W., Capstrans, University ofWollongong Asia., CHIN, C. B. N. 2002. The 'Host' State and the 'Guest' 
Worker in Malaysia: Public Management and Migrant Labour in Times of Economic Prosperity and Crisis. Asia 
Pacific Business Review, 8, 19-40., KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. 
Indonesian Migrant Workers: S)'stematic Abuse at Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Percmpuan (Indonesian 
National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., KOMNAS 
PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian Migrant Domestic 
Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and Nefv lnitiarivesfor the Protection qf'Their Rights (indonesian Counoy 
Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on thr.! Human Rights of kligrants, 2003), Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan 
(Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM 
Indonesia., HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and 
Malaysia. Human Rights Watch., HUGO, G. 2005. Indonesian International Domestic Workers: Contemporary 
Developments and Issues. ln: HUANG, S., YEOH, B.S. A. & NOOR ABDUL, R. (eds.) Asian women as 
transnational domestit? work~rs. Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Academic., PIGAY, N. 2005. Mlgrasi tenaga 
ke1ja internasional: sejarah,fenomena, masalah dan solusinya, Jakarta, Put aka Sinar Harapan., ANGGRAENJ, 
D. 2006. Dreamseekers: Indonesian women as domestic lvorkers in Asia, Jakarta, Equinox Pub. : International 
Labour Organization., KAUR, A. 2007. International Labour Migration in Southeast Asia: Governance of 
Migration and Women Domestic Workers Intersections: Gender, Histmy and Culture in the Asian Conte:rt. 
23 See Y AZID, S. 20 I 0 for more detailed discussion on the problems faced by Indonesian women migrant 
workers. 
24 YOUNG, K. 2006. Globalization and the changing management of migrating service workers in the Asia
Pacific. !n: HEWISON, K. & YOUNG, K. (eds.) Transnational Migration and Work in Asia. Abingdon, Oxon, 
New York: Routledge. P. 21 
25 CHANT, S. 1992. Conclusion: tmvards a fh1mcvv'ork fOr the analysis of gender~se!ective migration. In: 
CHANT, S. 1-L (ed.) Gender and migrat;on in developing countries. London: Belhaven Press., p. 204 
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Prc-rceru itm en t 
As elaborated by Yazid 21

', pre-recruitment period reiers to the period before prospective women 

migrant workers meet the recruiters or even embrace the idea of working overseas. This is the stage 

where some of the main roots of the problems exist and need to be addressed. One of the main roots is 

the issue of land loss. Land may have become unproductive due to environmental destruction or the 

villagers may have lost ownership of their lands for various reasons. This leads to poverty and 

unavailability of income generating jobs which are powerii.d factors that motivate people to seek 

alternative sources of income, including seeking for employment abroad. Yazid assumes that people 

will be less tempted to seek jobs abroad if adequately paid jobs are available locally. However, when 

\Vorking as domestic \Vorkers in the country is as risky and as unprotected27 as doing the job overseas~ 

many would opt to work overseas where they are paid much higher. Yazid also argues that under 

educated and ill informed people are more likely to be at risk. Unscrupulous individual recruiters 

usually target poor areas inhabited by unemployed, low educated and un- or ill-informed people of 

working age.28 Without proper monitoring, these local recruiters may provide false information for the 

sake of their business interests which may trick the women to migrate in a way that endangers them. 

Recruitment 
Women living in the above condition rarely have direct access to employment abroad 29 This is where 

networks of recruiters or middlemen, usually known as calo or sponsor or brokers, usually play 

significant roles b)' "recruiting" potentia! Inigrants to be sent to local or national recruitment or labour 

agencies. As these recruiters rcccivcc commi:::>sion rrom labour agencies based on the number of 

workers they can recruir10
, in reaching their target, they frequently ignore certain requirements for 

overseas employment such as minimum age. They also conduct bad practices by collecting fees 

without actually assisting the migration process, giving loans with high interest, faking documents, 

J. . k J . . II 11 tntl mg n11grant wor ers) am even comm1ttmg sexua 1arassmcnt: 

26 Y AZID, S. 2010, Responding to Democratisation and Globalisation: NGOs Influence on indonesia's Policies 
on Labour A1(1!,rarion. PhD, Monash University. 
27 Up to the begining of2013 Indonesia is yet to pass a !av.' on the protection of domestic workers. 
28 In fact, in some instances, recruiters at the village level are the ones who introduce the idea of migrating to the 
rural women HUGO, G. 2005. Indonesian International Domestic Workers: Contemporary Developments and 
Issues. In: HUANG, S., YEOH, B. S. A. & NOOR ABDUL, R. (eds.) Asian women as transnational domestic 
1vorkers. Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Academic. These individual recruiters become dangerous when they 
operate in remote areas, away from the monitoring coverage of authorities and/or migrant workers' advocates, 
and take advantage of the people's lack of knowledge about the migration process and its requirements. 
29 KAUR, A. 2006. Managing the Border: Regulation oflnternational Labour Migration and State Policy 
Responses to Global Governance in Southeast Asia. 16th Biennial Cm?(erence oft he Asian Studies Association 
of Australia. Wollongong., p. 15 
30 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 26 
31 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLJDARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
A1igrcmt Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and .New Initiatives for the Protecthm r~(Their Rights 
(Indonesian Country Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights ofA1igrants, 2003), Jakarta, 
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Officially, employment for Indonesian domestic workers abroad should be obtained through licensed 

labour agencies/~ However, monitoring from the government has been minimum and there are 

hundreds of licensed labour agencies in lnrionesia, not including those opcrnting illegally. There were 

cases where licenses were suspended or cancelled when the agency cheated workers or broke any 

regulations but with the weak monitoring system it is diffrcult to identify or penalize such agencies 

and even more, suspended agencies can continue their operations simply by establishing new 

compames. 

Pn•-departurc 

Fees 

While poverty might be one of the push factors of migration, Kaut.J3 argued that those who migrate to 

work abroad are not necessarily the poorest among the poor, since they still need to have a substantial 

amount of money to f1md their migration. Semi-skilled and unskilled workers have to meet various 

costs which may include agency fees, insurance fees, a bank guarantee and a one way air ticket. 14 

Women who migrate as domestic workers might not have to pay the fees in advance because the 

common practice is to have the first four or five months of the migrant workers' salary deducted to 

pay for the loan given to cover the fees and all their needs during the recruitment process. This leads 

to the migrant workers receiving little or no payment for their work. 

:vJedieal checkup 

In some receiving countries like Malaysia it is mandatory for migrant workers to have medical check-

ups before entering, usnally for pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis.15 If conducted 

properly, medical records may be used as a basis to determine the appropriate working conditions and 

workload for a panicular worker and can also be useful in case of emergencies. However, there are 

instances when the result of medical check-up is used as a basis to deny entry to a country or cancel 

employment or charge the prospective migrant \Vorkers extra fees. Migrant workers' advocates have 

also criticized how the check-ups are conducted without enough explanation to the migrant workers16 

Komnas Pcrcmpuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. I 5 
12 In practice, there have been Malaysian employers who personally come to Indonesia to hire domestic \Vorkcrs. 
As explained further iil Chapter 8, Malaysia would like this practice to continue. 
31 KAUR, A. 2006. Managing the Bord~r: Regulation of International Labour Migration and State Policy 
Responses to Global Governance in Southeast Asia. 16th Biennial Cm?ference of the Asian Studies Association 
of Australia. Wollongong., p. 6 
14 Ibid., p. I 5 
35 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARJTAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: ,))'stematic 
Abuse a/ Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (lndonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 21, HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses 
0gainst Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. Human Rights Watch., p. 22 
·'
6 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: S)•stematic 

Abuse at Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 22 
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and how instead of treated confidentially, the results arc usually gtven directly to the labour 
. :n agenc1es 

Training centres 

As required by law tha1 Indonesian citizens going overseas as domestic workers have to undergo pre~ 

departure training. More established labour agencies usually have their own training facilities while 

those who do not will contract out. Training usually covers skills such as housekeeping, childcare, and 

language skills 38 lJnfclrtunately, not all the curricula are well-developed, the quality of the training is 

often IO\\', not all training centres arc \veil-equipped and many labuur agencies tend to "simplify" the 

training to meet their placement quota and lower the cost. 

While the prospective women migrant workers undergo training, the labour agencies take care of 

requirements such as medical check-ups, passports, temporary employment visas, insurance, and 

approval from the MoMT (MoMT)39 At the same time, these workers are being selected by receiving 

countries' agents, usually on the basis of their biodata.40 Based on regulations the length of the stay in 

the training centres should not exceed three months." However, there are cases where prospective 

women migrant workers have to stay much longer than that which often leads to deeper debt 

entrapment42 to pay for their daily needs which are not covered by the agencies, contributing fwther to 

their salary deduction. 

The women migrant workers' suffering is often \vorsencd by poor conditions in some training centres. 

The l'v1oiv1T ha:; ~d minimum :-;tn:H.lard~ for space, {()od and sanitation but since monitoring is 

infrequent or lacking, overcrowded centres with inadequate sleeping facilities, lack food and water 

and limited toilets and showers are still to be found. Issues have also arisen from the way these 

women arc treated while they are in the training centres. Those who become ill often do not receive 

37 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 23 
38 Ibid., p. 2~, KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant 
Workers: s:vstematic Abuse at Home and Abroad, Jakmia, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National 
Commission on Violence against \Vomcn) and Solidaritas Pcrcmpuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 2 I 
39 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 24 
40NAGIB, L. 2001. Studi Keh{jokon Pengembong1m Pengiriman Tenaga Ke1ja Wan ita ke Luar Negeri, Jakmia, 
Kantor Menteri Negara Pcmberdayaan Perempuan & Puslitbang Kepcndudukan dan Kctenagake1jaan Lembaga 
Ilrnu Pengetahuan Indonesia., p. I 7 
41 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: S)'stematic 
Abuse at Home and Abroacl, Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Soiidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. IO, NAGIB, L, 200L Studi Kebiiakan 
Pengembangan Pengiriman Tenaga Ketja Wan ita ke Luar Negeri, Jakarta, Kantor Menteri Negara 
Pemberdayaan Perempuan & Puslitbang Kependudukan dan Ketenagakerjaan Lembaga Ilmu Pengctahuan 
Indonesia., p. 38 
42 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: Systematic 
Ahuse at Home and Ahroad, .Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Soiidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. IO 
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proper treatment. 13 HR W has documented how women are verbally, physically and sexually abused in 

the training centres o1len in exchange for favours such as f~1stcr placement.4'1 Also, women in the 

training centres are usually restricted from leaving the facilities. V./hi!c labour agencies argued thnt 

this is done to protect the women", obviously, it can also be seen as related to profit safeguarding 

because they will not want to lose their investment. Another mis-conduct is when labour agencies told 

the women to work as maids in local households while waiting for their placement, claiming it as part 

of the training programme.46 Some women are paid for doing this but fi·equently their wages are taken 

by the agencies. 

Document-s and requirements 

The Indonesian official labour migration system is known for its long process, high cost and complex 

requirements.'" Commonly, the documents required for migrating to work overseas from Indonesia 

arc passport, working vi;a, tickers and insurance. One document is a prerequisite for another and the 

actual process for each document usually takes longer than the oHicially stated time. There are also 

cases where documents are altered to meet certain requirements such as minimum and maximum 

age.48 In conducting these practices and to speed up the paperwork processes, labour agencies usually 

have to provide bribes and pay unofficial fees to the authorities" which in many cases are charged to 

the women migrant workers as extra fCes. 

Another risk potential condition is when the prospective migrant workers are not aware that some 

parts of their migration process have contravened rhe regulations, risking their legal status. As an 

example, in order to speed up the process, applications are made out for the workers to receive shO!i

term visitor visas, instead of two-year temporary employment visas. 50 This is one example of how 

women migrant workers may become "illegal" or undocumented eventhough they went through 

oHicial migration process. 

43 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOL!DARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
Mierant nnnu~stic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and New Jnitiativesfor the Protection t~(Their Righfs 
(Indonesian Count1y Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights ofAJigrants·, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perernpuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Pcrempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. I 8 
44 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 34-35 
45 Ibid., p. 32-33 
46 Ibid., p. 35 
47 Ibid., p. 25 
48 Ibid., p. 29 Age alteration occurs to make the women appear older or younger than their actual age. 
49 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
A1igrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and New Initiatives for the Protection qfTheir Righis 
(indonesian Count1y Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights qj"Migranls, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and So!idaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 18 
50 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 26-27 
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Lack of inform<llion 

Indonesian domestic workers may also face problems due to their lack of inf(mnation. Many of the 

women migrant workers have minimal infOrmation about their labour agents. As I found out through 

my conversations v./ith some of the abused Indonesian women domestic workers accommodated at the 

shelter in Indonesia's Embassy in Kuala Lumpur, many of them only knew the first name of their 

agents. This makes it difficult to make the agencies accountable when the women face problems 

during their employment. Also, as documented by HR W 51 there arc cases where labour agents give 

vague or no information about the duration of training, salary, workload and where to go and what 

options are available for the migrant workers in the case of abuses or other problems. 

Depa rture/Tra nsi t 
After being prepared by Indonesian labour agencies, prospective migrant workers arc selected by 

Malaysian labour agencies and or employers. This is when discrimination practices may occur. 

Indonesian women domestic workers are not only promoted and selected by Malaysian labour 

agencies based on their skills, but also on characteristics like age, weight, height, complexion, marital 

status, and number of children. 52 In this manner, as argued by migrant labour rights advocates, women 

domestic workers are considered more as tradable goods, than as human beings. 

The mosl recent case that was blown up in the media was the "Maid for Sale" case. ft began when an 

advertisement as displayed in Figure 2 below was found by migrant workers' advocate in Malaysia. 

S• '1 I . C'l . I 53 
, ource: w a aysw _. u-omc e 

Similar advertisements were also found in Singapore. The main concern is that Indonesian women 

migrant workers have been treated as trade commodity. While these "sale" advertisements were 

51 Ibid., p. 27 
52 Ibid., p. 30 
53 ~.After Malaysia, ~maid for sale' ad also found in Singapore. A1ah~vsia Chronicle, 07 November 2012. 
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brought under the highlight recently, this practice orcommodincation has actually been conducted (or 

some time. Indonesian domestic workers are known for its cheapness and in nlCt, some see this as one 

of their "competitive'' aspects. Inhuman treatment can also be found in the way these workers are 

"promoted". Figure 3 shows how they are displayed to be chosen. 

Figure 3 Maid Displayed in Agencies 

Employment 
While some women migrant workers are fortunate enough to get good, attentive and generous 

employers, generally, semi- or unskilled women migrant workers have to live and work in distressing 

conditions, doing ':JD' (dirty, dangerous, and degrading) work. Malaysia became a popular 
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destination for Indonesian migrant workers pmily due to its proximity to home and the similar culture 

and language to Indonesia. Many Indonesian women migrant workers assumed that it would be easier 

to adapt in Malaysia. However, the problems faced by Indonesian women migrant workers in 

Malaysia have proven the contrary. The following are some of the common problems faced by 

Indonesian women migrant workers during their employment in Malaysia. 

Violations of labour rights 

Migrant domestic workers are often denied their labour rights with the excuse that they are considered 

informal, thus formal labour rights do not apply to them. The following are some of the practices that 

show how their ri[;hts as workers are denied. Many of the domestic workers arc only shown their 

employment contract briefiy and not given time to read or discuss the content of the contract with 

other more informed parties so that they can fully understand the content before signing it. This 

frequently puts them in a disadvantaged situation because in many cases, the contract - as a legal 

document that can be used as an instrument to protect their rights as workers - rarely includes details 

such as job description, workload, working hours and overtime payment. Other issues that migrant 

workers advocates have been campaigning on are the rights of the migrant workers to practice their 

religion, to have a day off, to have proper working hours and workload and to have adequate rest time. 

They have also raised the issues of fc1rbidding the domestic workers to leave the house unless with or 

instructed by the employers and to make contacl with friends, families or even neighbours. There arc 

cases where Indonesian domestic workers are locked in the premiscs.54 Such restrictions imposed on 

domestic workers obviously violate their rights and socially isolate them, which may lead to 

loneliness and depression 55 and make it difficult for them to seek help in the case of abuse or other 

emergencies. 

Abuses 

Abuse of domestic workers can exist m various forms such as distressed living and working 

conditions, verbal abuse through insults and threats and sexual abuses 56 Many women domestic 

workers tend to force themselves to endure abuse and decide not to nw away because either they are 

threatened by the employers or they still need to pay off their debt or their salaries are still withheld." 

Moreover, it is difficult for them to report abuse, obtain help and escape due to confinement and lack 

54 In many of these cases, the domestic workers waited until their employers leave for days before trying to 
escape fi·om locked apartments by making ropes out of sheets and climbing out of high windows. During my 
visit to the Indonesian Embassy in Kuala Lumpur in 2007, I met two Indonesian domestic workers who tried to 
escape this way, Ceriyati who tried to escape from a 1 51

h Ooor apartment in June and Parsiti who tried to escape 
from a I th floor apartment in August. Their cases were widely covered by the media and Migrant CARE was 
actively advocating these cases and using them in their campaigns to urge Indonesian and Malaysian 
governments to improve protection of Indonesian women migrant workers. 
"HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights Watch., p. 41 
56 Ibid., p. 47-49 
'7 ' Ibid., p. 49-50 
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of inf~)nna1ion about or access to institutions tha1 could provide assistance. 58 Some would run away or 

picked up by the police based on rep011s made by neighbours. 59 They are then taken to hospitals or the 

Indonesian embassy's shelters to be treated. However, the treatment is quite limited: there is no 

psychological counselling service available at the embassy. The condition is worsened by the fact that 

the informal characteristics of their job and the private nature of their working place have made it 

dimcult to monitor what is happening, and they are not protected by labour laws which only cover 

those working in the formal sector. 

lindorumcnted status, detention and imprisonment 

Detention and imprisonment have been among the risks faced by Indonesian migrant workers in 

Malaysia. They are sent to the detention centres or prisons for various reasons. Some \vorkers arc 

turned in by employers making accusations of theft and cheating60 Others are detained or imprisoned 

for their undocumented status. Such status can apply to those who enter destination countries illegally 

through unofficial channels and without proper documents, those who overstay their visa, those who 

move to other jobs different from the ones stated in their visa, those who work while on a non

working visa, those who were trafficked, and those whose documents are withheld by their employers. 

The majority of detained migrant workers are arrested because they are considered illegal workers. 

Unfortunately, illegal status is defined quite loosely, applied to any workers who cannot produce work 

documents v .. ~hcn they arc arrcstcd.61 As argued by Komnas Pcrcmpuan and So!idaritas Percmpuan, 

rnan).: ntigrant domestic workers are not able to show valid documents because the agencies have 

tiltcrcd their documents, they run .:nvay from abusive cmploy'crs who withhold their passports) or they 

have changed employers so that their working visas are not valid anymore. 

Getting access to detention centres is difficult. However, there are rep011s on the conditions in 

detention camps in Malaysia. A repm1 by Tenaganita, a Malaysian NGO, for example, revealed that in 

the I 990s detention centres had no clean drinking water, limited sanitation facilities, and unfit 

meals.62 Later repm1s by migrant workers' advocates and the media indicate that there has been little 

improvement since then. 

58 Ibid., p. 37 
59 Ibid., Jl. 47 
6° KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARJTAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
A4igrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and New Jnitiativesfor the Protection of Their Rights 
(indonesian Count1y Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 19 
61 !bid., p. 27 
''
2 Ibid. 



17 I S vi vi a Y a z i d 

Rctnrnino ,., 
Since it is usually even harder to find resolutions for problems such as unpaid salaries and abuses if 

the migrant v./Orkers have !eft the receiving countries, many migrant domestic workers who have 

unresolved problems choose to stay in Malaysia to wait for a resolution to their cases. They usually 

stay in the Indonesian Embassy's shelter because if they leave Malaysia, there is usually no guarantee 

that they will be allowed to re-enter63 

At home, the ill-treatment continues. At most re-entry points these workers have to firce further 

exploitation. ln the past, the Indonesian government designated Terminal III at Sockarno-llatta 

international airport in Jakarta as a special terminal for migrant workers to create a one-stop service 

for returning migrant workers and to speed up the re-entry process.64 However, this tem1inal became a 

place of rampant abuse of returning migrant workers with unofficial fees, sexual harassment, and 

forced lower currency exchange rates. 65 In 2009 the designated terminal for returning Indonesian 

migrant workers was changed to Terminal IV in Selapanjang. Unfortunately the bad practices also 

moved to this new terminal. 

While migrant domestic workers have to go through at least two medical check-ups before their 

employment, no medical examination is required when they finish their employment or when they 

arrive home and the health conditions of returning migrant workers are not properly documented 66 It 

is even harder to get accurate data on eases of rape and sexual abuse because most women migrant 

domestic workers see such abuse as a disgrace that should not be exposed to the public, preventing 

them from seeking assistance. Some of impregnated women domestic workers choose to raise the 

child but many others tend to leave or give the child away before returning to their home town rather 

than facing humiliation by village communities, families, or husbands who lack knowledge, tolerance, 

and understanding.67 

liJ In most instances Indonesian migrant domestic workers with problems who go into Indonesian embassy 
shelters are in an "imprisonment" situation. Since they have no document", inclllding no visas, they are not 
allowed to leave the embassy and this can last fOr months. In Ninnala I3onat's case, it was 4 years until her case 
was fina!ly decided and she could finally go home. 
64 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOL.IDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002.Indonesian Migrant Workers: s:vstematic 
Abuse at Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Solidaritas Percmpuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. I 8 
65 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOL.IDARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
A4igrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and New Initiatives for the Protection of Their Rights 
(Indonesian Country Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of A1igrants, 2003), Jaka1ia, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 20 
66 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: Systematic 
Abuse at Home and Abroad, JakaJia, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 27 
67 Ibid., p. 21 & 29 A feature on one Indonesian TV station, Metro TV, in 2007, showed that there were women 
with unwanled pregnancies or babies who gave their babies to whoever wanted to care for them even when the;: 
just arrived at Soekarno-Hatta ai1p01t. 
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One of the requirements from the MoM'f is for migrant workers to pay insurance fees before their 

depmture.08 However, the insurance scheme has been criticized by migrant workers' advocates for not 

being specific on matters such as maximum coverage for hospiralization and whether it covers acts of 

abuse. Moreover, paperwork and limited access from the migrant workers' remote home towns seem 

to be the reasons for not going through the claim process which is usually limited to one month after 

their return. 

Many migrant workers arc deported, Deportation from Malaysia has taken two forms: on-going small

scaic deportations and a iarger round-up which is usually caused by a particular occurrence such as 

rioting by Indonesian migrants in 1998 and 2002,69 One of the biggest deportation waves from 

Tvlalaysia occurred in 2002, triggered by a Malaysian government decision that year to enact the 

Immigration Act No: 1154 which amended the 1959 and 1963 immigration acts to allow caning, 

imprisonment and tines f(Jr those involved in illegal placement of migrant workers, 70 Malaysia then 

launched its anti-migrants policy and deported thousands of undocumented migrant workers, This led 

to a humanitarian crisis in Nunukan, a border town in Kalimantan, 

Involvement of State Institutions 
There are various opinions on when the government started to get involved in the migration process. 

Piga/ 1
, f(x example, states that since the first live-year development plan or Pembangunan Lima 

Tahun (Pel ita), I 96911970- I 974/1975, the government has f(mnally made efforts to encourage work

related migration, Other authors, however, argue that the government only began to get involved in 

the 1980s through the development of its overseas labour contract programme as a response to the 

increased flow of rural women to urban areas and abroad to seek for employmenL72 

In terms of policies on labour migration~ the Indonesian government's policies in the last decade tend 

to be reactions to a range of ii'equently contradictmy pressures, On the one hand, the government 

68 HRW 2004. Help Wanted: Abuses Against Female Migrant Domestic Workers in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Human Rights \Vatch., p. 26 
69 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002, Indonesian Migrant Workers: Systematic 
Abuse ar Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and So!idaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 27 
'" KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARJTAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian 
A1igrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerahililies and New Initiatives for the Protection of Their Rights 
(Indonesian Countty Report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights qf Migrants, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 28 Jn most cases, these punishments only apply to the "illegal" migrant 
workers. 
71 PIGA Y, N. 2005. A1igrasi tenaga ke1:ja internasional: sejarah, fenomena, masalah dan solusinya, Jakarta, 
Putaka Sinar Harapan,, p, 96 
72 FORD, M, 2002, Responses to changing labour relations: The case of women's NGOs in Indonesia, In: 
GILLS, D,-S. S, & PIPER, N, (cds,) Women and Work in Olobalising Asia, London, New York,, p, 90, PIPER, 
N, & IRED ALE, R, 2003, Identification of the Obstacles to the Signing and Ratification of the UN Convention 
on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers, The Asia Pacific Perspective. International Migration 
and Multicultural Policies Section, UNESCO,, p, 2 I 
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continues to promote and facilitate the sending of Indonesians to work abroad to reduce domes1ic 

economic and unemployment pressures. On the other hand, issues concerning human and workers' 

rights, raised by migrant-worker advocates, including local and international governmental and non

governmental organisations, have forced the government to take measures, such as imposing 

moratorium, to address the issue. In addition, pressures also come from events such as the Asian 

financial crisis, domestic reform, and mass depOiiations of Indonesian migrant workers. The 

government has become more responsive to publicly highlighted unfortunate events experienced by 

migrant workers and to pressures such as those fi·om civil society groups, including NGOs. As an 

example, in 2002, after the crisis in Nunukan, there was increased pressure on the government to work 

on a Jaw concerning migrant \vor!-.:ers.n A lavv· on L1bour migration \Vas eventually passed in October 

2004. Nevertheless, judging from the existing policies. it seems that in most cases economic interest is 

stronger than the will to address the various problems fitced by Indonesian mignint workers or in other 

words~ perceived national interests tend to surpass migrant workers' interests. 

Responding to pressures related to the violation of human and workers' rights, on several occasions 

the Indonesian government has expressed the intention to stop sending domestic workers abroad and 

start training and sending skilled and/or semiskilled workers instead. However, up to the present, the 

majority of Indonesians migrating to work abroad are still semiskilled and/or unskilled women 

working in the informal sector, mainly as domestic workers. Also, from time to time, the government 

has announced intentions to ban the sending domestic workers abroad, usually triggered by reports of 

exploitation or abuse of Indonesian women. s;nce the earlier years of the 1980s, the government has 

tended to resort to prohibiting and banning migration when high profile cases are taken up by the 

media and arouse controversy74 Until recently, moratorium of sending informal workers abroad has 

been the policy step taken \vhcn a high profile case emerges in a receiving country. Whether it is 

actually implemented or not, total prohibition is strongly opposed by migrant workers' advocates15 on 

the grounds that poverty is still an issue in Indonesia and the government has not been able to come 

with an alternative to employment abroad. They believe that a prolonged moratorium without any 

feasible altcmativcs will only increase illegal migration. 

Despite some weaknesses, the Indonesian govemment has made effmis to improve the protection of 

its migrant workers. As acknowledged by Komnas Perempuan and Solidaritas Perempuan76 in their 

73 FORD, M. 2005. Migrant Labour in South East Asia, Country Study: Indonesia. Friedrich Ebert Stillung 
(FES) Project on Migrant Labor in Southeast Asia .. p. I 0 
74 ROBINSON, K. 2000. Gender, Islam, and Nationality: Indonesian Domestic Servants in the Middle East. In: 
ADAMS, K. M. & DICKEY, S. (eds.) Home and hegemony: domestic service and identity politics in South and 
Southeast Asia. Ann Arbor, [England]: University of' Michigan Press. 
7

.1 HJDA YAH, A. 18 November 2008 18 November 2008. RE: Interview by author., SAFITRI, S. 2 August 
2007 2 August 2007. RE: lntervieH! l~v au!hor. 
76 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002.1ndonesian Migram Workers: Svstematic 
Abuse at Home and Abroad, Jakarta, Komnas Percmpuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
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country reports to the UN Special Rappotieur on the Human Rights of Migrants, the government took 

some initiatives to protect migrant \"''orkers by issuing and introducing regulations and guidelines for 

the migration process, and made various efforts at the ministerial level. T'hcre have also been attempts 

to coordinate efforts bet\veen related state institutions.77 The government has also generated a number 

of policies to improve the regulation and management of labour migration. Some main policy 

examples are Law No. 39/2004 on "The Placement and Protection of Indonesian Workers 

Overseas", Indonesia's first law that specifically regulates labour migration 78
, and bilateral 

agreements (Memoranda of Understanding or MoUs) witb receiving countries such as the one 

signed in 2006 with Malaysia on the Recruitment and Placement of Indonesian Domestic 

Workers
79

. Accordingly, related ministries and departments have also taken some initiatives to 

implement those policies. However, there are differences within the government about what type of 

pressures they are more responsive to and how they respond. As an example, the MoMT seems to 

respond more to economic and unemployment pressures, while other ministries like the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and the State Ministry of Women's Empowerment tend to respond more to rights

based pressures. There are different types of pressure on the government of varied intensity and 

urgency and which pressure will get the government's immediate response is also influenced by 

factors such as the government's interest and political will. The following section looks into the 

efforts made by some related state institutions 10 show their differing attitudes to\vard the issue of 

migrant workers and the varied pressures to which they are more responsive. 

Although the primary responsibility and authority for regulating labour migration from Indonesia 

mainly rests with the MoMT, the complexity of the issue has required involvement of other related 

ministries. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs with its Representative Offices (Embassies and 

Consulates) in receiving countries handles bilateral agreements with receiving countries, manages 

consular issues, and protects and assists migrant workers facing problems during their employment 

against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., KOMNAS PEREMP\JAN & SOLIDARITAS 
PEREMPUAN/C/\RAM INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian A-1igral11 Domestic lforkers: Their Vulnerabilities and 
New lnitiatrvesfor the Protection (JTheir Rights (Indonesian CounflJ-' Report to the UN S'pecial Rapporteur on 
the Human Rights of.Higrants, 2003), Jakarta, Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on 
Violence against Women) and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia. 
77 For example, in 1999 the Coordinating Body for the Placement of Migrant \Yorkers or Badan Koordinasi 
Penempatan Tenaga Ke1ja Indonesia (BKPTKI) was formed by Presidential Decree No: 29/99. Positioned 
directly under the responsibility of the President, it consists of the MoMT as the chair, with representatives from 
the Ministries of Home Affairs and Regional Autonomy, Foreign Affairs, Justice and Human Rights, Education, 
Finance, Transp01i, Religious Affairs, Health, Women's Empowerment, the Police Department, and the 
Governor of Bank Indonesia KOMNAS PEREMP\JAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMP\JAN/CARAM 
INDONESIA 2003. Indonesian Migrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and New Jnitiatives for the 
Protection of Their Rights (Indonesian CountJy Report to the UN S'pecial Rapporteur on the Human Rights of 
Afigranls, 2003), Jakarta) Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) 
and Solidaritas Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia .. 
78 Prior to this la\v, the highest policy instrument that regulated labour migration from Indonesia was a 
ministerial decree. 
79 This MoU is widely known as the MoU on the informal sector. 
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abroad. The State Ministry fOr Women's Empowerment focuses on the gende.r concerns of women 

migrant workers. The Ministry of Home Affairs issues IDs, the Directorate General of Immigration 

within the Department of Law and Human Rights issues passports, and the Ministry of Health 

conducts pre-departure medical eheck-ups.'0 Analysis of the relative authority and responses of each 

state institution is also crucial as a basis for assessing which arenas are actually potential for the work 

on promoting the rights of women migrant workers. 

The Regulations: National, Regional and International 
While women workers' rights are frequently violated, labour migration policies have failed to protect 

them. Most labour migration policies are genera! in nature, Jacking special consideration of conditions 

facing women employed as domestic workers. They only regulate the formal sector, while the 

majority of women migrant workers are in the informal sector. Domestic workers are even more 

vulnerable because households are usually considered as private space, not covered by public policies. 

As argued by Yamanaka and Piper81
, since domestic work is usually considered as "an extension of 

unpaid 'service' naturally assigned to women according to traditional gender roles", this type of work 

is not considered as a "legitimate form of labour" by most labour laws. Moreover, their employment 

conditions arc largely determined by their employers.82 The temporary contract-based employment 

also makes \vomen migrant \Vorkers "disposable)): they can be hired and fired at minima! cost. 83 

It needs to be noted that the earlier international labour migration from Asian countries was conducted 

with minimum involvement of the governments. As observed by Yamanaka and Piper"', although 

international labour migration began in the 1970s, it only started to emerge as a policy concern in 

"' KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN 2002. Indonesian Migrant Workers: Svstemat1c 
Abuse at !-lome and Abroad, Jakmia, Komnas Percmpuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence 
against Women) and Solidaritas Percmpuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 16, ILO 2006. Using Indonesian Law to 
Protect and Empower Indonesian Migrant Workers: Some Lessons from the Philippines. Jakarta: ILO Project on 
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many Asian receiving countries in the 1 980s) when governments started to manage and regulate it 

Since then, the policies of sending and receiving countries have clearly reflected their main vie\vs and 

interests on labour migration. Despite receiving countries' dependency on foreign workers to solve 

their labour shortage problems, most receiving countries have adopted highly restrictive policies 

towards migrant workers. According to Yamanaka and Piper85
, this is usually based on the argument 

of protecting the balance of the society from the "mass invasion" of migration. Consequently, 

protection of migrant workers' rights in receiving countries' labour laws is limited by the higher 

priority of protecting the employment of their own citizens. As for the sending countries, their policies 

are aimed at maximizing earnings, oiten at the expense of disregarding governments' mandate to 

I - . . 86 
protect t 1c1r Citizens. 

Through time, despite the various problems faced by Indonesian women migrant workers, 

govemment responses have been tar from adequate and appropriate. Government policies arc 

criticized for being based more on the state's interest rather than migrant workers' interests, thus 

aimed more at facilitating the process than protecting the migrant workers.87 Furthermore, until 2004, 

labour migration was regulated through ministerial decrees and government regulations88 which were 

criticized for being weak, contradictive and could not comprehensively address the issues faced by 

migrant workers.89 In 2002, after the crisis in Nunukan90
, the government took the initiative of 

introducing a bill on the Protection of Indonesian Migrant Workers and their Families. Law 

No.39/2004 on the Placement and Protection of Indonesian Workers Overseas was eventually passed 

in October 2004 and since then has been highly criticized by migrant labour advocates !(Jr not 

providing adequate protection for migrant workers. At present, the parliament is working on a draft 

revising this law. However, the process is still criticized for being unaceomodative and the content is 

still seen as inadequate in terms of providing protection for migrant workers. The government also 

made bilateral agreements with some receiving countries. However, according to the National 

Commission on Violence against Women or Komisi Nasional Anti Kekerasan Terhadap Perempuan 

85 Ibid., p. 13 
86 BALL, R. & PIPER, N. 2006. Trading labmu·~trading rights: The regional dynamics of rights recognition for 
migrant workers in the Asia-Pacific. In: HE WI SON, K. & YOUNG, K. (eds.) Transnational Migration and 
Work in Asia. Abingdon, Oxon, New York: Routledge., p. 223 
87 PIPER, N. & IRED ALE, R. 2003. Identification of the Obstacles to the Signing and Ratification of the UN 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers, The Asia Pacific Perspective. International 
Migration and Multicultural Policies Section, UNESCO., p. 21 
88 These decrees and regulations can be viewed at www.nakertrans.go.id 
89 FORD, M. 2005. Migrant Labour in South East Asia, Country Study: Indonesia. Friedrich Eberl Stiflung 
(FES) Project on Migrant Labor in Southeast Asia., p. 9 
90 The crisis happened when the government of Malaysia decided to conduct a massive deportation of 
Indonesian undocumented migrant workers. These \\··orkers entered Indonesia through Nunukan, a town in East 
Kalimantan, and many had to camp there because they did not have the resources to go on to their area of origin. 
The Indonesian government was criticized for failing to manage this repatriation llow. 
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(Komnas Perempuan) and Solidaritas Pcrempuan91 these agreements arc weak, largely due to the 

"unequal power relations" between sending and receiving countries. Nevertheless, government efforts 

to improve the !mvs, set up systems for managing labour migration, sign bilateral agreements with 

receiving countries, and participate in regional and intemational arrangements should be 

acknowledged as attempts to improve the management of labour migration, regardless of the 

motivation and results. 

The major international instrument that aims to ensure protection and respect for the rights of migrant 

workers and their families is the 1990 United Nations International Convention on the Protection of 

the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICRMW) which came into force 

on I July 2003. Allbaugh this convention is seen by many as a significant step in the protection of the 

human rights of migrants92
, there are issues that prevent its full implementation. The major issue is the 

low ratification rate, as most countries involved in the practice of labour migration have yet to ratify 

this convention and translate its principles into national laws on labour migration. Until 2004, when 

Indonesia passed its law on labour migration, apaJ1 from the Philippines, which had passed The 

Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 1995, none of the sending countries had a migrant 

worker bill that included human rights_93 Based on their investigation on a sample of countries, Piper 

and lredale94 identified the obstacles to ratifying the convention, which included: the failure of many 

governments to immediately investigate the clauses fOr the legal impiications of ratif)'ing; the concern 

of sending countries that since they are also employing foreign workers (usually skilled workers or 

experts from developed countries): ratification v,,iii force them to comply with a higher standard of 

workers' rights compared to the existing one for local workers; the shift in governments' priorities 

towards counter-terrorism efforts and national security since l I September 200 I which made them 

focus more on anti-traHicking issues; sending countries' fear of losing markets by being "too 

demanding') and "rights conscious"; the combined interests of recruitment agencies, employers and 

government officials which do not include the protection of migrant workers' rights; and NGOs' lack 

of resources to campaign for the ratification. On 12 April 2012, Indonesian parliament has finally 

ratified !CRMW. The challenge now is to accommodate the principles into the national laws, 

particularly Law No. 39/2004 mentioned above. I! is the view of migrant workers' advocates that the 

91 KOMNAS PEREMPUAN & SOLIDARITAS PEREMPUAN/CARAM INDONESIA 2003./ndonesian 
Migrant Domestic Workers: Their Vulnerabilities and NeH' lnitiativesfur the Protection of Their Rights 
(Indonesian Counlly Report to the UN S)Jecial Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants, 2003), Jakarta, 
Komnas Perempuan (Indonesian National Commission on Violence against Women) and Solidaritas 
Perempuan/CARAM Indonesia., p. 43 
92 PIPER, N. & IRED ALE, R. 2003. Identification of the Obstacles to the Signing and Ratification of the UN 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers, The Asia Pacific Perspective. International 
Migration and Multicultural Policies Section, UNESCO., p. 5 
93 Ibid .. p. 16 
'·'Ibid., p. 49-55 
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draft f(1r revision has not significantly accommodate the principles and it is yet to address a number of 

issues crucial for the protection of Indonesian migrant workers.95 

At the regional level, human rights was considered a taboo topic f(Jr quite a long time. Ball and Piper"' 

observed that migration received little attention in the region until the financial crisis of 1997 which 

highlighted the urgency of addressing irregular labour migration problems and the ineffectiveness of 

isolated policies. Even so, they asserted that Asian governments have been reluctant to discuss labour 

migration issues at regional forums and although these governments have individually ratified 

international human and labour rights conventions~ there is no guarantee of "'universal~ consistent or 

actual implementation". Ball and Piper97 believe that factors such as different ministerial policies, the 

sensitivity of the issue~ the intention to preserve national sovereignty, and the interest of rnaintaining 

labour market 'flexibility' have prevented the development of a regional approach 98 

The rather late attention toward labour migration and the continued reluctance to deal with this highly 

sensitive issue at a regional level is reflected in the policies of Asia-Pacific key regional bodies. 

According to Ball and Piper99 none of them - the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Asia Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (APEC) forum - has migration as an integral element of its mandate. Ball and Piper100 

argue that in the case of APEC, the narrow definition of APEC's central concerns and its status as an 

umbrella or,ganisation fOr countries with widely differing circumstances and national interests have 

made it difficult to bring the issue of migrant workers to the fore. Also, since APEC is based on a 

government-private sector partnership, it is difficult for other social forces to challenge, which means 

minimal or no NGO involvement. As for ASEAN, in 2007 its members signed a declaration on the 

protection and promotion of the rights of migrant workers, but to date there has been no agreement or 

instruments among ASEAN members which significantly bind the member countries to take 

necessary steps in protecting migrant workers. 

95 
-. 20 I 2. Berbagai Pihak Mengkritik lsi RUU Revisi UU Nom or 39 Tahun 2004 [Online]. Available: 

http: //po lit i k. ko mpnsiana. com/2 0 12/09/24/berbagai-pihak-mengkrit ik -is i -ru u -rev is i -1 n 1-nomor -19-t ah u n-2004-
495831.html [Accessed 20 February 2013]. 
96 BALL, R. & PIPER, N. 2006. Trading labour-trading rights: The regional dynamics of rights recognition for 
migrant workers in the Asia-Pacific. In: HEWISON, K. & YOUNG, K. (eds.) lhmsnational Migration and 
Work in Asia. Abingdon, Oxon, New York: Routledge., p. 220 
'' II . l O? I )!( ., p. "--
98 Regional initiatives which have attempted to deal with specific aspects of migration include: the Bangkok 
Declaration on Irregular Migration, adopted by ministers and representatives fl·om 18 governments in Bangkok 
in April 1999; the lntergovemmental Asia-Pacific Consultation on Refugees and Displaced Persons and 
Regional Ministerial Conference on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons, and Related Transnational 
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99 BALL, R. & PIPER, N. 2006. Trading labour-trading rights: The regional dynamics of rights recognition for 
migrant workers in the Asia~ Pacific. In: HE\VISON, K. & YOUNG, K. (eels.) ])·ansnational JdigJ·ation and 
Work in Asia. Abingdon, Ox on, New York: Routledge., p. 221 
100 Ibid., p. 222 
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Identifying the Women in the Lahour-mign1tion from Indonesia: \Vho is 

On the Steering Wheel? 
E:xisting body of literature on the topic of temporary labour migration from Asian countries has 

comprehensively and continuously documented how problematic the migration process is, particularly 

for women. The work of Dewi Anggraeni, Dreamseekers, is an example. 101 It tells the stories of 

Indonesian Women as Domestic Workers in three Asian countries, Hong Kong, Singapore, and 

Malaysia. The story of Ninnala Bonat, who was physically and mentally abused while she was 

working as a domestic worker in Kuala Lumpur from 2003 to 2004 is one of the high profile case 

which was widely exposed by the media. For the reason that this part of the story is quite well · 

covered, I choose not to do further elaboration on the problematic women migrant workers. J believe 

that if the aim is to formulate policies which are more pro-women migrant workers, there is also a 

need to identify the existence and potentials of other women involved in the labour migration process 

to maximize their contribution to the improvement of protection of the women migrant workers. 

The focus on identifying the position of the women and what they have done and might be able to do 

is also inspired by the work of Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense 

of International Politics. 102 This work basically argues that if we want to understand international 

politics more comprehensively, we need to be more concern about women's varied experiences. 103 In 

the case of women trafficking, for example, she argues that to have better understanding of the 

international system as a whole) we should pose questions such as "why it is women who are being 

traff-Icked; -,vho is profiting; \Vho is turning a blind eye to these abuses.'~ 104 In this case of temporary 

labour migration of women from Indonesia, I would like to assume that questions such as why they 

migrate; what kind of abuses they are experiencing and why they are abused are quite well covered in 

existing literature. In this section I attempt to potray Indonesian women in a way which Enloe call 

"beyond the global victim" 105
. The assumption is that moving on from an incessant discussion on how 

women are victims by starting to identif'y other women with their different experiences within the 

labour migration process may contribute significantly to a better understanding of the issue and 

probably the quest of improving the protection of women migrant workers. 

On the topic of "domestic servants", Enloe pointed out how international debt politics which was 

infamous at the end of the 1990s have pressured the indebted governments to adopt policies which cut 

social-service budget in order to increase their ability to pay loans. 100 These policies affect men and 

!0! ANGGRAENI, D. 2006. Dreamseekers: Indonesian women as domestic 'tvorkers in Asia, Jakarta, Equinox 
Pub. : International Labour Organization. 
102 ENLOE, C. 2000. Bananas, Beaches and Bases: A1aking Feminist Sense of International Politics, London, 
Universlly of California Press, Ltd. 
103 Ibid. P. xiv 
104 Jbid. P. xiii 
105 Ibid. P. l 5 
10

" Ibid. P. 184 
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women differently and in many eases women as the ''manager" of the households are the ones who 

are more disadvantaged. Furthermore, in this condition when jobs are scarce, women are also 

expected to take the wage generator role, a role traditionally played by men in Asian cultures. Thus, to 

end this disadvantaging condition for women or at least to prevent it from getting worse, women need 

to actively exist within the policy making, implementation and monitoring process. The following 

section is an initial attempt to identify the prominent women within the migration process and to 

understand what they have done and might be able to do to improve the protection of Indonesian 

women migrant workers. The information for this section relies heavily on the curriculum vitae 

obtained from and personal communication with the person discussed. 

'fhe Successful Ex-Women i'vligrant Worker 
An example of a well-planned labour migration is of Nmyati Solapari, an ex-women migrant worker 

turn university lecturer and migrant workers motivator. 109 Nuryati left to work as a babysitter in Saudi 

Arabia in 1998 with the aim of saving for her university funding. In 200 I she came back and applied 

in a bachelor programme. She then continued in a graduate programme and eventually became a 

lecturer in the university where she obtained her bachelor degree. Nuryati has received a number of 

awards from the governments of Indonesia and Saudi Arabia. She has also been invited to various 

events to share her stories. Some of the tips that she has been sharing are 110
: how to do a safe 

migration by getting as much information as she can and sewing important numbers in codes on her 

veil; making sure that she get her wages monthly and sending them home to be invested in lands; and 

making sure that the migration is clone to reach a certain aim thus the migrant workers should not 

repeatedly go abroad to work as domestic worker their whole life. In other words, migration should be 

done safely, smartly, and with the purpose of beyond merely fulfilling daily needs, more to invest in a 

better future. Nuryati has been sharing her experience but her coverage is still limited. If there can be 

more ex-women migrant workers like her who has the capability to actually share her experiences in 

various communities, this will assist the information dissemination effmis which the government has 

been lacking of Her intellectual capability and rich int(xmation from on the field experience as a 

migrant domestic worker herself combined with the ability to speak in the language of the potential 

107 BNP2TKI2012. BNP2TKI Kembali Luncurkan Buku 100 TKI Sukses Jilid 3. 
108
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[Accessed 20 February 20 13]. 
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\Vomen migrant workers might become a perfect formula for providing adequate information to 

Indonesian women before they actually decide to migrate. 

The Activists 
The information used in this section is exce-rpted from the activists' curriculum vitaes and interviews, 

personal communications and interactions with them. 

Anis Hidayah, The ,\etin~ Activist 

Anis Hidayah is considered an active activist because up to present she is still working on the issues 

of migrant \Vorkers as the executive director of a non·-govcrnmcntal organization which focuses on the 

issue of migrant workers. She started her activism in Solidaritas Percmpuan, a women organization 

which was the first organization to take up the issue of migrant workers in the 1990s. She then, with 

four other migrant workers activists, established Migrant CARE, a migrant worker NGO with high 

media profile. Therefore, her profiling is a combination of her activities as the executive director of 

Migrant CARE and as an individual. 

By leading an NGO with national, regional and international repntation, Hidayah gets to do a range of 

activities. Migrant CARE has been advocating policies particularly on the ratification of ICRMW, 

revision of Law No. 39/2004, and bill on domestic workers. The NGO has also continuously 

conducted monitoring of the conditions of Indonesian migrant workers in a number of receiving 

countries. It bas also been active in regional and international advocacies through ASEAN, lLU and 

UN mechanism. Inside the coUJJtly, it has conducted capacity building activities for migrant workers 

and their families through trainings on anti-trafficking, para legal, voters' education, globalization, 

etc. It also provides legal assistances for migrant workers. In receiving countries, Migrant CARE has 

developed its countly representative in Malaysia and presented the demand for protection of 

Indonesian women domestic workers in front of representatives of the Saudi Arabia Kingdom. The 

organization is also part of a significant number of national, regional and international networks. 

Migrant CARE is also known for its street activism such as conducting demonstration in fi·ont of the 

stale palace or the embassies of receiving countries and launching a Rp I ,000 movement, an effort to 

gather fund to repatriate problematic Indonesian workers who had to leave under the bridges in Saudi 

Arabia. Migrant CARE also provides a shelter for migrant workers who need to stay in Jakarta to deal 

with their cases. 

As an individual, Anis has conducted vanous activities at the national, regional and international 

levels. She has patticipated in conferences and workshops; conducted research; become resource 

person in trainings; become speakers in seminars; organized and participated in actions; participated 

in meetings of UN's bodies, councils and commissions; participated in the ASEAN's assemblies; and 

written books on the issues related to migrant workers. For her work on the issue of migrant \vorkcrs, 



28 I S y I v i a Y a z i cl 

she has received Human Rights Defender Award called Alison Des Forges Award f(Jr Extra Ordinary 

Activism from Human Rights Watch in New York in 20 II. 

The explanation above shows how being the leader of NGO, l-liclayah has been able to do more 

practical activities which may fulfill the immediate needs of the migrant workers. With the non

governmental status of her organization~ she can also conducted activities which are usually not 

touched by the bureaucracy. She can have closer relationship with the migrant \Vorkers who tend to 

avoid dealing with the "authoritres". lhrs allow her to get mformatron whrch mrght not be able to be 

obtained through official channels or mechanism. \Vith her and her institution's regional and 

international reputation, she has been able to scale up the issue oflndonesian women migrant workers 

to higher levels and attract attention, concern and expectcdly actions from wider audience. The 

challenge for a prominent figure like her is something common within other civil society movements. 

The activism tend to be dependent on certain figures, who obviously have limitation on what they can 

do as an individual. 

S::llma Safitr·i Rah;-t~·aan. TIH_'. "[\-·1o\'ed on~' A"-'fi\·ist 

Salma Safitri Rahayaan, or Fifi, is anoher well-known senior activist on the issue of women migrant 

\Vorkcrs during her time in Solidaritas Percmpuan) the first organization to take the issue of migrant 

workers in Indonesia. She became a member of SP in 1998. In 2000 she became the founder of a 

number of organizations such as Consortium f(1r Defense of Indonesian i\·1igrant \Vorkcrs 

(KOPBUMI) an umbrella organization for NGOs advocating for the passing of Law No. 39/2004 and 

Women's Movement for Migrant Rights (GPPBM). Through her organiz1ttion, she also became 

members of regional and international organizations such as Global Alliance Against Trafficking in 

Women (GAATW), Coordinator Action Research on AIDS and Mobility -Asia (CARAM Asia), and 

Rural and Indigenous Women Task Force -Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development 

(APWLD). Fifi was the Chair of Solidaritas Perempuan's National Executive Body and on behalf of 

SP, she took a number of strategic positions in some regional and international organizations and 

arrangements such as: steering committee of CEDA W Working Group Initiatives (CWGJ) and 

Consortium for Defense Indonesian Migrant Workers, (KOPBUMI); Board of Director for 

Consm1ium for Defense Indonesian Migrant Workers, (KOPBUMI) and many others. She was also 

involved in the Lobby to the CEDA W Committee at the 39'h Session of CEDA W in UN. 

In short, Fifi's activities when she was leading SP were similar to what An is is doing at present. The 

difference may derive from the characteristics of their organization. While Anis depar1s from the 

"migrant worker" aspect, Fill departed fi·om the "women" aspect of the issue of women migrant 

workers. 
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What is interesting to highlight about Fifi is what she has been doing after she left the Executive Body 

of SP. In 2008, for personal reasons, Fifi left SP 111 and move to Malang, a town around 1.5 hours 

flying from Jakarta. Nevertheless, she continues to conduct research and give training on gender, law 

and migrant workers issues. In fact, she is still assisting SP in analyzing the revision draft of Law No. 

39/2004. This shows how even when an activist is no longer holding a position in his/her former 

organization, they tend to maintain their attachment to the issue. This is also evident in a number of 

other senior activists who have moved to other positions. I interviewed a formerly known migrant 

workers activists who is now working more on the issue of health and cigarettes. She could still 

fluently express her thoughts on the issue and is still supporting campaigns on the issue of women 

migrant workers. This situation, to a certain degree, also applies to former activists who have moved 

to the par!iamcm or the government. 

In Fifi's case, I prefer to see it not as a loss for the activism in Jakmia. She is actually potential to 

become "a bridge" between the centre and the origin areas. There have been concerns that there is a 

gap between the activisms in Jakarta which usually concentrate on policy advocacy and the activisms 

in the origin areas which focuses more on case advocacy. With the existence of someone like Fifi 

closer to the origin areas, she may bring the policy related knowledge from the centre to the origin 

areas and channel the voices from the origin areas to the centre as material for policy inputs. 

'fati Krisnawaty, The "Senior''- AdiYist 

Compared to An is and Fifi, Tati Krisnawaty is much more senior in terms of doing activism on the 

issue of migrant workers. She was in SP from 1990 to 200 l as the founder and also taking the 

positions of Secretary General, Executive Director and Board Executive. During her time in SP, she 

did research, participated in workshops, had dialogue with the parliament and the government, 

produced modules for trainings, facilitated a number of trainings, handled cases, initiated and 

supported the establishment of migrant workers organizations, conducted lobbies, campaigns and 

(ldvoeacies) scalinr, np the issne of women migrant workers through regional and international 

organizations and forums. She then became the commissioner of Komnas Pcrempuan (the National 

Commission on Violence against Women) where she continued to take the issue of women migrant 

workers as one of her concerns. After finishing her office in Komnas Perempuan, Tati continued to 

conduct activites related to the issue of women migrant workers. In 2012, she was chosen by the 

President of Indonesia to be one of the member of a task force for the legal assistance and protection 

of Indonesians and Indonesian migrant workers who get death penalty. Despite the criticisms toward 

this task force for being slow and ineffective, her appointment as a member shows how her reputation 

allows her to be involved in a body strategically form by the government. This shows how there's 

111 She is still a member of SP. 
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more involvement of non-state entities in the government's initiatives. Ideally, this should be an 

oppotiunity to push for a more protective policy on women migrant workers. 

TIH' i-\clivists Turned Parliamentarians 

Some former migrant workers activists became parliamentarians. Nursyahbani Katjasungkana is an 

example. She was a Director of SP and in 2004-2009 she became a parliamentarian. Another example 

is Eva Kusuma Sundari. She is now a representative f!·om PDIP who are considered as quite vocal 

inC-luding for the issue of migrant workers. Although these two women were and arc in a commission 

on Jaw, human rights and security, which might not directly deal with the issue of migrant workers, 

they frequently made comments on issues related to women migrant workers. This is acknowledged 

by most migrant workers activists and they often rely on them in channeling their voices into the 

parliament. These women senior activists turned parliamentarians are potential in channeling the 

voices of migrant workers advocates into the parliamentary process which are known for its exclusive, 

if not closed, characteristic. Up to present, it is still debated whether the policy making process in 

Indonesia has actually become democratic, meaning involving all stakeholders including civil society. 

It is expected that these former women activists can maintain the issue of women migrant workers in 

the policy agenda and safeguard the process to produce policies which actually protect women 

migrant workers. Obviously there are various opinions on their performance. Some are appreciated as 

consistent with the promotion of migrant \Vorkers' rights, while some are seen as distancing from the 

issue as they get busier with their responsibility in the parliament. 

The Celebrities Turn Pal"liamentarians 
Other big supporters for the rights of women migrant workers are a number of female 

parliamentarians who have entertainment background. Okky Asokawati was a model, an actress, and 

a modeling owner. In 2009 she became a member of the parliament in the commission on health and 

labour which is where the issue of women migrant workers arc debated. Her interviews in the media 

show how she is well-informed and fluent about the issue and quite vocal in promoting the rights of 

women migrant workers. Rieke Diah Pitaloka is another strong supporter of the promotion of the 

rights of women migrant workers. She is in the same commission with Okky and she has also been 

making strong statements on the issues related to women migrant workers. Evenmore, she frequently 

joins activities conducted by migrant workers advocates such as street demonstration and sending 

protest letters to the embassies of receiving countries. 

The work of these "public figures" is important in shaping public opinion. Their acts and words are 

monitored and published by the media so they will the wider public. Therefore, it is quite common for 
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these public figures to be invited by civil society organizations when they are doing public campaigns 

on the issue of women migrant workers. When Pitaloka was running to be the governor of the 

province of West Java, one of the origin areas of women domestic workers, it is also expected that she 

will help in addressing tbe issue in the province. Unfortunately, she lost. 

Conclusion 
This paper has described the condition and management of labour migration from Indonesia, 

pmiicularly those of women. It shows how problems continue to exist, if not growing. The labour 

migration process is still problematic and despite the efforts made to improve the management of 

labour migration, including by the government, there are still a lot of issues to be addressed. 

This paper departed from the assumption that an identification of potential women at various levels 

and institutions may contribute to the search for solutions for the problems faced by the women 

migrant workers. It is also assumed that women should be seen not merely as victims but also as 

active actors that may contribute to the problem solving. The identification is preliminmy, covering 

limited prominent names and limited depth of information. Nevertheless, it can already be concluded 

that first these women migrant workers advocates exist and they are able to do important actions 

which contribute io the efforts to promote women migrant workers rights. Secondly, before answering 

the question t'Jf whu i:) on th0 steering wheel, it needs h) be realized thai !he .,;..,.heel is not the only pnrt 

needed to be operated to make the vehicle move. By this means, the existence of women is needed in 

various parts within the labour migration system to guarantee a protected migration for women labour. 

Thirdly, there is a "migration" of these women from one area of concern to another and from one 

institution to another. Rather then seeing this as a loss for the area or institution being left, it will be 

more productive to look into how this movement can be used as a way to widen the scope and impact 

of the activism. Thus, further research is needed in the direction of identifying who are the prominent 

women figures, where they work, and what kind of potentials they have in an effort to coordinate 

actions. The research can assist in determining how these women can maximize their contribution to 

the promotion of women migrant workers rights is worih conducting. 
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