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Foreword
Bertil Lintner 

Author of 
‘Land of Jade’

John Hulme’s images of migrant workers from 
Burma reflect one of the worst tragedies in 
modern Southeast Asian history. Well into the post 
World War II-era, Burma was one of the richest 
countries in the region. It was a major exporter 
of rice, Rangoon was a modern port and its 
airport—not the ones in Bangkok or Singapore—
served as a regional hub for several international 
airlines. The country’s literacy rate was high, 
and it had an abundance of natural resources.

Then, in March 1962, darkness fell. The 
military overthrew the country’s elected, civilian 
government. This was not unusual in those days. 
Between 1962 and 1974, there were 64 military 
takeovers throughout the world. But only two 
of these regimes remain in power today: Libya, 
where Col. Mohammar Khadaffy seized power 
in 1969, and Burma, where the military has been 
the undisputed ruler under various guises since 
the first coup d’etat 48 years ago. The survival 
of successive military regimes in Burma is one 
of the enigmas of Southeast Asian politics, but 
it could be explained in the context how it has 
exercised power since 1962. Unlike other military 
governments in the world, it seized not only 
political but also economic power. First, it was 
called the Burmese Way to Socialism, then, after 
a massive pro-democracy uprising in 1988, it 
became the Burmese Way to Capitalism. Either 
way, it means that everything has been run 
by the men in green – and they have failed to 
understand that you cannot run an economy 
as if it were a bootcamp. The outcome is that 
this once-prosperous country has become a 
political, economic and social wreck. Once a 
major supplier of food to international markets, 
it now exports little more than unprocessed 
raw materials, minerals— and cheap labour. 
It is this human tragedy that John Hulme has 
documented in these striking images.

Previous pages: Strikers being taken to Thai 
Immigration detention before deportation.

Left: Strike leader arrested, Nasawat Garment 
factory, January 2004
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A fisherman hauls netting across 
the deck for repair, Ranong

From the photographer:

The past thirty years have seen an ever-
increasing global restructuring of production 
and investment, as capital has moved freely from 
industrial centers in Europe and North America 
to countries with the cheapest labour. This in 
turn has produced vast numbers of migrant 
workers.

This ability for capital to move freely between 
countries stands in stark contrast to the 
hundreds of Burmese day labourers and factory 
workers who cross the Moie River each day 
on rubber inner tubes, running the gauntlet 
of extortion from officials on both sides of the 
border. Illegal migrants scuttling across borders 
is a scene repeated not only in Asia, but daily in 
Europe and the Americas also.

According to recent statistics, there are now 
more than 191 million migrants, the largest 
number in human history. In fact, every country 
has a growing migrant population —legal and 
“illegal”—struggling to escape poverty, famine, 
political repression or war.

Thailand is no exception, with an estimated 
two and a half million migrants from Burma 
(now known as Myanmar) entering the country 
since the mid-1980s in search of a job…any 
job…and the hope of a better life for their 
families. Gross human rights abuse by Burma’s 
military government—the so-called State Peace 
and Development Council, or SPDC—as well 
as decades of internal armed conflict have 
accelerated this process.

But life in Thailand for Burmese migrants 
brings new difficulties. More than half of these 
mainly young workers are undocumented, 
forced to eke out a living on rock bottom wages 
and in constant fear of deportation. They are 
employed in dirty, dangerous and difficult jobs 
in Thailand’s fishing and construction industries, 
rubber plantations, dockyards and shrimp farms, 
as well as providing cheap labour for the tourist 
industry.
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Phil Robertson
Deputy Director, 
Human Rights Watch

The daily lives of migrants in Thailand is really 
right out of a old Thai proverb, which goes “nee 
seua, bah jorakay”, or fleeing from the tiger but 
running into the crocodile. In the Western context, 
this roughly translates as “out of the frying pan, 
and into the fire”, or going from one very bad 
situation to another one which is just as bad, or 
arguably even worse. For the migrant worker, this 
could translate to something as simple as turning 
a corner on the way to the market, and meeting 
the police. At that point, fear sets in because their 
life and liberty are not guaranteed. They could get 
away, but more likely they will be paying between 
half a month to several months worth of salary to 
get out of that situation. One migrant from Burma 
that we spoke to in Surat Thani spent 22,000 
baht in bribes to police to be released in one 6 
hour period. For migrant women, the danger is 
even more profound— sexual harassment is the 
norm for migrant women at Thai police stations. 
Beatings in detention occur so frequently that it 
seems to be common, established police practice. 
The killings witnessed by migrants went with 
little or no follow up investigation by the police.
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The saddest thing is that this situation has been 
like this for far too long. What about the case 
of Ma Suu, the Mon maid burned alive by her 
employer in Lopburi in the late 1990s? Why 
does it take 54 migrant workers suffocating 
the back of a truck in Ranong in April 2008 for 
the international media train their focus on this 
problem, and for the Thai government to promise 
to make changes? Never mind that as soon as 
the media spotlight moves to another issue in 
another country, those Thai government promises 
are conveniently forgotten, swept under the rug, 
until the next migrant worker death or injury 
disaster occurs. The system of impunity simply 
re-sets after a period of uncomfortable publicity, 
and the abusers in the police, employers, and 
general public return to their dirty work. The 
Ministry of Labor continues to throw up its hands, 
claiming it has no funds to hire labor inspectors. 
And other agencies just look the other way.
Human Rights Watch believes this horrible status 
quo is not acceptable, certainly not for a country 
and a government that aspires to be elected to 
the UN Human Rights Council in May 2010.

Previous pages: Woman meets 
her husband’s return after three 

months at sea; boys leaving port 
on their first voyage.

Drydock winch operator, Ranong
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Teakwood of questionable origin 
being unloaded from a barge near Ranong.
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We’re demanding that the government set up 
an independent commission, with powers to 
compel witnesses to appear and evidence to be 
produced, investigate abuses against migrant 
workers and refer abuses to the courts for 
trial. Human Rights Watch is calling for the top 
echelons of police to publicly declare and issue 
written orders that torture and ill-treatment 
against migrants in detention is not acceptable 
and all officers doing it will be punished. We’re 
urging that an independent ombudsman be 
established to receive and investigate complaints 
of migrants of poor treatment and abuse, so 
that migrants can get their grievances heard at a 
level beyond local authorities and officials who 
are frequently in cahoots with the abusers. And 
Human Rights Watch is pushing for empowering 
the migrants to protect themselves by revising the 
Thai Labor Relations Act of 1975 to let non-Thais 
organize and establish their own labor union, 
and serve as officers for the union. Solutions 
will not be hard to find if the Thai government 
discovers the political will to take on these 
issues in a way that truly respects the human 
rights of migrant workers and their families.
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These amazing photos by John Hulme, some of 
which we were lucky enough to have used in 
Human Rights Watch’s recently published report 
From the Tiger to the Crocodile: Abuse of Migrant 
Workers in Thailand, are a superb portrayal of both 
the helplessness and fear, mixed with resilience 
and determination, that migrants possess. With 
continued contributions like John’s, we will be 
able to put a public face on the previously hidden 
migrant workers, and hopefully change Thai 
public opinion to recognize they have nothing 
to fear and everything to gain by accepting 
migrants as a vibrant part of today’s Thailand.
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Previous pages: 
Children with health problems at 
a safe house awaiting surgery in 
Chiang Mai.

Left: 
Birth at Mae Tao Clinic, Mae Sot.

Jackie Pollack
Director, MAP Foundation

The world’s economy today depends on a 
flexible, adaptable and mobile work force 
which can respond quickly to the needs and 
fluctuations of the global market. These are tall 
demands for workers with commitments and 
families, who have to navigate restrictive and 
expensive migration policies to move to work 
sites cross borders or overseas. Considering 
the upheavals required, the expenses incurred 
and the sometimes unfriendly and difficult 
environments encountered, one might think 
that this work force would be one of the better 
paid work forces, compensated for being 
flexible, adaptable, mobile and modern. But on 
the contrary, worldwide, the migrant laboring 
workforce is not offered decent labour standards 
and is only provided with the poorest of working, 
living and immigration conditions. These are 
the conditions that are exposed in John Hulme’s 
powerful photographs depicting the lives of 
migrant workers from Burma in Thailand.
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For over two decades migrant workers from 
Burma, Cambodia and Lao have supported 
the economic development of Thailand. They 
migrated informally across the borders, travelling 
and working without any documents. They were 
in many ways the most flexible and adaptable of 
work forces but then, so were the employers, oft 
times only paying a fraction of the minimum wage 
and calling in immigration officers whenever 
workers started to organise for their rights. 
For the migrants, the lack of documentation 
directly and negatively impacted on their 
human security, for the government, the lack of 
documentation, created fears for national security.
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Birth registration at Mae Tao Clinic, Mae Sot.

5 years 17 years 41 years
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Thirteen-year-old girl processing crabs, Ranong

In response, the Thai government started a 
program which allowed employers to apply for 
quotas of migrant workers and migrants paid for 
the right to hold a temporary work permit. The 
first large scale registration of migrant workers 
was in 1996 when 300,000 migrants registered, 
by 2009, 1.3 million migrants were registered 
under such schemes, representing about half 
the total migrant population. Each work permit 
was issued for one year, and each time it came 
with the threat of deportation when the year 
expired. Just prior to the deadline each year, 
a new registration was announced. Migrants 
learned to live year by year without being able 
to plan for the future. In fact many migrants 
have now been in Thailand for over ten years 
but the anti-integration policies enforced on 
migrants have ensured that Thai society only 
benefitted economically from the presence of 
migrants but missed the opportunity of social, 
educational and cultural enrichment. Still labelled 
as aliens who had entered the country illegally, 
migrants are constantly at risk of arrest, extortion, 
detention, violence, corruption and deportation.





and her mother working as a rubber-tapper, Ranong.A contestant in the Miss Migrant Worker Pageant…
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Returning day-labourer exchanging Thai currency 
into Burmese kyat.

Shan construction workers
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Following pages:
‘Entertainment’ workers

In an attempt to provide migrants with a new 
set of documents, including a passport from 
their home country, all migrants were required 
to have entered the process by March 2010. 
However, if regularization is to be more than 
just an exercise in implementing immigration 
procedures, working and living conditions of 
migrants must also be regularized in accordance 
with the labour laws and human rights standards. 
If not, the current daily struggle of migrant 
workers to receive a minimum wage, to have 
safety in the workplace enforced, to have proper 
sanitation in the living quarters and to be able to 
exercise social and cultural rights will continue. 
If not, the employer who exploited migrants last 
year will exploit migrants next year regardless 
of the document they hold, the employer who 
confiscated the migrant worker card last year will 
confiscate the temporary passport next year.
Because some workers such as migrant health 
workers, sex workers and interpreters are not 
eligible for work permits, because the needs 
for labour will always be more volatile than any 
regularization program could ever be, because 
the people of Burma can only vote with their feet 
and migrate for livelihood, there will continue 
to be migrants without documents in Thailand. 
The lack of a document should never be an 
excuse for exploitation, abuse or neglect.
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MAP Foundation works to support migrants in 
their struggle for fair and decent working and 
living conditions. We are constantly in awe of 
the resilience of the communities from Burma 
who face multiple hardships but continue to 
remain positive and active in their fight for a 
fair deal in Thailand and for better employment 
opportunities and rights in Burma. We hope 
that John’s collection of photos will increase 
understanding and empathy through its’ 
extraordinary ability to capture and communicate 
the struggles, hardships, defiance and strengths 
of the Burmese migrant communities.
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Illegal migrants await a safe 
moment to cross back into Burma, 
Moie River

Phil Thornton
Author of ‘Restless Souls’

Migrant work is dirty, dangerous and difficult.
For migrants, borders can mark the point 

between justice and injustice, political 
persecution, freedom of speech, torture, 
hunger, poverty and the break-up of family. 
Crossing borders offer the hope of new 
riches, the chance to escape suppression 
and a chance of a better future.

It is estimated that as many as three million 
migrant workers from Laos, Cambodia and 
Burma have made the tough decision to make 
the arduous trek from their homeland into 
Thailand - about 75 percent are Burmese. 
Many of these left their homeland because 
of armed conflict, the high cost of living and 
low wages or a corrupt political situation. For 
those people that do make the crossing, there 
are no guarantees life will be any better.



50 51

Scavenging, Mae Sot

Migrants without passports, official papers 
or sponsored jobs to go to, have to rely on 
‘Carrys’ (labor agents) who promise well-
paid jobs and the opportunity to send 
money back home to help families having 
trouble feeding and educating them.

In Burma ‘Carrys’ demand between 10,000 
and 15,000 baht (US$313 to US$469) to 
get migrants through military and police 
checkpoints on both sides of the border.

Once in Thailand, migrant workers have to 
overcome many obstacles. Getting work permits 
is hard, time consuming and expensive, about 
a months wage. The process is complicated 
and changes from one-year-to-the-next. But not 
having a work permit means migrant workers 
are ‘illegal’ and have to take on low-paid, 
dirty, dangerous and difficult work. They are 
at the mercy of unscrupulous bosses; corrupt 
government officials including police, arrest, 
extortion, deportation and sexual abuse. Yet 
Thailand depends on the labor and skills of 
migrant workers. Ali’s story is typical. When he 
first arrived in Thailand he managed to organise 
an official work permit, but when it ran out he did 
not have enough money to pay the Thai officials 
their under-the-counter ‘tea-money’ to update it.

‘I was a roti maker, but I couldn’t work on the 
street without papers, so I now collect and sort 
rubbish— anything I can sell to make a living.’
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Ali spends his time searching for old 
newspapers, plastic bags, bottles and cans. 
He says the work is competitive with many 
other men, women and children trying to 
scratch out a living hunting for rubbish.

Ali and his wife, Salema, have four children. 
Their three-year-old daughter, Chu Chu is 
malnourished and it shows. Compared to their 
chubby six-month old baby, Chu Chu is smaller. 
Ali is a worried man. When Chu Chu was first sick 
he could not pay for medicine or expensive tests.

‘We don’t know what’s wrong. She vomits 
all the time. We can’t afford to pay for medical 
help. We’ve already lost two babies, one died 
after birth and the other was a year old.’

You wonder how Ali manages to keep going, 
finding the will to search through waste so he can 
look after his wife and kids and his elderly parents.

‘They’re very old now. They need help. I 
look after them, as they can’t do it themselves. 
I have to pay a 1000 baht ($32) a month in 
rent. On a good day I can earn up to 300 baht 
($10), but it can be as low as 40 baht ($1.25).
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Numerous reports, including the ILO’s, Economic 
Contribution of Migrant Workers, highlight the 
positive contributions migrants make to their 
host country. Migrant workers work longer 
hours for less, increase productivity and do the 
less ‘desirable jobs’. The International Labor 
Organization estimates that if migrant workers 
spent half of their earnings in Thailand that would 
kick-in about $2 million a year for Thailand’s 
revenue. Add migrant workers productivity to 
the equation and the ILO puts that at about 
$11 billion added to the state coffers.

In spite of all the documented benefits 
migrant workers get a bad press that they 
don’t deserve. They are blamed for spreading 
disease and draining health services, committing 
crimes and somehow managing to take ‘unfair’ 
advantage of their host country. Report findings 
contradict this baseless media stereotyping. 
Migrant workers are mostly young workers and 
according to the ILO more likely to “…pay taxes 
rather than receive tax-supported services.”

Thai media reports create a false impression 
migrant workers are responsible for large number 
of crimes, “…yet most migrants are in Thailand 
to earn a living rather than engage in crime.”
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Previous pages and right: 
Day-labourers compete for employment.

Aung Myint is a skilled migrant worker. He 
speaks Thai and has a work permit. He is a wax 
master, producing intricate and delicate moulds 
for gold jewelry. His skills are in demand. But 
before he could work at his chosen trade he 
spent time on tuna fishing boats in southern 
Thailand. He spent up to 45 days at sea.

“From the beginning I was seasick. 
I had no choice, I had to cope.”

It didn’t get any better for Aung 
Myint. After about two years he was 
promoted to a leading hand.

“It was just before dark. We put down the nets. 
We had taken on board a lot of ice. The boat was 
low in the water. During the night when everyone 
was asleep, waves broke over the side and flooded 
the engine. The boat started to list to one side. 
The full nets were brought up and one side was 
cut. The boat capsized. We had no life jackets or 
life raft. I grabbed a line of small fishing floats.”

Aung Myint was responsible for two young 
Burmese men and was worried they might 
drown. He gave the two men a couple of 
buoys and spent most of the night getting 
them to stay afloat before they were rescued.

Aung Myint says when they got back to 
shore the boss refused to pay them.

“The boss cried he lost his boat, 
I lost four months wages.”
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Faces of the Invisibles
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Photographer’s Note:

Over the past six years, I have been making 
regular visits to Thailand’s western border with 
Burma to record the plight of these desperately 
poor workers and their families. In Search of 
a Job…any Job is a selection of this work and 
one that hopefully reminds us of the difficulties 
facing working migrants in every country who 
are the first victims of any economic fluctuation.

Chan Beng Seng
Documentation for 
Action Groups in Asia

Burma, under military rule, has been 
characterized by political instability and 
economic hardship. Military abuses such as 
forced relocations, land confiscation, forced 
labour, unjust and exorbitant taxation, torture 
and rape have left many Burmese struggling 
to sustain their own livelihood. After almost 
50 years of disastrous economic polices and 
political oppression, seeking work abroad 
is often seen as the only feasible means of 
survival. Once abroad, though no longer under 
the turbulent economic and political conditions 
within Burma, many migrant workers continue 
to live a life of oppression, dominated by fear 
and abuse driven by the ever-present power 
imbalance between workers and authorities, 
police and employers. Burmese migrant 
workers often take the jobs that Thais simply 
do not want. They are the jobs characterized by 
the three D’s—dirty, dangerous, and degrading. 
Across the country, countless factories and 
industries employ migrant laborers in dreadful 
conditions no Thai would ever accept, and 
that Thai labor law forbids. Burmese migrant 
workers now fuel the Kingdom’s rapid 
economic growth by working in factories, food 
packing centers, and on the construction sites 
of Bangkok’s imposing sky-scrapers. The steady 
supply of cheap Burmese labor enables many 

Photo: Douglas Morton/APMS

Thai businesses to keep production costs 
down and retain a competitive edge in an 
increasingly global market.

The lack of rights leaves the Burmese 
migrant workers vulnerable and susceptible 
to exploitation by unscrupulous employers, 
labour contractors and traffickers. All 
workers in Thailand are protected by 
the National Labor Laws of Thailand, 
but without registration, employers can 
have migrants arrested and deported by 
immigration authorities before the migrants 
can organize a case against the employer. 
Migrants are only allowed to work for the 
employer named on the card, in the place 
and type of work designated on the card. 
They are not allowed to change employers 
unless they are re-registered with a new 
employer, paying another full registration 
fee. Migrants are also not allowed to travel 
in Thailand, registered or not. On paper, 
Thai and Burmese workers are equal, but 
in practice, this is far from reality. Burmese 
migrant workers in Thailand are prohibited 
by law from forming their own trade unions 
or acting as union committee members, 
so basic human rights such as the freedom 
of association and the right to form trade 
unions are systematically denied.

Burmese workers without work-permits are 
in an extremely difficult situation, because 
legally they do not have a right to be where 
they are. They can only remain where they are, 
i.e. in Thailand, because it is in the interests of 
their Thai employer and of some government 
officials, such as policemen. It is in the interests 
of the employer because he can pay very low 
wages, well below the minimum wage for a 
migrant worker. And it can be in the interests 
of officials through their receiving bribes, 
in cash or kind (e.g. unpaid favours from 
undocumented shop-assistants). Corruption 
enables these unregistered workers to remain 
in Thailand.

We need to hear these stories not only to 
understand their plight but also to appreciate 
their contributions to the Thai economy. This 
publication represents DAGA’s partnership with 
photo journalist, John Hulme, for the photo 
exhibition and public forum to heighten public 
awareness of the repressive reality in Burma, 
which has resulted in the mass migration to 
Thailand and the continued struggle of those 
Burmese who live as migrant workers. We 
would like to thank the Presbyterian Church in 
the Republic of Korea, the Christian Conference 
of Asia and DIOKONIA Asia for their financial 
support for this project.

From the publisher

http://www.johnhulme.net/
http://www.johnhulme.net/
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