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International labour migration was instituted as a major government policy in 1974 to temporarily solve the country’s problems of unemployment, underemployment and tight balance of payments.  For more than twenty-five years, millions of Filipinos have left the country in search for better economic opportunities abroad. Consequently, labour migration looms large in the national consciousness and the country continues to be challenged not only by the human consequences wrought by migration but also by other politically sensitive and socially complex issues that it continues to raise.

Globalization and increasing trade liberalization has led to the wider circulation, not only of goods and capital, but of labour as well. Today, the Philippines is the largest labour exporting country in the Asian region and is an active participant in the global circulation of labour. Millions of its “internationally shared human resources” are scattered in more than 130 countries around the globe.  

The Interagency Committee on Tourism and Overseas Employment Statistics estimates that today, there are more than 7.3 million Filipinos working temporarily or living permanently abroad (Table 1). Every day, an average of 2,748 Filipinos are deployed overseas. (The Philippine Star, April 21, 2002). 

It is significant to note, however, that a very large number (1.84 million) are irregular migrants. Some of these are likely to be tourists who have overstayed their visas and worked illegally while a large number consist of Filipinos who have worked and/or settled in the neighboring island of Sabah, Malaysia. 

 The overseas Filipino workers constitute about 2.5 percent of the labour force (Table 2). From 1994 to 2001, more Filipinos have actually found jobs overseas compared to those that were added to the number of employed persons in the local market every year (Table 2). In 1999 and 2000, more than 800,000 workers were deployed abroad while local employment shrank. On the assumption that these workers would not be able to create their own employment had they not worked abroad, the unemployment rate would have worsened and would have remained in double digit figures over the years. 

It has been argued that international migration has entailed only a little economic cost to the Philippine economy because it occurred during periods of high unemployment (Tan, 2001). Permanent migration to North America (particularly the USA and Canada) and Oceania (particularly Australia) has been restricted to about 50,000 and hardly makes a dent in the labour market. Although permanent migrants bring with them their human capital, they also send back remittances in cash and in kind and free the economy from the future burden of their social security and their children’s educational and social costs. On the other hand, labour migration has generally in skills that have an elastic supply and where the training/educational market was flexible enough to provide the skills that were admitted in large numbers abroad.

Throughout its long history, various patterns and trends have emerged that have shaped he Philippine international migration experience. Over the years, the following patterns have been observed:

1. The volume of Filipinos leaving the country to work temporarily overseas over the years has decidedly been overwhelming in comparison to the volume of people leaving the country to reside permanently abroad (Table 3); 

2. The predominance of the Middle East as a work destination in the seventies and early eighties gave way to the emergence of Asia, particularly its newly industrializing economies as increasingly important alternative destinations for Filipino labour in the mid-eighties and nineties (Table 3); and

3. A male-dominated labour migration stream in the seventies gave way to an increasing feminization of these streams in the mid-eighties and the nineties (Table 4); and 

4. The preponderance  of production, transport, construction, and related workers in the skill composition of the labour migration stream in the seventies and mid-eighties has shifted to an ever increasing proportion of service workers, particularly domestic helpers in the mid-eighties and nineties (Table 5).

Throughout all these, the remittances of overseas Filipino workers continue to be of ever-increasing importance to the Philippine economy. Because of the important role that they play in propping up the economy through the money that they send to their families back home, the millions of migrant Filipino workers abroad have been dubbed and recognized as the “modern-day heroes.” 

Impact of Remittances 


The impact of remittances can be assessed on two levels. At the macro-level, the contribution of remittances to the Philippine economy can be determined while at the more micro-level, its effect on the migrant worker, family and the community can be analyzed.

Impact on the Philippine Economy

The significant contribution to the Philippine economy of remittances has been widely documented (Lamberte and Llanto, 1996; Rodriguez and Horton; 1996 Alburo, 1995, 1993;  Go, 1994; Abella 1993; Vasquez, 1992; Tan and Canlas, 1987). However, the exact amount of remittances that flows into the country from the overseas Filipino workers cannot be determined with certainty and is subject to a wide range of estimates. This problem is due to the fact that the formal banking system is able to capture only a fraction of the total amount sent to the country. The rest of the remittances finds its way into the informal system consisting of couriers, friends and relatives who hand-carry the money, payroll deductions, and the door-to-door remittance delivery. How much actually flows into the informal system cannot be determined with certainty.

Despite this limitation, the contribution of remittances to the foreign exchange earnings of the country has been considerable.  From 1990 to 2001 alone, the workers remitted a total of US$ 48.985 billion or an average of US$           4.082 billion every year through the formal banking system (Table 6). Of the total amount, the land-based workers contributed 88.3 percent. What is significant to note in the 10-year period between 1990-1999 is that these remittances contributed an average of 20.3 percent to the country’s export earnings and 5.2 percent of GNP (Table 7).

Interestingly, large differences can be noted when these remittances are disaggregated by 7 of the top ten remittance sending countries of destination (Table 8).  Particularly striking is the fact that Saudi Arabia, which accounts for the largest proportion of overseas Filipino workers, has contributed only an average of about 5.4 percent to the total amount of remittances. On the other hand, the United States, which accounts for less than 1 percent of Filipino migrant workers has contributed an average of 42.5 percent to the total amount of remittances sent to the Philippines. 

The per capita remittances also reveal very dramatic differences from the US$ 1.64 million per overseas Filipino worker in the United States in 1997 to US$34 per overseas Filipino worker from Saudi Arabia during the same year. 

The above differences point to the mixed nature of the migrant flows and consequently of the remittances. The overwhelming proportion of migrant Filipino workers in the world, particularly in Asia and the Middle East, are in low-skilled, low salary jobs. The men work mostly in the production, construction, transport, and related industries while a vast majority of the women are domestic helpers. In the United States, on the other hand, the Filipino migrant community is dominated by highly skilled blue collar workers and professionals. As a result, their capacities to earn, save and remit would vary.  

However, what further complicates the analysis of remittances is the assumption that they come from the migrants deployed in the country of destination. This is a wrong assumption because it ignores the existence of large stocks of migrants in the traditional countries of destinations of Filipinos. Although the current flow of migrants to the United States is miniscule in comparison to Saudi Arabia, the migrant stock in these countries reveal the opposite. (Refer to Table 1). Consequently, the remittance flows are generated by the entire stock of migrants, not just the additions to it which are captured by the time series data on deployed overseas Filipino workers. Moreover, the type of Filipino migrant (temporary worker versus permanent emigrant) and the length of stay abroad also influences the remittance flows.

Thus, the time series data in Tables 4 and 5 represent not only the regular remittances sent home to their families out of the migrant workers wages but also transfers out of accumulated savings by the workers or a “disguised form of return capital flight of money held abroad by Filipino residents” (Saith, 1996). 


Over the last 25 years, the foreign exchange remittances of overseas Filipinos have played a significant role in propping up the Philippine economy. In the light of the continued economic difficulties facing the country and the emigration pressures that still persist, the remittances from overseas Filipino workers will remain important.

Since its inception in 1974, the government has been explicit in its policy statements that international labour migration is only a temporary, stop-gap measure to bolster the country’s flagging economy. It “does not promote overseas employment as a means to sustain economic growth and economic development” (Section 2c, Republic Act 8042). 

However, in its policy framework contained in new The Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan (2001-2004) released under the Arroyo administration in November 2001, government now explicitly recognizes overseas employment as a “legitimate option for the country’s work force. As such, government shall fully respect labor mobility, including the preference for overseas employment.”  

While government provides for the protection and welfare needs of those who choose to work abroad as well as their eventual reintegration upon return, government will now actively explore and develop “better employment opportunities and modes of engagement in overseas labor markets … consistent with regional and international commitments and agreements.”  Thus, from managing the flow, government now seeks to actively promote international labor migration as a growth strategy, especially of the higher skilled, knowledge-based workers. 

In a cabinet meeting on September 11, 2001, the Secretary of Labour and Employment reported to President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo that there are bright prospects for overseas employment with the increasing demand for information technology (IT) and health care professionals.  For instance, the United States, Canada, Australia, Germany, Italy, Saudi Arabia, and Singapore are attracting professionals in the IT sector. Japan is also trying to attract nurses of Filipino-Japanese ancestry to undergo intensive professional and language training. Austria, the United Kingdom, Ireland, the Netherlands, Canada and Germany are also increasingly hiring Filipino nurses. Moreover, the Philippines continues to be the major supplier of seafarers in the world.

Four major employment-promoting strategies for both the local and overseas market will be vigorously pursued between 2001 and 2004: employment generation, employment preservation, employment enhancement, and employment facilitation. 

To generate overseas employment, it will secure and enhance the country’s competitive edge in software development and e-services by “seizing … overseas market opportunities in developing strategic partnerships for major ICT development initiatives.”

To preserve overseas employment, it will continue forging multilateral and bilateral labor agreements and arrangements. 

The government has been drafting proposed labor and maritime agreements with various countries in the Asia-Pacific, the Middle East, Europe where most Filipino workers are found. However, progress in this area has been slow because of the reluctance of the host countries to enter into such an agreement. 

As of August 2000, bilateral labour agreements have been signed between the Philippines and seven (7) countries in the Middle East and the Asia-Pacific:

1. Middle East: Kuwait (1997), Qatar (1981, 1997), Jordan (1981, 1997), Iran (1982), and Libya (1979); 

2. Asia-Pacific: Commonwealth of Northern Marianas Islands (1994) and Papua New Guinea (1979)

Bilateral maritime or shipping agreements have also been signed with four (4) countries in Europe and Africa:

1. Europe: Netherlands (2000), Norway (1999), Cyprus (1984)

2. Africa: Liberia (1985)

On the other hand memoranda of understanding on manpower, economic, commercial, trade, and technical cooperation as well as joint commissions and special hiring have been signed with 10 countries in the Americas, the Middle East and the Asia Pacific:

1. Americas: United States of America (1968)

2. Middle East: Bahrain (1997), Israel (1997), Kuwait (1997), Oman (1997), and Saudi Arabia (1994)

3. Asia-Pacific: Brunei (1999), Taiwan (1999), Malaysia (1993), Federated States of Micronesia (1989)

Other memoranda of understanding with countries in the Asia-Pacific, the Middle East and Europe have also been proposed and are undergoing negotiations.

To enhance employment so that workers will be able to compete in the global economy, access to education and training programs in priority areas such as the overseas labor market will be improved to ensure the continuous availability of human resources. It will be complemented with welfare programs and mechanisms to protect the rights of overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) “to fair and equitable recruitment and employment practices” under a deregulated condition.

Employment facilitation will also be adopted as a strategy to improve access to employment opportunities and alternatives both locally and overseas; to provide a level playing field for contractual negotiations; and to provide accurate and up-to-date labor market information to improve matching of jobs to workers.

This shift in policy, however, will require:

a. the strengthening of the overseas employment industry and its accompanying structures in order to better protect the rights and welfare of workers; 

b. the reorientation of the educational system and other training institutions to meet the domestic and global demand for professionals and highly skilled workers, especially knowledge-based workers; and 

c. a more aggressive marketing of the Filipino as a globally competitive worker and the Philippines as a rich human resource center.

To align the existing law with this new development thrust, Senate Bill Number 417 has been submitted in Congress to amend R.A. 8042 or the Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of 1995. The proposed change in the Declaration of Policies (Section 2c) reads as follows:

The state shall promote full employment for its citizens. In the pursuit of this policy, the State shall continuously create local employment opportunities and promote the equitable distribution of wealth and benefits of development. Consistent with the national development objectives, the State shall manage overseas employment program with utmost regard to the welfare of Filipino migrant workers.

What is significant in this proposed change is the removal of the clause, “… the State does not promote overseas employment as a means to sustain economic growth and achieve national development.”  Although careful in its wording to put emphasis on the promotion of full employment and the creation of local employment opportunities, the proposed change is telling in its omission.

Impact on the Migrant Worker, the Family and the Community


The economic benefits that accrue to the migrant worker and his/her family is the single most tangible, positive effect of international labour migration. The effects are visible in the assets accumulated, the small businesses acquired, and the social status achieved.


For the migrant worker, the economic returns to labour migration is vary across skills and country destinations because foreign wages and placement costs also vary accordingly (Tan, 2001). On the whole, wages increase with skill level, with professionals receiving higher wages than domestic helpers;  however, wages vary significantly within each skill category according to country of destination (Tan, 2001).  For instance, domestic helpers in Europe receive higher wages than those in the Middle East while Hong Kong pays higher than Singapore and Malaysia (Table 9). Computer programmers are paid five times more in the United States than in Saudi Arabia while accountants in Singapore are paid three times more than those in American Samoa (Table 9). A 1988 survey by the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration also revealed that domestic helpers who earned the lowest wages also paid the highest placement fees. 

The economic gains are also influenced by duration of overseas employment. The longer the duration, the larger the total monetary benefits (Table 10).

Over the years, a significant proportion of Filipino families have relied on foreign remittances (“income from abroad”) as a main source of income (Table 11) In 1997, the Family Income and Expenditures Survey revealed that 6.2 percent of Filipino families derived their main source of income from remittances. This translates to a total of 881,263 families who receive income from overseas.

However, a closer analysis of existing data from Family Income and Expenditures Surveys (FIES) conducted by the Philippine National Statistics Office reveal striking differentials in who benefits from international labour migration. The following patterns have emerged:

1. A larger proportion of urban families in contrast to the rural families  rely on remittances as a main source of income (Table 11). 

2. A larger proportion of families from the richer regions of country compared to the poorer regions have reported “income from abroad” as a major source of income (Table 12). These include the National Capital Region or Metro Manila, the Ilocos and Central Luzon; and 

3. Families from the higher income groups received larger proportions of income from abroad than the lower income groups (Table 13).

What these data reveal is that as far as the direct effect of international migration is concerned, the richer regions and classes have benefited disproportionately from the economic gains, not the poorer segment of Philippine society.

Economic Interdependence And Labour Migration

As greater economic interdependence is fostered among countries in the Asian region through trade and investment, a transnational space is created for the circulation not only of goods and capital, but of labour as well (Abella, 1993). 


The migration of Filipinos and other foreign workers into the more developed countries in the Asian region and the world is a phenomenon that serves the economic ends of both the labour-sending and the labour-receiving countries.  For the Philippines, it is one way of addressing the unemployment and underemployment problems of the country as well as its foreign exchange needs.  For the labour receiving countries in the region, it is vital for their continued economic growth and development.  For countries like Taiwan and Korea, foreign labour is necessary to bolster their declining small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) while for countries like Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan, foreign workers are in demand in service occupations such as entertainers and domestic helpers.

As international labour migration continues due to wage disparities in the region and as transnational linkages grow through more trade and investments, bilateral relations among Asian nations are going to be increasingly affected. 

Since labour migration is a buyer’s market and therefore demand driven, labour-importing countries set the migration streams in motion by authorizing the legal entry of foreign workers (as in the case of Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong) or by tolerating the entry of illegal workers (as in the case of Japan and Korea) (Miller and Martin, 1996). Naturally, the labour-importing countries determine which type of workers and how many will be allowed in and what rights workers are entitled to. However, whether or not the state in labour-exporting countries like the Philippines intervenes, massive outmigration would still occur if there are strong emigration pressures in the country of origin and  a concomitant demand for the labour in the country of destination. 

Making the Filipino Worker Globally Competitive

In an increasingly integrated and global economy, increasing the skills and capabilities of the Filipino labour force and making them internationally competitive is crucial to economic success. With globalization and increasing trade liberalization, the demand for a more skill-intensive and technology-literate workforce to produce high quality goods competitive in the global market will become increasingly greater for more developed economies with a scarcity of labour. The Philippines must be able to seize the opportunity so that Filipino professionals and higher skilled workers can participate more actively in the global market.

Consequently, there is a need for the Philippines to improve its human capital foundations in the technical arena.  This means upgrading the quality of its technical education, raising the quantity and quality of its science and technology practitioners, and strengthening the on-the-job training of its workers (Intal, 1997). 

In a  recent study, Cororaton (2001) concluded that the absence of competent research and development manpower in the country places the Philippines in an extremely disadvantaged position in catching up with the world’s cutting edge technology producers. Thus, he advocates for an urgent reform in the science and technology education system so that the country can sustain a long-term growth. 

Similarly, Tullao’s study (2000) came to the conclusion that the existing educational institutions in the Philippines will not be adequate to improve the chances of the country to benefit optimally from trade liberalization unless substantial institutional innovation is undertaken.

In view of the above, it will require more than just policy articulation and four short years to equip the Philippines so that its manpower pool can be truly globally competitive. Effecting a change in the composition of its labour migration outflows to consist mostly of professionals and highly skilled workers will take years. 

In the meantime, government must go full steam ahead in its efforts at strengthening the economy so that emigration pressures are eased and migration will truly be a choice rather than a necessity. By doing so, the economic gains that accrue from international migration can be more equitably shared by a much larger number of Filipinos who choose to avail of the economic opportunities provided by the international labour market. 
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	Table 1

	Stock Estimates of Overseas Filipino Workers: December 2000

	Preliminary

	 
	
	
	
	 

	 
	Permanent
	Temporary
	Irregular
	Total

	 
	
	
	
	 

	World Total
	2,551,549
	2,944,670
	1,840,448
	7,336,667

	     Landbased
	2,551,549
	2,746,346
	1,840,448
	7,138,343

	     Seabased
	
	198,324
	
	198,324

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Africa
	269
	27,135
	9,718
	37,122

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Asia
	64,214
	912,293
	734,347
	1,710,854

	     Hong Kong
	404
	156,927
	500
	157,831

	     Japan
	59,626
	99,038
	16,369
	175,033

	     Korea
	1,448
	9,744
	15,273
	26,465

	     Malaysia
	309
	75,638
	509,564
	585,511

	     Singapore
	152
	49,573
	65,000
	114,725

	     Taiwan
	1,853
	172,135
	4,300
	178,288

	     Others
	422
	349,238
	123,341
	473,001

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Middle East
	999
	1,020,589
	108,062
	1,129,650

	     Bahrain
	61
	21,467
	4,000
	25,528

	     Israel
	41
	2,046
	20,711
	22,798

	     Kuwait
	90
	49,369
	15,000
	64,459

	     Saudi Arabia
	234
	600,367
	25,700
	626,301

	     United Arab Emirates
	352
	55,098
	20,000
	75,450

	     Others
	
	
	
	 

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Europe
	147,408
	489,985
	207,995
	845,388

	     Germany
	32,497
	751
	5,000
	38,248

	     Greece
	84
	30,672
	37,527
	68,283

	     Italy
	1,608
	122,540
	62,531
	186,679

	     Spain
	33,979
	39,558
	4,000
	77,537

	     United Kingdom
	45,713
	6,556
	2,500
	54,769

	     Others
	33,527
	289,908
	96,437
	419,872

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Americas
	2,120,708
	250,865
	764,200
	3,135,773

	     Canada
	277,744
	7,947
	5,200
	290,891

	     United States
	1,804,288
	59,642
	278,000
	2,141,930

	     Others
	38,676
	183,276
	481,000
	702,952

	 
	
	
	
	0

	Oceania
	217,951
	38,559
	16,126
	272,636

	    Australia
	202,110
	286
	2,000
	204,396

	    New Zealand
	15,761
	132
	100
	15,993

	    Others
	80
	38,141
	14,026
	52,247

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Source: Interagency Committee on Tourism and Overseas Employment Statistics 

	            (CFO, DFA, PECs, POEA, OWWA); (http://www.poea.gov.ph/Stats/)   


	Table 6

	Outflows of Overseas Filipino Workers and Inflows of Remittances

	1975-2001

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	 
	Deployed OFWs
	Remittances (US$ '000)
	Remittance/OFW (US$)

	YEAR
	Land
	Sea
	Total
	Land
	Sea
	Total
	Land
	Sea
	Total

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	1975
	12,501
	23,534
	36,035
	71.1
	31.9
	103.0
	5,687.5
	1,355.5
	2,858.3

	1976
	19,221
	28,614
	47,835
	67.0
	44.0
	111.0
	3,485.8
	1,537.7
	2,320.5

	1977
	36,676
	33,699
	70,375
	153.6
	59.4
	213.0
	4,188.0
	1,762.7
	3,026.6

	1978
	50,981
	37,260
	88,241
	208.8
	208.8
	417.6
	4,095.6
	5,603.9
	4,732.5

	1979
	92,519
	44,818
	137,337
	264.6
	100.2
	364.8
	2,860.0
	2,235.7
	2,656.2

	1980
	157,394
	57,196
	214,590
	299.7
	121.6
	421.3
	1,904.1
	2,126.0
	1,963.3

	1981
	210,996
	55,247
	266,243
	283.7
	162.2
	445.9
	1,344.6
	2,935.9
	1,674.8

	1982
	250,115
	64,169
	314,284
	642.3
	168.1
	810.5
	2,568.2
	2,620.3
	2,578.8

	1983
	380,263
	53,944
	434,207
	660.1
	284.4
	944.5
	1,735.9
	5,271.6
	2,175.1

	1984
	300,378
	50,604
	350,982
	472.6
	186.3
	658.9
	1,573.3
	3,681.7
	1,877.3

	1985
	320,494
	52,290
	372,784
	597.9
	89.3
	687.2
	1,865.5
	1,708.0
	1,843.4

	1986
	323,517
	54,697
	378,214
	571.7
	108.7
	680.4
	1,767.2
	1,987.5
	1,799.1

	1987
	382,229
	67,042
	449,271
	671.4
	120.5
	791.9
	1,756.6
	1,797.1
	1,762.7

	1988
	385,117
	85,913
	471,030
	683.3
	173.5
	856.8
	1,774.3
	2,019.5
	1,819.0

	1989
	355,346
	103,280
	458,626
	755.2
	217.8
	973.0
	2,125.2
	2,109.1
	2,121.6

	1990
	334,883
	111,212
	446,095
	893.4
	287.7
	1,181.1
	2,667.8
	2,586.7
	2,647.6

	1991
	489,260
	125,759
	615,019
	1,252.0
	375.2
	1,627.3
	2,559.1
	2,983.7
	2,645.9

	1992
	549,655
	136,806
	686,461
	1,757.4
	445.0
	2,202.4
	3,197.2
	3,252.9
	3,208.3

	1993
	550,872
	145,758
	696,630
	1,840.3
	389.3
	2,229.6
	3,340.7
	2,670.8
	3,200.5

	1994
	565,226
	154,376
	719,602
	2,560.9
	379.3
	2,940.3
	4,530.8
	2,457.3
	4,086.0

	1995
	488,173
	165,401
	653,574
	4,667.0
	210.5
	4,877.5
	9,560.1
	1,272.7
	7,462.8

	1996
	484,653
	175,469
	660,122
	4,055.2
	251.2
	4,306.5
	8,367.3
	1,431.8
	6,523.8

	1997
	559,227
	188,469
	747,696
	5,484.2
	257.6
	5,741.8
	9,806.8
	1,366.9
	7,679.4

	1998
	638,343
	193,300
	831,643
	7,093.4
	274.5
	7,368.0
	11,112.3
	1,420.3
	8,859.6

	1999
	640,331
	196,689
	837,020
	5,948.3
	846.2
	6,794.6
	9,289.5
	4,302.3
	8,117.5

	2000
	643,304
	198,324
	841,628
	5,123.8
	926.7
	6,050.5
	7,964.8
	4,672.5
	7,189.0

	2001
	661,639
	204,951
	866,590
	5,141.5
	1,093.3
	6,234.9
	7,770.9
	5,334.5
	7,194.7

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	1975-2001
	9,883,313
	2,808,821
	12,692,134
	52,221
	7,813
	60,034
	
	
	 

	Median
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2860.0
	2126.0
	2647.6

	Mean
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	4756.0
	2900.2
	4161.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	
	
	

	Sources: Philippine Overseas Employment Administration
	
	 
	
	

	               Central Bank of the Philippines
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