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ABOUT MIDEQ

The Migration for Development & Equality Hub (MIDEQ) unpacks the complex and multi-
dimensional relationships between migration and inequality in the context of the Global
South. MIDEQ aims to transform understandings by decentring the production of knowledge
about migration and its consequences away from the Global North towards those countries
where most migration takes place.

Drawing on the experience and expertise of partners across 12 countries, MIDEQ builds
an evidence-based understanding of the relationships between migration, inequality and
development. MIDEQ’s ultimate aim is to translate this knowledge into concrete policies and
practices which improve the lives of migrants, their families and the communities in which
they live.

There are 6 corridors in the MIDEQ Hub: Haiti-Brazil; Ghana-China; Ethiopia-South Africa;
Jordan-Egypt; Burkina Faso-Cote d’lvoire; and Nepal-Malaysia

The Nepal-Malaysia Corridor is helmed by Dr Anita Ghimire, Nepal Institute for Social &
Environmental Research (NISER) and Associate Professor Yeoh Seng-Guan, School of Arts

and Social Sciences, Monash University Malaysia.

To learn more, visit: mideg.org
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the contribution of Nepali migrant workers in Malaysia has been significant.
Nepal receives almost a third of its Gross Domestic Product from remittances. In 2018, Nepali
migrant workers sent home USD$8.1 billion, making it the 19th biggest beneficiary of funds
sent by migrants around the world, according to a report released by the World Bank.

For Nepali workers, Malaysia has been the top destination for labour migration since 2008
when the government started keeping records of labour migrants. In 2019, Nepali mission in
Malaysia reported around 500,000 Nepalis living in Malaysia. A total of 4.23 percent labour
permits were issued in 2018/19 for Nepali migrants who sought to work in Malaysia (IOM,
2019).

Malaysia continues to rely heavily on foreign migrant labour. About 14 percent of its
workforce is populated by workers of various nationalities, amounting to approximately
1.5 million workers (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). Many Nepalis are employed
in manufacturing, services, agriculture and plantation, as well as construction (Immigration
Department Malaysia, 2020).

Like so many other foreign migrant workers in Malaysia, numerous Nepali migrants have to
cope with harsh working conditions, exploitation and human rights abuses on a daily basis
as they endeavour to provide for their families back home. Their particular narratives and
experiences as human beings and as important contributors to the Malaysian and Nepal
economies are not well documented nor appreciated.

The Nepal-Malaysia Corridor focuses on three major research themes
(“Work Packages”):

1. Work Package One (Gender Inequalities) examines the gendered nature of
migration and mobility.

2. Work Package Four (Migrant perceptions, knowledge and decision-making)
examines how these elements shape migrant subjectivities and how they evolve
over time in the migration experience.

3. Work Package Five (Intermediaries) examines the facilitation of migrant
recruitment and mobility along the Nepal-Malaysia corridor.

This booklet provides preliminary findings primarily from the Malaysian end of the Nepal-
Malaysia corridor.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The findings presented here are from data collected between 2020 and 2021.

A total of 98 Nepali migrant workers (64 men and 34 women) were interviewed. All
interviewees were between 21 and 50 years of age. A majority of the interviewees were
employed within the Klang Valley. Sixty three individuals were located in the Central West
of Peninsular Malaysia, in urban centres like the Klang Valley and other parts of Selangor.
Twelve interviewees were located in Penang state and 20 in Johor state. There were also 3
interviewees based in Pahang state.

As there were government travel restrictions due to Covid-19, almost all the interviews were
conducted through WhatsApp, Zoom and telephone calls. The interviewees were sourced
through the assistance of Nepali social mobilizers who also doubled up as translators.

A majority of the interviewees were sourced from Selangor to reflect the reported 60 percent
of Nepali migrant workers found in this state (Immigration Department of Malaysia 2020).
However, in the case of female Nepali migrant workers, the research team decided to sample
more than the official three percent in order to find out more about their experiences in
keeping with the aim of the Work Package (2020 Nepal Labour Migration Report).

Scan QR Code for more info:




POPULATION & ORIGINS OF NEPALI MIGRANT WORKERS*
lllustrative Map of Nepal

Total population of Nepali Migrant workers in Malaysia (2020): 241,106
Total Male Nepali Workers in Malaysia (2020): 234,252

Total Female Nepali Workers in Malaysia (2020): 6,854

Percentage of GDP for Nepal remittance receivers in 2017: 29%

Province 7

(Sudurpashchim) == ‘ Province 6

(Karnali)

Province 5
(Lumbini)

Percentage of Nepali Migrant Workers
in Malaysia from this region

23.3%
||
WEST CENT
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Percentage of Nepali Migrant Workers
in Malaysia from this region

34.9%

Percentage of Nepali Migrant Workers
in Malaysia from this region

41.9%

RAL EAST

*“Data is based on fieldwork conducted in 2020-2021”



LOCATION OF EMPLOYMENT FOR NEPALI MIGRANT WORKER*
lllustrative Map of Peninsular Malaysia

North

East Central (Pahang)

West Central (Selangor)
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SECTORS BASED ON GENDER
Percentage of Migrant Workers working in different sectors

Services

l

Agriculture, Construction,
Plantation, Domestic Work

95% of the Nepali female workers work
in the manufacturing sector in Malaysia
(2018)

(Source: Ministry of Human Resources, Malaysia)

“It should be noted that even though
almost all female respondents are hired

in conventionally understood ‘low’ or
‘semi-skilled’ sectors, from interviews it

is revealed that the classification may
misrepresent the level of aptitude and skill
that is practically required to fulfil certain
work requirements. For instance, a female
respondent working in a large Japanese
electronics manufacturing factory, her work
predominantly involves operating heavy
machinery that produces parts for batteries.
Another female respondent is employed as
a supervisor at an optical lens factory and
is required to manage an assembly line of
workers of various ethnicities.”
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*“Data is based on fieldwork conducted in 2020-2021”



MALAYSIA GNI PER CAPITA*
Financial costs as a Nepali Migrant Worker

RECRUITMENT DEBT REPAYMENT
2-6 months 6 months - 5 years

/

Malaysia

| Debt Collected

Median Debt: RM3,500
Interest rate: 14-18%
Source of debt: Small banks, local creditors, friends and families

Costs include

Passport Work Visa Flight Ticket Medical Exam
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« Nepal Gross National Income (GNI) per capita: USD 1,120 (2020)
(Source: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD?locations=NP)

- Malaysia GNI: USD 10,570 (2020)
(https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD?locations=MY)

EMPLOYMENT
5-10 years

Earnings & Costs

Average wage: RM1,229.95
Debt Repayment: RM200-RM600 per month

Additional bills include

00

.|

Housing Water Electricity Levies Visa Renewal
RM50-RM100 Varies Varies Varies Varies
per month

*“Data is based on fieldwork conducted in 2020-2021”



MOTIVATIONS*
Reasons why Nepali Migrant Workers choose to work in Malaysia

Common Motivations
for Male Nepali
Migrant Workers

SET UP A SMALL
GROCERY STORE/
RESTAURANT PURCHASE
LAND

PROVIDE BETTER
QUALITY OF LIFE FOR
CHILDREN & WIVES

BUILD A HOUSE

ACCUMULATE
ESCAPE
SAVINGS ' DOMESTIC

VIOLENCE

PROVIDETTHEIR
CHILDREN WITH A
BETTER QUALITY
OF LIFE WITH THE
HOPES THAT THEY
WILL BECOME
PROFESSIONALS

Common Motivations
for Female Nepali
Migrant Workers

MONASH
‘@9’ University blM'DEQ



PERCEPTION vs REALITY*

Comparison of what is perceived compared to reality

Land of Employment
Opportunities

Favourable
Climate

Affordable
recruitment fees

& Social Freedom

Safe Working Environment
especially for Women

[ Social Networks

Regrets

High expections from employers

Dangerous work

Long hours

No days off

Homesickness

Missing family milestones

Low wages

Personal sacrifices

Loneliness

Treated like animals

Discrimination

Crowded dorms

*“Data is based on fieldwork conducted in 2020-2021”



BENEFITS OF MIGRATION*
The benefits obtained by Nepali Migrant Workers while working in Mala

( Breadwinner role |~~ Fulfilling

“As long as | am able to provide food, N gendered
laptop, phones, whatever, | will try my obligations
best to give them...”

- (Male interviewee, 2021)

Reducing
reliance on
( . ) migration for
Investments in assets other family
for business ventures b
L ) members
4 )
. - i 1
Savings —————
- J [ Education ]
e A
Increased capabilities [~~~ ~
4 y,
“I'm earning for my family and | Vs A\ Sense of self
have built a house for myself and my Surviva bi|ity away
family members... so | believe that from home ,' I
is something to be a bit happy and . Ao 1
relieved about.” 1
- (Female interviewee, 2020). “
)
Children - T~
4 y Successfully g
. . caring for
Parents S family
\_ J

BPY  Subverting

Lack of education R inadequacies
and skill ~.
\
1
Socio-cultural and Lack of social
political restrictions networks

on mobility
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ysia

( Accumulated
) ) savings
...I do not wish to send my other
family members abroad. | will
make sure that situation doesn’t 1
arise as long as | am there.”
(Male interviewee, 2021)

emm - Access to
hnol
MATERIAL technology
GAINS
S Investment in

productive assets

“[ suffer a lot... did lots of things so my
kids do not have to become migrants
and suffer as well. | have to keep finding
work to give them education so they can

change their lives.”
(Male interviewee, 2021)

BENEFITS OF
MIGRATION

“I decided to look for a job abroad
because ... | did not have proper ed-
ucation or any sorts that would give
me a job back home...”

(Female interviewee, 2020).

*“Data is based on fieldwork conducted in 2020-2021”



FULL MIGRATION PROCESS MAP
The Journey of a Nepali Migrant Worker

Malaysian Government Pre-approval Financial cost of Migration to Malaysia
approves employer is provided by
application for foreign Department of Foreign

« Commonly, Nepali workers will apply for

workers Employment loans to afford migration costs
« Median Debt: RM3,500 (NRP100,000)
Vacancy « Sources for loans can vary: small banks,

Diplomatic Mission of

Nepal verifies demand announcemeqts are local creditors, friend.s and families (all
letter and documents made by rec.rmtment lenders WILL charge interests)
from employer agencies
including legal and
financial status, ..9'
employment records, Worker’s recruitment
terms and conditions process commences to
obtain:
- Visa
« Passport
« Medical Examination Visa is approved and
« Air Ticket received

e, e,—,—— e —_—,

Start of recruitment process Arrive in Malaysia

Total population of Nepali

Motivations for working in Malaysia Perception of Malaysia Workers in Malaysia
(2020): 241,106
Purchase Land
Bu”d, el . . « Land of Employment ] ]
e « Provide better quality of life for 0 wuniti Total Male Nepali Workers in
’l\ their children and wives pRortunt |es‘ Malaysia (2020):
Set up a small grocery store/ + Favourable Climate 234,252
restaurant - Affordable
recruitment fees
- Take on the breadwinning role as ) Soc!al Networks Total Female Nepali Workers
husbands are unable to provide for » Social Freedom . . P .
R the families - Safe Working 'g 8l\glay5|a (2020):
ﬂ\ Escape domestic violence Environment for J
Provide their children with a better Women
quality of life with the hopes that they
will become professionals
¥4 MONASH
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Realities of working in Malaysia

«+ Personal Sacrifices

» High Expectations of Employers
«+ Missing family milestones

» Long Hours

- Dangerous working conditions

Manufacturing

- Lenses/optical glass
« Garment

- Raw materials

(rubber, paper) - Low Wage
ni + Loneliness/ Homesickness
 Electronics
» Regrets

» Food processing « Treated like animals

Service

+ Retail « Personal Sacrifices

«  Security Guarding « Crowded dorms

« Food & « Long Hours
Beverages « No Days Off

+ Missing family milestones
« Treated like animals

« Loneliness/ Homesickness
» Regrets

Assignment of sector

. e ———

Employment

|-e, Financial cost of Migration Average monthly earnings & expense

« Loanrepayment 6 months to 5 years (depending
on the existing debt on top of migration loan) - local
creditors will charge 14-18% (2020) interest rates on
the migration loans

+ Average Earnings: RM1,229.95

+ Migration cost: Average of RM200-

The use of land, house, livestock as RM300 is deducted a month from their
“collateral”/”pawn” with their creditor for money salaries
borrowed « Housing: Average RM50 - RM100

»  Water and electricity: Varies in amount
« Levies for employment: Varies in amount
+ Visa renewal: Varies in amount

Loan repayment 6 months to 5 years (depending on
the existing debt on top of migration loan) - most
loans are borrowed by their husbands
Family/husbands need to use their land, house,
livestock as “collateral”/”pawn” with their creditor
for money borrowed

[ ] [ ]
LEGEND: Loan ’l\ Male Nepali Migrant Worker m\ Female Nepali Migrant Worker



CONCLUSION

This brief preliminary report has shown the key characteristics and realities of
work migration along the Nepal-Malaysia Corridor.

While migration motivations and expectations may be generally similar
between Nepali men and women, there are nevertheless some differences
between them as to why they chose to leave their countries for work and
what they hope to achieve while they are away from their families. These
differences are influenced by knowledge and perceptions gained from social
networks of other aspiring and returnee migrants, village intermediaries and
state representatives. However, the reality of everyday experiences once they
reach Malaysia can contradict the information, expectations, gains and costs
for migrant workers.

Our findings have uncovered various issues that require more in-depth study.
Firstly, certain forms of exploitation can occur based on sectors of employment
and their gender composition. Interviews reveal that the most apparent and
debilitating forms of exploitation for female Nepali migrants occur for those
who are usually employed by human resource outsourcing companies and
placed in factories. This historically feminised sector continues to mistreat
foreign female workers through unlawful practices such as overcharging for
recruitment, extra deductions in salaries and spreading misinformation about
labour rights. As such, more research is needed to empower women along
the corridor so they are continuously aware of their rights as contributors to
the Malaysian and Nepali economies.

A related area that requires more research is the issue of knowledge
dissemination amongst aspiring migrant workers. Interviews with Nepali
migrant workers reveal that unlike high-waged migrants, labour migrants
in Malaysia are not highly educated. Subsequently, there are gaps in their
knowledge and understanding of information provided by their social networks
and the recruitment agencies. These gaps translate to harsh realities in worker
mistreatment and in some instances, blatant exploitation.
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shaped by the lack of formal and consistent access workers have to channels or
avenues to learn about their rights and to seek recourse. This access also varies
when factors like geographical origins, access to social networks and gender are
considered.

Another major issue that has come up is the cost of migration. Like other foreign
migrant workers coming to Malaysia, Nepali migrant workers are initially employed
through the usual formal channels. However, interviews with Nepali migrant
workers have revealed that several intermediaries and informal actors are also
involved in the recruitment process before they reach out to legal intermediaries
such as manpower companies in Nepal and Malaysian employers. This has
repercussions on migration cost and their employment status. More research is
needed to uncover the complexities of this process.

Scan QR Code for more info:
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To learn more, visit: https://www.mideq.org/
or scan the QR Code below for more info:

Data visualisation created by Sarah Ahmad
FLOATINGDESIGNER.COM




