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THE GLOBAL NETWORK 

With the aim of achieving decent work for all, the Global Network works to empower women and 
men who are activists in NGOs, trade unions, associations of informal workers and grassroots 
movements to build capacity, exchange experiences and coordinate joint actions, at both 
regional and international level. 
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Executive Summary 

Path-breaking social security measures are needed to address the persistent poverty and 
vulnerabilities resulting from underdevelopment, and the new forms of poverty and new 
vulnerabilities created by neo-liberal economic development in Asian countries. Social security 
has become a question of survival in Asia, which is home to 71 percent of the world’s working 
poor. The crisis has led to a further reduction in the labour rights and bargaining power of 
workers in Asia. Those who have lost their jobs have been compelled increasingly to work as 
contract/casual/informal workers with little or no protection, leading to a sharp rise in the number 
of workers in vulnerable employment. 
 
In the developing countries of Asia there is no integrated system of universal social security. In 
many places, the right to work and the right to a pension are not guaranteed. Access to better 
social protection generally depends on a formally recognized employment relationship. 
However, in Asia the large majority of workers are self employed, and wages and salaried 
workers form only a minority of the workforce. Moreover, only a tiny minority of waged and 
salaried workers have a formally recognized employment relationship. In the developed 
countries nearly 85 percent of workers are employees, whereas the figure for South Asia is only 
about 20.8 percent, for Southeast Asia and the Pacific 38.8 percent and for East Asia only 42.6 
percent. Women and other socially excluded sections of society (such as tribal peoples, Dalits 
and other marginalized castes in India) form a significant majority of informal workers and 
therefore they face a double exclusion. In reality social security covers far less of the population 
than those legally eligible, and in many cases the benefits are so low that even if the broader 
population were effectively covered it would not assuage their vulnerability. In Asia and the 
Pacific total social security expenditure as a percentage of GDP (population weighted) is only 
5.3 percent, which is equal to that in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
Almost all countries in Asia have some social security provision for health protection, old age 
pensions and maternity benefits, but there are serious problems in terms of the coverage and 
quality of these. For example, the National Old Age Pension Scheme in India provides only 
about Rs 200-500 per month to poor elderly people, which is not even sufficient to purchase two 
meals for 7 to 15 days. This situation is clearly reflected in state expenditures on various social 
security programmes. Public social security expenditure on old age pensions as a percentage of 
GDP is only about 2.4 percent in China and 1.9 percent in India. Unemployment insurance and 
employment injury insurance are the most neglected areas in Asia, with negligible state 
expenditure.  
 
New social security systems that started emerging in Asian countries after the crisis of 1997 are 
restructuring social security in such a way that rather than extending the formal sector social 
security benefits to informal sector workers, they are downgrading the whole social security 
structure. In overall terms they are institutionalizing and entrenching the new international 
division of labour and the new labour relations regime based on creating and maintaining a 
huge reserve army of labour.  
 
The privatization of social security emerges as a general trend and state expenditure on social 
security remains minimal and highly inadequate to meet real needs.  States are increasingly 
moving towards opening the doors to private insurance companies to take over as social 
security fund managers, and allowing the investment of these funds in speculative activities like 
share markets. The restructuring of social security systems in most of the Asian countries 
seems aimed at increasing coverage on paper rather than actually providing significant social 
security benefits to all. The new model capitalizes social security and transfers the control of 
social security funds to the hands of global financial corporations to generate profits from 
workers’ money. 
 
To restructure the social security systems in Asia in a way that will genuinely benefit workers, 
an integrated universal social security system is needed, recognizing the right to work and right 
to a pension as a constitutional right of all citizens, which effectively means non-contributory 
unemployment insurance and a pension for all citizens. Thus, addressing the issues 
surrounding social security must take into account the situation of precarious employment in 
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Asia, since the number of workers in precarious employment far exceeds those with permanent 
employment. Using a workers’ based approach requires a strategy to make the precariousness 
of workers visible in order for them to demand their rights. The social security system should be 
founded on the goal of full employment. Governments should set a minimum wage to protect all 
working age persons, so that everyone has a job with which to earn her/his living, without 
depending on welfare.  
  
The social security provider must be a public body on which workers are fairly represented, in 
order to ensure workers have their say over social security funds. Non-contributory universal 
health insurance for all must be considered as an integral part of the Universal Social Security 
System. Employers must bear the cost of social security in the case of employment-related 
social security and the government should allocate a budget that is sufficient to meet the 
expenses of other social security programmes. The right to organize and collective bargaining is 
the only weapon workers have to press for the implementation of social security policies and 
must be considered as an unconditional right for all workers.  
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2. Introduction 

Social protection is a basic right of all individuals. The United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights recognize 
the right to social security for everyone. The International Labour Organization defines social 
security as the protection that is offered to national citizens to provide for income security and 
access to health-care and services.  
 
This paper will focus on trends in regional social protection with respect to social protection 
covering target groups in Asia. It addresses the challenges of social protection and good 
practices in some countries, as well as the different existing social protection models with 
emphasis on the mechanisms for the inclusion of women, workers in the informal economy and 
migrant workers. Specifically, this paper will present three cases from India, China and 
Indonesia to substantiate our regional analysis. In each of the country case studies, a review is 
presented of how civil society organizations organize or act to address the problems of existing 
or past social security systems and how they create opportunities for greater worker 
participation and the better protection of workers’ rights.  
 

3. Social Protection in Asia – Recent Trends 

A policy brief by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) says 

“The world economy is seriously out of kilter. Over the last 30 years finance-led globalization 

has distorted developments in the real economy, triggered a series of boom-bust cycles and 
fuelled the most regressive redistribution of income in the modern era”

 1
 The current phase of 

globalization is the most aggressive phase of capitalist expansion in terms of a drive to 
commoditize virtually everything from nature to emotions, privatize anything left in the public 
space, transfer the ownership and control of everything in corporate hands and abolish all 
hurdles of whatever nature that stand in the way of capital accumulation. It is very well reflected 
in the developments that have taken place in most Asian countries in the last three decades.  
 
Large scale land acquisition for urban/industrial development is leading to the mass destruction 
of traditional livelihoods and displacement of the population. Moreover, accumulation through 
dispossession now applies not only to land and resources, but also to the rights of the people, 
by way of cutting subsidies on public welfare (education, health, fuel-energy, transport, 
irrigation, subsidized inputs for agriculture and other traditional occupations, etc.) and extending 
huge subsidies and tax benefits to the corporate investors. All these factors are aggravating 
poverty and triggering large scale rural to urban migration.  
 
The migration (forced or voluntary) from rural to urban areas creates the need to have waged 
employment to meet the necessities of life and wages become an important factor as all 
aspects of life become commodified. However, employment is also adding to the existing 
vulnerabilities, as workers’ wages are often too low. Thus there is a need for 
comprehensive social security that can take care of these vulnerabilities and insecurities. 
 
At the same time, economic growth in many economies in Asia has been largely jobless growth. 
Moreover, in the new international division of labour, capital with unrestricted mobility is creating 
and exploiting a global reserve army of labour by throwing the workers of various nations in an 
intense and unending competition for jobs. Export-oriented development strategies are forcing 
the developing countries to compete with each other in such a way that it becomes a war 
against its own working class. It is resulting in the deregulation of labour and informalization of 
the workforce. The aggressive moves by most Asian states in amending their labour laws and 
establishing a pro-capital industrial relations regime can be understood in this context. Mass 
unemployment and intense competition for jobs is exerting a downward pressure on wages that 
is reflected in a drastic decline in the share of wages.  
 

                                                      
1
 UNCTAD Policy Briefs, No. 22, South-South Integration is Key to Rebalancing the Global Economy, 

22/02/11; ; http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/presspb20114_en.pdf 

http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/presspb20114_en.pdf
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It is very clear that traditional social security measures need to be reformed to address the 
emerging dimensions of poverty and new vulnerabilities created by a neoliberal development 
path.  Social security has become a question of survival for the people. The new development 
strategies are producing two faces of Asia - one face represents shining Asia and the other 
represents home to 71 percent of the world’s working poor.

2
 South Asia has more working poor 

(almost 78 percent of total workers) than Sub-Saharan Africa. In 2009 Asia accounted for about 
71 percent of global workers in the vulnerable sector. In South Asia, almost 78.5 percent of 
workers are in vulnerable employment. The percentage of workers in vulnerable employment in 
South East and East Asia stood at 62 and 51 percent respectively.

 3
  

 
The crisis has led to a further reduction in the labour rights and bargaining power of workers in 
Asia. The workers who have lost their jobs have been compelled increasingly to work as 
contract/casual/informal workers with little or no protection. The number of working poor and the 
number of workers in vulnerable employment is believed to have risen drastically in Asia as a 
result of the crisis.

4
 It is in this light that we can understand why every year about 1.1 million 

workers die in Asia due to work related causes.
5
 It is also worth mentioning here that in the new 

international division of labour, hazardous and highly labour intensive industries like electronics 
manufacturing, mining and asbestos are increasingly shifted to Asia. 
 
Social protection is an effective measure to reduce the poverty and other vulnerabilities of the 
workers and people at large. But in Asian countries there is no integrated system of universal 
social security.  Access to better social protection generally depends on a formally recognized 
employment relationship. Moreover, in many countries, important social security legislations 
only applies to factories with a certain minimum number of workers, and only to those workers 
earning wages below a certain limit. For example in India, the Employees Provident and 
Miscellaneous Provisions Act, Maternity Benefit Act and Payment of Gratuity Act apply to only 
those establishments with 10 or more workers, and the Employees State Insurance Act applies 
to only those establishments with 20 or more workers. The upper wage limit for the applicability 
of the Employees Provident and Miscellaneous provisions Act is Rs. 6500 per month and for the 
Employees State Insurance Act Rs.10000 per month.  
 
On the other hand, in Asia a large majority of workers are self employed and only a minority of 
them are wage and salary workers. As against developed countries where nearly 85 percent of 
all workers are employees, this figure for South Asia is only about 20.8 percent, for sub-
Saharan Africa 22.9 percent, for South-East Asia and the Pacific 38.8 percent and for East Asia 
only 42.6 percent.

6
 Moreover, a large majority of wage workers in Asia are informal workers-

casual, contractual or irregular workers, and therefore they are not covered by the better social 
security provisions that are applicable only to those with formal employment in the 
government/public sector or relatively larger units in private sector industries. It is also worth 
mentioning that the women and other socially excluded sections (like tribal, Dalits and other 
backward castes in India) form a significant majority of informal workers and therefore they face 
a double exclusion.  
 
Even when there are social security policies, only the workers organized in trade unions are 
able to claim these benefits and compel the governments and employers to effectively 

                                                      
2
 Global Employment Trends 2011: The challenge of a jobs recovery / International Labour Office. - 

Geneva: ILO, 2011; 
www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_150440.pd
f 
3
 Guide to the new Millennium Development Goals Employment Indicators: including the full set of Decent 

Work Indicators / International labour office. – Geneva: Ilo, 2009; 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_110511.pdf 
4
 Labour and social trends in ASEAN 2010 : sustaining recovery and development through decent work 

/ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific. - Bangkok: ILO, 2010; 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_127957.pdf 
5
 Asia Monitor Resource Center, Hong Kong, Three Year Plan 2011 

6
 World Social Security Report 2010/11: Providing coverage in times of crisis and beyond, International 

Labour Office – Geneva: ILO, 2010; 
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/secsoc/downloads/policy/wssr.pdf  

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_150440.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_150440.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_110511.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_127957.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/secsoc/downloads/policy/wssr.pdf


  
 

GLOBAL NETWORK  7 
 

implement these policies. And on the ground, only formal workers with comparatively better job 
security are able to exercise their rights to organize and collectively bargain.  Moreover, as we 
know, currently in almost all Asian countries trade union rights are under serious attack, and 
forming a trade union has become a difficult job.  
 
The cumulative effect of all these factors in Asian countries is the very low effective coverage of 
social security. It is also precisely because of all these factors that we get great discrepancies 
when we look at the data of the percentage of GDP spent on social protection, coverage of 
social protection and its impact on poverty.  For example, as we can see in table 1, the 
percentage of poor receiving any social protection is as high as 100 percent in India but its 
impact on poverty is far less than in China, where only 69 percent of the poor receive any kind 
of social protection. Likewise, Indonesia spends almost the same percentage of GDP on social 
protection but its impact on poverty is much higher than that of Pakistan. This discrepancy is 
much more visible in the case of Vietnam, which spends a slightly higher percentage of GDP 
than India, and the percentage of poor receiving any kind of social security is also 71 percent, 
but its impact on poverty is far less than in India. In overall terms, social security coverage in 
Asia is very low. According to ILO reports, only 20% of the global working population is covered 
by comprehensive social security and the figures for Asia are much lower. It is well established 
that effective coverage is far below the legal coverage in Asia. It is also interesting to note that 
none of the Asian countries, except Japan, has ratified ILO convention No. 102 on social 
security. 
 

Table 1. Social Protection Index in Asia
7
 

Country 

Social 
protection 

expenditure 
as percent 

of GDP 

Coverage 
of key 
target 

groups 

Percent 
of poor 

receiving 
any social 
protection 

Impact 
on 

poverty 
1
 

India 4.0 0.33 100 26 

Bangladesh 5.3 0.23 53 24 

Pakistan 1.6 0.07 8 3 

China 4.5 0.39 69 44 

Vietnam 4.1 0.40 71 17 

Indonesia 1.9 0.40 71 8 

Asia 5.3 0.35 56 23 
1
Value of social protection to poor people as percentage of poverty line. 

  
It is no exaggeration to say that the flawed social security systems in Asian countries are not the 
result of any flawed understanding by governments but are a conscious effort to hide their 
negative attitudes towards social security. Flawed social security systems provide them with an 
opportunity to actually very little (not allocating sufficient budgets) but appear to be doing much.  
It is worth mentioning here that in Asia and the Pacific, total social security expenditure as a 
percentage of GDP (population weighted) is only 5.3 percent, which is equal to that in Sub 
Saharan Africa. It is the lowest in all regions. For Western Europe, this figure is 25.1 percent,  
for Central and Eastern Europe 18.9 percent, for North America 16 percent, for North Africa 
13.6 percent, for CIS 13.5 percent, for Middle East 9.8 percent and for Latin America it is 10.2 
percent.

8
     

 
Now let us look at the coverage in various branches of social protection in Asia. 
 
 

                                                      
7
 Source: Social protection in Asia: research findings and policy lessons;  synthesis report 2010; 

http://www.socialprotectionasia.org/Conf-prgram-pdf/SPA_SynthReport_web.pdf 
8
 World social security report 2010 

 

http://www.socialprotectionasia.org/Conf-prgram-pdf/SPA_SynthReport_web.pdf
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Health care 
 
Almost all countries in Asia have some social security provision for health protection in the form 
of free or subsidized public health-care services or some form of health insurance. However, the 
problems are serious in terms of coverage and quality of these services, and by any measure, 
the effective coverage is minimal. Generally, a small section representing those formal sector 
workers with better job security receive better social health care benefits from their employer. 
The rest of the formal and informal sector workers in most Asian countries like Cambodia, India 
and Pakistan have to bear the burden of 80 percent of total health expenditure out of their 
pocket and only a small portion of the population is effectively covered by any form of social 
health protection in the form of tax-funded services or social, national or community based 
insurance. In India there is a wide network of primary health centers meant to provide 
free/subsidized health care, but they are in a state of paralysis owing to very low budgets. This 
is clearly reflected in public expenditure on health services. Globally the per capita public health 
expenditure in low-income countries is only USD 29, and in middle income countries it is USD 
162, as against USD 2,342 in high income countries. At the regional level, public health 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP in Asia and Pacific is only 1.68 percent, even less than 
Sub Saharan Africa (2.51 percent); as against 2.2 percent in Latin America, 3.59 percent in CIS 
and 7.1 percent in Western Europe, with a world average of 2.67 percent. Public health 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP in China is 1.59 percent, while in India and Indonesia it is 
only 0.59 and 0.52 percent respectively. It is interesting to note that in south Asia, smaller 
economies have higher public health expenditure as a percentage of GDP. The figures for 
Maldives, Bhutan, Sri Lanka and Nepal are 5.49, 2.84, 1.89 and 1.63 percent respectively. 
Pakistan is on the lowest rung of the ladder (0.40 percent) in Asia in this regard.

9
 This is part of 

the evidence that social security expenditure by States is not directly proportional to the size of 
GDP, GDP per capita, and the rate of economic growth.  Rather, it depends more on the 
commitment of the states and the power of the people’s movements to compel the states to 
ensure more equitable growth. 
 
Old age 
 
Most countries in Asia have some kind of old age pension scheme, but there are serious 
problems in terms of the coverage and quality of these schemes. Generally, only a small section 
representing those formal sector workers with better job security are covered by better pension 
schemes, and the rest are either not covered with any pension scheme or covered with 
schemes that provide only nominal benefits. In India, for example, the National Old Age Pension 
Scheme is supposed to cover all the poor below the poverty line. The problem is not only that 
this pension scheme covers only half of the poor, but also that it provides about Rs 200 (for 
below 80 yrs age) to 500 (for 80 yrs and above) per month to the poor old age people and this 
amount is not even sufficient to purchase two meals a day for seven to 15 days. Only about 25-
50 percent of old age people in India are covered by a social security programme for old age. 
The situation in China is the same. In Indonesia less than 25 percent are covered by a social 
security programme for old age. If we look at the regional picture, only 31.9 percent of old age 
people are covered by a social security programme for old age in Asia and Pacific (with a global 
average of 42.0 percent), as against 77.4 percent in Western Europe, 63.8 percent in Latin 
America, and 34.4 percent in North Africa (22.6 percent in Sub Saharan Africa). Public social 
security expenditure on the old age programme as a percentage of GDP is only about 2.4 
percent in China and 1.9 percent in India.

10
 We have already discussed the fact that women and 

other socially excluded sectors like tribal groups, dalits and other backward castes in India, are 
highly underrepresented in the formal sector, and they form a majority of the informal workers 
who are either deprived of any old age pension or covered by pension schemes with the most 
meagre benefits.    

 
 
 
 

                                                      
9
 World Social Security Report 2010/2011 

10
 World Social Security Report 2010/2011  



  
 

GLOBAL NETWORK  9 
 

Unemployment Benefits 
 
The coverage of and eligibility for unemployment payments is one of the most problematic 
areas in Asian social security systems. The majority of countries have no unemployment 
insurance. The labour laws oblige employers to pay a lump sum as severance pay (generally 
equal to about one month’s salary for every year of the employment with the given employer), 
but that only applies to formal sector workers with better job security. The rest of the formal and 
informal sector workers are generally not provided with any unemployment benefits. However, 
mainly after the financial crisis of 1997, some initiatives were taken in some Asian countries in 
terms of social assistance programmes targeted the unemployed. If we look at the regional 
picture in terms of  unemployment insurance , in Asia and the Pacific, legal unemployment 
insurance coverage as a percentage of the working age population (contributory and non 
contributory coverage) stands at only 12.9 percent, as against 64.5 percent in western Europe, 
and 56.2 percent in the CIS. However Asia seems to be ahead of Latin America, where only 
10.2 percent are covered. Total social security expenditure on unemployment as a percentage 
of GDP in China is only about 0.1 percent and in India it is almost zero. In Japan it is at 0.3 
percent. On the other hand in European countries it ranges from 0.1 percent (Estonia) to 3.3 
percent (Belgium).

11
 

 
Employment Injury 
 
Compensation payments for occupational injuries are almost a completely neglected area in 
Asian countries and there is rarely any reliable data on it. Most of the countries either do not 
report or highly under report on this aspect. Social security expenditure on unemployment injury 
as percentage of GDP is very nominal. In many countries it is almost zero. As for the region, 
mandatory and voluntary work-related injury coverage as a percentage of the total economically 
active population stands at 25.9 and 0.3 percent respectively in Asia and Pacific, as compared 
to 22.2 and 2.4 percent in Sub Saharan Africa, 55.2 and 3.5 percent in Latin America, 84.2 and 
4.5 percent in Western Europe. Whatever coverage there is in Asian countries is mainly by way 
of employer liability schemes.   
 
Maternity Benefits 
 
In almost all Asian countries, there are some kinds of legal provisions or schemes for maternity 
protection. However, the problems are serious in terms of the coverage of maternity protection 
schemes and the quality of schemes available for the majority of the population other than those 
formal workers with better job security. For example in India, the Maternity Benefits Act applies 
only to those establishments with ten or more workers. But in reality, workers can only access 
these benefits if they are organized in a trade union and are able to compel the employers for 
compliance of the law. For the rest of the workers, there are different schemes providing only 
nominal benefits, like the Janani suraksha yojana (mother protection scheme) in India under 
which the government provides women living below the poverty line a one-time cash assistance 
of Rs 700-800 (not enough to purchase two meals a day for 15 days) with free antenatal care 
during pregnancy, institutional care during delivery and the immediate post-partum period in a 
health centre.

12
 

 
Corporate led Globalization, Crises and Restructuring of Social Security Systems 
 
The social security systems in Asian countries before the current period of rampant corporate-
led globalization were based on the assumption that with economic development the huge 
informal sector would be assimilated into the formal sector. Hence, the focus was on building a 
better social security system for formal sector workers and assimilating more of the workers in 
the informal sector into the formal sector. This would be done by extending the applicability of 
labour laws and generating more employment in the formal sector, while at the same time 
providing huge subsidies to the self employed, heavily subsidizing health care, education, fuel, 

                                                      
11

 World Social Security Report 2010/2011   
12

 Janani Suraksha Yojana, Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India; 
http://www.mohfw.nic.in/NRHM/RCH/guidelines/JSY_guidelines_09_06.pdf  

http://www.mohfw.nic.in/NRHM/RCH/guidelines/JSY_guidelines_09_06.pdf
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and transport and developing a public distribution system for providing essential commodities at 
highly subsidized rates.  
 
At the same time, land reform programmes in many countries were successful to some extent in 
providing a livelihood to a large number of landless rural people and also in making the 
agricultural holdings economically viable. A large public sector was created in health, education, 
and transport to provide these services at subsidized rates. In India the public distribution 
system, for example, was a lifeline for the people. It is not the case that everything was very 
good before globalization, but at least the issue of people’s survival was included somewhere in 
the economic development agenda.  
 
The current phase of globalization and liberalization completely reversed these trends. 
Corporate-led globalization has promoted a new growth model based on FDI and export 
promotion and imposed a new international division of labour. In this international economic 
regime, the informal sector and informal workers re-emerged as a means for profit 
maximization.  
 
We can understand the real nature of the current social security initiatives in Asian countries 
from the above perspective. It is very clear that the current initiatives on labour laws and social 
security by many Asian states are actually establishing a new labour relations regime, 
systematically putting workers in a situation of lifelong vulnerability, and restructuring the social 
security system in such a way that it helps entrench this anti-labour system of labour relations—
i.e., creating and maintaining a huge reserve army of labour. Particularly after the crisis of 1997 
and 2007, many Asian governments were compelled to take initiatives in legislating more social 
security schemes. Most of these initiatives apparently look very nice and they project a 
humanitarian image of capital and the states. But in essence they are targeted at maintaining a 
huge reserve army of labour in the form of informal sector and informal workers instead of 
narrowing social inequalities.  
 
Social security system in India: In brief 
 
The Unorganized Workers Social Security Act 2008 and New Pension Scheme 2004 are two 
major initiatives in India which claimed to be designed to extend the coverage of social security 
to informal workers. However, these schemes are actually designed to justify and institutionalize 
the informalization of the workforce and degrade the whole social security system. The act of 
2008 does nothing new but integrates ten existing social security schemes for various sections 
of informal sector workers into the act. At a time when large scale informalization of the 
workplace is forcefully being introduced in the formal sector, this act actually institutionalizes the 
duality of the labour force and provides a human face and justification for informalization.

13
 The 

pension scheme of 2004 (applicable to central government and railway employees) is based on 
a defined contribution system and replaced the old scheme based on defined benefits. In the 
new pension scheme the contributions of employees and employers are transferred to a trustee 
bank that invests it in share and bond markets. In the earlier pension schemes there was a 
provision of guaranteed pension amounts, including a family pension, gratuity, and disability 
pension. But in the new scheme all these benefits are lost, and there is even no guarantee of 
the principal amount invested by the employee. Informal workers are also covered under this 
new system, but they are required to contribute a minimum of Rs 1,000 per year. Their money 
will also be invested in the share market and they will get the benefits and pension in the same 
manner as discussed above.   
 
For Sadaf Farooq, programme executive of the National Alliance for Social Security (NASS) in 
India, it is a major problem that the government considers social security as a set of welfare 
schemes for workers below the poverty line (BPL) rather than as a comprehensive social 
security system which is the right of all workers. The majority of the schemes described above 
are aimed at BPL workers as is the Unorganized Workers Social Security Act 2008. This act is 
still largely a paper act. Extending applicability to all workers irrespective of BPL or APL (above 

                                                      
13

 Surendra Pratap, ‘To Survive in the Age of Modern Barbarism People Need a Social Security System’, 
Paper Presented in second Asian Round Table on Social security held in Beijing, 2010 
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poverty line), making Worker Facilitation Centres (WFCs) a single point for worker registration 
and benefits claims, and providing a sufficient budget may to some extent make this act 
valuable to workers. However, at present the government is not providing enough money for 
social security schemes and this is one of the major problems of social security schemes 
throughout the country.  
 
S. Devroye, one of the national secretaries of the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU), says 
that the policies of globalization-liberalization and the informalization of the workforce are 
making workers highly vulnerable. The problem is not only the informal sector, but also 
informalization in the formal sector. Currently there are 25,000 informal workers in the Oil and 
Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC), a huge public sector company, despite the fact that this is not 
allowed under the country’s labour legislation. It seems that not implementing the law has 
become the most powerful legal weapon in the hands of governments. Informal workers do not 
possess the proof required to claim social security benefits, and it is also extremely difficult for 
them to form their own trade unions and compel the employers to provide these benefits.  
 
Sudhershan Rao Sarde, Director of the IMF South Asian Office, says that the first casualty of 
the competitive growth promoted in the era of globalization and liberalization is labour. Labour 
costs have come down by half in manufacturing in south Asia, achieved mainly by way of the 
informalization of the formal sector workforce. Regrettably, the unions are approaching the 
wage issue by looking at the payment capacity of firms rather than going for industry-wide 
collective bargaining on wages. In South Asian countries there is no job security and therefore 
in reality there is no social security. Only if the constitution guarantees the right to work and the 
right to a pension for all can we say that there is job security and social security. There are no 
social security measures guaranteeing benefits high enough to sustain a family. The 
Unorganized Workers Social Security Act has nothing new, and it remains only a paper act, with 
no allocation of funds. Whatever social security there was in labour laws is also being 
downgraded in various ways. The role of the state is being steadily reduced and the market is 
taking over. Even the workers’ Provident fund is being handed over to private fund managers.   
 
Social security system in China: In brief 
 
In China, the labour law of 1994 legally abolished the Iron Rice Bowl of lifelong employment and 
lifelong guaranteed social security benefits. It allowed employers to dismiss workers for 
economic reasons, and also provided the space for short term labour contracts. In the age of 
globalisation, the Chinese economy is also becoming increasingly privatized and has 
established a system of labour relations based on the flexibilization and informalization of the 
workforce. The current social security programmes in China are targeted at institutionalizing and 
entrenching this new socio-economic system and new labour relations regime. If we look at the 
new labour laws, they provide for fixed term, continuing, and specific task employment 
contracts, along with short term casual employment. Frequent and intermittent periods of 
unemployment for the majority of workers are built into this system of employment relations. 
The unemployment insurance law provides for the payment of an amount less than the local 
minimum wage for only 12, 18 or 24 months depending on the length of employment. The old 
age pension is based on contributions made by employers and employees for at least 15 years. 
With an employment system that promotes frequent intermittent period of unemployment, this 
creates obvious problems for most workers. The social security system in China creates an 
added problem as it does not extend equal benefits to the rural and migrant workers, for 
example, and rural and migrant workers are only entitled to a 35 percent subsidy for medical 
services, so they have to pay 65% of the costs out of their own pocket.

14
 

 
 
 
 
Social security system in Indonesia: In brief 
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The recently implemented National Social Security Programme in Indonesia consists of public 
pension, national health insurance, workplace injury and death benefit schemes. There were 
intense debates among trade unions on various aspects of Law no.40, 2004, on the national 
social security system, and two concerns were raised very clearly by trade unions and other 
groups:  

1. The law requires that every citizen pay social security contributions,  including the poor. 
It is estimated that the social security contributions of formal workers and employers 
may increase by 5 to 7 percent. For other workers also, the contribution rates will 
depend on their incomes.  

2. The bill on social security providers directs the government to form an independent 
trustee body to manage all social security funds. In the earlier social security system the 
funds were managed by four state-owned social insurance departments under the 
Ministry of State Owned-Enterprises. It is feared that the trustee body is a door for the 
entry of private insurance agents, national and foreign, into this sector. These 
companies may take over as social security fund managers and may also be allowed to 
invest the funds in speculative activities, such as share markets, etc.

15
  

 
The old-age pension scheme in Indonesia will operate as a partially-funded, pay-as-you-go 
defined benefit programme with a minimum benefit of 70% of the local minimum wage. It is 
declared as a compulsory, universal insurance programme for all Indonesian residents, 
regardless of their nationality and working status. However, it is questionable whether informal 
workers and the poor  will be able to pay the contributions. The national health insurance aims 
to extend coverage to all Indonesians. However, the same questions arise here also, whether 
the low paid informal workers and the poor will be able to pay their health insurance 
contributions. Furthermore, this health insurance may not cover all health expenses, and for 
those health services not covered by this health insurance they are expected to obtain coverage 
from private health insurance providers or pay from their own pocket.

16
 

 
At the end of 2011, the government kicked off the pilot project on universal health coverage by 
launching Jamkesmas, the state-run insurance programme for the poor, and by subsidizing the 
premium for the poor, with a payment of 6,000 Indonesian Rupiah (about US$0.60) per month. 
The pilot project was launched in West Java province. However, the project still has many 
loopholes. The government claimed that they had invited the participation of private hospitals by 
mandating them to allocate 10 percent of the third-class facilities for Jamkesmas card holders. 
But many private hospitals were reluctant to join the scheme.  
  
Lastly, many countries in the region have seemingly jumped on the ‘social security for all' 
bandwagon. However, reality is very different. Social security in Asia is seen more as a huge 
market - thus as an opportunity rather than providing a safety net to millions. As stated by the 
ITUC congress in Vancouver in 2010 "it reiterates its strong opposition to defined-contribution 
schemes in which workers bear all risks on an individual basis. The individual capitalization of 
pensions in the 1990’s and 2000’s has been a failure that, rather than providing wider coverage 
or guaranteeing decent pensions, has merely achieved the concentration of financial power and 
a profitable business for pension fund administrators, without any mechanisms for 
the participation of workers".

17
 

 
Asia is adopting the same model of social security that has not worked or even failed in the west 
and provides more for the financial managers than the workers themselves. China has a 
consolidated pension fund of about CNY 100 billion (16 billion US dollars)  which central and 
local governments are fighting for control of, not for the benefit of workers but to invest. In 
December 2011 the National Pension Fund in China invested CNY 10 billion (1.6 billion US 
dollars)  in the stock market in Shanghai, in order to stabilize it. This in spite of the fact that 
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http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/spfag/download/background/extendingsp.pdf  

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/spfag/download/background/extendingsp.pdf


  
 

GLOBAL NETWORK  13 
 

millions of migrant workers in China are struggling to get any decent wages, forget any form of 
social security. In a similar manner Jamsostek, the social security provider of Indonesia,  is 
becoming more like an asset management company building its investment profile rather than 
playing an active role in providing social security. In 2010 it came close to buying a bank before 
being stopped by the government.

18
 

 

3. Activism for Social Protection 

Social security has emerged as an important issue in Asia. Networks of trade unions, people’s 
movement and NGOs are emerging at regional, sub-regional and national levels to raise this 
issue. At the Asian level, along with global and regional trade union federations, some networks 
like Social Protection Asia (SPA) and Asian Round Table on Social Security (AROSS) are 
consistently working on these issues by way of research and campaigning and trying to bring 
together the national level social security movements in Asia. AROSS is mainly focusing on the 
grass root movements, while Social Protection Asia is mainly focusing on research. More 
dynamic movements are emerging at sub-regional level and national level.  
 
At the sub-regional level, the movement for social security is being built around issues related to 
the regional economic integration organisations, like the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). In the case of 
SAARC the movement is still very weak. The South Asian Regional Trade Union Council 
(SARTUC)  was formed in January 1988 by some of the affiliates of the  ITUC in SAARC 
countries including Afghanistan,  Bangladesh,  Bhutan,  India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka. However, it exists more on paper than in practice. In the recent meeting of SARTUC 
held in Nepal, it was decided to establish its office in Kathmandu in the hope of activating it. At 
the  People’s SAARC Summit 2010  in Delhi,  trade unions of the SAARC countries raised 
following issues in a joint statement: Standardization and promotion of labour rights and 
regional institutions for protection; Promotion of peace and development of a people’s foreign 
policy; Promotion of the free movement of people in the region within a legal framework; 
Expansion of the scope of SAARC by inclusion of labour in its areas of cooperation.19  
 
In the ASEAN region, regional integration is moving at a faster pace and with this, the initiative 
for the integration of labour is also emerging.  The formation of the ASEAN Trade Union Council 
(ATUC) can be seen as one major step in this direction. ATUC is a grouping of 18 
representative national trade union centers and confederations of ASEAN countries, including 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, Burma and 
Timor. The ATUC has proposed a Trade Union Road Map for a Social ASEAN which includes 
four components of the Decent Work Agenda, Rights at Work, Employment protection, Social 
protection and Social dialogue. The ATUC has demanded that ASEAN should establish a clear 
definition of social protection and set standards for each component of various Social Safety 
Nets, such as employment insurance, retrenchment benefits, pension, medical care, 
occupation-related accident and/or occupational diseases, survivors’ benefits, invalidity benefits, 
maternity benefits and other benefits specific to women, a guaranteed minimum wage, general 
social developments, such as basic education, basic general health, housing, social assistance 
for specific groups, such as the hard core poor, community development, and provisions for 
natural disasters.20 
 
 
 
 
Social Security Activism in India 
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Social security has emerged as a very important issue in India. It is dealt with by almost all 
types of people’s movements and trade union movements in some way or the other. However, 
in general these movements are mainly concerned with the issues related to their own sectors 
thus, the integration of the issues in various sectors in a comprehensive general demand 
charter has not emerged and therefore an integrated social security movement has also not 
emerged yet. There are consistent attempts at integration and there are successes and failures. 
Some networks formed without building a deep and integrated understanding, or those initiated 
by some NGOs who do not have any grassroots mass base have failed after some time and 
disappeared.  
 
Currently there are few initiatives that look more stable and promising, however. Here we shall 
discuss two important initiatives. The most important development in the labour movement in 
India in the past few years is the attempt by all 11 central trade unions in the country to form a 
joint platform to raise the common issues of the working class. These trade unions successfully 
called a nationwide general strike on 28 February 2012, which was supported by more than 
5,000 smaller unions across the country and more than 100 million workers joined the strike.  
The major demands of the strike included concrete measures to curb price rises and provide 
some relief to the people, effective implementation of all labour laws and stringent punishment 
for those who flout them, universal social security for all unorganised workers by creating a 
National Social Security Fund with adequate financial allocations, an end to contractual labour 
in permanent jobs and equal wages and benefits for the  contract workers and permanent 
workers of an establishment,  universal coverage of the minimum wages Act and a statutory 
minimum wage of not less than Rs 10000, pensions for all, the removal of all ceilings on 
eligibility for bonuses, provident funds etc, and compulsory registration of the trade unions 
within a time frame of 45 days.

21
 It is clear that the social security issues were the major issues 

in the general strike. Another major initiative on social security is the National Alliance for Social 
Security (NASS). NASS, is a campaign-based coalition of six leading organizations, National 
Association of Street Vendors of India (NASVI), Self Employed Women Association (SEWA), 
Building & Wood Workers International (BWI-India Chapter), HomeNet India (HNI), Andhra 
Pradesh Vyavasaya Vruthidarula Union (APVVU) and Social Awareness and Voluntary 
Education (SAVE). The coalition was formed in May 2011 and the focus of the network is the 
unorganized sector. The network looks promising because it is initiated by strong mass-based 
organizations and unions, like the street vendors association, SEWA, and the construction 
workers unions.22 
 
According to Devroye of CITU, trade unions are demanding universal social security for all 
workers, and in the meantime they are also persuading the government to effectively implement 
the Unorganized Workers Social Security Act.  The alliance between the central trade unions 
that has emerged is forcefully raising the issues of social security, which were also reflected in 
the list of demands in the 28th February General Strike.   
 
According to Sadaf (NASS), networks and platforms of trade unions and NGOs are continuously 
raising the issue of social security. However, the media in the country is not taking this issue 
seriously. Therefore the informal workers in India face low coverage or no coverage in the 
media and it reduces the effectiveness of their struggles and campaigns.  
 
According to Sudhershan (IMF), the trade unions are fighting hard for a system of labour 
relations that guarantees social security for workers. The right to form trade unions and the right 
to strike on the one hand and compulsory recognition of unions and compulsory collective 
bargaining on the other is the basis for achieving social security for workers in industry. Trade 
unions are raising these issues all over Asia, along with the issues related to the right to work 
and the right to a pension. He also said that the proposed labour legislation of Nepal is the most 
progressive in South Asia, as it incorporated most of the above workers’ rights.  
 
Social Security Activism in Indonesia 
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In Indonesia three main networks/coalitions of trade unions and people’s moments have 
emerged on the issue of social security. While differing in their opinions on various aspects of 
the laws on national social security system, they were engaged in debates and campaigns for a 
long time before the law was implemented. The Social Security Action Committee (KAJS) is one 
of three group comprising more than 67 non-governmental organizations, trade unions, 
academics and other organizations. The main member of this group is the Federation of 
Indonesia Metal Workers (FSPMI). The second group is the Coalition of Social Security Pro-
People (KJSPR) which has more than 300 people representing individuals and organizations. 
The third group is led by the Federation of State-Owned Enterprises Trade Unions (FSPBUMN) 
and consists of 140 trade unions with about 100,000 members.

23
  Since 2009, along with asking 

for some amendments on different aspects of the National Social Security System Law (UU 
SJSN) No 40 2004, these groups have been demanding the urgent implementation of the law. 
The main concern of the KAJS was to ensure the immediate implementation of the law and the 
passing of  the Social Security Administering Body Bill.  
 
At the same time, other groups complained that the National Social Security System Law as 
well as the Social Security Administering Body Law would enable private insurance firms to 
control and privatize social protection. They also raised the concern that the law will provide  
legitimacy for the administering body to speculate the social security fund by re-investing the 
money into hedge-funds and the like.

24
 There was also a demand to overhaul Jamostek so that 

it can provide social security services and be run on a non-profit basis
25

. Several protest 
marches and rallies were organized by these groups until the government finally took steps to 
implement the law and pass the bill in late 2011. 
  
Social Security Activism in China 
 
The civil society or NGO landscape in China can be classified into three type/components: 
government sponsored organizations, academic associations and indigenous grassroots 
organizations. China adopted a one trade union policy, and  so the only officially recognized 
trade union is the  All China Confederation of Trade Union (ACFTU). Although ACFTU claimed 
that trade unions in China are mass organizations formed by workers on a voluntary basis, it is 
widely known as a top down union and not independent from government. When we talk about 
civil society in China, we do not count ACFTU as part of it. The most active stakeholders on the 
law and regulation of social protection are academics. There is a national association of 
Chinese Social Law consisting of all the scholars of Labour Law, Social Security and Social Law 
in the country as well as social security societies in cities and provinces including the Hong 
Kong Social Security Society (HKSSS). The academics have been following the development of 
the social security system in China since the early 90s. Regarding the enforcement of the law, 
dissemination and monitoring of implementation, there is no independent, nation-wide force 
formed by civil society organizations. Given the notable absence of labour rights protection by 
trade unions or state agencies, several workers’ rights organizations  have emerged to support 
rural migrant workers in industrial zones in South China. Concerning social protection, there are 
Guangdong based NGOs mainly engaged in case intervention and community service but they 
do not take social protection advocacy as a priority.  
 
According to HKSSS, public consultation on the National Social Insurance Law in early 2008 led 
to a major increase in interest and action on social protection by grass root organizations. The 
AMRC and HKSSS used this as an opportunity to align with more than ten worker centers in the 
Pearl River Delta of the Guangdong province of China to carry out education and advocacy 
work to educate worker activists and organizers through 9 study sessions on various areas of 
social insurance and to equip the NGOs with greater capacity to engage in the legislation 
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process in 2009. After the training, three NGOs issued their own opinion papers which showed 
their changing mindset.  
 
Since then, the grass root NGOs in Guangdong, China (the costal area of the Southern part of 
China) have become more active in promoting workers’ rights to social protection and in 
monitoring the enforcement of the law. Before the enactment of SIL in 2010, the NGOs which 
took part in the training in 2009 conducted low key lobbying through the semi-governmental 
social security body to influence the decision making. Work related injury insurance and 
pensions concern the NGOs most, as rural migrant workers faced a lot of problems in claiming 
these two benefits. When the SIL came into effect on 1 July 2011, all ten worker centers in the 
Pearl River Delta organized a lot of public activities and jointly published a booklet to 
disseminate to the workers. From October 2011 to March 2012, AMRC and HKSSS 
collaborated with Guangdong-based NGOs and the Legal Aid Service Centre of Nanjing 
University to conduct a survey (questionnaire) on the awareness and usage of workers on SIL. 
By mid-March, approximately 1,100 questionnaires had been collected (600 from Nanjing and 
Kushan, 500 from Guangdong province). AMRC and HKSSS will be responsible for data 
analysis and will publish the survey report in April. On 28-29 of December 2011, AMRC called 
for a meeting with ten worker centers in Guangdong and two Hong Kong-based NGOs (Labour 
Action China and HKSSS) to collect their observations on the enforcement of SIL. During this 
meeting, the Guangdong-based NGOs identified discriminatory practices imposed by local 
governments on rural migrant workers in the urban cities. Addressing these problems, the 
NGOs are going to collect as many as cases as possible to illustrate the loopholes in local 
regulation and malpractice by the authority concerned.  They will then advocate policy change, 
defending workers’ rights and drawing public attention to weak enforcement.

26
 

 
In north and northwestern China, there has been active advocacy of social protection for 
domestic workers since 2010. The key actors are the Beijing Migrant Women’s Club (BMWC), 
Xian Domestic Workers’ Union (XDWU), and the Social and Labour Law Institute of South 
western University of Politics and Law. It has been known for a long time that domestic workers 
are being excluded from social protection schemes due to the system being employment-based. 
However the issue has only being taken more seriously since 2008 by the authority concerned, 
partly because of the government’s policy to promote domestic work for job creation and partly 
due to the adoption of the ILO Convention on Domestic Workers. The BMWC have been 
actively promoting the rights of domestic workers through workers’ education, research, 
lobbying and conferences at the local and national level. They also took part in regional 
exchanges such as the regional conference on domestic workers in Hong Kong, Indonesia and 
Manila

27
.  

 
In conclusion, the level of activism of civil society organizations, particularly labour NGOs, on 
social protection in China has risen in the industrial zones of southern China and in some parts 
of northwestern China. Freedom of speech and freedom of association are not granted in 
China, and the labour NGOs are doing their best to be heard during the policymaking and 
legislation periods and by raising the awareness of workers and the public. A national 
movement from the ground concerning social protection of people has yet to develop, but the 
increasing awareness of workers and active engagement of NGOs is a positive sign.  
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 During the meeting on Dec 28-29
th

 2011 in Guangdong, China, AMRC and ten Guangdong-based 
workers’ centres took one city (Dongguan) of the Guangdong province as an example to assess the 
enforcement of the law through observation and case studies by four workers’ centres in that city. They 
reported that pension schemes, medical care benefits, unemployment insurance and work injury insurance 
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medical expenses can be reimbursed; 3) rural migrants cannot transfer part of their pension account (3% 
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Dongguan government.  
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 From 2011 onward, these local organizations have been putting more effort into advocacy for expanding 
the coverage of occupational injury insurance to domestic workers to address the immediate needs of the 
workers.  
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4. Case Studies 

 
A. National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme of India 

 
The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), enacted in 2005 is a landmark piece 
of legislation and a major step towards making employment a legally enforceable right. The 
most important aspect of the act is the integration of employment rights and development rights, 
generating employment through rural development projects aimed to build crucial infrastructures 
needed in rural areas like roads and water resources etc. 
 
The main elements of NREGA

28
 can be summarized as follows: 

 One adult member of a rural household, willing to do unskilled manual work, may apply for 
registration in writing or orally to the Gram Panchayat (Village council). The Gram 
Panchayat after due verification within 15 days issues a Job Card, which bears the 
photograph of all adult members of the household willing to work under NREGA. The Job 
Card holder submits a written application for employment to the Gram Panchayat, stating 
the dates and duration (minimum 14 days) for which employment is requested. If  
employment is not provided within 15 days of application, the act stipulates the provision of 
a daily unemployment allowance to the applicant family. 

 Wages are to be paid according to the Minimum Wages Act 1948 for agricultural labourers 
in various states. Equal wages are to be paid to both men and women - either piece rate or 
daily rate. Disbursement of wages has to be done on weekly basis and not beyond a 
fortnight in any case. The act directs that if the work is provided beyond a 5 km radius of 
the village, 10% extra wages are to be paid. At least 33 percent of the beneficiaries are to 
be women and facilities like crèches, first aid, drinking water, shades, etc. are to be 
provided at the worksite. 

 The act also provides for a democratic mechanism for identifying the acceptance of 
projects and makes a provision that it is to be recommended by the gram sabha (general 
meeting of all adult members of the village) and approved by the Jilla panchayat (district 
council). Permissible works under the scheme predominantly include water and soil 
conservation, afforestation and land development works. The act also stipulates that there 
must be a 60/40 wage/material ratio in projects and no machinery and no subcontracting of 
work is allowed. There is also a provision for the social auditing of the NREGA 
programmes. 

 
NREGA has made some positive impacts on distress migration and it is reflected in complaints 
of labour shortages.

29
 Farmers in Punjab in particular almost completely depend on migrant 

workers from poor states like Bihar for labour intensive agricultural operations, and the 
construction industry is completely dependent on rural migrant workers from poor states. As 
everyone knows that agriculture and construction operations require very hard labour and pay 
low wages, if there is any improvement in the conditions of rural workers, these sectors will be 
the first to experience low turnout of migrant workers therefore. There is a truth in the 
complaints, but the impact is not as much as they claim.  A debate has already started

30
 and it 

seems that exaggeration of the impacts of NREGA on labour shortage is actually designed to 
derail the NREGA.  
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A study

31
 conducted in three Indian states, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and Uttaranchal (covering 

a total of 20 villages),  has found that the NREGA is still not able to fulfil its objectives. In none 
of the three states is it providing 100 days of employment, and unemployment benefits are only 
paid in extremely rare cases. The major findings of the study can be summarized as follows:  
 
1. It emerged very clearly in the study that no democratic process is being followed in deciding 

the approval of projects, implementation, and monitoring. The majority of workers are never 
given the opportunity to participate in the village council meetings. Generally meetings are 
not held and in rare cases if held they are not publicized, and conducted in such a way that 
it becomes a formality to sign minutes already written by the village council president and 
secretary. Social audit meetings are conducted in the same way. The majority of workers 
are not aware of their rights under NREGA. Generally there are no notice boards and no 
campaigns to build awareness among workers (even though it is mandatory under the act). 

2. Average days of employment provided were highest in Uttaranchat at 39 days, followed by 
28 days in Madhya Pradesh and 19 days in Orissa. The areas selected for study in Orissa 
and Madhya Pradesh have a significant tribal population who were well represented among 
the respondents. The tribal population in both the states face the worst conditions of poverty 
and migrate in huge numbers to work as construction workers, mine workers etc 

3. None of the study respondents received any unemployment benefits in spite of the fact that 
they received far less days of employment than actually provided for by the act.  They are 
being denied the legally provided amount of employment while also being unemployment 
benefits to the workers, as village councils do not promote and do not accept written 
applications requesting waged work. In some cases where written applications were 
submitted village councils denied receipt of the same. Therefore the workers are actually 
not in a position to legally claim for these benefits. The workers’ lack of knowledge of their 
rights and the undemocratic and non transparent functioning of village councils and virtual 
absence of any workers’ organization are all hampering any improvement in the situation. 
The act stipulates that if a certain number of workers collectively demand waged work, a 
new work site can be started immediately, but the study did not find any evidence of 
workers collectively making a claim. Moreover, it was found that facilities were not provided 
at the work sites in any state, with the exception of drinking water facilities in summer at 
some places. 

4. Wages are paid on piece rate basis, for example digging a certain size of trench will earn a 
work one day’s minimum wage. In Orissa and Madhya Pradesh, it was found that in many 
cases a husband and wife working together were able to dig only one trench in a day and 
they received only one day’s minimum wage. So per person per day they received only half 
a day’s wages. This problem arose due to a fixed flat rate of payment without any 
consideration of the nature of the soil etc. The problem was not reported in Uttaranchal. 
Delays in the payment of wages were reported as a general problem in all the states. The 
delays ranged from one to six months. This defeats the objectives of the NREGA.  

5. In all the states the majority of NREGA workers were women, but in Uttaranchal work 
carried out under the NREGA was done almost only by women. There were interesting 
experiences:  when unable to find male skilled workers, women developed the necessary 
skills themselves and their work teams handled the whole worksite and successfully 
completed work with comparable quality. 

6. Corruption was one of the most important issues in Orissa and Madhya Pradesh. The study 
found that in many cases contractors with JCB machines were illegally engaged in NRGA 
works and therefore less work was provided to the workers. What the contractors do is to 
purchase the job cards of the workers and take signed withdrawal forms for their bank 
accounts authorizing them to draw money from the workers’ accounts. In this way they draw 
money for the project and pay only a small amount to the workers. It was also found that in 
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many cases the village council secretary keeps the job cards of many workers for 
themselves, and also makes a number of fake cards. Hence corruption is systematically 
defeating the objectives of the NREGA. In Uttaranchal also there were also cases of 
corruption but these were insignificant in comparison to Madhya Pradesh and Orissa.  

7. In all the three states the workers and particularly women asked for the job guarantee of 
100 days to be extended to cover each adult rather than one member of the family. Women 
workers demanded that they be given a separate job guarantee and separate NREGA bank 
account, and that their payments be compulsorily transferred to their bank accounts within a 
week. It is this failure to provide 100 days of work, and/or unemployment benefits, and the 
delay in wage payments that compels them to migrate. Because of the delay in payments 
they often prefer to migrate than to work in NREGA. They also explained that NREGA 
projects ought to include the supply of water, firewood and fodder. Tribal women requested 
that the NREGA should also be used to develop a system for ensuring a better price for the 
forest produce they gather. 

 
The payment of unemployment benefits is the responsibility of the state governments, and it is 
alleged that to avoid these payments the state governments themselves are discouraging 
written applications from workers so that they are not in a position to legally claim these 
benefits. This is also one of the reasons why corruption in NREGA is overlooked. Moreover, the 
major problem of the NREGA is its low budget. Rather than increasing allocations to expand the 
effective coverage of NREGA, in its 2012-13 budgets the federal government decreased the 
allocations from Rs 400 billion to Rs 300 billion. To hide this problem the government on the 
one hand overlooks corruption, while on the other hand accepting that corruption is one of the 
main factors for the under achievement of NREGA.  
 
NREGA is not comparable to a fully-fledged right to work, since rather than guaranteeing 
employment to every individual, it only ensures 100 days of manual wage work to one member 
of a rural family. However, if the concerns raised in the above discussion are addressed and if 
the government provides sufficient budgetary support and the act is properly implemented, the 
overall impact may be far reaching, not only in terms of reducing the pains of rural poverty, but 
also in terms of a positive impact on the overall socio-economic development of the nation. It 
also has the potential to help transform the vast poverty-ridden rural population into a promising 
domestic market for industries and accelerate the industrial growth. It may also significantly 
decrease the distress migration from rural areas and thereby reduce the reserve army of labour, 
reducing the downward pressure on wages. Employment generation through infrastructure 
development may have a multiplier effect and could play an important role in resolving the 
agrarian crisis by creating crucial infrastructure like roads and irrigation facilities and biomass 
etc. The built-in democratic mechanism in the NREGA’s implementation also provides an 
opportunity to organize rural workers, strengthening the peoples’ power as promised under the 
Panchayati Raj Act. In particular it provides a great opportunity to organize women workers to 
ensure their greater control and leading role in all affairs of rural socio-economic life. 
 

B. Indonesia: Mass Action to influence the decision-making process towards Social 
Protection for All 

 
This case study looks at how “representational space” is being created in the struggle for social 
protection for all. Representational here refers to a process where many groups constructed an 
idea of social protection for all in Indonesia. Rather than highlighting one form of struggle and 
diverting others from the space, this case study shows one best example of how the idea is 
being constructed and the agenda set by seizing opportunities in the formal political sphere. 
However, influencing decision-making in the formal political sphere requires the support of a 
strong people’s movement for the struggle. Short and long term objectives are formulated to 
measure the success of the strategy.  
 
The case study looks at the experience of the Action Committee of Social Security (KAJS), 
which is also a member of regional networks such as AROSS (Asia Roundtable of Social 
Security) and Global Network. KAJS was founded in March 2010. To understand the situation of 
social security in Indonesia, we need to look at two available instruments, the National Social 
Security Law and the Social Security Providers (BPJS) Law which was passed on 28 October 
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2011. The following case study is based on the paper submitted by KAJS at the AROSS 
conference in 2011 and the presentation by KAJS at the Global Network Regional Training in 
Manila from 6 to 10 March 2012.  
 
The main focus of KAJS action was to ensure that BPJS would not end up as a profit-making 
body. The KAJS insists that ideally the BPJS should take the form of a trustee body whose 
council would be composed of organizations representing all sectors of society. In Indonesia, 
there are four state insurance companies, which are very commercial and profit-orientated 
operations. They are PT Askes providing health insurance for civil servants, PT Taspen 
providing pension funds for retired civil servants, PT Asabri providing health insurance and 
death benefits for retired military personnel, and Jamsostek providing health insurance, 
occupational accident insurance and death benefits for workers in formal employment. (Mboeik 
2011). Due to the limited coverage of these four state-owned companies, around 150 million 
people in Indonesia do not have any social protection. The law on National Social Security, 
essentially, is intended to build a protection system for all people and is to be financed by 
domestic sources (Mboeik, 2011).  
 
The passing of the BPJS Law was delayed for almost two years as the government was 
reluctant to meet the demand of providing social protection for all. The National Social Security 
law itself contains four main points

32
, which are

33
:  

 
 The national social security system (SJSN) is an effort to create a platform for all 

workers (civil servant, formal and informal workers) to anticipate future economic risks.  
 The changing of the legal status of the profit-oriented state enterprises that are 

mandated to pay corporate income tax and dividends to the government into a trust 
fund (badan hukum publik), is an effort to correct the mis-management of social security 
by the state enterprises. Unlike other governments that contribute to social security, the 
Indonesian government in practice has used up the fund from social security schemes 
amounting more than IDR 10 trillion (USD 1.1 billion) or more than 10% of the total 
assets of Jamsostek. The transparency of fund management also remains a serious 
problem.

34
 

 The National Social Security System (Sistem Jaminan Sosial Nasional, SJSN) ensures 
that the dividend and the profit will be managed for the benefit of the members, 
because the money is a trust fund which belongs to members (dana amanah). It does 
not belong to the government or institution provider or manager. The Jamsostek health 
insurance benefit does not cover catastrophic health care, and only 7% of employees in 
the formal sector are covered for health care benefits. With SJSN the use of the fund 
can be optimised in quality and quantity. 

 The law also suggests the formation of a tripartite body which acquires a mandate to 
monitor the SJSN. This body should consist of two workers’ representatives, two 
employers’ representatives, five representatives from government and six public figures 
and experts. The SJSN programme is valid nationwide with no limitations on location 
(portability).   

 
The KAJS main demands in 2010-11 were for the government to enact the Law on National 
Social Security and pass the draft of the bill on Social Security Providers (BPJS). KAJS also 
emphasized that BPJS must take the form of a trust fund not a profit-making body. KAJS also 
insists that BPJS must not be a State-owned enterprise. Other demands were: health insurance 
for all people and pension schemes for all workers, not only in the formal sectors covered by the 
four state-owned insurance companies. In general, there are two main strategies exercised by 
KAJS: 
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Shaping public opinion  
 
The committee developed a mass campaign to promote their programmes. The target audience 
of this campaign is not confined only to its constituents but also religious leaders, parliament 
members, political parties and related ministries. The campaign targeted 20 provinces in 
Indonesia. 
 
KAJS also launched a citizen’s lawsuit against President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, Vice 
President Boediono, House of Representatives Speaker Marzuki Alie and eight ministries for 
delaying approval of the BPJS bill. Amazingly, the committee won the case. The process was 
supported by mass action outside the court building. Since then, the government has appealed 
the verdict and the case is now before the Supreme Court. The victory of the lawsuits did not 
bring a significant result in terms of the government’s attitude toward the law. Nonetheless, it 
created public awareness of the issue.  
 
Lobbying members of parliament to support the demands of KAJS was also an effective 
strategy in the sense that it provided an opportunity for the committee to influence the decision-
making process inside parliament. 
 
Mass rallies and other forms of protest 
 
KAJS initiated several mass rallies especially on May Day. The dissemination of the 
programmes through widespread campaigning managed to convince more workers and 
organizations to support the committee. 
 
The committee also organized a 250-kilometre long march from Bandung to Jakarta. During the 
long march, brochures and pamphlets were distributed.  
 
During the process of passing the BPJS Bill in parliament, KAJS formed “an alternative forum” 
in the parliament building. The committee mobilized people through Facebook and Twitter to 
bombard those members of parliament who were reluctant to pass the bill with mobile phone 
messages, urging them to accelerate the passing of the bill.  
 
Finally, the BPJS Bill was passed on 28 October 2011. With the bill being passed, the 
government can no longer argue that they do not have sufficient infrastructure to enact the law 
on National Social Security. Healthcare protection for all Indonesia people will come into effect 
in January 2014 and pension schemes for all formal workers in 2015. Nevertheless, the 
challenge ahead is how to monitor the transition from state-owned insurance enterprises into 
the Social Security Provider (BPJS) and how to ensure the progressive groups or action 
committee can make their demands for social protection to be underwritten by the State. The 
case study might not be a hundred percent success story, but it is a good example of a process 
where representational space for social protection is being created. 
 
C. National Social Insurance Law of China 

 
The social security system in China has been going through a long process of reform and 
transformation along with the economic reform of the country. The Chinese government passed 
a National Social Insurance Law (SIL) in late 2010. SIL came into effect on 1 July 2011. The law 
outlined a state social insurance system which includes five areas of insurance: old age 
(pension), medical care, occupational injury, unemployment and maternity. Before this national 
law, there were provisions for social security in a similar form but the systems varied from 
location to location depending on the policies of local administrations. For instance, some 
locations only required pension and medical insurance, whereas the new Law specifies that 
employers have obligations to make contributions to all five social insurance programmes.  
 
The main elements of the law can be summarized as follows: 
 
The principles and mechanisms 
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1. Principles and mechanisms. The social security system in China was employment-
based in the past but the newly enacted SIL applies to all citizens, urban and rural 
residents alike, and covers different kinds of enterprises. Self-employed workers, 
informal workers and peasants can receive pension and medical care insurance but the 
other three areas of insurance only cover employees. The law upholds the principles of 
“broad coverage, basic insurance, multiple levels and sustainability,” and the social 
insurance level shall be commensurate with the economic and social development 
level. 
 
Social insurance is managed by the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security 
at the national level and each Provincial Bureau of Human Resources and Social 
Security has to make or amend related regulations to implement the new law.   
 
The law does not specify the contribution rates or the basis of calculating each kind of 
social insurance, so the provincial governments and city governments have to make 
regulations to implement the national law.  

 
2. Portability of individual social insurance accounts. In the past, if a worker changed his 

or her place of work, they could not transfer their social insurance accounts to other 
places or back to their hometown. For this reason migrant workers tended to withdraw 
their own contributions from social insurance before they returned to their home town or 
simply avoided paying any social insurance. Under the SIL, pension and medical 
insurance contributions for an employee or a citizen are portable, that is the account 
can be transferred if the person moves from one location to another if both locations 
have social insurance administrative departments.  
 

3. Collection of social insurance contributions. If an employer fails to make sufficient or 
timely social insurance contributions, the local social insurance administrative 
department can require rectification by the employer within a specified time and impose 
a late payment penalty of 0.05 percent per day on the outstanding contributions. If the 
employer fails to pay the overdue contributions and penalty within the specified time 
limit, the local administrative department may impose fines ranging from one to three 
times the amount of overdue contributions.  
 

4. SIL from the perspective of civil society in China. The first draft of the Social Insurance 
Law was made in 1994, so it took 16 years for the completion of this legislation. The 
government published the Social Insurance Law draft in 2008 and conducted a public 
consultation on it in February 2009. A total of 70 thousand opinions were received. In 
this process, a number of NGOs in China participated in the discussion and organized a 
series of study groups and seminar days on social insurance designs. A group of 
workers’ NGOs in Guangdong Province (See social security activism above) as well as 
HKSSS and AMRC submitted an opinion paper on the draft law in 2009. The main 
principles of the NGO submissions were: 1) that the law should follow the principles of 
China’s constitution and be citizen-based and not enterprise-based; 2) those residing in 
rural areas and urban areas should enjoy the same conditions; 3) all peasants should 
be covered by all programmes and rural women should be entitled to maternity leave; 
4) additional counter-proposals and recommendations were submitted. Below is a 
summary and comparison of the NGO positions

35
 and the current legal framework of 

the social insurance system in China.  
a. From employment-based to citizen-based. The final draft of the Social 

Insurance Law adopted some of the demands from civil society. There were 
some breakthroughs. The government agreed to make the schemes citizen-
based and the pension and medical insurance were to offer full coverage. 
Wives of factory workers can have maternity benefit. Migrant workers can enjoy 
the same benefits as city workers as regards social insurance. Most important 
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is the prepayment of occupational injury insurance for workers by the social 
insurance agency.  
 

b. Full coverage but inadequate provisions. According to HKSSS and NGOs in 
Guangdong, there are still discrepancies in the law and its enforcement. First is 
the low standard of medical insurance benefits for rural residents regardless of 
the full coverage. In practice it does not work very well either. Although rural 
and migrant workers are covered by the system, their medical service only 
covers 35 percent of their medical bills and they must still pay 65 percent 
themselves. As a socialist government, China is supposed to provide a public 
medical service but in fact the medical services have been semi-privatized and 
the public health system is fragmented in the country. In general, government 
only subsidies 20 to 30 percent of expenditure and the remaining costs must be 
absorbed by the hospitals and doctors.  
 
The NGOs demanded that those with wages lower than 60 percent of the local 
average wage should contribute to the schemes at a rate of 60 percent of the 
average. At the same, they suggested that those with income levels lower than 
40 percent of the local average wage should be exempted from having to pay 
any contributions, but should still qualify for equal benefits. This is in line with 
international practices, and the central and local governments should allocate 
not less than 25 percent of the insurance fund from the budget to finance those 
who cannot afford to contribute. However, this allowance was not adopted in 
the SIL.  
 

c. Lack of diversity in the monitoring body. Regarding the monitoring system of 
social insurance practices, the NGOs urged that instead of self-monitoring, 
different levels of Social Insurance Committees should be set up under the 
different levels of the People’s congresses (i.e., national, provincial, etc). The 
committees should be composed of representatives of the People’s 
congresses, representatives of beneficiaries, experts and academics, and 
representatives of grassroots organizations, lawyers and actuaries; and that 
one-third of the committees should be female. The NGOs supported having 
penalties for specific violations, and wanted any violations to be punished as 
criminal offences. However, only the ACFTU (China’s official union) is involved 
in the monitoring system of the social insurance programme under the SIL and 
thus the committees do not have a range of representatives from society, and 
the social insurance committees are not monitored by the People’s congresses.  

 
d. Double standards for urban and rural residents. Despite the reforms, the double 

standards in old age insurance benefits and medical insurance coverage 
received by migrant workers at their place of work and those resident in rural 
areas remains unchanged. This fails to meet the pledge of universal and 
standardized pension and medical insurance. In their submissions, most 
academics and NGOs argued for a social security scheme that is universal and 
offered full coverage for all in order to narrow the gap between rural and urban 
residents. However the SIL fails to do so. 

 
e. Exclusion of informal workers. Apart from pension and medical insurance, the 

other three types of social insurance are employment-based. In other words, 
informal workers, such as domestic workers which are not recognized as 
employees under the Labour Law, are not entitled to maternity benefits, work-
related injury insurance and unemployment insurance. If they are rural migrants 
working as informal workers in urban areas, they are only covered by the rural 
pension and medical insurance scheme and not the ‘workplace’ social 
insurance for employees.  
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5. Conclusions 

There is no integrated system of universal social security in Asian countries. Widespread mass 
unemployment and the informalization of the workforce, low wages and hazardous working 
conditions, and limited, if any, rights to organize and collective bargaining, are all common 
problems in Asia’s developing countries, make the establishment of such a universal system all 
the more pressing. The right to work and the right to a pension are not guaranteed. The trend in 
the new social security systems emerging in Asian countries is that rather than universalizing 
existing social security programmes for formal workers and extending comparable benefits to 
informal workers, they are downgrading the whole social security structure. Another general 
trend is the privatization of social security systems, while state expenditure on social security 
programmes remains at a minimum level and highly insufficient to meet real needs.  
 
Contributory social security insurance programmes cannot be effective, because a huge part of 
the population are low paid informal workers facing intermittent periods of unemployment, who 
are not in a position to make regular contributions to any system. Unemployment insurance is 
either nonexistent or very minimal in practice. The social assistance programmes dealing with 
unemployment that have been introduced in some countries are not comparable to 
unemployment insurance, because they are not universal in scope and the benefits are very 
limited. Work-related injury insurance is the most neglected area in all of the countries. Health 
insurance is also increasingly being privatized. China’s social security system has an added 
problem as it does not extend equal benefits to migrant workers. On the whole, instead of 
providing universal social security, the new social security initiatives are moving towards social 
insurance schemes that are market driven and not under the control of workers. The worst 
aspect of these initiatives is that governments are increasingly moving towards hiring private 
insurance companies to take over as social security fund managers and allowing the investment 
of these funds in speculative activities.  
 
It seems that the restructuring of social security systems in most Asian countries is focused on 
two goals: Firstly, they are increasing the coverage on paper rather than actually providing 
social security to all. This is very clear if we look at the minimal benefits that the social security 
programmes are promising to workers; secondly, they are capitalizing the social security funds 
and transferring control of the funds to global financial corporations which will generate profits 
out of workers’ money. With a lack of regulations and the highly volatile financial sector, rather 
than providing security this trend will jeopardize workers’ future security given the real very 
chance of the collapse of the firms and volatile fluctuations in investment returns.  
 

6. Recommendations 
 
Working towards Social Protection for All  
 
When tackling the common problems affecting social protection in Asia, civil society 
organizations and trade unions should challenge the existing system of politics and labour 
relations, and enhance the bargaining power of workers as well as building wider democratic 
alliances. Thus advocacy for universal social protection in Asia will have maximum impact. 
There are good lessons to be learnt from the three case studies examined in this paper.  
 
The struggles in Indonesia and India for universal social security and social protection have 
demonstrated the influence and pressure that strong alliances and mass actions can have on 
law making. Social security advocates in these two countries successfully established nation-
wide networks of trade unions and civil society organisations.  
 
Winning the support of public opinion is also essential to transform social security systems. As 
the case in India illustrated, the mainstream media is not very interested in social security 
issues.  In the case of the KAJS in Indonesia, however, they made use of social media to 
effectively draw public attention to the social security law and the need for universal health care.  
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Informal workers are largely excluded from existing social protection schemes in many Asian 
countries and they faced many obstacles in accessing social security benefits. In India, there is 
a coalition formed by networks in the unorganized sector. They were able to highlight the 
particular issues of informal workers and mobilize the sector more effectively.  
 
In some countries, such as mainland China, where the development of civil society is still in the 
early stages and freedom of association is not fully guaranteed, CSOs have been building 
alliances with like-minded academics to advocate social security law together.  
 
 
Approaches to reforming existing Social Protection Schemes  
 
Bearing in mind the existing problems and loopholes, and with reference to the discussions and 
demands of civil society organizations in the Asian Roundtable on Social Security (AROSS) 
network, we make the following recommendations to improve the current situation.

36
 In addition, 

we have adopted the principles and rationale of the articles regarding social security in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) since almost all 
Asian countries have ratified the ICESCR as well as ILO Convention 102.  
 
Comprehensive social security schemes  
 

 An integrated universal social security system should be created with the right to work 
and the right to social security for all citizens at its foundation. A universal social 
security system must be basic and non-discriminatory. The priority design should 
include social assistance, a minimum wage, health insurance, occupational injury 
insurance and a pension. Unemployment insurance and a pension should include a non 
contributory model and be extended to all citizens. In Asian countries, with their large 
populations, it may not be easy to achieve full coverage in the initial stages. Thus, in 
terms of design, it is acceptable that social security provision be made in stages with a 
timetable for full universal coverage.  
 

 From the above case studies in three countries as well as many practical experiences, 
it is clear that there are gaps between the urban and rural provision of social security in 
many Asian countries, where internal migrants are not fully entitled to basic social 
security. A comprehensive social security scheme should be well coordinated by every 
level of government, ensuring urban-rural integration, the uniform development and 
management of social security systems, as well as the uniform transfer and use of 
funds across different regions of the country. Asian governments should also work 
towards bridging the gap between social security benefits enjoyed by civil servants and 
those enjoyed by employees of private companies and other citizens.  

 
 The basic social security benefits for unemployment, old age pension, disability and 

maternity must not be less than the national minimum wage, since the minimum wage 
is generally set with reference to the minimum cost of living.  

 
 Medical and health services must be provided to all people on an equitable basis. Non-

contributory universal health insurance for all must be considered as an integral part of 
the universal social security system. 

 
 Social assistance must provide individual benefits, including disaster relief, targeted at a 

replacement rate of no less than 15% of the country’s average wage.  
 

 In the case of employment-related social security programmes, the contributions must 
be paid solely by the employers and the government should bear the cost of other 
social security programmes and allocate sufficient funds to meet these expenses.  
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 Work injury insurance schemes based solely on employers’ contributions should be 
provided to all those workers who are injured in the workplace, with free medical 
treatment and rehabilitation. At the same time, the full monthly wage of the individual 
concerned should be paid to them throughout their recovery. Additional compensation 
should also be provided  

 
Government responsibilities  
 

 Governments of all Asian countries and regions should commit at least 6 percent of 
their GDP to providing social security for all by 2015.  

 
 Governments of all Asian countries should engage civil society organizations in making 

a concerted effort to publicize the right to social protection and to make use of official 
media as well as unofficial media, including television, radio, newspapers, internet and 
NGO activities to provide information, public education and propaganda on social 
security. The purpose is to ensure that most citizens have access to information about 
the existence and development of the social insurance system in the country.  

 
 To enable the public monitoring of the performance of frontline government officials, 

governments should invite universities or academic institutions to conduct opinion 
surveys on citizens’ views of the performance of frontline government workers in areas 
under their coordination. Reviews should be conducted of the administrative 
performance of government officials about which citizens have queries or feel 
frustrated. Reviews should be followed by improvements in administrative measures. 

 
 The social security fund should not be privatized and not be financialized on the stock 

market.  
 
 Participatory management of social security schemes 
 

 The social security provider must be a public body with a significant representation of 
workers to ensure that workers have a say over social security funds.  

 
 A transparent system with an online database must be developed to provide information 

on the benefits provided by the various sections of social security and news on the 
latest developments and any problems with the scheme.  

 
 The right to organize and collective bargaining must be considered as unconditional 

rights of all workers, since these are the most powerful weapons workers have to press 
for the implementation of social security policies.  

 
Full employment, decent work and a minimum wage 
 

 Full employment is the foundation of social protection. All Asian governments should be 
responsible for implementing a full employment policy and providing a minimum wage 
for every employable person, including the rural unemployed and those in the informal 
sector. A minimum wage must be legislated and provided to all workers at the 
replacement rate of 40 percent of the country’s average wage. This is because each 
individual working poor person on average needs to support at least two family 
members.  

 
 Many Asian countries have developed minimum wage laws, but these laws are not 

strictly enforced or followed by every private company or implementation body. Effective 
penalties are therefore needed and the whole process must be made transparent, 
democratic and participatory. The minimum wage could be determined by a tripartite 
body composed of representatives from the unions, employers’ associations and 
academia, with government officials serving as the secretariat, or by a consultation 
process which allows citizens and CSOs to participate and monitor. Annual wage 
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surveys and authoritative reports by academics will provide a lot of important 
information for public comment.  

 
 As stated in ILO Convention 131, the process of determining the level of the minimum 

wages shall include the needs of workers and their families, taking into account the 
general level of wages in the country, the cost of living, social security benefits and the 
relative living standards of other social groups. In practice minimum wages in Asia are 
currently far below a level that covers the needs of workers and their families. The 
average minimum wage level for the OECD countries in 2011 is around 45% of the 
local average wage. Thus, the appropriate level for a minimum wage in Asian countries 
should go beyond 40% of the average wage. It is recommended here that the Asian 
minimum wage should be between 50 percent and 55 percent of the average wage.  

 
 In many cases tripartite bodies do not represent the interests of the majority of workers. 

There are two reasons that account for the dysfunction of tripartite mechanisms: the 
body is often co-opted by the private sector and the State, whose interests then 
dominate, and there is the unequal bargaining power between workers versus State 
and corporation. The workers struggle and collective bargaining power is still superior to 
any dysfunctional formal mechanism.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


