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Reclaiming our future, Restoring the 
People’s Dignity
Declaration of the Fourth Asian Roundtable on Social Security: 
Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia

Social problems are raging across Asia, a region deemed the world’s global 
economic locomotive.  Poverty is high and pervasive amidst so much wealth 
for a few. In fact, inequality is deepening everywhere, within and across 
countries. Joblessness and near-joblessness are widespread. And majority 
of those who have jobs are trapped in precarious work arrangements and 
hostile working conditions.

It is against this backdrop that we in the labour and social movement are 
demanding the right of all citizens to social protection that restores dignity 
and balances the economy. Social protection is more than ensuring that no 
one in society falls without any social assistance but it is first and foremost a 
programme to secure the people’s well-being. Social protection is all about 
ensuring a dignified living for all and securing a future freed of uncertainties 
arising from job, income, social, economic and environmental insecurities.

We, participants of the 4th Asian Roundtable on Social Security, call 
for social protection that goes beyond safety nets for select segments of 
society.  Social protection should be inclusive and transformative. It is non-
discriminatory and encompasses all individuals, regardless of gender, age, 
ethnicity, race, citizenship, religious belief, caste, political affiliation and 
employment status. We believe that the current social protection systems 
across Asia should move away from the prevailing neoliberal policies that 
prioritise financial investment over the citizens’ benefits. 

We call for the adoption of macroeconomic policies that support 
social protection, living wage and sustainable livelihood, health care and 
pension benefits for all, family-centred social services and labour market 
policies, provision of tools for working in a highly globalised economy, and 
unemployment insurance.

We condemn corruption in social protection implementation and we 
oppose privatisation and marketisation of the delivery of social protection 
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services. We call for greater government subsidy and allocation for social 
protection programmes; in particular, we demand that our respective 
governments to raise their expenditure on social protection programmes to 
an amount not less than 7 per cent of the gross domestic product. We demand 
for a social protection legislation and implementation that is initiated by 
a democratic institution of governance with the active participation of its 
constituents, including the vulnerable and marginalised. 

As advocates for social protection for all, we will work aggressively on 
information building through further research and awareness-raising about 
social protection through intensified advocacy and campaigns. We will work 
together and embrace new forms of organising towards a cross-sectoral 
collaboration of working peoples’ movements across Asia in the struggle for 
social protection reforms in our respective countries and collectively, in the 
Asian region. 

We commit to getting our acts together towards reclaiming our future 
and restoring the people’s dignity!
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Opening Remarks
Atty. Jonathan P. Sale, DPA
Dean and Associate Professor
University of the Philippines School of Labour and Industrial Relations

In the new postmodernist labour market, workers stay in many and 
any labour market transitions — first, the standard full-time, permanent 
employee priority, or the common; and second, the Standard Education-
Work-Retirement Sequence. The latter is unique such that the key terms in 
that regime were stability and security. However, the key terms in a post-
modernist regime were transition and flexibility.  

There are several types of labour market transitions: (1) transition 
between jobs and transition of workers who jump from one job to the next; 
(2) transitions of jobs/ movement of workers from part-time to full-time 
employment; (3) transition from employment to unemployment examples 
are hired; and (4) transitions from several work statuses, from employment 
to self – employment, from part-time to full-time employment for busy 
persons.  

On the other hand, there are also several types of flexibility: (1) external 
and internal flexibility to hire and flexibility of work schedule (including 
part time work and overtime, if work requires); (2) functional flexibility 
with respect to the extent of activities and tasks; and (3) wage flexibility or 
the increased differences between the wages of workers. In the Philippines, 
policy responses are more concerned on wage flexibility.

Transitions and flexibility tend to increase the vulnerability of workers. 
Hence, amidst these two prevailing concepts in the post-modernist regimes, 
making social protection available for everyone in the region is crucial.  In 
order to pursue this, it is important to sharpen labour’s role in advancing social 
protection for all in Asia. It is critical to identify the gaps in social protection 
policies and implementation. One particular gap that can be tackled is the 
exclusion of some types of workers from different social protection schemes. 
Social protection should be extended beyond employment to cover all types 
of work.  Employment is just one type of work; other types of work should 
also be recognised to broaden the coverage of social protection.
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This has been advocated by International Labour Organisation, among 
others.  Social protection must not only be for the employed sector but for 
all the people, in general. 
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Introduction of Objectives and Agenda
Samuel Li Shing Hong
Asia Monitor Resource Centre

A brief overview of AROSS and social protection in Asia

The Asian Roundtable on Social Security (AROSS) was established 
in 2009 to address the adverse impact of the global financial crisis on the 
workers of Asia, especially those who cannot enjoy their right to social 
protection amidst the economic adversity. Recognising the need for effective 
and inclusive social protection policies in the region, the Asia Monitor 
Resource Centre (AMRC) organised AROSS to serve as a platform to 
provide mutual help and sharing for facilitating individual countries to have 
better understanding, capacity and network building on social protection. It 
also aims to support and integrate the regional struggle for the development 
of social security for the poor across various sectors. Further, it also intends 
to conceptualise and programmatise the social security campaign in Asia.

The coverage of social protection programmes in different countries 
in Asia is very limited. In India, for instance, only the formal workers are 
covered by social security arrangements and such formal workers constitute 
only 8 per cent of the total workforce. Among the workers in the informal 
economy, only 6 per cent are able to enjoy their right to social protection. 
On the other hand, in 2010, the social protection programmes in China 
cover only 9 to 24 per cent of the migrant workers in a research covering 
four major cities (5 to 24 per cent in another study in 2011). In Indonesia, 
80 per cent of the informal workers do not have social protection in 2009.

The lack of social protection among the informals is a serious problem 
because informalisation is spreading widespread in Asia. In the entire Asian 
region, over two-thirds of the workforce is in the informal economy. In 
particular, the informal workers comprise over 40 per cent of the working 
population in China, over 80 per cent in South Asia, and over 60 per cent in 
Southeast Asia.

Moreover, the labour sector in the region is confronted with difficult 
challenges such as globalisation, casualisation, privatisation, and 
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contractualisation, among others. Given this, majority of Asian workers are 
marginalised and unprotected. Making the situation worse is the fact that 
more than 900 million people live in poverty.

In line with the foregoing, AROSS seeks to pave the road towards social 
protection for all through the following: (i) building an understanding on 
social protection; (ii) consolidating the demands of the grassroots in Asian 
countries; and (iii) developing strategies to push the struggle for social 
protection for all.

Agenda for the fourth AROSS conference

The past agenda of AROSS include: basic principles of comprehensive 
social security, Asian minima in practice, and social assistance and minimum 
wage. For the year 2013, AMRC holds the fourth AROSS conference under 
the theme “Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All 
in Asia”. This year’s host is the Philippines.

The participants in the fourth AROSS conference hail from over ten 
countries from East, Southeast and South Asian regions. They are basically 
from the academe, trade union movement, and labour non-government 
organisations that work closely with both the formal and informal sectors.

On the first day, AROSS aims to provide an overview of the labour 
situation and social protection in Asia. After the general backgrounder, 
specific country and organisation reports will follow to facilitate the:

•  Understanding of the social protection arrangements in various 
countries, particularly in relation to their coverage of formal and informal 
workers;

•  Development of knowledge on the ongoing campaigns for social 
protection; and

•  Determination of the future development of social protection.
The formation of the drafting committee on the Asian declaration on 

social protection will also be discussed on the first day of the conference. 
On the second day, the participants will strategise in a workshop the 

various ways on how to push the Asia-wide AROSS agenda deeper. The 
Asian Declaration on social protection will also be presented.
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Outcome of the past three meetings and 
the future of social protection in Asia
Apo Leong 
Hong Kong Social Security Society

AROSS was a joint venture initiative of Hong Kong Social Security 
Society (HKSSS), Hong Kong Polytechnic University (HKPU), and AMRC. 
It was founded in 2009 when representatives from trade unions, academe, 
and various social movements gathered together in Hong Kong to tackle 
the highly critical issue of providing social security for all in Asia. The 
Hong Kong gathering was then followed by subsequent AROSS meetings in 
Beijing, Chiang Mai, and now, the Philippines. 

The rationale for organising AROSS is that only a limited proportion 
of the population is covered by social security. In fact, majority of the 
common workers and the marginalised do not get to enjoy their right to 
social protection. In an economic situation where productivity has fallen 
and inequality worsens (i.e., Gini ratio in China and other parts of Asia 
is very high), what will happen to the marginalised communities? Money 
has always been concentrated among the rich, the super-rich and the 
transnational corporations (TNCs). Moreover, most Asian countries are 
also prone to disasters. In catastrophic times, where will the poor victims 
turn to without social protection? 

Even in a rich and prosperous country such as Hong Kong, labour and 
social protection policies are also lacking. It was only two years ago that 
Hong Kong adopted a minimum wage policy. Further, there is no pension 
law in Hong Kong, despite the labour movement’s campaign for twenty 
years. As to Hong Kong’s social protection legislation, there are loopholes. 
For instance, social security programmes do not cover all workers and the 
housewives. 

On the other hand, wage has been the one of the means to distribute 
the wealth of the economy. However, while most Asian countries have 
minimum wage policies, the campaign for workers to receive living wage 
remains to be one of the longest and most difficult challenges of the labour 
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movement in the region.
In regard with the foregoing, social protection could do a lot to uplift the 

lives of the people especially during times of crisis. The International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank 
emphasised the importance of social protection. However, the challenge is 
how to translate all the concept of social protection for all into reality. It is 
up to the labour movement to fight.

There is a need to build up more information and knowledge about 
social protection. It is important to implement measures to promote social 
protection for all with the active support and participation of the labour 
movement. Cross-border unity among labour organisations in different 
countries in the region is crucial as it can strengthen the advancement of the 
demands to make social protection for all happen in the coming years or so. 
The labour movement can work with the transnational corporations and the 
employers by encouraging them to fulfil their fundamental responsibility 
to pay the proper wages and to support the campaign against race to the 
bottom. 

The promotion of social protection for all in Asia can start with the two-
day roundtable. The participants can formulate a strategy and a plan of 
action on how to demand for social protection for all across Asia.
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Regional overview of social 
Protection in Asia

Social protection beyond social investment and conceptual binaries
Dr. Dennis Arnold
University of Amsterdam

Labour and social protections should focus on protecting workers, 
communities, and the environment from market predations. Provision of 
such protections should not follow a functionalist approach, which seeks 
returns on “social investment”. 

General trends

In the current economic system, there seem to be some general trends. 
First, there is the informalising formal economy characterised by precarious 
formal work and growing informal economy. Second, state- and employer-
backed labour and social protections are lacking. In particular, they are 
limitedly linked to “formal” work. Unfortunately, states deem that precarious 
work is necessary for economic development and political power. In other 
words, precarious work is not a result of a policy gone wrong; rather, it is a 
policy in itself. Third, structures of informal production are often deemed 
to preclude organising. It seems that the workers in the informal economy 
should transition first into the formal economy before they can be organised.

Social protection and international organisations

For many, including the World Bank, the main aim of social protection 
is to promote economic growth. Social protection is perceived as a social 
investment that has to give a return called “social dividends”. Very few 
institutions talk about social protection as an exclusive matter of citizenship 
and rights.

The ILO stresses social security as a human right by referring to the 

content.indd   11 3/14/2014   8:11:23 AM



12   Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and ILO conventions and 
recommendations on social security (Mestrum, n.d.). In the ILO’s Social 
Protection Floor recommendation (2012) it firstly recognises social security 
as “an important tool to prevent and reduce poverty, inequality, social 
exclusion and social insecurity […] and to support the transition from 
informal to formal employment”. Social protection is “an investment in 
people that empowers them to adjust to changes in the economy and in the 
labour market.”

Thus, economic references are made, and the discourse of “social 
investment” is there, yet so are rights. A link among fundamental rights, 
a broader social security agenda and the decent work agenda is created. 
But it does not go beyond poverty reduction and cannot be considered a 
universal social protection. Another shortcoming is that the access to social 
protections usually depends upon the ‘transition’ from informal to formal.

Informalisation debates

Much literature rests on the idealised link between labour rights and 
formal work. Recommendations tend to focus on getting the institutions 
and structure of production relations right based upon the assumption that 
the rest will fall into place. They are also confined by conceptual binaries 
– formal/informal from the 1970s to the present (modernisation) and 
inclusion/exclusion from the 1990s as part of “Decent Work”. However, such 
binaries are blurred.

Beyond binaries

What are rather needed are labour conceptualisations that recognise both 
workers’ mobility and organising and the ebb and flow of free markets (Lee, 
2005). Social production of difference marked by race, nation, geographical 
origin, and gender often matters more than whether one may avail of formal 
work (Mezzadra, 2011).

Social solidarity is not only about demanding the ‘neutral’ state to create 
an official space to moderate conflict between labour and capital. It is not 
about mobilising for a return to the perceived ideal or norm, but rather 
political economies rooted in community and social alternatives for income 
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distribution (Weeks 2011). 

Maintaining the informal-formal binary may reinforce or deepen the 
problem. Hence, to address this, social protections should rather be designed 
in relation to both market and state predations. Further, the implications for 
state legitimacy and debates over distribution of wealth should also be taken 
into account.

Social protections and precarious work in Continental 
Southeast Asia
VENI (NOW) Project, 2013 – 2015
Dr. Dennis Arnold
University of Amsterdam

(Dr. Dennis Arnold shared the details of the research project that he is 
currently conducting in Myanmar, Cambodia and Vietnam.) 

The objective of the project is to understand state-labour social contract 
by examining access to labour and social protections. It is not assumed that 
either nation-state, workplace, or class is the scale or unit through which 
social change is channelled.

We are confronted with a precarious paradox. Liberalisation undermined 
institutions including family, community, trade unions and the state as a 
source of social support. It leads to increasing dependence on labour markets 
and migrants for survival. Meanwhile, workers increasingly depend on the 
family and community for access to goods and services and vice-versa.

The starting point of the research is the recognition of the reality that 
struggles over land and livelihoods in rural areas and worker struggles 
in (peri-urban) factories are not mutually exclusive. They shape workers’ 
identities and potential to sustain solidarity. There is a need to explore the 
two to better understand and theorise opportunities and constraints to alter 
development patterns.

The scope of the research project includes Myanmar, Cambodia and 
Vietnam. In particular, it will gather data from the experiences of textile and 
garment workers, construction workers, and the workers of the traditional 
informal sector such as vendors and transport workers. The research will 
focus on both the “informal” and “formal” workers who are typically rural-
urban migrants.

It strives to shed light on the following research questions:
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1) How is power reproduced? How is wealth concentrated in a few 
hands, and how can we strategise for more equal distribution of wealth and 
political-social-economic power?

2) What prevents workers from accessing labour and social protections? 
Does it differ from sector to sector? What are workers ‘self-initiated’ labour 
and social protection strategies?

Advancing social protection for all through a just and 
sustainable Asia
Dr. Rene E. Ofreneo
University of the Philippines

Introduction

The UN CSO adopted a vision statement in June 2013:

“An equitable and sustainable world where every person is safe, 
resilient, lives well, and enjoys their human rights, and where 
political and economic systems deliver well-being for all people 
within the limits of our planet’s resources.”

This means a world where human rights are realised, poverty has been 
eradicated, the environment is safeguarded, there is social justice, and peace, 
safety and security are a reality for all.

But the reality in the world today is far different. Poverty and joblessness 
are widespread. Inequality is widespread and the gap between the rich and 
the poor continues to widen almost everywhere. Insecurity is widespread 
for the marginalised majority. Tensions and violence are the stuffs carried 
by our daily newspapers. Environment is degraded and threats of climate 
change risks lurk everywhere, with disasters occurring everywhere. And 
many are increasingly raising questions on the sustainability of economy, 
environment and society in a divided and fragile world.

On economic sustainability

The reality described above is best seen in the unresolved global financial 
crisis (GFC), which started in the United States in 2007 and became global 
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in 2008-2009. It is still continuing until today in parts of Europe with 
unemployment reaching 20-30%. The weak recovery in America and other 
countries may re-ignite a new GFC. In fact, there is already a deep recession 
in some countries.

But the big questions remain. Why did the GFC occur? Is the crisis 
avoidable?

Lesson 1: Crisis due to economic bubbles bursting. The crisis started 
when bubbles developed in the US sub-prime market, US and UK banking 
sector, and global commodity market. They eventually burst with the 
collapse of the Lehman and Bar Stearns.  Then, the crisis spread quickly 
from a few banks to the whole banking sector, from Wall Street to the Main 
Street, from New York to London, from OECD countries to the developing 
world.

Lesson 2: Deeper reasons for the crisis – liberalisation without 
regulation and direction.  Prudential rules in finance became liberalised 
or missing, allowing hedge funds like Soros’ firm to do speculative short-
selling. US Congress now officially blames financial deregulation as culprit: 
US repeal in ’99 of Glass-Steagal Act provision on separation and regulation 
of banking, insurance and investment activities (1933 law). Further, 
reckless financialisation by big banks and global rating companies of varied 
transactions became the norm. In fact, an SMS exchange between two 
rating-agency executives said: “We rate every deal. It could be structured by 
cows and we would (still) rate it.”

The problem is that the financial liberalisation worldwide was due to the 
programmes of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) and to the predominance of neoliberal thinking.

Lesson 3: Deeper explanations for GFC. There is a global contradiction 
because of the race to the bottom. On the one hand, there is a global 
overproduction due to global supply chains of TNCs especially in China and 
Asia and new technology (in ICT and transport), facilitated by free trade 
policies of international financial institutions (IFIs), WTO and others. This 
led to the rise of Factory Asia and global production networks. Yet, on the 
other hand, there is a global underconsumption due to limited global mass 
producers such as workers and farmers. There are attacks on unionism and 
collective bargaining especially in the export processing zones.
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Surging Asia has become unequal Asia

There are good jobs in the region for a few but many are excluded such 
as the informals, casuals, and migrants. The so-called Factory Asia is mainly 
operated through TNC-controlled value chains and driven by the race to 
the bottom. For instance, an iPod sold in 2006 gave US companies US$163, 
Japanese and South Korean parts makers, US$132, and Chinese workers, 
US$4.00. Hence, inequality is deepening everywhere especially in China. 
At the same time, environmental problems are mounting everywhere, 
aggravating the socio-economic situation.

Even the ADB raised the alarm bells: “Rising inequality across Asia 
threatens growth.” The WB, United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific (UN ESCAP) and the ILO have all rhymed in, warning that growth 
is unsustainable if inequality is persistent and benefits continue to go to an 
exclusive few. The battle cry today of development agencies is “rebalancing”.

Rebalancing prescription unquestioned

The amazing development is that the language of the trade unions and 
the civil society organisations (CSOs) became the language of the WB, ADB, 
UN and the governments. Examples are “inclusive growth”, “sustainable 
development”, “end poverty”, and “green development”. Even the phrases 
“health insurance for all” and “social protection for all” were adopted by 
various organisations.

So, where is our enemy?
The rebalancing prescription by the IFIs and the UN bodies is amazingly 

unquestioned. Rebalancing an unequal, unjust and unsustainable order is 
a must but which way will the rebalancing go? Today, no one admits that 
he/she is a neo-liberal and yet neo-liberal prescriptions of privatisation, 
deregulation, and trade/investment liberalisation are still in place and being 
pursued. Moreover, there are worrisome developments such as the failure 
of G20 to institute real finance reforms (i.e., derivative business and bubble 
economy still in place) and the continued lack of global balancing (i.e.,  
global underconsumption and global overproduction are still continuing.

There are other worrisome developments. Inequality deepening 
everywhere – wages and incomes of the poor are going down and yet 
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the rich are getting richer. Ironically, these are documented by the IFIs 
themselves. Furthermore, there is no progress in climate change talks and 
reforms amidst continued environmental degradation in Asia and disasters 
that occur almost everywhere.

Even the IFIs’ solutions for the excluded poor do not deviate from 
the neo-liberal framework. There is a new emphasis on public-private 
partnerships (PPP) in infrastructure and projects to create jobs. But PPP 
means government lends and guarantees while private sector builds and 
earns. However, the “excluded” poor are reassured of “inclusion” through 
conditional cash transfer (CCT) but no change in socio-economic policy.

Social protection demand accepted but only at what the budget can afford

The people’s demand for social protection seems accepted but there is 
a qualifier. Provision of social protection depends on what the budget can 
afford. A lot of more inclusive elements are missing: decent job creation 
for all under a just and equitable economic arrangement and pro-people 
reforms such as agrarian reform, fair trade, labour reforms, affordable health 
care, affordable housing and education for all. Another critical measures 
and programmes that are missing are those that will roll back the race to the 
bottom at the regional, national and global levels.

Conclusion

Securing social protection for all cannot be divorced from the overall 
struggle of humanity to build a just, caring and sustainable world.

The struggle for social protection for all is essentially a struggle for social, 
economic and environmental justice for all!
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Country reports: Understanding social 
protection in East Asian countries

I. Hong Kong

Minimum wage campaign in Hong Kong
Yau Chi Hang Alvin
Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions

Social protection in Hong Kong

The Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions (HKCTU) believes 
that social protection is the safety net for all residents in the territory. A 
person who is in need should be able to access social protection measures. 
Social protection includes income subsidies, unemployment insurances and 
retirement pension, etc. In a broader sense, the government should provide 
basic public services for people, such as education, health care and housing.

At the same time, labour laws are also another means of social protection. 
Minimum wage, standard working hours and occupational safety 
requirements, for instance, protect the income and working conditions of all 
workers. Collective bargaining rights safeguard workers’ rights to negotiate 
with employers fairly. Trade union laws protect freedom to organise.

However, the Hong Kong government has blind faith in the so called “free 
market economy”. Because of this, the labour law protection is very limited. 
For instance, Hong Kong has yet to adopt working time and collective 
bargaining regulations. With respect to other social protection measures, the 
government sets a very strict threshold for applicants. Also, the government 
deliberately stigmatises recipients of social security allowances as “loungers”. 
This is why many persons who are eligible to get social protection refuse to 
apply.

Current social protection structure and policies in Hong Kong

The setting up of Statutory Minimum Wage (SMW) is the major 

content.indd   18 3/14/2014   8:11:23 AM

Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia   19 
improvement of social protection in Hong Kong, especially for the working 
poor. The first SMW rate was $28 HKD (around $3.6 USD) per hour in 
2011. It has been raised to $30 HKD (around $3.8 USD) per hour in May 
2013. According to the government statistics, 210,300 employees, or 7 per 
cent of total employees could directly benefit from the increase in SMW.

However, as the inflation rate of Hong Kong rockets in recent years, the 
real income of grassroots workers remains the same. The number of working 
poor rebounds in 2012 to the level of pre-SMW period. The increase in SMW 
in 2013 was even lower than the inflation rate in the same period. The effect 
of SMW will further diminish if the government fails to raise SMW timely.

In the aspect of social security, Hong Kong residents can apply to the 
“Comprehensive Social Security Assistance” (CSSA) Scheme if they cannot 
support themselves financially. But the asset mean test is strict. For instance, 
for a single person case, the asset limit is only $25,000 HKD (around $3,200 
USD), which is only equivalent to two months’ salary. The standard rate 
for an adult is only $2,070 HKD (around $265 USD) per month. The low 
subsidy and the strict means test discourage people from applying to the 
CSSA. Therefore, the number of low income households remains 200,000 
in recent years.

The government is unwilling to provide universal retirement protection. 
Besides CSSA, the elderly could only rely on their individual mandatory 
pension funds. Thus, for low-income workers, their own savings are not 
enough for their retirement.

Ongoing campaigns for social protection

The HKCTU and other social organisations keep pressuring the 
government to raise the minimum wage to $35 HKD (around $4.5 USD). 
They also urge the government review the SMW annually. The SMW rate 
should be adjusted based on the basic living cost of the workers and their 
family members, which is the principle of the UN’s International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the ILO’s Minimum Wage 
Fixing Convention.

Besides the government, the HKCTU also targets the big corporations, 
which are paying their workers only the SMW rate. It urges those 
corporations to perform their social responsibility to pay at least living wage 
($35 HKD) to all their workers.
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The HKCTU works with other social organisations to fight for the low 
income subsidy. The government has just set up the official poverty line, a 
level of income set as 50% of the median household income. The HKCTU 
hopes that the government can provide subsidy for those who are under 
poverty line.

The civil society urges the government to set up a universal pension 
scheme for all elderly aged over 65. It recommends that every senior citizen 
should receive $3,000 HKD ($384 USD) per month without any income of 
asset tests. Under great pressure from the public, the government is now 
studying the long term retirement protection policies.

Future development of social protection: challenges and opportunities

After two years’ implementation, the public widely accept the SMW as a 
basic social protection. However, there is still no strong support on the issue 
of annual review. Some people blame the SMW for causing high inflation 
and high unemployment rate, which is not true. In the future, the HKCTU 
needs to educate the public more about the positive impact of the SMW. The 
concept of living wage should be promoted.

There are some advocacy opportunities in relation to low income subsidy 
and universal pension scheme because the government realises that the 
problems of low income workers and elderly poverty are deteriorating. 
However, the resistance from the business sector remains strong.
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Country reports: Understanding social 
protection in Southeast Asian countries

I. Thailand

Social protection in Thailand
Suntaree H. Saeng-ging
Homenet Thailand

Social protection: an overview

Social protection is the scheme or programme provided by the State to 
protect the people when they face economic and social difficulties during 
their life cycle. It is the right of people and the responsibility of the state. As 
a State responsibility, the financing of social protection provision usually 
comes from the peoples’ taxes and premium contribution.

Because of inequity, the benefit of growth had not been equitably shared 
among state members. Hence, the ideal situation is that universal coverage 
of social protection should guarantee that the poor and vulnerables are 
included. 

Various social protection schemes in Thailand

Thailand has several social protection schemes that different types 
of individuals are entitled to, subject to the eligibility requirements of a 
particular scheme. Among the different social protection programmes of 
Thailand are the following:

i. National Health Security Scheme. The National Health Security Act 
of 2002 aims to provide universal health care that will cover all Thai citizens. 
It was legislated after advocates of “health insurance for all” garnered 50,000 
signatures to compel to the Parliament to pass the law.

Although the National Health Security Scheme (NHSS) was intended by 
law to cover everyone, the actual coverage is only quasi-100 per cent only 
as a large number of undocumented migrants are excluded due to problems 
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of affordability. Another problem with the NHSS is the differences in the 
level of protection that different types of workers receive. In particular, the 
workers in the formal sector are more protected than the poor and the rest 
of the informal sector.

ii. Social Security. The original Article 40 of the Social Security Act 
of 1990 covers the informal sector workers. Three types of benefits (Table 
1) can be enjoyed from the social security – maternity, invalidity and death 
benefits. Social security has a high rate of contribution at 3.36 billion Baht 
per year, without the sharing of government and employers.

Table 1. 
Three types of benefits under the Social Security Act of 1990

Contribution Benefit Detail/Condition
3.36 billion Baht 
per year

Maternity •3,000 per instance, which can 
be obtained in two instances 
•After 9 months of payment

Invalidity •Medical treatment at an 
amount not more than 1,000 
per month
•Income replacement equal to 
50 per cent of the minimum 
wage
•After 36 months of payment

Death •Lump sum of minimum wage 
times 100

However, the Article 40 of the Social Security Act was later amended 
partly due to the lobbying of Homenet. Homenet representatives join two 
sub-committees to do a feasibility study and design of the benefits and 
contribution rate. In addition to the three benefits in the original Article 
40, the amendment includes benefits for old age. Also, the government will 
have a counterpart in the contribution. However, the contribution for the 
social security shall be voluntary. The proposed amendment to Article 40 as 
outlined in the table below was implemented in 1 May 2011. 
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Table 2.

Benefits under the amended Article 40 of the Social Security Act
Contribution Benefit Detail/Condition
Workers: 70
Government: 30

Injury/sickness •Compensate for the loss of in-
come for admit patient: 200 per 
day, 20 days per year
•3 in 4 months payment

Invalidity •500 to 1,000 income replacement 
for 15 years
•6 in 10 months’ payment: 500
•12 in 20 months’ payment: 650
•24 in 40 months’ payment: 800
•36 in 60 months’ payment: 1,000

Death •Lump sum of 2,000
•6 in 12 months’ payment

Workers: 100
Government: 50

Old age •Lump sum of 50 time number of 
months

Workers: 100
Government: 100

Old age •Pension at the age of 65

With the introduction of subsidies, coverage has increased to 1.3 million 
in 18 months. While the coverage increased significantly, it is also important 
to note that the target population is 24 million of informal economy workers. 
Also, only 70 per cent of those covered pay contributions regularly.

Challenges and next steps in promoting social protection in Thailand

In addition to the types of social protection above, Homenet is also 
pushing for child allowances. With respect to the social security for working 
age, old age, and persons with disabilities, the issue is not coverage but the 
sufficiency of the funding since the poverty line is 2,400 Baht per month.

In pushing for reforms on social security, several challenges are needed 
to be addressed such as the need for tax reform, political commitment and 
future collaboration with the ASEAN community.
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II. Cambodia

Improving social protection fund and promoting employment in 
Cambodia
Sun Lyhov
Cambodian Labour Confederation, Coalition of Cambodian Apparel Workers 
Democratic Union

Background: Cambodian population and the CLC

Cambodia has a total population of 14 million and a total workforce of 
7.5 million. Sixty per cent of the labour force is in the informal sector and 
agriculture. The formal sector has about two million workers while migrant 
labour is accounting for 500,000 workers.

The Cambodian Labour Confederation (CLC) was established on 9 April 
2006 and was registered in the in the ministry on 31 December 2008. It 
started in 2006 with four federations and associations, three staffs, and 20,000 
members. In 2013, the confederation expanded with eight federations and 
associations, 19 staffs and 83,367 members.

The National Social Security Fund and the labour situation in Cambodia

The National Social Security Fund (NSSF) of Cambodia was governed 
by a law that was introduced in 2002, with a degree that was established 
on 2 March 2007. As a social protection scheme, the NSSF is very narrow. 
First, the social security benefits for the formal sector is limited to work 
injury insurance (introduced in 2008), healthcare insurance (introduced 
in September 2013, and pension (to be introduced in 2015). On the other 
hand, the informal sector workers are not covered by social security. Hence, 
the working poor with low wages have no safety net all.

The need for social security in Cambodia is very critical given the situation 
of the workers. Cambodian workers work long hours in a dangerous working 
environment. In particular, they do not have personal protective equipment 
while working with very dangerous chemicals in dusty, highly toxic place. It 
is not surprising that occupational accidents happen during working hours. 
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Even when going to work, they are unsafe as they usually take an overload 
(i.e., taxis, tuktuk, moto). They have inadequate healthcare themselves. 
There are also workers who have no marry letter and family book, which 
are important documents in a Cambodian society. Also, most Cambodian 
workers have a very limited understanding about the NSSF. 

Issues about NSSF

The NSSF covers only 20 provinces and select industries such as garments, 
hotel, and bank. To be eligible in availing the benefits of the NSSF, a company 
that has eight workers or more should register with NSSF.

Members of the NSSF encounter problems when availing of their 
benefits. Among such problems are delayed assistance to the members, small 
accredited hospitals with inadequate care from few doctors and healthcare 
professionals, and difficult reimbursement process. Also, the information 
related to the NSSF is not conveyed to the factory on time and as a result, 
the employees have to suffer. The NSSF is also understaffed and is not able 
to finish processing works on time.

Strengthening the NSSF

The CLC advocates for the strengthening of the NSSF to make it more 
responsive to the needs of the members. CLC calls for the wilful and 
immediate implementation of the NSSF, especially the healthcare insurance 
set to be implemented in 2013 and the pension in 2015. It also urges the 
NSSF to increase the cremation support from 250 dollars to 1,000 dollars. 
Further, CLC also demands for the inclusion of the informal sector in the 
coverage of the NSSF.

CLC recommends the NSSF to streamline its service delivery and to 
make its services available at all times. Another recommendation made by 
the CLC is the speeding up of the registration of NSSF members, treatment 
of workers who were victims of work-related accidents, inclusion of 
professional payments in the benefits, and guaranteeing quick delivery of 
the social ID card.

Medical personnel should also undergo capacity building in order to 
deliver quality healthcare services to the members. Medical supplies and 
equipment should also be increased. Also, a list of the occupational diseases 
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that can be covered by the NSSF would be helpful.
Further, the NSSF should be more accessible to the workers and open 

voluntary membership should be implemented. There should also be proper 
and streamlined dispute resolution to tackle the issues arising from NSSF 
implementation.
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III. Vietnam

An updating on Vietnam’s social security framework
Van Thu Ha
Oxfam Solidarity Belgium

Social Security Strategy 2011-2020:  An update from the Social Protection 
Floor approach

The overall objective of the Social Security Strategy 2011-2020 is to 
gradually expand the coverage and participation of the people in the social 
security system. It aims that by 2020, all people get access to and benefit 
from social security policies, ensuring minimum living standard or the 
people and contributing to sustainable poverty reduction and political and 
social stabilisation. Social security issues, in the general sense of the word, 
are often mentioned in Party and Government documents about social 
development, culture, progress, social justice and other social issues.

The target of the strategy is to include all people, in which priorities are 
given to vulnerable groups, including the poor; people living in remote, 
mountainous and ethnic minority areas; workers in rural areas and informal 
sector; unemployed workers; the disabled; children; old-age and sick people; 
and those affected by natural calamities and other force-major risks.

By 2012 to 2020, the strategy intends to annually spend 13.5 per cent 
of the gross domestic product (GDP) annually for social security. Of such 
amount, 30 per cent is covered by the State budget, equivalent to 4.05 per 
cent of the GDP. This was a significant increase in target compared to the 
2003 to 2011 yearly expenditure of 6.6 per cent of the GDP, in which 51 per 
cent is covered by the State budget in an amount equivalent to 3.4 per cent 
of the GDP.

Initiative on the social protection floor

The concept of social protection floor (SPF) roughly pertains to universal 
access to social services, child and disabled protection, and basic minimum 
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income. It is fit with the objectives of Vietnam’s Social Protection Strategy 
(SPS). However, there are SPF gaps and challenges in the following areas:

• Policy to support special groups with basic social services;
• Policy of cash transfer for the hard core poor;
• Guarantee to old age income;
• Conditional cash transfer for the children from poor households to 

go school;
• Public works programme for the poor and other vulnerable groups; 

and 
• Policy to support participation of informal sector in voluntary 

social insurance, unemployment insurance and crop insurance schemes.
The ILO conducted a rapid assessment of the SPF in Vietnam and it came 

up with several scenarios to address the SPF gap. In such scenarios, the ILO 
recommended to increase social security expenditure by 2.21 per cent to 
2.81 per cent of the GDP. Table 3 shows the benefits scenarios that were 
developed after the rapid assessment.

Table 3.
Benefit scenarios based on the ILO rapid assessment

Benefit Package Scenarios
Pension for the el-
derly: 
0.6% to 0.8% of the 
GDP

•Extension of existing 
non-contributory so-
cial pension for 80+ 
population

Scenario 1: Old-age pen-
sion benefit (poverty line) 
for all uncovered elderly 
(targeted)

Scenario 2: Old-age pen-
sion for all elderly (univer-
sal)
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Allowance package 
for children under 
16 years old: 
0.47% to 0.87% of 
the GDP

•Child allowance for 
all children aged 0 to 
15 years old
•Additional education 
services for schools or 
kindergarten, where 
lacking
•One meal plus take-
home ration for all 
children in school 
(aged 5 to 15 years old)

Scenario 1: Universal child 
benefit

Scenario 2(a): Targeted 
child benefit, all poor chil-
dren

Scenario 2(b): Targeted 
child benefit for a maxi-
mum of two children per 
household

Employment guar-
antee for the work-
ing age population: 
1.14% of the GDP

•Employment guaran-
tee scheme of 100 days 
per household per year
•Social assistance for 
disabled people (3.7 
per cent of the popu-
lation have disabilities)
•Employment and 
training service availa-
ble, including training 
allowances to facilitate 
return to employment 
and creation of mi-
cro-enterprises

A research is currently being conducted to develop a scientific basis 
for building an SPF in Vietnam for 2011 to 2020. The research, which was 
targeted to be completed by December 2013, aims to develop theoretical and 
practical bases for building an SPF, assess the actual situation of Vietnam’s 
SPF, propose methods and models to quantify SPF, and propose points of 
view, directions and solutions for Vietnam’s SPF 2011 to 2020.

Among the works already done is a survey in seven provinces to find 
limitations, potentials, trends, and solutions for developing an SPF in 
Vietnam up to 2020. A consultation workshop was also organised.

content.indd   29 3/14/2014   8:11:23 AM



30   Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia

Based on the survey results, the major recommendation is that the main 
target groups should include the vulnerable groups, particularly the poor, 
low income people, unemployed, disabled, elderly, children with difficult 
situations, and people from ethnic minorities, remote areas and poor areas. 
While the research has accomplished a great deal, it is not yet clear how the 
research will help address the challenge of the informal sector’s access to 
basic social services and insurance.

The situation of the vulnerables

Migrants and informal workers are among the vulnerable groups. 
In particular, the informal sector, which comprises 23.5 per cent of the 
workforce, contributes 30 to 60 per cent to the GDP. Ninety four per cent of 
the migrants from rural to urban areas work in the informal sector without 
labour contracts. Majority of them are working in hazardous/dangerous 
working environment and are highly in need of proper health care to ensure 
their lives.

Today, only 0.19 per cent of the informal sector population participates 
in social and health insurance. On the other hand, only 10 per cent have 
access to vocational trainings. One has to pay for trainings if he/she is not 
included in the target groups of social assistance. Further, workers in the 
informal sector find it difficult to access preferential credit policies. In 2006 
to 2010, only 19 per cent of the 8 million people who were granted loans 
from employment creation programmes were from the informal sector.

Amendment to the Social Insurance law

The Social Insurance Law (SIL) targets to achieve the following 
performance by the end of 2012 after six years of its implementation:

• Compulsory social insurance (CSI). It covers more than 10.44 
million participants (of which, 8.3 million are participating in unemployment 
insurance). Covering 20 per cent of the workforce, the CSI coverage increased 
by 3.3 per cent from the 2011 coverage. CSI funds likewise increased from 
6,300 in 2001 to 89.6 billion in 2012.

• Voluntary social insurance (VSI). Membership increased to 44.9 
per cent or to 139,600 in 2012. It now covers 0.22 per cent of the workforce.

There is a need to amend the SIL to overcome the law’s weaknesses after 
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six years of implementation. The SIL also needs to prepare for the ILO 
forecast that by 2029, the pension fund will lose its payment capacity. The 
unfair treatment in the pension scheme between state workers and private 
sector workers (i.e., same contribution but pension level in the public sector 
is higher) should be addressed.

The following are included in the proposed amendment to the SIL:
• Easier procedures in claiming and paying for benefits
• Introduction of a new social insurance form known as supplementary 

pension
• Broadening of the CSI target group to include workers (except 

domestic workers) with at least one month labour contracts instead of the 
original three months

• Increase of the CSI fund by:
• Increasing the pension age of CSI from 55 for women and 
60 for men to 60 and 62, respectively, (option 1) or to 62 for both 
men and women (option 2), with one year increase every three 
years from 2016;
• Removing the ceiling of pension age for VSI;
• Reducing the pension level of early retirement; and
• Considering the reduction of some of the benefits such as 
the health recovery policies.

• Fairer and higher benefits by:
• Increasing some benefits (one off payment of SI benefits, 
death before retired benefits, specific conditions for pregnant 
workers, six months of maternity leaves (instead of four months), 
and paternity leaves for male workers); and
• Revising the pension calculation formula to address the 
unequal pension between state workers and private sector workers.

Development strategy of Vietnam’s social insurance sector up to 2020

A development strategy of Vietnam’s social insurance sector was crafted 
and approved on 23 July 2013. The objective of the strategy is to expand the 
coverage of social insurance in Vietnam so that 50 per cent of the workforce 
participate in the social insurance, 35 per cent in unemployment insurance, 
and more than 80 per cent of the population in health insurance.

In increasing the target groups, the solution is to include in the target 
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group of CSI those with labour contracts of one month (instead of three 
months). To enforce this, employers will be requested to fully provide 
information and documents regarding its responsibility on social, health 
and unemployment insurance in order to identify the target of compulsory 
schemes.

There are some challenges and limitations in the current social protection 
system in Vietnam. First, VSI covers only pension and death (not sickness 
or occupational accidents and diseases). Second, the compliance and 
enforcement are weak in a sense that the system cannot track the number of 
the target groups of the CSI. Third, there is no clear method to control the 
grey or the informal sector.

Proposed amendment to the health insurance law

So far, the health insurance law has recorded some achievements by the 
end of 2012. Specifically, the number of people joining the health insurance 
increased from 9 million in 2009 to 59.3 million in 2012. This accounts for 
67 per cent of the population.

Despite this achievement, there is still a need to revise the health 
insurance law so as to overcome the weaknesses of the existing law after its 
three years’ implementation, to make it consistent with other related laws, 
and to improve it towards the universal coverage aim.

Part of the proposed amendment is to rearrange the 25 target groups 
into five groups based on contributing responsibility – by employers and 
workers, by the Social Insurance agency, by the government, partly by the 
government, and by the participants themselves.

Other proposed amendments to the health insurance law are as follows:
• Additional target group (ageing people to enjoy monthly survivor 

benefit and part-time administrative workers at the commune level) and 
removal of the police sector in the target group because it has its own health 
insurance scheme;

• More benefits;
• Standardising the cost of health services in the whole country;
• Easier procedures for claiming and paying for benefits;
• Better use of the health insurance fund; and
• Encouraging the voluntary health insurance scheme by creating a 

new form of health insurance participation at the household level.
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The master plan towards universal health insurance 2012-2015 and 2020

The objective of the master plan is to increase the coverage of health 
insurance to 70 per cent by 2015 and 80 per cent by 2020. The following 
methods were proposed to increase the coverage of the target groups with 
low participation:

• Workers working in enterprises. Monitor and investigate legal 
compliance in health insurance in enterprises. Impose strict sanctions for 
violations. Develop a mechanism on health insurance contribution regarding 
the collection period and method suitable to the enterprise operation. Create 
a suitable mechanism for the utilisation of health insurance fund. Enhance 
health care services in enterprises.

• Near-poor and voluntary participants. Provide 100 per cent 
subsidy for the near-poor in mountainous areas and 62 poorest districts 
and households in the first five years to facilitate them in getting out of 
poverty. Apply the model of health insurance participation at the household 
level with specific mechanism for informal workers. Subsidise partly the 
contribution of informal workers.

• Quality of health check and treatment. Apply the modelling of 
family doctor network, standard benefits package satellite hospital system, 
and capacity building for health care services at the lower level.

• Financial mechanism. Change the financial mechanism toward 
direct investment for beneficiaries to support people to participate in the 
health insurance. Reduce out of pocket expenditure of households to below 
40 per cent by 2020.
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IV. Indonesia

Social protection and the need to cover the production aspects of the 
society
Fathimah Fildzah Izzati
INKRISPENA – Indonesia

Different views on social protection

Workers see social protection as pension fund, healthcare and 
occupational safety. Students perceive social protection as education for 
all. Housewives view social protection as stable price of the basic needs. 
However, the workers do not see education for all as part of social protection. 
On the other hand, students do not perceive stable price of basic needs as 
part of social protection.

There are many definitions of social protection. Different organisations 
such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund have already defined the term. But in general, social 
protection is defined as “the public actions taken in response to levels of 
vulnerability, risk and deprivation which are deemed socially unacceptable 
within a given polity or society” (Conway, Foster, Norton 2001: 11).

One of the criticisms to most definitions of social protection is the 
definitions’ failure to capture the transformative function of social protection 
especially among the marginalised sector. Transformative social protection 
recognises the marginalised not only as part of the target but as an active 
subject in their relation to the State.

 
The current situation of social protection in Indonesia

The idea of social protection in Indonesia has a legal basis in the country’s 
1945 Constitution, Undang Undang Dasar Republik. However, it was 
only in 2004 that the Sistem Jaminan Social Nasional (SJSN), Indonesia’s 
national social security system, was created by Law No. 40. Yet, despite the 
legislations on social protection, Indonesians are generally unaware of their 
right to social protection.
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There are several issues with SJSN. First, there is the problem with 

targeting the group to be covered by SJSN. Second, the experiment 
programmes pertaining to SJSN are fragmented. Third, the SJSN is 
influenced by neoinstitutionalism through its administrative body, Badan 
Pelaksana Jaminan Sosial (BPJS).  

The BPJS is set to be rolled out in January 2014. It is very limited and tends 
to be divisive because it is focused on the formal sector, which comprises no 
more than 40 per cent of the workforce. 

In general, social protection in Indonesia is very sporadic and 
fragmented. It is sporadic because it is defined only as healthcare or pension 
fund. Besides, social protection in Indonesia is somehow governed by the 
neoliberal doctrine. And in the midst of neoliberalism, the anti-capitalist 
social movement is weak.

As a recommendation, social protection should be oriented to national 
development, social justice and human rights and not on neoliberalism. 
It should cover the production aspects of the society such as land and 
industrialisation, among others.

Indonesia country report: The implementation of social security in 
Indonesia
Indra Munaswar
Presidium KAJS (Social Security Action Committee)

Social protection in Indonesia

Social protection or social security is a basic right of every Indonesian 
citizen guaranteed by the State Constitution. On October 19, 2004, the 
National Security System or the SJSN Law (Law No. 40) was enforced. The 
philosophy behind the law is that social security would be a protection for 
all people especially in the face of the risk of social economy as a result of 
reduced or loss of income (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1.
The fundamentals, programmes and principles of the SJSN Law

 

 

Social security implementation: Criticisms and struggle for reform

The government is not consistent in implementing the SJSN Law. The 
SJSN Law mandates the government to form the Social Security Provider 
Board (BPJS) Law five years since the enactment of the SJSN Law. In 2010, 
the government delayed in passing the BPJS Law.

And so, on 8 March 2010, trade unions in Indonesia formed the 
Action Committee for Social Security (KAJS). The committee pressured 
the government to immediate implement the national security system by 
legislating the BPJS law. In the struggle to pursue social security reform 
in Indonesia, KAJS demanded the Parliament and the government to 
immediately:

• Implement the SJSN Law No. 40/2004; 
• Pass the draft of BPJS Law;
• Implement the National Healthcare Benefit (Universal Healthcare 

Benefit) for all Indonesian people; and
• Implement pension fund for formal workers.
In the struggle towards reforms, KAJS employed these five strategies:
• Concept. The KAJS proposed its principal ideas in relation to 

the BPJS law development and submitted its version to the government 
stakeholders (e.g., Parliament, National Social Security Council, and other 
tripartite bodies) for comparison. 

• Lobbying. The KAJS intensively lobbied with the Parliament and 
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the government. It also organises seminars, public discussions, focus group 
discussions, hearings and public meetings about its reform programme.

• Mass action. If lobbying does not result in a significant change in 
the position of the government, the KAJS would organise mass action to 
pressure the government.

• Media campaign. The committee also issued press releases and 
conducts press conferences on the issue.

• Advocacy litigation. The KAJS brought citizen lawsuit to the court 
against the government, especially if the government is responsible for the 
committal of an unlawful act. In July 2010, the KAJS filed a lawsuit against 
the President of Indonesia, the Speaker of the Parliament, Vice President 
of Indonesia and eight Ministers (collectively, the Defendants). On 13 July 
2011, the court decided that the Defendants have committed an unlawful 
act by virtue of their negligence in the implementation of the SJSN Law. As a 
penalty, the court declared that the Defendants should implement SJSN Law 
No. 40 of 2004 by:

• Immediately enacting the BPJS Law;
• Forming a clear government regulation on social security; and
• Making adjustments to the social security bodies.

The court’s verdict serves as a political tool by KAJS to urge the 
Parliament and the government to ratify the BPJS Law. To add pressure on 
the government, massive demonstrations were held in the Parliament on 28 
October 2011 from morning until midnight to force the Parliament to pass 
the BPJS Law on the same day.

The future of social protection in Indonesia

The BPJS Law No. 24, Year 2011 was finally passed on 28 October 2011 
and was promulgated on 25 November by the President. In accordance 
with the law, two BPJS were formed – the BPJS of Health and the BPJS of 
Employment. 

The BPJS of Health, which shall be operational by January 2014, will 
have five divisions – health insurance for civil servants, health insurance 
for employment, health insurance for the military, health insurance for the 
police and public health insurance. The BPJS for Health will run the health 
security programme by providing health insurance for the entire population 
of Indonesia without limitation and without discrimination. Every person, 
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including foreigners who work a minimum of six months in Indonesia shall 
become parties in the health insurance programme. The national health 
insurance (NHI) applies the following principles:

• Principle of social insurance. The NHI is a non-profit mutual aid 
in which participation is compulsory and non-selective. Contributions are 
based on a certain percentage of wages and earnings.

• Principle of equity. The medical services that can be availed are 
based on the needs of the individual and not on the amount of contribution 
already paid.

• Principle of portability. Every participant, wherever in Indonesia 
he/she is located, can still receive medical care.

Meanwhile, the BPJS of employment will be undergoing a transformation 
period by 1 January 2014 and is set to be operational by 1 July 2015. Among 
the types of insurance that will be available under the BPJS of Employment 
are accident insurance, old age security, pension fund, and death benefits.

The organisational structure of the BPJS is illustrated in the figure below.

Figure 2.
The organisational structure of the BPJS

 

Despite the passage of the BPJS Law, there are still a lot to be improved in 
Indonesia’s social security programme. In this regard, the KAJS is currently 
championing the following causes:

• Revision of government regulation to make social security more 
affordable to the poor;
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• Revision of the Presidential Decree No. 12, Year 2013, on health 

insurance to modify the amount of contributions and health insurance 
benefits; and

• Drafting a regulation on the assets and liabilities of the BPJS of 
Health.

At present, the KAJS continues to monitor and actively influence the 
process of drafting the regulation and the Presidential Decree related to the 
implementation and operationalisation of the BPJS of Employment.
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V. The Philippines

Social protection in the Philippines: Problems and challenges
Anna Leah Escresa
Ecumenical Institute for Labor Education and Research

Social protection in the Philippines: An overview

A study released on July 2013 by the Asian Development Bank said 
that the Philippines lags behind its neighbours in the region in providing 
social protection, especially for the poor. The Asian Development Bank 
devised a measure of how social protection programmes of countries in the 
whole region fare through the Social Protection Index (SPI). The SPI takes 
into consideration the country’s social protection expenditure, coverage, 
distribution, and impact on beneficiaries. It uses a scale of zero to one, with 
one as the highest. Based on the study, the Philippines’ SPI scored. The 
Philippines scored 0.085, lower than the Asian average of 0.110 and lower 
the Southeast Asian average score of 0.095.

Indeed, recent events in the Philippines prove this sorry state of social 
protection in the country. The past months are bombarded with the news 
about the pork barrel scam that implicates legislators in the corruption of 
public funds amidst continued budget cuts in the social services. There is 
also the scam in the Social Security System (SSS), the Philippines’ social 
protection administration body for the private sector. SSS spent hefty 
bonuses for its executives for their supposed “good performance” that 
resulted to immense earnings from SSS investments. The bonuses were 
given while there are no upgrade in the benefits of its members, no greater 
pension coverage, and an approved SSS premium hike by year 2014. 

And while corruption of public funds is happening, the Filipino people 
are deprived of social protection especially when they needed it the most. In 
particular, the recent earthquake in the Visayas manifests the government’s 
inability to ensure sufficient social protection measures to its people from 
risks and lessen their vulnerabilities in times of devastation due to natural 
calamities.
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Legal framework of social protection

As defined by the United Nations Research Institute for Social 
Development (UNRISD), social protection is concerned with preventing, 
managing, and overcoming situations that adversely affect the well-being 
of the people. Thus, social protection consists of policies and programmes 
which are designed to reduce poverty and vulnerability. This will be done by 
promoting efficient labour markets, eliminating people’s exposure to risks, 
and enhancing the people’s capacity to manage economic and social risks 
such as unemployment, exclusion, sickness, disability and old age. 

The right to social protection is enshrined in the UN Declaration of 
Human Rights on Articles 22 and 25:

“Article 22. Everyone, as a member of society, has the right 
to social security and is entitled to realisation, through national 
effort and international co-operation and in accordance with 
the organisation and resources of each State, of the economic, 
social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the 
free development of his personality.”

xxx

“Article 25. (1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living 
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his 
family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and 
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event 
of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 
(2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and 
assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, 
shall enjoy the same social protection.”

Likewise, the ILO Convention 102 or the Social Security Convention 
sets the minimum standards on social protection by identifying nine 
branches of social security. It included 1) access to medical care, 2) sickness, 
3) unemployment, 4) old age benefit, 5) employment injury, 6) family 
benefit, 7) maternity benefit, 8) invalidity benefit, and 9) survivor’s benefit. 
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The minimum level of benefits to be paid is set for each contingency, the 
percentage of the population to be covered and conditions for entitlement 
to the benefits and duration of benefit. 

At the national level, the Philippine Constitution guarantees full respect 
for social, economic and cultural rights, and gives special attention to the 
rights of women and those of labour, which it sees as a primary economic 
force whose welfare is in need of advancement. The country has also ratified 
key human rights international treaties and at least 33 International Labour 
Conventions, that bind it to respect, protect and fulfil these rights.

The National Economic Development Authority – Social Development 
Committee defines social protection as “policies and programmes that seek 
to reduce poverty and vulnerability to risks and enhance the social status 
and rights of the marginalised by promoting and protecting livelihood and 
employment, protecting against hazards and sudden loss of income, and 
improving people’s capacity to manage risks.” The definition harmonised 
the existing definitions of social protection by the National Anti-Poverty 
Commission, WB, ADB and ILO.

Social protection in the Philippines

There are four components of social protection in the Philippines, as 
outlined below:

• Labour market programmes and interventions. These include 
policies and programmes designed to promote employment, efficient 
operation of labour markets, and protection of workers. Examples are 
minimum wage fixing, collective bargaining, employment facilitation 
and government-provided skills training, and upholding the core labour 
standards and basic workers’ rights such as the right to security of tenure, 
right to freedom of association and right to strike.

• Social insurance. This includes programmes that mitigate income 
risks by pooling resources and spreading risks across time and classes. 
Beneficiaries pay a premium over a given period of time to cover or protect 
them from loss of income associated with unemployment, ill health, 
disability, work-related injury, harvest failure, maternity, old age, etc. The 
SSS, the Government Service Insurance System (GSIS) and PhilHealth are 
examples of social protection bodies that implement the social protection 
programmes of the government.
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• Social welfare. This includes programmes where resources, either 

cash or in-kind, are transferred to vulnerable individuals or households with 
no other means of adequate support, including single parents, homeless, or 
physically and mentally challenged. These are preventive and developmental 
inventions that aim to support the minimum basic requirements of the poor. 
The Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) falls into this component.

• Social safety nets. These include urgent responses and stop-gap 
mechanisms that address the effects of economic shocks, disasters and 
calamities on specific vulnerable groups. Their specific objectives are to 
provide relief and transition. Examples include emergency assistance, price 
subsidies, food programmes, emergency loans, etc. 

The social protection programme in the Philippines follows the five-pillar 
system based on the model of Holzmann and Hinz (2005), as detailed in the 
table below.

Table 4.
The five-pillar system of the social protection programme in the 

Philippines

Pillar Description of institutions and programmes
Pillar 0:
Universal or residu-
al social assistance, 
pover ty-targeted, 
general tax-financed

Social assistance and poverty-targeted pro-
grammes of government departments such as so-
cial welfare, health and labour

Pillar 1:
Mandated public 
pension, defined 
benefit schemes

Pension schemes of the SSS for private sector wage 
workers, of the GSIS for the civilian public sector, 
and the Armed Forces of the Philippines-Retire-
ment and Separation Benefits System (AFP-RSBS) 
for the military; Work related accident insurance 
programmes of the Employment Compensa-
tion Commission; health insurance programme 
of the Philippine Health Insurance Corporation 
(PHIC); Overseas Workers Welfare Administra-
tion (OWWA) schemes on worker repatriation 
and work-related risks.
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Pillar 2:
Mandated occupa-
tional or personal 
pension plans, de-
fined contribution 
schemes

Home Development Mutual Fund (Pag-IBIG) 
compulsory saving schemes, AFP-RSBS compul-
sory saving schemes, GSIS life insurance, OWWA 
life insurance

Pillar 3:
Voluntary, occupa-
tional or person-
al pension plans 
and supplementary 
schemes

Company-based provident fund/pension schemes 
of large private corporations and public finance 
and autonomous corporations; GSIS mutual fund

Pillar 4:
Voluntary, informal 
support (family), 
formal social pro-
grammes (health-
care), other indi-
vidual financial and 
non-financial assets 
(home ownership)

Private pension, insurance and pre-need schemes, 
tax-deductible investment to personal accounts 
(PERA), community-based health insurance 
schemes

Low social protection coverage and other problems

The social protection system in the Philippines virtually covers formal 
sector workers only (see of instance Manasan (2009b), ILO (1996), WB 
(1995)) and public sector workers well covered compared to private sector 
workers.

According to the SSS Law, the eligible population includes private sector 
wage-workers, the self-employed, OFWs, household workers. Excluded are 
the majority of the informal workers and the non-earning population. The 
coverage for the wage workers ranges from 36 to 48 per cent for the period 
2000 to 2009. Among own-account workers, the coverage is only 17 per 
cent. Surprisingly, the coverage of the primary eligible population — the 
formal sector workers — is even lower at 12 to 15 per cent. On the other 
hand, only 11 to 15 per cent of the overseas Filipino workers are covered 

content.indd   44 3/14/2014   8:11:24 AM

Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia   45 
by the SSS. In 2009, only 36 per cent of private wage and salary workers are 
covered by the SSS.

In 2006, total number of SSS beneficiaries is 2.08 million. Considering 
the estimated population of 60 years and above of 5.46 million in the same 
year, the covered pensioners of SSS is only 38 per cent. 

PhilHealth covers 77 million of the 92-million populations representing 
coverage of 82 per cent. Majority of those covered are formal sector workers. 
Specifically, 68 per cent of government workers, 48 per cent of the private 
sector wage-workers, and 20 per cent of own-account workers are covered. 
Across income groups, the health insurance coverage is 27 per cent for the 
poorest decile and 71 per cent for the richest decile.

The proportion of credited salary returned is higher for GSIS (37.5 
per  cent) than SSS (20 per cent). The average pension income for these 
households is P58,133, but pension income is averaging at only 7 per cent 
(from 4 to 12 per cent) of the household income.

With respect to PhilHealth, beneficiaries still incur substantial out-of-
pocket costs for medical expenses. In 2006, the support value was only 33 per 
cent in private hospitals compared to 80 per cent in government hospitals. 
This implies poor financial protection against illness even for PhilHealth 
members.

Aside from low coverage, there are also problems in collecting 
contributions from employers and members. In fact, about 170,000 
employers do not remit contributions to SSS. In 2011, only 1,227 cases were 
filed against employers who failed to remit the SSS contributions of their 
members. This is huge disparity from the non-remittance in 2011 amounting 
to P460.5 million.

Aside from the problem with employers’ non-remittance of contributions, 
the SSS itself also has some problems with respect to the implementation and 
management of the social protection system. Complaints in receiving the 
benefits on time abound. There are also issues in managing the finance and 
investment assets of SSS, particularly in securing productive investments. 
All social security institutions have been tainted with suspicions of granting 
behest loans to friends of those in power. A substantial amount of workers’ 
funds are put into investment funds. In particular, SSS has a P23.4-billion 
investment on Philex Mining Corporation.

Furthermore, revenues are collected under the discretionary powers 
of the executives. Social security institutions are also run by government-
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owned and controlled corporations (GOCCs) as private entities and not as 
a service institution. The SSS Social Reform Agenda is still premised on the 
neoliberal delivery of social protection.

The implementation and delivery of other social protection mechanisms 
are also questionable. In particular, the AFP-RSBS and the CCT as well as 
the distribution of PhilHealth cards are allegedly used for patronage politics 
at the community level.

Social protection in the Philippines and the neoliberal globalisation

The current state of social protection in the Philippines should be 
analysed under the context of the current global economic crisis and the 
impact of policies and programmes under neoliberal globalisation. The 
drive towards neoliberal globalisation for more than almost three decades 
heavily relied on an economic growth based on foreign investments, trade 
liberalisation, privatisation and financialisation directly. This resulted 
in the stunted growth of manufacturing, lack of sustainable job creation, 
and informalisation of labour through intensified labour flexibilisation. 
These policies made the Filipinos and the workers more vulnerable. The 
peoples’ living conditions become precarious because jobs are short-termed 
and contractual. Moreover, social services such as education and health 
institutions were privatised.

People’s campaign on social protection

Different organisations continue their advocacy on promoting social 
protection for all. Among the ongoing campaigns include the following: 
campaign to increase the minimum wage, lobbying for the passage of the 
Magna Carta for the Workers in the Informal Economy, fight against SSS 
and PhilHealth premium hike and for increased benefits for members, and 
campaign towards the restructuring of the economy (out of the neoliberal 
framework).
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Pensions in the Philippines: Challenges and ways forward1

Labor Education Research Network

Statistical coverage of economically active population

According to ISSA, mandatory pension systems cover typically between 
25 per cent and 50 per cent in middle income countries (Ginneken, 2010), 
such as the Philippines, which is closer to the lower rather than the upper 
boundary. In eight countries in Southeast Asia, the Philippines ranked 
fourth in pension coverage in 2006.

The majority of those covered are in Social Security System (SSS), whose 
share climbed from 84.5 per cent to 87.6 per cent, whereas the share in 
Government Service Insurance System (GSIS) decreased from 15.5 per cent 
to 12.4 per cent. This is a result of the expansion of coverage of SSS and a 
subsequent 39 per cent rise in the number of contributors (higher than the 
26 per cent increase in the economically active population (EAP)) while 
contributors in GSIS rose by only 7 per cent due to small increase in state 
employment. Despite the expansion of SSS coverage, about 71 per cent of 
the EAP is not covered. The global crisis did not cut down the number of 
contributors, although it stagnated in GSIS in 2008; while, the rate of growth 
slowed down in SSS.

Table 5.
Coverage of EAP on contributory pensions based on contributors in 

SSS and GSIS, 2000 – 2010

 1Excerpt from the paper, “Pensions in the Philippines: Challenges and Ways Forward”, by Carmelo Mesa-Lago (Consultant, Friedrich 
Ebert Stiftung), Verna Dinah Q Viajar (Senior Researcher, Labor Education Research Network), and Rolly Czar Joseph Castillo (Research 
Assistant, Labor Education Research Network). The excerpted parts were presented during the fourth AROSS. The complete paper can be 
downloaded from: http://www.fes.org.ph/media/PENSIONS%20IN%20THE%20PHILIPPINES_final%20for%20online.pdf.
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Table 6 demonstrates the significant difference in estimating statistical 
coverage of the EAP by SSS based on “members” and “contributors” (data 
on GSIS members were unavailable). In 2010, coverage based on members 
was 74 per cent; while, coverage based on contributors was only about 
one third or 24 per cent. Undoubtedly, calculations based on members 
overestimate coverage, but those based on contributors also involve some 
underestimation because one single contribution in a year does not assure 
entitlement to a pension. On the other hand, it is reported that the average 
SSS member contribution in 2010 was about seven months instead of one 
(Edralin, 2011-I). Furthermore, a member who ceased to contribute may do 
it later and earn the right to a pension. Still, estimates based on contributors 
are more reliable albeit a more accurate measure is needed.

Table 6. 
Coverage of EAP based on members and contributors in SSS, 2000 – 2010

SSS members who contributed decreased from 30.7 per cent to 29.2 per 
cent in 2000-2004 but increased to 33.5% in 2010 - still only one third of 
total membership. Although there were no available data on GSIS members, 
it was hypothesised that the percentage of its members who contribute is 
higher because the majority of the members are in the formal sector and 
their contributions are automatically deducted from their salaries, whereas 
part of the SSS are informal.
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Adjustment of pensions

Compared with relatively liberal entitlement conditions and benefits, 
especially in GSIS, none of the two major schemes have a legal automatic 
mechanism for annual adjustment of pensions either to the cost of living 
(CPI) or salaries. In SSS, the adjustment is done “ad hoc,” without specifying 
the period. Theoretically, it is based on changes in prices and wages, although 
in practice, it is subordinated to the financial situation and the approval of 
the Commission. The GSIS law sets “periodic adjustment” (also without 
specifying the period) as recommended by the actuary and as approved by 
the Board. Conversely, pensions in all separate schemes, except for veterans, 
are automatically adjusted to salary increases of active personnel.

In SSS, pensions were stagnant from the start of the programme in 1957 
until the first raise in 1966. In the 30 years during the period 1966-1996, 
SSS pension levels were raised from 10% to 20 per cent annually in 18 years 
(twice a year in two of them) but with no increase in 12 years. Inflation 
slowed down from an annual average of 15 per cent in the 1980s to 9 per 
cent in the 1990s. SSS benefits were not raised in 1997-1999. In the first 
decade of the 2000s, inflation slowed down to 5.6 per cent and pensions 
were increased by 10% in 2000, 2006 and twice in 2007; an increase of 10 per 
cent has been announced for 2011. In nominal terms, all average pensions 
were increasing in 2000-2010 except pensions for disability in GSIS.

Table 7.
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Average real annual pension per pensioner in SSS, GSIS, and AFP-RSBS, 
2000 – 2010 

 

For a better evaluation of the purchasing power of pensions, Table 7 
estimates average annual pensions in real terms (adjusted for inflation) 
for SSS and GSIS in 2000-2010, and Armed Forces of the Philippines – 
Retirement and Separation Benefits System (AFP-RSBS) in 2007-2010. The 
SSS real pension declined and by 2010, it was 24 percentage points below 
the 2000 level. On the other hand, the GSIS real pension significantly fell 
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in 2003 but by 2010 it was 3% above the 2000 level, albeit 4 per cent below 
the 2001 level. Conversely, the Armed Forces’ pensions were raised 21 times 
in 1981-2011 at an annual average of 11.3 per cent for officers and 16.5 per 
cent for enlisted personnel, and the real pension increased by 38 per cent in 
2007-2010.

Reasonable administrative costs

The law limits administrative expenditures to 12 per cent of contributions 
in both schemes, plus 3% of investment and other revenue in SSS, while GSIS 
limits it to 12 per cent. ECC legal limits are the same as GSIS. Table 8 shows 
that SSS administrative/operating costs relative to contribution revenue 
alone are higher than in GSIS; it decreased from 13.9 per cent to 8.9 per 
cent in SSS and from 10.3 per cent to 8.8 per cent in GSIS. In 2010, the two 
figures were almost identical. Conversely, the SSS’ administrative/operating 
costs as percentage of total administrative expenditures were lower than 
in GSIS and declined from 11 per cent to 8.4 per cent in 2000-2010. GSIS 
shares decreased from 16.3 per cent to 9.9 per cent, making the gap with SSS 
smaller. By 2010, it was only 1.5 percentage points higher. The administrative 
cost of social welfare programmes including non-contributory pensions is 
much smaller: it only covers 4.2 per cent of total expenditures (Rocamora, 
2011-I). In a comparison of administrative costs as percentage of gross 
contributions among five East and South Asian countries in 2008-2009, the 
Philippines had the highest percentage at 9.7 per cent in SSS and 10.4 per 
cent in GSIS vis-à-vis 3.6 per cent in Thailand, 2.3 per cent in Malaysia, 2 per 
cent in India and 0.8 per cent in Singapore (Asher, 2011).
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Table 8.
Administrative and operating expenses and their percentages of total 
expenditures and contribution revenue in SSS and GSIS, 2000 – 2010 (in 

million PhP and percentages)

 

Actuarial equilibrium

i. SSS

The SSS 2003 internal valuation (with data at the end of 2002) did 68-year 
projections (2003-2070) based on a set of assumptions already summarised, 
pensions increases or not, and three scenarios: “baseline” (realistic 
conditions), “conservative” (least favourable conditions) and “optimistic” 
(most favourable conditions, deleted in Table 23 to facilitate comparisons 
with prior valuations). Projections under conservative and baseline scenarios 
of the year of the deficit and depletion of reserves (end of fund life) with no 
pension increase were 2007 or 2022 and 2024 or 2031; with pension increase 
were 2007 or 2010 and 2015 or 2019. Compared with the 1999 valuation, the 
life of the fund was extended by 16 years, from 2015 to 2031 (based on the 
baseline and no pension increase). It was a result of the parametric reforms 
being implemented, wherein there was an increase in the contribution from 
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8.4% to 9.3%, a raise in the maximum taxable salary from PhP 12,000 to PhP 
15,000, a tightening of the definition of years of contribution, improvements 
in administration and investment, and a change in some assumptions (SSS, 
2003b).

To further expand the life of the fund, the 2003 valuation recommended 
to keep elevating the contribution rate in stages starting with 10.4% in 2007, 
to increase the minimum AMSC starting with PhP 3,000 in 2007, as well as 
the maximum AMSC, to modify the pension formula, to tighten qualifying 
conditions for pension eligibility (age, contributions), and to enhance 
investment earnings including stricter conditions for loans (SSS, 2003b). A 
comparison of the 2003 projections (baseline, without pension increase) for 
2010 and the actual figures in that year shows mostly erring on the positive 
side. The contributors were 8 per cent higher but the contributing members 
were lower (41 per cent versus 33.5 per cent); the pensioners were 2.5 per 
cent lower, the contribution revenue was 38 per cent bigger and the benefit 
expenditure was 26 per cent bigger hence the actual net revenue was 111 per 
cent higher (authors’ comparisons based on tables and appendices).

In 2006, the World Bank commissioned Watson Wyatt & Company to do 
an assessment of the 2003 internal actuarial valuation, projecting the fund 
life between 2023 and 2027 (at least four years less than the 2003 internal 
valuation). Simulations were made to assess the impact on the fund life 
of changes such as an increase in maximum AMSC, in the contribution 
rate and density, and in the average benefit (simulation results were not 
provided to authors). The recommendations include improving of portfolio 
diversification and yields, including foreign investment; hiring professional 
investment managers; improving of operational and financial performance; 
and establishing supplementary individual retirement accounts (SSS, 2011e). 

The internal actuarial valuation of 2007 (with data at the end of 2006) 
did 68-year projections (2007-2074) based on the similar assumptions, 
pension increases or not, and the three scenarios used in 2003. The results 
under the no increase in pensions were deficit in 2022 or 2030; it ended a 
fund life in 2030 or 2039; the period of 2016 or 2021 and 2023 or 2028 were 
under increase in pensions. Using the baseline scenario with no increase 
in pensions, the year of reserve depletion was extended to 2039, eight 
years more than the internal valuation of 2003 and 12 years more than the 
external assessment of 2006. Such expansion in the fund life was justified by 
several measures taken which include an increase in contribution from 9.3 
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per cent to 10.4 per cent in 2007, administrative improvements, and shifting 
of investment towards state securities and equities, etc. (SSS, 2007b). The 
projections done in 2006 for the year 2010 were targeted on most variables 
and, with a couple of exceptions. The actual figures were better such as the 
contributors were 15 per cent higher (but contributing members lower: 36.8 
per cent versus 33.5 per cent), the number of pensioners was 2 per cent 
lower, the number of employees (regular plus contractual) was almost exact, 
and the administrative expenses were 10 per cent lower, the total revenue 
was 7 per cent higher, the total expenditures were 1% higher and the net 
revenue was 37% bigger; and the fund was 17 per cent higher (authors’ 
estimates based on tables and appendices).

Table 9.
Projections of financial deficit and reserve depletion according to actuarial 

valuations in SSS and GSIS, 1959 – 2010.

The 2007 actuarial valuation recommended further parametric reforms 
to extend the fund life, several of which are already proposed in the 2003 
valuation, which include: i) increase the contribution to 11% in 2011 
(expected at the end of 2011), 12% in 2016 and 13% in 2021; ii) raise the 
minimum AMSC from the current PhP1,000 to PhP3,000 in 2011, PhP4,000 
in 2016, and PhP5,000 in 2021 (which would improve the benefit level); iii) 
augment the maximum AMSC from the current PhP15,000 to PhP20,000 
in 2011 (announced in August 2011), PhP25,000 in 2016 and PhP30,000 
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in 2021; iv) revise the pension formula to avoid significantly different 
replacement rates between higher and lower income groups; v) improve 
contribution collection and employer compliance (aiming at 12 monthly 
contributions yearly) with strengthened inspection, stricter enforcement of 
sanctions, crossing data with the BIR and local governments, and a better 
information system; vi) tighten qualifications for eligibility of pensions, 
increasing the years of contributions (from current 10 to 15 in a ten-year 
span) and requiring recent payments for disability and death benefits; 
vii) gradually raise the retirement age according to life expectancy; viii) 
maximise investment yields, as suggested by the ILO in 1994, moving 
away from subsidised member loans toward high-yielding equities, more 
effectively administering the loans, and transferring management of loan 
and real estate programmes to qualified professionals (SSS, 2007b). 

The recommendations did not include periodic adjustments of pensions 
to the CPI, presumably because they would shorten the life of the fund, but 
the other measures that were suggested herein could compensate for that. 
The 2007 valuation could not take into account the effects of the global 
crisis in 2008-2009. According to law, a new valuation must be conducted 
in 2011 (was being prepared in September). It should evaluate the impact 
of measures recommended in the 2007 valuation and the adjustment of 
pensions to the cost of living.

ii. GSIS

A World Bank (1995) actuarial study projected that GSIS reserves 
would be fully depleted by 2015. However, the internal GSIS 1999 actuarial 
valuation projected that the fund would be depleted by 2041, 26 years longer. 
It was recommended to do projections for a period of at least 45 years, as 
in SSS. Since 2004, GSIS conducted annual actuarial valuations which was 
done by its actuarial office and was submitted to the Commissions on Audit. 

In 2004-2008, the year of the deficit was extended from 2016 to 2036 
and the life of the fund was from 2026 to 2055, as a result of improvements 
in collecting debts and of rising of investment revenue. The 2008 actuarial 
valuation projected an anticipation of the deficit would be in one year (2035) 
but an extension of the life fund would be in nine years (2064). The latter 
was explained by a reduction in the pension, where there was a decrease 
from 2 per cent to 1.5 per cent and by the exclusion of employed survivor 
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pensioners in the projection of future pension claims. The latest valuation 
(2010) showed deterioration because the deficit was shortened to six years 
(2035 to 2029) and the fund life was in 13 years (2064 to 2051). The latter 
was officially explained by a re-inclusion of gainfully employed survivor 
pensioners in the projections (Table 23, GSIS, 2011c). An external consultant 
was hired for the 2010 actuarial valuation; some adjustments were made.

The authors have only access to the GSIS actuarial valuation of 2010 
(perhaps a summary), which in contrast to SSS was very succinct (17 pages 
including the executive summary that virtually duplicated the text) and with 
very few assumptions on membership growth, mortality, salary increases, 
benefit increases, cash gift, investment yield rate and administrative expenses. 
The data were from the end of 2009 and the projections for 91 years, from 
2010-2100. In the key assumptions, the “base case scenario” (BCS) projected 
the years of the financial deficit and the fund life. The assumptions, other 
than BCS, led to different projections for the period. Four of the seven-key 
assumptions in the BCS raise doubts, which include the following: i) the 
nominal yield rate of 9.03 per cent was lower than the annual average of 10.2 
per cent in 2000-2010 but higher than the rates of 8.6 per cent in 2009 and 7 
per cent in 2010. If such low rates continue, the years of deficit and the fund 
life would be shortened by two and five respectively; the valuation warned 
that the yield rate was the most critical variable thus an increase by 0.3 per 
cent would add 8 years to the fund life but a decrease of 0.3 per cent would 
cut it by 5 years; ii) the average annual nominal pension raise in the BCS was 
1.5 per cent but our estimate of the average raise in 2000-2010 was about 
twice as high, in this case, the years of the deficit and the fund life would be 
cut by four and nine respectively; iii) the active membership was projected 
to augment to 1.5 million in 2068 and would remain constant thereafter, 
but the actual number of contributors was basically stagnant in 2008-2010. 
If the number was fixed as in 2009, the year of the fund life would be cut 
by three; and iv) the administrative expense in the BCS was 6.2 per cent of 
contribution and investment revenue, net of investment expense; we lacked 
investment expense, but the average administrative expense relative to 
total revenue was 7.05 per cent in 2000-2010, giving an average investment 
management cost of 0.78 per cent, which was high; if the administrative 
expenses were indeed higher than in the BCS, the years of the deficit and 
the life fund would be shortened very little. The valuation concluded that 
the pension programme does not yet “face a deep structural crisis which 
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would require immediate and drastic changes [but] it will eventually face an 
imbalance in the long term” (GSIS, 2010b: 12).

Contrary to the multiple and detailed recommendations in the SSS 
actuarial valuations of 2003 and 2007, the GSIS valuation of 2010 had only 
four simple recommendations: i) to make a serious effort to maximise the 
investment yield. In this sense, the new investment policy guidelines could 
play a crucial role if properly implemented and managed; ii) to have a 0.5 
per cent increase in pensions over the 1.5 per cent nominal projected would 
cut four years in the life fund, hence it was suggested that there should not 
be higher increases. The average annual rise in inflation in 2000-2010 was 
5 per cent therefore if nominal pensions were increased by 1.5 per cent and 
such inflation rate continues, the real pension would shrink by 3.5 per cent 
annually, demanding other measures to face this problem; iii) to conduct 
continued actuarial studies on the fund viability, especially if there were 
benefit increases. For this purpose, it was recommended to ask the IT Group 
to provide the required technical support in the collection and processing of 
the needed data as well as in the provision of facilities to achieve that end; 
this problem became evident in our request of data from GSIS for this study; 
the basic information took as much as six weeks and a couple of crucial data 
were not supplied.
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Country reports: Understanding social 
protection in South Asian countries

I. India

Social security: A struggle of survival for workers in the age of 
globalisation
Surendra Pratap 
Centre for Workers Education, New Delhi

Introduction

Commenting on the emerging economic, political and social structure 
of the world, someone rightly said that we have only two options now 
— socialism or barbarism. The comment makes a great sense at least 
in terms of understanding the realities in Asian developing countries. 
Globalisation brings vulnerabilities to Asian people in their overall lives. 
Such vulnerabilities are comparable to the risks experienced during the 
colonial period; and in some aspects, even worse. In almost all developing 
Asian countries, particularly in South Asia, the phase of globalisation and 
liberalisation coincided with a drastic change not only in the economic but 
also in the social lives of the people. It led to the aggravation of both and 
social vulnerabilities.

Globalisation brings all sorts of uncertainties. Sustainability of 
development and jobs created by foreign investments are uncertain; job 
security at workplace is uncertain; incomes in traditional occupations are 
uncertain; income in agriculture has become highly uncertain. Even life in 
general is always in uncertainty due to increasing number of environmental 
disasters, drastic increase in occupational health and safety problems, 
increasing number of epidemics caused by new diseases and drastic increase 
in crime and accidents. Liberalisation consciously and unconsciously 
throws everything in uncertainty to ensure certainty of profits to the capital. 
It promotes casualisation in every sphere of life to ensure sustained profits 
to the capital. Now everything is becoming casual — jobs, incomes and even 
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the social relations. 

Moreover, globalisation also reduces the power of the people to fight 
against these vulnerabilities, by way of deregulations at national and 
international levels. It diminishes the capacity of the people to bargain with 
their nation states, making capital freely mobile so that it can exploit the 
global reserve army of labour. It weakens the overall collective bargaining 
power of people/labour vis-à-vis capital. Informalisation and scattering 
of the industrial workforce reduce the income and collective power of the 
working class. 

States move out from its welfare functions and abolish subsidies to the 
people and reducing welfare expenses, amending labour laws to reduce the 
overall collective power of the workers and compel them to virtually work 
in slave labour like conditions. Moreover, in the capitalist global village, 
the Asian community life based on mutual cooperation is abolished and 
the safety covers offered by joint family and community is lost. The fate of 
every individual is now controlled by the market and the market teaches 
everyone to care only for one’s self and survive or perish by him/herself 
without getting any support from anyone. The social security can now be 
only purchased from the market, and one can enjoy it only to the level he/
she can afford it. Those who are unable to afford it are poised to face the hell 
on this earth all over their life.

The insufficiency of livelihood opportunities combined with consciously 
promoted individualism and consumerism has systematically intensified 
the barbaric competition among the people to get a living at the cost of 
the other. This is happening not only among the people within a country 
but also among the people of different developing countries. Given the 
unrestricted mobility of the capital, there is always a threat that investments 
may, at any time fly away, to another country and may thereby lead to mass 
unemployment. The situation is such that only those nation states can win 
the greater share of foreign investments, and greater export orders, which 
is barbaric enough to completely suppress all opposition from workers to 
ensure maximum exploitation of workers to generate super profits.

Does it not resemble to the age of barbarism? It is certainly different, since 
unlike the age of barbarism, this is unimaginably higher stage of development 
with problems of overproduction rather than scarcity. Unlike barbarism, 
it is well planned and systematically imposed by the corporate capital for 
profit motives. Therefore, we can call it the age of modern barbarism. The 
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vulnerabilities of the people in this age of modern barbarism are growing 
to the extent that not only a large number of poor people are compelled to 
live in hell of chronic poverty and die of hunger; they sometimes opt for 
suicides. In one decade from 1997-2007, more than 182,936 suicide deaths 
were reported mainly of small-marginal farmers in India.

With the disastrous impact of globalisation and liberalisation becoming 
more and more visible, the issue of social security is emerging as an 
important agenda for both the capital and nation states on the one hand, and 
the labour/people on the other. The motives are certainly different, but for 
both, the compulsions for emphasis on social security are generated by the 
same ground realities. For labour and the people at large, this is an issue of 
survival in terms of breaking their status as highly vulnerable reserve army 
of labour. It is also an issue of regaining their collective power. For the capital 
and nation states, this is an issue of watering down on the discounts of the 
people/labour to minimise the chances of anti-capital volcanic movements 
and to project a better image of corporate led globalisation by putting a 
glossy cover on the barbaric reality. It is also issue of maintaining a reserve 
army of labour surviving below the minimum standards of living.

Therefore, it is crucial for the people’s social security movements to 
critically look at the social security initiatives of the state and transnational 
capitalist class (TCC) and put forward the alternative agenda of social security 
with transnational working class (TWC) perspective by clearly articulating 
the commonalities and differences with state and TCC initiatives.

Inbuilt vulnerabilities for the people/labour in corporate-led globalisation

A civilised society refers to a society where survival (different levels of 
survival at different levels of socio-economic development) is fully ensured 
for all. In this kind of society, the workers and the people at large can effectively 
exercise their powers of collective bargaining to ensure redistributive justice 
for the purpose of further improving their living standards and working 
conditions. If the survival is not ensured, then the workers are actually 
thrown in the conditions of slavery, which drastically reduces their collective 
bargaining power. It also means that there is no set base-level for collective 
bargaining, and in such situations, collective bargaining cannot effectively 
ensure the redistributive justice and improvements in working and living 
standards (accompanying economic growth). 
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The importance of labour laws on wages and job security, social security, 

occupational health and safety and other working conditions for the larger 
enterprises of organised sector (as was the case in most Asian countries) was 
primarily geared towards the objectives of ensuring survival and setting the 
base level for collective bargaining. The greater collective bargaining strength 
and improvements in the working and living conditions of organised sector 
workers (in comparison to unorganised sector workers) could be achieved 
primarily due to this factor. There were consistent struggles in most of the 
Asian countries for gradually organising the unorganised sector. The trade 
union movement in India was successful in achieving two great victories in 
this direction: one, in 1976, the Industrial Disputes Act 1948 was amended to 
extend applicability of Chapter V-B, and thereby extending the job security 
to workers in enterprises with 100 or more workers, rather than the earlier 
threshold limit of 300 or more workers; and two, the enactment of Contract 
Labour (Regulation and Abolition) Act 1970, which ensured regularisation 
and job security to contract and casual workers engaged in core activities 
and in jobs of perennial nature. Similar trends were also observed in other 
developing countries. The peasant movements (in the 1960s and 70s) in 
most of the developing countries were also successful in varying degrees 
in compelling the governments to implement land reforms and develop 
and provide inputs and infrastructural facilities (particularly irrigation) at 
subsidised rates. Providing some essential commodities like grains, cloths, 
kerosene oil and sugar etc. at subsidised rates through public distribution 
system was also with the objective to ensure the survival. It is not the case 
that everything was moving in right direction before globalisation, but 
at least the issue of people’s survival was also somewhere included in the 
agenda of economic development, and the presence of a strong labour 
movements and peasant movements were putting a sustained pressure on 
the governments to ensure some pro-people orientation of development. 
Even if there was no big qualitative change in the conditions, it helped a lot 
in transforming the life of the people and setting the direction of struggles 
for further improvements.

But the current phase of globalisation and liberalisation completely 
reversed these trends. The people’s survival is no more and nowhere in the 
agenda the economic development. Globalisation and liberalisation came 
as an overall attack on the working class and people at large. Change in the 
balance of powers at global level and economic and industrial restructuring 
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drastically reduced the collective bargaining power of the working classes 
in various ways; and on the other hand, all round attack on the rights of 
the people (privatisation of public sector industries, education, health, 
transport, cutting or slashing subsidies, informalisation of labour and in 
overall terms transformation of the state in a corporate agent) compelled 
the labour and people’s movements to go on the defensive. Moreover, the 
new development strategies increased the vulnerabilities of the people and 
working classes in overall terms. It will not be an exaggeration to say that the 
profit maximisation in the new development strategies is based on exploiting 
the vulnerabilities of the people and as an outcome it further increases these 
vulnerabilities.

We can summarise the impacts of globalisation and liberalisation on 
people as follows:

i. Impact on rural workers:
• Globalisation and liberalisation further increased the tyrannical 

inequalities that continued in the Indian society. Medium and large 
farmers who constitute only 3.5 per cent of rural population still own as 
large as 37.72 per cent of the total land; and the rest 96.5 per cent of the 
population survives on only 62.28 per cent of the land.

• The share of agriculture in GDP is drastically declining and its 
share in employment is almost stagnant. This very clearly exposes the 
conditions of poverty and chronic hunger in rural areas. From 1983 to 
2004-05, share of agriculture in GDP and employment changed from 37 
and 68.5 per cent to 21.1 and 56.5 per cent respectively. The jobless growth 
(share of manufacturing in GDP and employment changed in the same 
period from 14.3 and 10.7 per cent to 15.1 and 12.2 per cent respectively; 
and share of services in the GDP and employment changed in the same 
period from 38.6 and 17.6 per cent to 53 and 24.8 per cent respectively) 
explains very clearly why about 42 per cent of Indian population lives 
below poverty line and why about 75 per cent of the Indian poor are in 
rural areas.

• Globalisation and liberalisation are leading to accumulation by 
dispossession —privatising all public sector industries and selling it 
to the corporate at throwaway prices, privatising the education, health 
and transport-services, etc. These result in large-scale destruction of 
livelihoods and mass displacements of people. 

• The new structure of agriculture increased farmers’ overall 
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dependence on market and on multinational companies. Fertiliser and 
pesticide subsidies were reduced by two thirds by 2000; electricity subsidy 
was also drastically reduced. Cost of seed inputs per acre increased from 
Rs. 70 in 1991 to about Rs. 1000 in 2005 (a hike of 1428 per cent). 

• Restrictions on imports were removed from 1,500 items including 
food by 2001, resulting in flooding of the imports and pushing prices of 
crops downwards. Excess supply of cotton in the market led cotton prices 
crashed by more than 60% since 1995. Pepper prices recorded a decline 
of almost 81 per cent from 1998 to 2004. The trends for other crops were 
similar.

• After liberalisation, credit extended to farmers by nationalised 
banks was drastically reduced.

• All the above factors pushed large number of farmers in to a painful 
debt trap. According to P. Sainath’s estimates 182,936, farmers committed 
suicide in India between 1997 and 2007.

ii. Impact on labour
• Downsizing, closures and privatisation of public sector units are 

throwing large number of workers out of jobs. Thousands of dalits not 
only lost their jobs, but also a big space that was ensured for them in 
public sector. The reservation policy was not extended in private sector. 
In absolute terms, the public sector shed 1.46 million workforce between 
1993 and 2006.

• There is an unparallel informalisation of Jobs in the industries, 
both by transferring the jobs from formal to informal sector and by the 
casualisation of jobs in the formal sector. The net growth of employment 
from 1999-00 to 2004-05 has been largely of an informal kind. This 
duality in the labour force is increasingly institutionalised and there are 
almost no chances for upward mobility for the informal workers. 

• Pauperisation of peasantry and mass destruction of livelihoods 
created a huge reserve army of labour migrating and flooding the 
industrial centres and creating downward pressure on wages. 

• Unrestricted mobility of capital increasing vulnerabilities of workers 
to alarming levels. In the global financial crisis when about one million 
workers lost their jobs.

• There is consistent attempt to amend the labour laws in favor of the 
employers. Labour laws are also made meaning less by allowing large 
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scale violations.
• According to ILO reports, in India, more than 1,000 workers every 

day or 46 every hour die due to occupational health and safety problems.
• Since 2001-2002, the share of profit is sharply increasing share of 

profit while the wage share is drastically declining the wage share. This is 
a reflection of the declining collective bargaining power of labour. 

• Approximately 73 million out of 173 million wage earners 
throughout India do not receive minimum wages. 

• In last few years, a high incidence of suicide cases by garment 
workers in Tirpur (Tamilnadu) was reported. These suicide cases were 
triggered by the massive retrenchment of about 25,000 jobs and wage 
cuts by employers.

• Privatisation has led to a sharp rise in cost of education, health, 
housing, power, food, fuel water, transport, communication, etc.

iii. Impact on the environment
• Globalisation has converted less developed countries into pollution 

havens for dirty industries, and the share of dirty industries in total FDI 
in India was 51 per cent in 1991-2000.

• Excessive use of ground water and pollution of water bodies by the 
MNCs are putting heavy pressure on already depleting water resources 
and severe water crisis is emerging in different regions of the country.

• Huge amount of land including agricultural land, water bodies, 
forests, wet lands, coral reefs and environmentally sensitive areas are 
acquired and transferred to special economic zones and other industries.

The above impacts clearly explain that globalisation and liberalisation 
are actually creating a crisis. The crisis is not created by any sudden and 
temporary failures of the economy, but it is systematically imposed by new 
international economic regime on long term basis. These concerns make the 
social security a prime agenda of today. It is in this respect that the struggle 
for social security becomes a struggle for survival of the people.

A general critique of current social security initiatives in India

The government of India enacted a New Pension Scheme or National 
Pension System in 2004. It was made applicable to the central government 
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and railway employees from 2004. The Pension Fund Regulatory and 
Development Authority Bill (PFRDA) was introduced by the government in 
the Parliament on March 24, 2011 to legalise the 2004 Pension Scheme and 
extend its applicability to other sectors. 

The new pension scheme is based on defined contribution system and 
it replaced the old scheme based on defined benefits. In the new pension 
scheme, 10 per cent of pay and DA is deducted from the salary of the 
employees monthly and the government contributes an equal amount. 
No interest is paid on this amount and it is transferred to the trustee bank 
that will invest the money in share market and bonds of firms. There is no 
guaranteed minimum income. The fund may increase or fall and there are 
declared risks, including the loss of principal. 

After retirement, the employee will get 60 per cent of the money for his 
use and he has to invest 40 per cent balance in an insurance company. The 
insurance company will then invest the money in share market and give 
pension according to the returns. Moreover, the annuity schemes of insurance 
companies do not guarantee any family pension. After the employee’s death, 
the pension will end and this means that the invested money will be lost. 
In the earlier pension scheme, there was a provision of guaranteed pension 
amounts, family pension, gratuity, and disability pension. But in the new 
scheme all these benefits are lost and there is no guarantee to the principal 
amount invested by the employee. 

The informal workers are also covered under this system but they have 
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 way as discussed above. To promote the registration and increase the 
coverage of the scheme, the government has declared that it will contribute 
Rs. 1000 per year for five years until 2015-2016 for those joined the scheme 
in 2011-2012. But there is no significant enrolment in the scheme so far. 
Trade unions are opposing this pension scheme and raising demands not 
to privatise and invest the pension funds in share market. The labour sector 
also campaigns for the restoration of other benefits such as the guaranteed 
minimum income, dearness allowance, gratuity, family pension, etc.

Another major initiative is the Unorganised Workers Social Security 
Act. In India, everyone working on the labour issues knows very well that 
practically it is nothing but a paper act. The Act actually incorporates 10 
already existing social security schemes applicable in various unorganised 
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sectors: 

1. Indira Gandhi National Old Age Pension Scheme;
2. National Family Benefit Scheme;
3. Janani Suraksha Yojana (protection during maternity period) ;
4. Handloom Weavers’ Comprehensive Welfare Scheme;
5. Handicraft Artisans’ Comprehensive Welfare Scheme;
6. Pension to Master craft persons;
7. National Scheme for Welfare of Fishermen and Training and 

Extension;
8. Janshree Bima Yojana (Insurance scheme);
9. Aam Admi Bima Yojana (Insurance scheme); and
10. Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana (Health Insurance scheme).

The act also says that the Central Government may, by notification, 
amend the following Acts to extend their applicability for unorganised sector 
workers: The Workmen’s Compensation Act, 1923 (8 of 1923), Industrial 
Disputes Act, 1947 (14 of 1947), Employees’ State Insurance Act, 1948 (34 
of 1948), Employees’ Provident Funds and Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 
1952 (19 of 1952), Maternity Benefit Act, 1961 (53 of 1961) and Payment of 
Gratuity Act, 1972 (39 of 1972). It is also said that the State Governments 
may formulate and notify, from time to time, suitable welfare schemes for 
unorganised workers, including schemes relating to: (a) provident fund; 
(b) employment injury benefit; (c) housing; (d) educational schemes for 
children; (e) skill upgrading of workers; (f) funeral assistance; and (g) old 
age homes.

It looks promising, but actually it is the one of the best examples of a 
strategy that looks good only in paper. In this regard, the following aspects 
of the act are worth noting:

• The Act is essentially for workers below the poverty line and not all 
workers in unorganised sector. The definition of the term “self-employed 
worker” and “wage worker” provides for limits to be prescribed by the 
government for monthly earnings or of the extent of land holdings or of 
monthly wage. This is actually an attempt to create a divide among the 
unorganised sector workers as being above or below poverty line.

• No time limit is prescribed as to when the government is going 
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to extend the application of various schemes and welfare legislations to 
unorganised sector workers. The promise of extension of labour laws like 
industrial disputes act to informal sector only fools the working class because 
there are attempts to exclude even a huge number of formal workers out of 
the coverage of protective sections of Industrial disputes act. Moreover, the 
labour laws require proof of employment and majority of informal workers 
do not possess any proof of employment.

• The eligibility criteria, the scale of benefits and the conditions on 
how to avail the benefits are not clear in the law.

• Trade unions are consciously kept out of the board that was 
constituted to look after the implementation of the act.

• Most importantly, the act is completely silent on what will be the 
funding arrangements to meet the cost of social security.

The most important aspect of this act is that it formally turns the wheels 
towards institutionalising the informalisation by institutionalising the 
duality in the labour force. Therefore, the initiative of establishing a separate 
system of social security for unorganised workers is actually meant to 
provide a justification for the informalisation of labour. Is it not shameful 
that ILO and UN are praising such legislations and schemes?

For achieving universal health coverage, the government of India came 
up with the National Health Policy of the India 2002. While it seems to 
be a good health insurance scheme, it is actually a clear move towards 
privatisation of health care. It may also result in the dismantling or 
privatisation of Employees State Insurance Corporation that currently 
provides health insurance and other benefits to the formal workers. The 
contributory schemes that are becoming the part of current social security 
systems are actually putting double burden on the people who are paying tax 
for state contributions and also paying their own contributions.

In the same way, if one is aware of the reality, he will find that the 
well-publicised and well-praised progress in universalisation of primary 
education in India is a complete fraud. It is very much clear particularly in 
its focus on informal education.

The most important and praiseworthy scheme implemented in India is the 
National Rural Employment Guaranty Act. However, the implementation is 
also insufficient. In various studies, it is exposed that nowhere in India are 
the workers getting 100 days of employment, and the cases of payment of 
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unemployment benefits are rarest of the rare.

Social security is a right, not a charity

The issue of social security brings back again our attention on the basic 
concepts of socioeconomic development. What is the development? How 
do we understand the development of a country? The nation is not a map; 
it is the people who make the nation. Development means the overall 
development of the people, development in their living standards and 
cultural standards, development in their knowledge, development of the 
most democratic forms of institutions and development in the collective 
concerns of the people for sustainability of the globe and human race.

Development cannot be measured by the growth of the concrete buildings, 
emergence of huge shining cities and growth of transnational corporations. 
The growth of economic wealth is irrelevant if there is no comparable 
development in living, educational and cultural standards of the people 
as well as the democratic institutions in the society. Without people and 
democratic orientation, development is not positive; rather, it is a negative 
and distorted development. 

Therefore, raising the issue of social security is actually questioning the 
development strategy itself. Now, all the developing countries are engaged 
in a cut throat competition for achieving faster economic growth relying on 
export-oriented model based on foreign investments. But why do we need 
a fast economic development? Is it benefitting the people? is it resolving 
the problems of the people at the same pace? Who needs the fast economic 
growth and why? 

From the perspective of labour and the people at large, we may not 
advocate or put greater emphasis on fast economic growth. The well-being 
of the people and overall development of society should be the prime 
concern. Hence, the allocation of more and more resources should be 
directed towards this goal and not for accumulation of wealth and profits. 
In such situations, for some time (and it depends on specific conditions) 
the economic growth may be slower. For example, ILO and UN also accept 
that former communist countries, even the smaller ones, have more social 
security coverage than other countries with comparable GDP. Overall socio-
cultural and educational development of the people in these countries was 
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also at a higher level than other countries with comparable GDP. But from 
the perspective of capital, fast economic growth is of prime concern because 
it accelerates the rate of capital accumulation. To achieve the fastest rate of 
economic growth, it is advocated that there should be no interference in the 
economic spheres and that the well-being of the people must be left to the 
supply and demand magic of the market god, and the CSR of its corporate 
priests.

Therefore, the issue of distributive justice and people’s wellbeing loses its 
space when we accept the logic of fast economic growth. The people are 
thrown in the conditions of chronic poverty and hunger in the name of their 
own welfare that is to be brought by the faster economic growth; and then 
they themselves are blamed for their conditions and offered some welfare as 
if showing mercy on them. By propagating and establishing this logic in the 
society, the capital psychologically weakens the people and makes it appear 
as if social security is not a right of the people but a charity provided by state 
and the capital. Therefore, it is necessary to understand that social security 
is a right and oppose all such efforts that make it appear as charity.

Rather than proceeding with general kind of arguments, let us base 
ourselves on some more acceptable, more visible and more concrete 
arguments. If we look historically, it was the rise in productivity (by 
hundreds times) of the workers in 19th century that the eight-hour work day 
was realised. Obviously, it was not granted automatically. A large number of 
workers laid their lives in eight-hour working day struggle all over the world 
and it was only then that the capital was compelled to accept it. But behind 
the emergence of this struggle and acceptance by the capital, the great and 
overall increase in labour productivity was one of the important factors. 
Now, if we look at the developments from the 20th century to 21st century, 
the labour productivity has gone up by more than 1,000 times. In 1920, steel 
production needed more than 3 worker-hours per ton and in 2000, it needed 
only 0.003 worker hours per tonne. Productivity raised by computers is 
only about 500 per cent. This extremely high jump in productivity naturally 
builds a strong argument in favour of reducing the working hours further 
and providing more space to workers for recreation and their overall social, 
economic, cultural, educational and political development.

But what is actually happening? In developing countries of Asia, which 
are emerging manufacturing hubs of the global factory, the working hours 
are rather increased. In most of the industries, the workers are compelled to 
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work for about 10 hours a day — with compulsory overtime of two hours. 
For instance, in export garment manufacturing industries, workers are 
compelled to work 12 hours or even in two shifts continuously in peak order 
seasons. No residential facilities are provided to the workers in nearby areas 
and in most cases up and down add two more hours. From the view point of 
workers, these two hours also cannot be excluded from the working hours 
and these are actually unpaid working hours. Therefore, the working hours 
have gone up to about 11 to 12 hours and out of which, about two hours are 
unpaid.

On the other hand, if we see the recent trends, despite the increase in 
productivity, the wages are actually declining. This can be observed in the 
shrinking workforce in formal sector and the side by side replacement of 
formal workers with informal workers who are getting as low as half and 
sometimes one third of the salary that the formal workers received for the 
same type of work. The labour costs have gone down to half in manufacturing 
in south Asia, and it is achieved mainly by way of informalisation of formal 
sector workforce. This is made possible by the introduction of highly 
automated machines requiring almost no skills from workers. Anyone can 
acquire the skills to work on these machines in one or two days or sometimes, 
only in few hours. This is very clear that the informalisation of the workforce 
amounts to the heavy loot of the wages. 

But this is not the end. The most barbaric loot of wages starts from the 
exploitation of the vulnerability of informal workers and not paying them 
legal wages (minimum wages) and other legal benefits. Only to avoid 
the payment of compensation and medical expenses the employers, after 
accidents, send the workers to the hospitals and then deny that any such 
workers were employed in their factory. Not providing employment injury 
compensation and medical aid to workers facing accident is a perfect example 
of the looting of wages. All the liabilities provided in labour laws towards the 
workers were the wage costs for the employers and it were part of the wages 
for the workers. Wages include all the costs necessary for production and 
reproduction of labour. It includes not only food and clothing, but it also 
includes the cost of housing, health, education, recreation, child bearing, 
safety etc. Maternity benefits are also the part of wages. The unemployment 
benefits are also part of wages. The unemployment compensation is 
a necessary cost for production and reproduction of labour. With the 
development of economy and with the rising social standards, the number 
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of items in the necessary costs for production and reproduction of labour 
also increases. And this cost does not come from nothing; it comes from the 
surplus value produced by labour and rising productivity of labour.

On the other hand, it is the globalisation and liberalisation that are 
leading to the mass destruction of livelihoods and aggravating the problems 
of unemployment. It is the privatisation of public sectors, health, housing, 
education and other services that is aggravating the problems of the poor 
by increasing the cost of living. It is the corporate led globalisation that is 
aggravating the farmers’ plight. All of these amount to direct or indirect loot 
from the workers, farmers, and the people at large by the corporate sector. 
But the corporate have nothing to pay to the society. Rather, they are being 
granted huge amounts of benefits in terms of tax exemption, for instance. 
Therefore, it is the obligation of the corporate to pay back and the right of 
the people to get back. The state has the responsibility to ensure this ‘get 
back’ for the people by way of redistributive justice.

It is in this light we argue that the social development and social security 
to the people can never be a charity or business; it is the right of the people 
and the responsibility of the state. Only by fulfilling this responsibility, the 
state gets the legitimacy and authority to ask the people to comply with the 
laws and policies. If it is not fulfilling this responsibility, it will also lose this 
authority.

For a social security system that empowers the workers

A unified and universal social security system must be designed to not 
only address the contingencies but also include measures to remove/reduce 
the scope of contingencies. The social security system must be designed in 
such a way to insure the ‘get back’ from the corporate, rather than extracting 
from the people further. And most importantly, the social security system 
must not be privatised and must not be converted into an institution that 
provides space for the corporate to utilise social security funds for generating 
profit.

In this light, we propose the following aspects to be included in the 
universal social security system:

i. Basic Social Security
A basic social security fund must be created by the government by 
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collecting 75 per cent of the funds from the corporate by way of progressive 
taxation and 25 per cent from the people by way of progressive taxation.

• Employment as legally enforceable right to all and unemployment 
compensation equal to that part of minimum wages, including basic wages 
(defined in next pages), dearness allowance, housing rent and maternity 
benefits. It must be applicable to all long term and periodic unemployment 
(unemployed youth, long term unemployment of workers, seasonal 
unemployment in various sectors like agriculture etc).

• Subsidised education, health and sanitation, drinking water and 
housing facilities for all.

• Food security for all (subsidised food items through public 
distribution system).

• Ecological security for all by maintaining the ecosystems and 
prohibiting any activity disturbing it to protect the people from eco-disasters.

• Land reforms to increase the average size of land holdings.
• Subsidised inputs for small and marginal farmers and other self-

employed producers.
• Old age pension (equal to that part of minimum wages, including 

basic wages, dearness allowance, housing rent, plus free travel and free 
health care) for all who do not retire with a pension benefit.

• Disability pension (equal to the part of minimum wages, including 
basic wages, dearness allowance, housing rent and maternity benefits plus 
free travel with one assistant, and free health care) for all disabled persons 
who are unable to work.

• Maternity benefits for all women. For those who are employed in 
industries, the cost must be paid by the employers as part of wages. For the 
rest, the maternity benefits are to be covered by the social security fund.

ii. Contingent Social Security
To address the high level of informalisation, it is necessary to establish 

an industrial contingency fund (may also be categorised industry-wise) at 
district (regional) level by instituting a system of collecting proportionate 
contributions from all employers through progressive taxation. All the 
workers in the districts (regions) must be registered under the Industrial 
Contingency Fund (may also be registered industry wise).

• Unemployment created by way of dismissal/retrenchment/layoff or 
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closure of industries: Compensation equal to six months’ salary to be paid 
by the employers or industrial contingency fund. If the employee failed to 
get employment in six months, then he/she shall be considered unemployed 
under basic social security.

• Employment injury compensation: Total wage for whole period of 
out of work, and treatment cost plus compensation for any minor or major 
disabilities created by the injury.

• Death or major disability of workers: Disability pension or 
alternative livelihood to survivor plus compensation and free education 
and health cover to the family. For workers employed in the industries, total 
responsibility goes to the employers (industrial contingency fund) and, in 
case of others, the responsibility goes to the State.

• Livelihood destruction and displacement (due to natural or man-
made disasters): Decent alternative livelihood ensuring comparable income 
plus rehabilitation along with compensation. The total responsibility goes to 
the State.

• Crop failure/ destruction or death of cattle, etc.: Enough support 
to compensate for the losses and to regenerate their livelihood security. The 
total responsibility goes to the State.

Conclusion

Regional integration of Asian economies on free market logic is going 
to be disastrous for the people if it is not accompanied with a common 
social security system for whole of the region. It is very much visible in the 
concerns of the peoples of poorer countries in the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) region. The 
trade unions and the people’ organisations in ASEAN, APEC and SAARC 
are raising these issues and demanding for inclusion of a social dimension 
in the regional economic integration. The economic integration must also 
have an element to integrate the people and to ensure a comparable social 
security system for the people of the whole region.

There can be many specificities of the social security system of each 
country with specific socioeconomic formations, but the common structure 
of the regional social security must address the two tasks: the basic social 
security and contingent social security. Conceptual framework and items 
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included in the basic and contingent social security system applies to all 
developing countries in Asia. Therefore, it is possible for the ASEAN to form 
a common structure of regional social security system. 

Advocating for regional common minimum social security does not 
mean advocating for a common basket of social security with same amount 
of items or same in money terms. It can never be achieved and it is illogical 
given different levels of socio-economic development and different socio-
cultural needs of the people in different countries. What we mean by regional 
common minimum social security is a common structure of social security 
system with two components of basic and contingent social security. The 
amount of benefits as well as the number of items in the social security basket 
may vary per country. Such differences may persist. It may have an impact 
on creating comparative advantage for lesser developed countries in terms 
of attracting the FDI. But it will be positive and not negative. If the basic 
minimum wages has a linkage with GDP growth and social assistance has a 
linkage with basic minimum wages, then this comparative advantage may 
help in accelerating the overall development of lesser developed countries.

To raise such an important issue like regional social security system 
requires a regional coalition of the working class and peoples’ movements. 
If the capital is integrating itself at regional level, then working class and 
peoples’ movements must also integrate itself at regional level to increase their 
collective bargaining power at the national and regional levels. Therefore, 
to build a social security movement in Asia, we have to rearticulate the 
issues of social security at the regional level, initiate our efforts for regional 
integration of labour movement and force the inclusion of the social security 
agenda in the regional integration processes of ASEAN and SAARC.

To conclude, it is again to be emphasised that the struggle for social 
security system at national and regional levels is the struggle for survival of 
the people and to set a base level for collective bargaining. The current phase 
of globalisation has weakened the labour and increased the power of capital 
by increasing the vulnerabilities of workers and the people in various ways. 
The social security for the workers and the people at large can be an effective 
way to empower the working class and turn the balance of power in favour 
of the working class.
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II. Nepal

Social protection in Nepal
Chandra Bahadur
General Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions

People’s understanding of social protection

Social Security can be defined as the protection of members who are 
living under poverty and confronting different problems. It gives social 
and economic support to the workers during their employment and 
retirement life. It includes provident fund, free treatment during illness, 
certain allowances for a particular period after release from work, medicine 
allowance with compensation for any kind of accidents and disabilities, paid 
leaves for maternity, and provision of compensation and pension to the 
dependent family members after his/ her demise. 

Social security can be considered as an element of having a dignified 
employment. Under social security system one can feel socially and, to 
some extent, economically protected. Having social protection is one of the 
fundamental human rights to enable the people to live a safe, healthy and 
dignified life.

At the operational level, the social security system is based mainly on a 
three-party contribution system, in which investment of three parties, the 
employee, employer and the government, are consolidated.

The current situation of social protection in Nepal

The Labour Act 1992 was enacted by the first parliament in 1992. Prior to 
the passage of this law, the Factor and Factory Workers Act 1959 had been 
in force in factories and other establishments as notified by the government. 
After the change of polity in 1990, the parliament also enacted the Trade 
Union Act 1993. In order to complement the Acts, Labour Rules 1993 and 
Trade Union Rules 1993 were enacted and implemented. Social security 
issues are dealt with by the Labour Act 1992 and the supplementary rules. 

Both the Labour Act and Labour Rules are applicable to those organisations 
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established as per Nepali laws where more than ten workers are employed. 
This law is not applicable to those companies with less than ten workers. In 
addition, it is not applicable to the entire informal sector.

With respect to social security, the following are the salient features of the 
Labour Act and Labour Rules:

• Very limited coverage: Of the workers in the formal sector, the 
provisions relating to social security are applicable only to the permanent 
ones. The contractuals, temporaries, part-time, short-term, and casual 
workers are excluded.

• Non-comprehensive character: There is no comprehensive social 
security system under the Nepali labour law. Employees are entitled to 
receive only the following benefits in accordance to the Labour Act and 
Rules.

• Provident fund. Provident fund is a contributory old age 
benefit under the labour law. According to the provision, the employer 
should deduct 10 per cent from the basic salary of the employees and 
contribute 10 per cent to it. Such combined amount shall be deposited in 
any commercial bank or in Karmachari Sanchaya Kosh, the autonomous 
provident fund authority in Nepal.

• Gratuity. Gratuity is also part of the old age benefit, which 
is also known as severance pay. Per provision in the Labour Rules, the 
employees serving for three years or more and retiring from the service 
are entitled to get gratuity at the following rates:

a) For the first seven years of continuous service, gratuity 
should be paid at the rate of 50 per cent of the monthly salary per 
annum; 

b) For seven to fifteen years of continuous service, gratuity 
should be paid at the rate of the two-thirds of the monthly salary 
per annum; 

c) For service exceeding 15 years gratuity should be paid at 
the rate of one month’s salary per annum.
For gratuity payment, a gratuity fund is to be created, in which 

a relevant amount every year shall be deposited. At present, some 
commercial banks and the Nagarik Lagani Kosh (Citizen’s Investment 
Fund) also administer gratuity funds. The enforcement of the gratuity 
provision is, however, almost non-existent.  
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• Treatment expenses. Under the provision of Labour Rules, 

the employer must pay the entire expenses required for the treatment, 
including hospitalisation and medical expenses, of an employee who 
suffers physical injury while on duty.

• Salary during treatment. During the period of treatment, 
employer should pay full salary for the period of the employee’s stay in 
hospital or half of their salary if they have undergone treatment at home. 
However, if the period of such treatment exceeds a year, the employer is 
not obliged to pay the salary for the period in excess of one year. 

• Disability compensation. If an employee is physically 
disabled as a result of an accident while in employment, the employer 
must pay a lump sum amount equivalent to the salary of five years of 
the last drawn salary in case disability is found to be 100 per cent. If the 
disability is less than 100 per cent, the amount of compensation shall be 
calculated according to the percentage of disability. The percentage of 
disability should be determined by a doctor recognised by HMG.

• Compensation in case of death. In case of death of an 
employee instantly or in the course of treatment from an accident while 
in employment, the employer should pay an amount equivalent to three 
years’ salary calculated at the last drawn salary rate to the nearest heir as 
compensation. In case an employee dies or becomes physically disabled 
as a result of a natural calamity, the employee or his/her legal heir shall 
not be entitled to any compensation.

• Insurance and compensation. If an employee is entitled to 
receive compensation, he/she is entitled to compensation as mentioned 
above or the compensation under the insurance whichever is higher.

• Termination on health ground. In case any employee 
sustains physical injuries while in employment and does not recover 
even after a year-long treatment or becomes physically disabled, he/she 
may be terminated from the service provided that a physician recognised 
by His Majesty’s Government certifies that he/she is incapable of 
working. In such a case, the employer should pay gratuity and treatment 
compensation before termination. 

• Housing fund. Under the Labour Act, 5 per cent of the gross 
annual profit of an enterprise should be deposited as a housing fund 
and operated by a joint committee called Labour Relations Committee. 
However, this provision is almost non-existent in practice.
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• Welfare fund. As per the Bonus Act, 1974, 10 per cent of net 
profit should be deposited for bonus distribution to workers. The Act 
fixes the maximum upper limit of bonuses to be paid. The amount that 
is left after bonus distribution will be deposited by every enterprise in 
the Welfare Fund. Of the amount deposited in the Welfare Fund, 70 per 
cent goes into Local Welfare Fund and 30 per cent into National Welfare 
Fund. 

• Pension. Pension is limited to government employees 
in civil services, police and armed forces, including some of public 
corporations. This provision is not applicable to the workers addressed 
by the Labour Act.

• Retrenchment. If the employer wanted to close the whole 
or part of an organisation, he/she should obtain approval from His 
Majesty’s Government through the Department of Labour before the 
retrenchment of the employees.

This is a legal compulsion on the part of the employer that he/she 
should provide one-month notice with reasons for retrenchment or pay 
the salary of one month in lieu of such a notice. Similarly, the employer 
should pay retrenchment compensation in lump sum equivalent to the 
amount of thirty days multiplied by the total number of years in service. 
The labour law has attempted to establish this form of compensation 
as an unemployment benefit. However, it cannot be practiced properly 
because gratuity considered by the employers as part of this benefit.

• Sick leaves. All workers or employees who have completed 
one year of service in the establishment without any interruption shall 
be granted a sick leave with half-pay for not more than 15 days in a year.

• Maternity leaves. Pregnant women workers or employees 
shall be granted a maternity leave with full pay for 52 days before or 
after delivery. Such a leave may be obtained not more than twice during 
the entire period of service. However, in the event of the death of two 
children of a woman employee, who has already utilised the maternity 
leave twice, she may be entitled to a maternity leave for two times more.

Leave is not a right! Under the Labour Rules, no employee can 
claim a leave as a matter of right. It should only be treated as a facility, 
which could be permitted by an employer. However, the court has by 
interpretation established that some kind of leave can be taken by an 
employee even if it is not authorised by the employer. Maternity and 
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sick leave fall under this category.

• Change by collective bargaining. An employee working 
in the organisation has the right to form or join a union. Ten or more 
employees working in an organisation can form a plant level union. 
The plant level union has the right to submit a charter of demand and 
bargain collectively with the management. The collective agreement 
may change the social security provisions of a particular organisation. 
This settlement shall be valid for up to two years.

On the informal sector

There is no concrete social security arrangement for the informal 
sector. Some of the workers working in the informal sector are covered 
only by specific legislations. For instance, the Vehicle and Transportation 
Management Act provides accidental compensation to workers under a 
compulsory insurance provision. As per this provision, the vehicle owner 
should have accidental insurance coverage for the driver and helper. It may 
vary according to the type vehicles and positions of the workers. Normally, 
the compensation should be 100,000 to 200,000 Nepalese Rupees.

Similarly, the workers in the trekking and mountaineering sectors should 
also have their accidental insurances covered. The amount of insurance 
due to the workers in these sectors should not be less than 250,000 rupees. 
Likewise, employer should have a group insurance policy for accidental 
injuries for construction workers.

There is no provision for social security benefits for workers in the 
informal sector, in general. Informal workers are treated as a general citizen 
and are provided with some sort of relief on an ad-hoc basis, such as the 
senior citizen allowance (Rs. 100 monthly provided to persons above 70 years 
of age and to widow and helpless women above 65), maternity protection 
allowances in some DVCs and DDCs, and so on. 

Campaigns to promote social protection

In July 2009, the Nepal Government has decided to form a welfare fund 
and levy from employees equivalent to 1 per cent of their earnings. The 
welfare fund is based on the three-party contribution system. A principle 
agreement has been established among employers, trade unions and the 
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government to include in this fund the workers in the informal sector. In this 
regard, the government implemented a law in 2010 to manage and operate 
the social security fund. Thus the fund is well managed and run by this act.

A treaty has been in force among the government, the employers and 
the three major trade unions (General Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions 
(GEFONT), Nepal Trade Union Congress and Democratic Confederation 
of Nepalese Trade Unions) that instructs the three parties to contribute to 
the welfare fund. The employers shall deposit an amount equal to 20 per 
cent of the payment to workers while the employees are liable to contribute 
11 per cent of their earnings. In addition, they have also agreed to apply 
this mechanism to workers who are working on a daily pay, contract and 
temporary bases in various sectors of the informal economy.

Union’s proposed social security scheme

The government of Nepal is trying to make a new law with more flexibility. 
In this connection, the trade union sector has proposed a comprehensive 
social security package to be included in the new law, as outlined below. 

• Old age benefit. Gratuity should be paid at the rate of 1.5 months’ 
salary for each year of service. There should be no time bar for the 
entitlement of this benefit. Similarly, a provident fund should be established 
by deducting 10 per cent from workers’ salary and adding the equal amount 
by the employer each month.

• Workplace injury. In workplace-related accidents, all hospitalisation 
and medical expenses should be covered by the management. In case of 
disability, a monitory compensation should be paid with a 5-year equivalent 
salary for 100 per cent disability. For disability of other kinds, compensation 
amount should be determined taking into consideration the disability ratio 
as determined by the medical doctor.

• Dependent benefit. The employer should pay 3-year equivalent 
salary compensation to the dependents of a worker in case of his/her death 
in a workplace accident. In case of mental disorder resulting from the 
accident, the compensation should be paid with an amount no less than half 
of the death compensation.

• Sickness benefit. Sick leave should be provided at the rate of 1.5 
days for each month of service with full pay in case of the illness of workers 
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and their close relatives, that is spouse, parents and children. Likewise, the 
employer should establish medical insurance to all workers with an amount 
equivalent to their one-year salary.

• Maternity benefit. Maternity leave and benefit should not be less 
than as provisioned in the ILO Convention 183 on Maternity Protection. On 
the basis of this Convention, the union proposed a paid maternity leave of 
98 days, 7-week leave with pay in cases of miscarriages and 15-day paternity 
leave.

• Retrenchment. There should be separate compensation for 
retrenchment. It should not be seen as gratuity.

The proposed integrated social security fund

The trade union sector also proposed an integrated social security system 
to administer all benefits as mentioned above. A tripartite board should 
manage such fund. 

• Contribution. The workers, employers and the government should 
contribute at the ratio of 1:2.5:2.5, respectively, and 15 per cent in the 
informal sector from all parties. For the construction sector, 5 per cent 
of the project amount should be providing to cover social security of the 
construction sector workers.

Once the Integrated Fund becomes operational, the employers will not 
be liable to pay provident fund, gratuity, injury benefits and compensation 
as mentioned above.  All workers shall be registered in the Integrated Social 
Security Fund. The Fund will also have a provision for the compulsory 
registration of domestic workers.

• Social security operated by the union itself. The Transportation 
Union and Construction Union of GEFONT have established a social 
security system for their members. The Transportation Union provides 
accidental leaves custody compensation in the case of accident. The Union 
also provides legal assistance to the members.

The union in the construction sector developed a sickness and work 
injury benefit systems at the micro level. GEFONT also operates a health 
cooperative for its members. Likewise, there is a micro health insurance 
scheme operated for the agricultural labourers in the western part of Nepal. 
GEFONT is trying to replicate such programmes in other areas as well.
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III. Bangladesh

The Status of Social Protection in Bangladesh
Palash Baral 
UBINIG (Policy Research for Development Alternative), Dhaka

Social protection (security) is an international issue, which is clearly 
stated in Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of United 
Nations.

Since the inception of Bangladesh in 1971, social protection has been 
officially acknowledged in the Constitution of Bangladesh as fundamental 
right of the citizen of Bangladesh. The Constitution of Bangladesh, in its 
several clauses including 15(KA) and 18(KA), recognised the right to social 
protection and provides the guarantee as how to protect and maintain the 
right. Guided by the Constitution and as a member state of UN, Bangladesh 
has officially established its position long before. 

The Bangladesh labour force

The primary goal of this paper is to examine the status of social protection 
for the labour sector in Bangladesh.

The total labour force of Bangladesh is 723, 21,085.89 (72.21 million) 
in 2010 according to a World Bank report published in 2012. Of the total, 
39.4 per cent are female. From 2002 to 2010, the female labour force 
increased insignificantly from 38.03 per cent to 39.87 per cent (http://www.
tradingeconomics.com/).

Of the total employed labour, only 22 per cent are in formal sector and 
the remaining 78 per cent are employed in informal sector. An estimate says 
that during the period from year 2000-2006, only 0.6 million new jobs were 
created in the formal sector. The share of female labour in the formal sector 
is low at only 16 per cent. Of the total employed sector, only 14 per cent 
are employed in the formal sector while and with the similar share 24% 
male are employed in formal sector (Bangladesh Bank: Recent Employment 
Situation and Labour Market Developments in Bangladesh, Policy Analysis 
Unit, June 2008).
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It is, therefore, clear that the contribution of informal sector in terms of 

absorbing the huge labour force in Bangladesh is very significant. Among 
the various sectors in the informal economy, the ready-made garments 
sector (RMG) is perhaps the most important sector in Bangladesh. We will 
discuss about it in the context of Social Protection in the later section of this 
article.

With such a huge labour force, it is just right for Bangladesh to have 
a Social Protection Policy. However, it was only in 2012 that Bangladesh 
formulated an overall policy for Social Protection to specifically protect the 
workers. At present, the General Economic Division (GED) of the Planning 
Commission is about to finalise the National Social Protection Strategy 
(NSPS) to turn Bangladesh into a middle income country by 2021.

However, after considering some challenges that interrupt economic 
growth, Bangladesh has undertaken and encouraged some programmes 
both at government and NGOs sector, which ultimately turned into very 
effective form of Social Protection. So, Bangladesh has been one of the most 
innovative countries in South Asia in the area of social protection. The 
country’s Female Secondary School Stipend Programme is world-famous. 
Bangladesh has also been able to protect the poorest households against the 
adverse impact of frequent natural disasters, such as floods (South Asia - 
Social Protection: Bangladesh - World Bank). Other schemes like stipend 
for elderly citizen, stipend for the widow, the Vulnerable Group Feeding 
(VGF) and the food-for-work (FFW) programme also form as part of Social 
Protection initiative.

According to government declaration, the NSPS will address nutritional 
security, urban poverty, promotional safety nets and graduation process, 
poverty trends in poverty pockets, climate change and vulnerability. It will 
also address some priority operational concerns — the framework should, 
within a plan of action for priority action on implementation of the NSPS, 
provide a roadmap for institutionalisation of the whole system of social 
protection service deliveries in a medium-term future (National Social 
Protection Strategy on the cards - The Independent).

Now, if we look at the government expenditure on social protection, 
Bangladesh’s social protection spending as a proportion of GDP is among 
the highest in the South Asian region, averaging 1.8 per cent between 1996 
and 2008. The allocation saw a spike in response to global food and energy 
price crises to about 2.6 per cent of GDP in the 2011 financial year but 
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subsequently, too, allocation has stood above 2 per cent (National Social 
Protection Strategy on the cards - The Independent).

But still a huge proportion of workers / labour and vulnerable people 
entered below poverty line mainly because of migration and urbanisation. 
Another reason is that they bear the health cost from out of pocket (OOP). 
Health cost is not covered by the proposed NSPS. In addition, the safety 
net system is still food-based and not prepared to address the urban poor. 
It is also indifferent with health and disability issues. (South Asia - Social 
Protection: Bangladesh - World Bank).

Women labour force and social protection

Women, constituting 49 per cent of the population, are active in almost all 
sectors of the economy, although not so much visible in the official statistics. 
Women’s economic participation rate has increased from 23.9 per cent in 
1999 – 2000 to 29.2 per cent in 2005 – 2006. Women participation in the 
labour force is increasing at a higher rate than men over the last 15 years. In 
particular, at the national level, the male labour force increased from 30.6 
million in 1996 to 37.3 million in 2005 – 2006, while in the same period 
women labour force increased from 5.4 million to 12.1 million (BBS, 2009). 
That is the rate of increase for women was 124 per cent, while for men it was 
only 22 per cent. The participation of women increased both in the urban 
and rural areas (Akhter, 2012). 

The two main sectors which fuelled the GDP growth of 6 per cent are 
the garment exports and the flow of remittances from the overseas workers, 
mainly in the Middle East and East Asia. On the other hand, more than 
half of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is generated through the service 
sector, such as agriculture, fisheries and farming sector (Akhter, 2012).

However, among the three major sectors of the economy contributing to 
the GDP, the contribution of Agriculture to GDP is 20.16 per cent, industry 
29.95 per cent and services 48.9 per cent as of 2009 – 2010 (Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics). It is to be noted that the contribution of Agriculture to 
GDP is reducing fast from 23. 5 per cent in 2006 to 20.6 per cent in 2008-
2009 fiscal year (Bangladesh Economic Review 2009). 

Now, Bangladesh RMG sector alone is the biggest formal sector that 
provides about 3.6 million work forces. Among them 2.8 million are women. 
The RMG brings 78 per cent of export earnings. The RMG has greater 
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potential than any other sector. 

The RMG sector has been the most visible due to its contribution to 
employment of over 3 million workers (of which 85 per cent are women) 
and secondly its contribution in terms of export earning which has 
increased from USD40 thousand in 1978 –1979 to USD6.4 billion in 2004-
2005 (Akhter, 2012).

“The rapid growth in Bangladesh’s garment industry has provided vital 
jobs to women and men and is helping to pull them and their families out 
of poverty. However, there is an urgent need for decisive and collaborative 
action to make decent work a reality,” according to ILO.

But the status of social protection in RMG sector is very poor. The sector 
cannot meet the compliance with ILO and several incidents are taking place. 
As a result, thousands of RMG workers lost their lives. In this sense, social 
protection is important not only for addressing vulnerability but also for 
the problems of entrenched poverty and marginalisation. At the same time, 
effective social protection can also become a key policy plank of a transition 
to a development strategy that embraces, as Bangladesh is doing, a more 
forward-looking aspiration of middle income status that will priorities 
social protection relevant issues, such as inclusive growth and sustainable 
urbanisation.

Child labour and social protection

In Bangladesh, about 7.4 million working children aged between 5-17 
years are part of the working population. There are a number of critiques 
about their engagement, but economic reality and widely accepted norms 
in Bangladesh allow them to contribute to the livelihood struggle of their 
families. Mostly are engaged in agriculture and garment industries. However, 
the exact number of children as per definition of child labour is low. It is 
only 3.2 million and most of them worked as a result of rapid urbanisation, 
global financial crisis. The global financial crisis triggered a food price hike 
in Bangladesh. 

According to a UNDP study, “between 2006 to 2008, the inflation became 
so high that it became difficult for the workers to survive with meagre wage.” 
Indeed, rising food prices are a big concern for most people in Bangladesh, 
where poor households spend nearly 70 per cent of their income on food 
items. In December 2007, the annual food inflation in Bangladesh reached 
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16 per cent and the prices of the most important essential, like rice and oil, 
increased more than that in the last year. The situation compelled workers to 
take to the streets for their wage increase (UNDP, 2008). So, many children 
had to engage to earn their livelihood along with their other family members.

But there is no such visible measure to ensure the children’s social 
protection requirements. Only few development organisations including 
UN bodies are active in bringing them under mainstream development 
initiatives, particularly with respect to child protection measures and 
education.

Description of ongoing campaigns for social protection

The movements fighting for social protection are fragmented. Different 
sectors including textile, garment and other sections of wage labours are 
competing group by group. It is the garment sector that is comparatively 
more organised and the peoples’ support towards their campaign is more 
visible.

The main concern among the workers is the low wage. The wage of the 
garment workers is considered to be one of the lowest in the world. Even in 
Cambodia, the minimum wage is currently 54 dollars, and the workers are 
demanding for 64 dollars. In Vietnam it is 92 dollars, while in Sri Lanka, it is 
92 dollars. According to the World Bank, a Bangladeshi garment work earns 
290 dollars by making 2536 pieces of T-shirts, whereas in India a worker can 
earn 668 dollars by making only 56 T- shirts (Chinta, August, 2010).

The present wage structure, before the announcement of the new wage 
structure, starts with Tk. 1200 (17 dollars) per month for an apprentice, Tk 
1662 (23 dollars) for Grade 7 worker to Tk 5,140 (71 dollars) for the Grade 
1 worker. Since 2006, the workers were denied of the right to unionise. 
However, the movement continued to demand payment of fair wage and 
addressing other issues such as non-payment of overtime, late payment of 
wages, lack of contract between the worker and the employer, no maternity 
leave, and other benefits deserved by the workers. The foreign buyers also 
demanded certain minimum standards to be followed by the garment 
owners commonly known as ‘compliance with social standards’, which 
instead of supporting the worker’s rights, posed additional pressure on the 
owners. The owners were more willing to satisfy the buyers with compliance 
conditions which mostly looked at working conditions, but hardly supported 
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the workers demand for fair wages. 

As more workers among the informal sector are engaged in garment 
sector and situation is quite often vulnerable, the sector can organise 
campaign very quickly.

The campaigns mainly evolve in minimum wage, safe working condition, 
guarantee of job, pay for overtime, festival bonus and sometimes medical 
benefit. But they never move for employment guarantee initiative, retirement 
benefit and group insurance or disability protection initiative.

In most cases, employers do not pay attention to workers’ rights. They 
ignore labour standards and discard fair labour practices. Formation of a 
trade union is often thwarted by severe repression, dismissal, arrest, assault 
by hooligans hired by employers, and other practices which are in violation 
of the International Labour Standards and Codes of Conduct (ILO, 2003)

To avoid unrest in the RMG sector, the worker organisations argued for 
strengthening social compliance issues and labour standards to improve 
wages, working hours, overtime, job security, the right to form trade unions, 
social security and also occupational health and safety.

 
Future development of social protection

For social protection, political intervention is very essential. The labour 
organisations both in formal and informal sector cannot ensure social 
protection without the commitment of political organisations, as this is a 
policy issue and very much linked with government revenue and development 
policies. The policy pressure groups, workers’ rights organisations, trade 
unions, women’s organisations, workers organisations together must come 
forward to formulate policy.

However, in the informal sector like agriculture labour sector, construction 
sector, the social protection issue is comparatively more difficult to address. 
But the collective move can lead the process.

Furthermore, the regional and international initiatives and the support 
from regional and international organisations can expedite any form of 
initiatives at the national level.
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IV. Sri Lanka

Sharpening labour’s role in advancing social protection for all in Asia
Muditha Karunamuni
National Association for Trade Union Research and Education (NATURE)

This short paper is an attempt to discuss the situation of social protection 
for labour in Sri Lanka. It would trace the brief history of social protection, 
especially in terms of how social security was afforded by the State and how 
the employer and the State accommodated labour rights in Sri Lanka.

Social security

UN Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) explains social 
security or social protection as measures taken for “preventing, managing 
and overcoming situations that adversely affect people’s well-being.” Different 
socio economic regimes have their own variations on social security based 
fundamentally on the above. The common factor in all such regimes is that, 
the responsibility in facilitating such social security measures fall on the 
State and therefore governments play a regulatory role.

Social security in colonial Ceylon (Sri Lanka) 

The evolution of the collective formal labour sector in Sri Lanka started 
with the British colonial rule. The importation of bonded labour from 
South India for plantations in around 1830 marks a distinct phase in such 
evolution. With plantations established for export of agricultural crops 
like cocoa, coffee and tea, Colombo city grew as a commercial port city. 
Consequently, the urban labour force in Sri Lanka increased. 

For about a hundred years, Ceylon as a British colony was provided 
with many “social support schemes” after the 1930 world recession and the 
malaria epidemic to sustain an adequately healthy and a literate population. 
State-funded hospitals, preventive healthcare services and formal education 
were the most prominent inclusions during the 1930s and 1940s.

content.indd   88 3/14/2014   8:11:26 AM

Sharpening Labour’s Role in Advancing Social Protection for All in Asia   89 
Organised labour unions mostly in Colombo City played a catalytic role 

in enhancing social protection by fighting for a living wage, eight-hour 
working day, and extra pay for extra work. The agitation of the organised 
labour in this regard led to the first collective agreement signed between 
the Ceylon Trade Union Congress of A.E. Gunasinghe and the fledgling 
Employers’ Federation in 1929. Such impact of the organised labour also 
paved for the Workmen’s Compensation Ordinance of 1934 and maternity 
benefits legalised for wage earners through the Maternity Benefit Ordinance 
of 1938 under “Poor Law Relief ”. At the advent of World War II, the colonial 
government introduced a food security scheme on rations in the early 1940s 
that gradually expanded through people’s co-operative societies. In 1944, 
free education as a right of every child was also introduced by law, passed 
in the State’s Council. These were not exclusively for wage labour, but wage 
labour also benefited.

“Left” politics from the early 1930s helped in raising collective awareness 
among labour in their struggle for their rights as the trade unions were 
very much politically affiliated to “Left” parties. State-organised and 
funded benefits as social support were in place when Ceylon was granted 
independence in 1948 with a strong and active trade union base in labour 
also in place.

Post-independent era

In its independence, Sri Lanka, then known as Ceylon, was modelled on 
the British welfare society. With a fairly strong economy after the Korean 
War, health and education in particular, were further strengthened as State-
owned social support systems. Public service was also in place with a good 
pension scheme funded by the State that was initially introduced in 1901 for 
the civil administrative service.

At the change of economic policy after the change of government in 1956, 
the State took over ownership of business ventures. This brought a third 
sector between private and public sectors as semi-government organisations. 
The new sector, which included the Colombo port and the private-owned 
bus companies, formed into a national State-owned corporation (CTB), 
which required a substitute pension scheme for their employees. The 1958 
Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF) Act was to provide a retirement benefit 
to this new category and thus included the private sector too. Since then, 
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all formal sector employees are enjoying either a government pension on 
retirement or a lump sum through a mandatory contribution to the EPF, 
where the employee pays 8 per cent of his/her monthly salary and the 
employer contributes an amount equivalent to 12 per cent of the employees’ 
salary.

Since then, social security schemes and measures for the formal sector 
have increased, especially for the semi government and the private sector 
with the introduction of better legal safety for employment under the 
Termination of Employment (Special Provision) Act in 1971, the Employees’ 
Trust Fund (1981) contributed only by employers and a gratuity scheme 
after 05 years of service under an Act passed in 1983.

Later on, some of the colonial period laws were amended to provide better 
quality social safety and security such as the Workmen’s Compensation 
Ordinance of 1934 that now covers occupational health hazards and 
workplace injuries with increase of compensation. Significant improvements 
were likewise made to the Maternity Benefits Ordinance of 1938 with 
pregnant mothers taken care of in terms of working conditions, leave and 
compensation.

There were others outside the formal sector who were provided with 
nominal social security, such as agricultural labour and fishermen. The 1987 
Farmers’ Pension Scheme and the 1990 Fishermen’s Pension Scheme are two 
such significant pension systems. On paper, they seem adequate as social 
security measures, but their feasibility depends very much on the economic 
policy of the government in power.

Economic impact on social security

The social mindset in Sri Lanka for decades was “state-oriented”. 
Employment is always sought for in the public sector. Eighty-one per cent 
of the rural population saw public sector employment as their major tool 
in social mobility. The educational system was geared towards public sector 
employment, especially in numerous placements in civil administration. 
Therefore, since 1978, the introduction of the open market policy and the 
heavy stress on the private sector compelled the government to improve the 
working conditions and social benefits in the private sector to attract labour. 
Because the creation of Export Promotion Zones in 1978 is not sufficient 
to attract new rural youth as employees, the introduction of ETF, gratuity, 
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amendment of the Compensation Ordinance and maternity benefits as 
social security improvements were therefore thought of as necessary.

The introduction of the Greater Colombo Economic Commission Act 
was subsequently amended. The Board of Investment of Sri Lanka provided 
a platform for private foreign investment and nevertheless had to carry 
with it the guidelines and policies for employment. At times, these were 
improved due to pressure from workers and trade unions to accommodate 
better working conditions and safety at workplaces. Transport, meals and 
uniforms were included as benefits to attract and retain labour, whether 
exploited or otherwise.

Disparity in economic growth that left over 30 per cent of the population 
especially in the rural areas below poverty line compelled the government 
to introduce a social security scheme in April 1990, which is known as the 
“Janasaviya Trust Fund” (JTF) Act. This basically was a money transfer 
scheme for rural poor, commonly identified and projected as a poverty 
alleviation programme. With change of government in 1994, JTF was 
remodelled as “Samurdhi” with micro-finance and skills development given 
more importance.

Meanwhile, the open market economy has allowed a gradual demolition 
of the earlier social welfare society that helped Sri Lanka to achieve a 
substantially high quality of life. The establishment of a strong state-funded 
curative and preventive health system with other auxiliary services helped 
Sri Lanka to gain high life expectancy, low mortality at child birth, very 
low population growth, almost total eradication of chronic illnesses like 
poliomyelitis, malaria epidemic and other such third world health issues. 
Moreover, Sri Lanka achieved an extremely high literacy rate of over 93 per 
cent. Amidst this, privatisation and marketisation followed as new state-of-
the-art hospitals and medical care and private health insurance schemes were 
introduced. “International schools” were introduced as private businesses 
tried to evade the free education system. In fact, a wholly private sector-
dominated tertiary education made the State’s responsibility in providing 
such kind of social protection less important.

Social security in present-day Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka is still surviving on state-owned social welfare schemes that 
were previously held as a major responsibility of successive governments. 
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After the introduction of the open market economy, the responsibility of 
governments in financing and managing such social welfare schemes was 
recognised as an overburden on tax payers. The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) recommended the restructuring of the economy and pushed 
for private sector participation.

The government initiated insurance scheme in 1997 for the public sector 
called “Agrahaara”, which introduced a limited medical cover and played 
the role of guarantor for bank loans, have been administratively stalled 
around 2010 as the government faced cash straps and inability to meet even 
a meagre claim.

In the traditional private sector, most employers have negotiated for 
substituting health and medical care for their employees with private 
insurance companies as packages. But this is not the case in EPZs and in the 
new service sectors that grew within the open market. The largely expanded 
informal sector remains without any such social security benefit. The EPF 
remains the only retirement benefit scheme, but offers no social security 
benefit apart from the take home lump sum at retirement. This leaves the 
majority of workers vulnerable without any social security for their retired 
life.

The major issues affecting social security for wage and income earning 
labour in Sri Lanka with a government struggling to keep the economy 
afloat are:

1. The seriously eroding State-funded social welfare benefits;
2. The lack of political will on the part of the government to implement 
the available legal provisions on providing employee benefits and security;
3. The increasing cost of privately owned and managed health and 
medical care;
4. A total lack of social security for retirement life; and
5. The poor wages in lower employee category that barely help 
employees in carrying out their family commitments.

Role of trade unions

In Sri Lanka, trade unions developed with political leanings to the “Left” 
and for the early part, were controlled by “Left” politics. Therefore, trade 
unions until about the 1970s were more oriented to staging protests and the 
issues raised were quite restricted to demanding economic benefits in terms 
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of wages, overtime, special allowances and other such privileges.

The issue of social security did not receive much attention and importance 
in trade union activism. This is evident in the fact that most social security 
benefits and legal provisions resulted from socio-economic necessities and 
ILO accords than on trade union demands and interventions. The EPF, the 
ETF and improvements on the maternity benefits are clear examples.

The government is stalling social security benefits to employees in the 
public sector, relaxing provisions of labour laws, and introducing new laws 
that would greatly hinder employment security. And yet, amidst all of these, 
the trade unions do not seem to engage with their members and with the 
government on such issues. They instead focus on wage increases and other 
monetary gains that seem to attract quicker attention in media and policy 
makers.

Even in April and May 2011, when the government intervened to amend 
the EPF Act and introduced a pension scheme as a ploy to utilise the one-
trillion rupee EPF to serve as a buffer for the economic crisis, the demands 
from trade unions that opposed the government’s proposal did not include 
slogans on social security. It was a hyped protest against the government. 
The need to utilise this huge fund that keeps accruing more and more money 
from employee contributions for old age security and for family health and 
medical care is totally absent in trade union dialogue and discussions. The 
discussion of social security and benefits as workers’ rights was confined to 
high level forums, often organised by the ILO and other such organisations 
and never reached the trade union membership.

This goes to prove that trade unions are not trained to look at social 
security as an important component in the existence of labour rights in Sri 
Lanka.

Conclusion

At present, for labour in Sri Lanka to tackle social security and related 
issues, the trade union leaderships will have to become more democratic in 
their organisational functions, so as to allow genuine and active membership 
participation. The bureaucratic and lifetime presence of leaderships have to 
be changed in order for the shift in attitudes and new dialogue to begin.

The possibilities to approach the issue of social security and benefits thus 
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have limits on an Asian scale. It would not be useful to generalise issues 
on an Asian map of labour for there are very distinct differences in socio-
political contexts of each country. For example, long organised structures 
and traditions of the working class that India and Sri Lanka still try to 
maintain are wholly different to China and is almost absent in countries like 
Cambodia.

Therefore, the possible and feasible way is to have smaller regional 
networks for dialogue. A South Asian (SA) dialogue can be networked on 
economic growth in SA and the emergence of new labour. The new youth 
labour of post-1979 when most closed economies opened up into a new 
liberal world order needs to be reached. They have had very little influence 
from trade unions and have entered the labour market with a new set of 
social values and attitudes. There is a serious communication gap and 
therefore lack of any dialogue between them and the old and established, 
trade union leaderships in SA, including SL. This needs to be bridged.
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World Solidarity’s understanding and 
position on social protection
Social protection: A question of social change
Jef van Hecken
World Solidarity

Understanding social protection

Social protection is a package of measures to overcome poverty and 
vulnerability, prevent social exclusion and guarantee a decent standard of 
living. The provision and implementation of social protection should take into 
consideration four types of measures – measures on prevention, measures 
on protection, measures on promotion and measures on transformation.

• Measures on prevention. Social protection should be based on 
the principles of social insurance and solidarity. Some examples are social 
health insurance, pensions and all kinds of benefits in cases of maternity, 
unemployment, disability and long-term illness, and occupational accidents.

• Measures on protection. Social protection should be based on 
social assistance and directed at the poorest and most vulnerable members 
of the society. Social assistance takes the form of services (in kind) or benefits 
(cash transfers).

• Measures on promotion. As measure on promotion, social 
protection should enable the people to develop their full potential. It could 
be through provision of and facilitation for greater access to education and 
vocational training, access to means of production (i.e., microcredits), food 
autonomy, and compliance with rules relating to occupational health and 
safety.

• Measures on transformation. Social protection’s primary aim 
should be bringing about social change by raising people’s social awareness 
and changing their attitude towards social exclusion and inequality as well 
as poverty and vulnerability. Examples include organising people into 
social movements, setting up collective action (i.e., campaigns, collective 
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negotiations, etc.) and targeted lobby.

WSM and organising people for social protection promotion

There are a lot of vulnerable people in the society, including the elderly, 
women, jobless, contractual, and disabled, among others. In the case of 
social protection, a huge percentage of the vulnerable population is excluded 
from enjoying this basic human right. The challenge for organisations is 
how to move these vulnerable people to a better situation. Hence, social 
movements should act and react in order to also make their beneficiaries 
actors of change.

There are a lot that can be done. WSM assists in facilitating the people 
in having greater access to social protection. Among the initiatives are 
door-to-door services of doctors, medical camps and clinics, visitation of 
paramedics to garment workers and provision of medicines. 

WSM recognises the importance of organising in attaining the goals of 
social protection such as increased access and linkage to social protection 
schemes. An organised group can act and react for better social protection. 
In a society where the government does not prioritise social protection, 
collective action is the key because without collective action, nothing will 
change.

Dhaka Statement on Social Protection 2012

Dhaka, one of the areas assisted by World Solidarity (WSM), released a 
statement on social protection. Based on such statement, a well-organised 
social protection needs to respond to the needs of the vulnerable groups. At 
the same time, governments should bear the responsibility to implement a 
social protection policy. In order to do this, a structural dialogue from the 
government with the representatives of social movements should be in place. 
Social movements need to play a key role in the design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of social protection measures.
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Summary of presentations and country 
reports 
Joy Q. Hernandez
University of the Philippines School of Labour and Industrial Relations

Social protection: definitions and key concepts

Several definitions of social protection have been cited in the different 
presentations. In the definition by the UN Research Institute for Social 
Development (UN RISD), social protection refers to the “measures taken 
for preventing, managing, and overcoming situations that adversely affect 
people’s well-being.” Other definitions are broader as they characterise 
social protection as a mechanism to protect and ensure the citizens to have 
a dignified living. In this sense, social protection does not pertain to the 
typical insurance and pension schemes only; rather, mechanisms of social 
protection in this regard may include basic social services, access to training 
and education, minimum wage legislations, and other labour standards. In 
other words, social protection can be an instrument to alleviate poverty and 
to ensure a guaranteed future for its beneficiaries.

Different international organisations and international financial 
institutions recognise the importance of social protection. It is evident in 
their seeming adoption of the language and slogans of the trade unions and 
social movements on social protection. However, despite their ostensibly 
progressive adoption of the trade unions’ battle cry of social protection for 
all, the neoliberal systems that are not aligned with a people-oriented and 
inclusive social protection scheme remain in place.

In fact, the problem with the social protection programmes in most 
countries today is that they are mostly designed as market-oriented social 
investment. The neoliberal policies brought about by globalisation shaped 
social protection programmes to become an instrument of the so-called 
“economic growth” that is rarely felt by the poor and the marginalised. In 
particular, there are threats of marketisation of social protection programmes 
and privatisation of social protection bodies. In fact, in some countries, the 
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way public funds from social protection are actually managed is not clear. 
Moreover, there are cases when such public funds, which come from the 
contributions of the workers, are invested into the financial markets rather 
than on causes that would improve the lives of workers.

Hence, amid the threats of neoliberalism and globalisation, several ideas 
were raised as to how an ideal social protection programme ought to be. 
Figure 3 illustrates the prescribed elements of a progressive social protection 
programme that would benefit the majority especially the vulnerable 
population.

As a fundamental right recognised by the UN Declaration of Human 
Rights, social protection programmes should be developed in a rights-based 
approach and with the aim of distributing wealth towards equality/equity and 
ensuring peoples’ dignified living. As a social justice tool, social protection 
should be inclusive and universal. In order to do this, the framework for 
social protection should go beyond the formal-informal binaries. It should 
be enjoyed by all, regardless of gender, race, citizenship, religion, ethnicity, 
age, employment status, etc. It should not be market-oriented. Instead, it 
should be legislated and later on, initiated and implemented by democratic 
institutions of governance. Democratic institutions of governance do not 
refer to the government alone. These include trade unions, employers’ 
organisations, social movements, and peoples’ organisations, among others. 
These also involve democratic processes such as social dialogue, consultative 
discussions, and participatory monitoring.

Figure 3.
Elements of a progressive social protection programme
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Country experiences: The social protection situation across Asia

The different countries in Asia have different social protection systems. 
They also face different challenges in terms of pushing for social protection 
for all. Some countries are quite advanced in their social protection 
programmes while others are still in the process of introducing social 
protection mechanisms. The following paragraphs briefly outline the social 
protection situation in various countries in Asia.

In Hong Kong, social protection is very narrow and the process of 
registration is too tedious and strict. Hence, Hong Kong nationals are 
discouraged to apply for social protection benefits. Despite being a relatively 
developed country compared to other countries in Asia, Hong Kong is quite 
a latecomer in terms of the adoption of a minimum wage policy. It was only 
two years ago that Hong Kong was able to legislate minimum wage. As a 
new policy, minimum wage is often criticised by some sectors. And so, there 
are still ongoing campaigns to make minimum wage policy more acceptable 
to businesses and to increase the current minimum wage by taking into 
account the inflation and living wage.

Thailand is successful in advancing its social protection agenda in some 
fronts, i.e., the adoption of social protection schemes and the extension of 
social protection to the workers in the informal economy. There are issues, 
though. While the informals and the poor are covered, they do not enjoy 
the same benefits that the workers in the formal sector are entitled to. Also, 
undocumented migrants are excluded from the social protection schemes. 
Organisations in Thailand are also pushing for further reforms, particularly 
in the taxation system, and for social protection measures that would benefit 
other vulnerable groups such as the children and the elderly.

Cambodia’s social protection policy is quite new as the National Social 
Security Fund (NSSF) was just established in 2007. The social protection 
package is only limited to workers’ injury insurance, health insurance, and 
pension. Only the workers’ and health insurance were already introduced; 
the pension scheme is set to be introduced in 2015. A lot of issues confront 
the management of NSSF. In particular, the implementation of social 
protection provision is very inefficient. The service is slow, the staff members 
of the implementing agencies are incompetent, and the people are not aware 
and informed about the NSSF.
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In Indonesia, the passage of the social security law was not the issue. 
Rather, the ratification of the law that would create the BPJS, the social 
protection body, became the highly contentious struggle for workers’ and 
peoples’ organisation in Indonesia. Because of the failure of the government 
to timely pass a law creating the BPJS, the people of Indonesia campaigned 
and pressure the government to do its job. While they became successful in 
forcing the government to enact the BPJS law, the social security programme 
in Indonesia still has to be improved and reformed. It is incomprehensive 
in the sense that it only includes healthcare and pension. It is inconsistent 
because it changes from one region to another. Further, it does not cover 
the production aspects of the society. The source of funding for the social 
protection programme is also questionable because it comes from foreign 
debt.

The Philippines lags behind its Asian neighbours in providing social 
protection for its people. Instead of focusing on increasing the benefits 
that members receive, social protection bodies such as the Social Security 
System (SSS) and PhilHealth are contemplating about increasing the 
premium contribution of workers. This is amidst the issue of giving out hefty 
bonuses to SSS executives because of their supposedly good performance. 
If examined carefully, the Philippine case can somehow be considered as 
example of a marketised social protection programme. SSS invests the 
peoples’ money in big corporations such as Philex Mining Corporation, a 
mining company that degrades the mountains and farms in the northern 
Philippines especially when their unsafe mine tailings spilled. Similar to 
other countries, the inclusiveness of social protection is also an issue in the 
Philippines. Only the formal workers and some voluntary members are 
covered by the SSS. General membership may be high but the percentage of 
contributing members is very low.

In India, social protection policies are strongly critiqued by the labour 
sector as good but only in paper. In reality, the objectives of such policies 
are not met. The benefits are not given and the entire programme is poorly 
implemented. Instead of promoting inclusiveness and stable employment, 
social protection in India further strengthened the informalisation of 
labour. Instead of making health care services more accessible, the health 
insurance and delivery of medical services are facing threats of privatisation. 
These trends in India are blamed by the trade unions to globalisation 
and liberalisation. Among the social protection schemes in India, the 
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most acceptable to the trade unions is the National Rural Employment 
Programme; however, despite the laudable intents of the scheme, such as 
the provision of 100-day guaranteed employment for rural workers, there 
is no rigorous implementation and thus the beneficiaries of the programme 
is quite limited. For the trade unions in India, social protection must be 
regarded and granted as a right and not as a charity.

The social protection programme in Nepal is limited in terms of coverage. 
It only covers the permanent workers and excludes the part-time, short-
term, casual, contractual, and informal workers. There is no general social 
protection programme for the workers in the informal economy; however, 
there are some social protection mechanisms for specific sectors such as 
the transport and trekking sectors. The most recent development in the 
social protection programme of Nepal is the creation of a welfare fund to 
which the tripartite parties (i.e., government, employer, and workers) will 
contribute a certain percentage. Among the recommendations to improve 
social protection in Nepal include the extension of social protection to the 
informal and non-permanent workers, broadening the social protection 
programme to make it more comprehensive and the adoption/replication of 
the trade unions’ good practices in social protection.

The National Social Protection Strategy (NSPS) of Bangladesh is 
considered as the most innovative among the social protection programmes 
in the region. Bangladesh has also one of the highest spending on social 
protection in South Asia as percentage of the GDP. The NSPS and other social 
protection initiatives in Bangladesh is quite different from the typical social 
protection package in a sense that they do not solely focus on insurance, 
retirement pension, maternity benefits and the like. In Bangladesh, social 
protection specifically targets the vulnerable sectors. It addresses female 
secondary education, impacts of natural disasters, and nutrition issues 
and unemployment, among others. However, there are still some social 
protection challenges in specific sectors, such as the ready-made garments 
workers who receive the lowest wage rate in the region and the child labour 
who also comprises a considerable percentage in the working population of 
Bangladesh.

Years ago, the social protection for the Sri Lankan people is provided by 
the State. However, upon the opening of the market and the recommendation 
of the International Monetary Funds, the social protection funding and 
provision are currently being managed and administered with private sector 
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participation. Consequently, social protection becomes less affordable 
especially for the poor and marginalised population. The Employees’ 
Provident Fund (EPF) is limited in terms of benefits and coverage. With 
respect to benefits, the EPF only entitles beneficiaries to costly health care 
services and a one-time, lump sum retirement pay. As to coverage, a huge 
number of informal workers and workers in the export processing zones are 
not able to enjoy their right to social protection. The trade union movement 
in Sri Lanka could have played a catalytic role in campaigning for improved 
social security for all Sri Lankans. However, social protection is not included 
in the mainstream agenda of the Sri Lankan labour movement and is not 
regarded as an important component of labour rights.

The challenge for the Asian labour:Advancing social protection for all

AROSS is aimed at building mutual help and sharing of knowledge 
among social protection and labour advocates across Asia, supporting 
the struggle social security for all especially the poor, and conceptualising 
the social protection campaign in Asia. In this regard, AROSS is placing 
a heavy challenge in the arms of the Asian labour movement to meet the 
aforementioned objectives. But in order to effectively meet the challenge 
particularly in terms of strategising the social protection campaign, the 
following issues must be clearly addressed first:

• How can we establish the link between the global and local issues on 
social protection?

• How can we ensure that social protection becomes part of a 
country’s overall development agenda? And how can we guarantee that a 
country’s development agenda deviates from the neoliberal framework of 
development?

• How can the following be concretely operationalised and 
implemented:

• Social protection as a fundamental right, a social justice mechanism 
and a prerequisite for a dignified living;

• Social protection amidst the threats of globalisation, liberalisation, 
privatisation, marketisation, and increasing informalisation;

• Social protection for the grassroots and not for the market;
• Social protection as a transformative mechanism – not only in 
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terms of the transformation of the lives of the workers, the poor and 
the marginalised but also the transformation of the economic model/
structure away from neoliberalism;

• Social protection programmes that value the voice of the people 
and democratic participation, making the people actors and not simply 
beneficiaries of the programmes; and 

• Social protection for ALL – without distinction and discrimination.

It cannot be denied that the labour movement across the region has been 
successful in some of its campaigns, despite the difficulty of struggle. Hence, 
with continued struggle and a sharpened role of the movement, there is a 
future for social protection for all in Asia.
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Workshop: Strategising social protection 
for all

The participants of the fourth AROSS engaged in an in-depth discussion 
on how to strategise social protection for all in Asia.  In particular, they 
thoroughly deliberated on how to refine and reinforce the role of labour 
organisations to fight for social protection for all. To trigger the discussion, 
the following questions were raised:

• What is your understanding of social protection for all?
• What are the demands and targets of the labour organisations?
• How can labour organisations achieve such targets? What strategies 

should be formulated at the Asian, sub-regional, and national levels?

The participants were grouped according to the region in which their 
countries belong to – East Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia (two 
groups). The following sections outline the results of the discussion of the 
four groups.

East Asia

East Asian participants had an extensive discussion about social 
protection. In order to set a progressive campaign for social protection for 
all, they reiterated the importance of a rights-based, inclusive approach, the 
role of the state and the divergence from neoliberal policies.

Table 10.
Results of the East Asia group discussion

East Asia Discussion
Understanding 
of social pro-
tection for all

•Social protection is the equalisation of rights and the 
mechanism to access such rights in a more democratic 
scheme.
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•The concept of social protection should be contex-
tualised in a broader sense. It should come from the 
struggles of the labour movement and not from the 
powerful and neoliberal institutions such as the World 
Bank. It should emphasise the role of the democratic 
state and the importance of political participation.
•Social protection is the state’s responsibility. It is the 
state’s responsibility to provide decent jobs with decent 
wages, decent education, and other basic social servic-
es to ensure that the people will live a life with dignity.
•Social protection is an important entry point to en-
gage the state in the struggle for ensuring the people’s 
human dignity. It could also be used to demand that 
basic services become equally accessible to all. 
•Social protection is about confronting its generally 
market-driven orientation, especially in social insur-
ance businesses.
•Social protection should have a broad coverage. Social 
security should not be limited to pension. It should also 
cover income security for unemployment and for the 
vulnerables. Likewise, it should cover the basic services 
like water, transportation, etc. Living wages should also 
be regarded by the state as the basic in social security. 
Without these, the people cannot live with dignity. 
•Social protection must have a universal and non-dis-
criminatory coverage for formal and informal 
sector.
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Demands and 
targets of the 
labour sector

•Enjoyment of labour rights – pension funds, decent/
living wages, job security, job guarantee, job protec-
tion, etc. – towards an equitable distribution of wealth.
•Broad social security coverage – covering all citizens, 
including migrants and refugees, formal and informal 
workers.
•Income guarantee for the unemployed, living pen-
sions for the elderly and disabled, and child support.
•Accessibility of basic social services – education, uni-
versal healthcare, water and power supply, transporta-
tion, etc.
•Respect for social, economic, political and civil rights 
(especially the right to freedom of association).
•Social security coverage for human protection, in-
cluding activist protection from becoming targets of 
criminalisation.
•Social protection as an integral part of an alternative 
national development strategy that will reverse neolib-
eral policies and promote equity, social justice, envi-
ronmental sustainability, and participatory democracy. 
The national development strategy should:

•address land reform and development of agricul-
tural base;
•move away from export-led/oriented develop-
ment; and
•develop the industrial sector with green/environ-
ment-friendly technology. 

Specific 
demands

•Comprehensive programme for calamity.
•Non-utilisation of foreign debt as source of social pro-
tection fund to avoid debt trap.
•Putting a stop to social protection privatisation, mar-
ketisation, and investment of social protection funds to 
the financial market.
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Strategies •Establish and build networks among social protection 

advocates.
•Organise a vigorous grassroots awareness campaigns.

South Asia

The South Asia group came up with a SAARC perspective of “Social 
Protection for All”. 

South Asian participants believe that there should be an integrated social 
security system for all as several integration processes are currently ongoing 
at different levels. Such integrated social security must take into account and 
be strategised based on the realities on the ground, such as the violations of 
labour laws that worsens the already precarious conditions of the workers.

The following are the major social protection issues of different South 
Asian countries:

Table 11.
Major social protection issues of South Asian countries

Bangladesh India Nepal Sri Lanka
•Health 
insurance
•Pension scheme
•Minimum wage
•Occupational 
safety and health
•Livelihood 
security 
•Food security
•Social protec-
tion for migrants

•Unemployment 
allowance
•Livelihood
 security 
•Minimum wage
•Pension scheme
•Food security
•Education
•Health services 
subsidised -   no 
privatisation of 
health insurance
•Social protec-
tion for migrants

•Minimum wage
•Pension scheme
•OHS
•Education
•Migrant SP
•Unemployment
•Livelihood 
security

•Pension scheme
•Deregulation of 
SSS 
•Health 
and medical
•Security of 
retirement life
•Minimum 
wages
•OHS
• E d u c a t i o n 
(fight for 6% 
GDP allocation)
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Below are the top seven collective demands of South Asian countries:
1) Unemployment scheme;
2) Livelihood security;
3) Health;
4) Minimum wage;
5) Pension;
6) Occupational safety and health; and
7) Social protection for migrants.

South Asian participants also identified the major sub-regional contexts 
and initiatives that should be promoted in relation to the social protection 
campaign.

• The unique momentum in the region — national elections and less 
focus on conflict between countries.
• The gradual strengthening of SAARC as an entity.
• Learning from the ASEAN experience.
• Investing in learning and knowledge sharing among peer groups.
• Taking advantage of the collective potential SARTUC (with an all 
ITUC-affiliated membership).

The South Asian group proposed the following action plan for SAARC:
• Research on the social protection realities in the SAARC region is a 
must in order to formulate a common agenda.
• A South Asian conference can be held to discuss the results and make 
a more concrete action plan with the involvement of other networks.
• A national level consultation should be organised in order to be able 
to communicate the issues to and on behalf of a broader civil society 
network.
• A specific SAARC level meeting should be organised with social 
protection for all in its agenda.

Southeast Asia (Group A)

The Southeast Asia group highly places social protection in the context of 
social justice promotion and peoples’ participation. The Table below shows 
the details of the group’s discussion.

Table 11.
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Results of the Southeast Asia group discussion (Group A)

East Asia Discussion
Understanding of social protection 
for all

•Social protection is a form of in-
surance that protects the poor and 
the informal.
•Social protection is a fundamental 
right of all people in the world and 
is an essensial part of social justice.
•Social protection must also cover 
the farmers, not only the workers. 
Their biggest issue is land owner-
ship.
•Social protection should be an in-
strument to promote a dignified life 
for all and a life out of poverty. 
•It should be legislated and provid-
ed by the State.
•It should be the society itself who 
defined social protection. The prob-
lem, however, is that the people are 
not aware of their social rights.

Demands and targets of the labour 
sector

•Greater accountability of the state 
(because the state is still not con-
trolled by the people)
•Broader coverage of social protec-
tion to include all residents, not just 
the citizens of a country
•Fund management with people’s 
participation to promote transpar-
ency
•Adequate social protection that 
would address environmental issues
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Strategies •Unify the fragmented social move-
ments into a political organisation.
•Devise ways on how to restructure 
the form of the economy to make it 
suitable to the needs of a country.
•Use technology in spreading the 
idea of social protection for all (e.g., 
use of social media).
•Ensure a well-functioning tripar-
tite organisation with regular social 
dialogues.
•Work closely with progressive ac-
ademics.

Action plan National level:
•Work with international organisa-
tions. This strategy worked in Thai-
land.
•Use decentralisation and local pol-
itics (especially in Indonesia).
•Engage with the local people.
•Force the implementation of a rati-
fied convention or declaration.

Sub-regional level:
•Be active in the ASEAN Conven-
tion and the ASEAN Summit. The 
ASEAN standards should not be 
lower than the ILO standards.
•There must be a collaborative re-
search on how to promote social 
protection across the region.
•Unify the social movements.

Regional level:
•Participate in the World Trade 
Organisation meeting on 3-6 De-
cember to assert the views on social 
protection and other related issues.
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Southeast Asia (Group B)

The approach of the second group of Southeast Asia is to tally the issues 
and demands per country and come up with general recommendations 
on how to push for the social protection agenda Asia-wide and deeper. In 
particular, the discussion of fund allocation and management is highlighted 
in the group’s discussion.

Table 12.
Issues and demands of Southeast Asian countries

Country Issues and demands
The Philippines •SSS does not include the informal 

workers in its coverage. There is no 
definition of the informal sector in 
the SSS. Some small management 
that they enrolled their employees 
on voluntary basis.
•To cover the informal sector, the 
government should subsidise their 
contribution by allocating a certain 
portion from the general appropri-
ations fund.
•The Philippines does not meet the 
standard 6-per cent GDP allocation 
for social protection from GDP al-
location based on the ILO Recom-
mendation.
•There is a need to educate the pub-
lic about social protection. Legisla-
tions on social protection should be 
included in the school curriculum.
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Vietnam •The state should allocate social 
protection fund based on the ILO 
recommendation that social pro-
tection spending must be at least 6 
per cent of the GDP. In Vietnam, 
the government spends only 3.6 per 
cent of the GDP for social protec-
tion in the last nine years.
•There must be representatives of 
vulnerable groups in the policy 
making, implementation, and mon-
itoring bodies. 
•AROSS should review the ASEAN 
Declaration on Social Protection 
and identify strategies to influence 
it.

Cambodia •Agriculture and domestic workers 
should be covered by social protec-
tion.

Indonesia •Contributions to social protection 
schemes come from the workers 
and the employers only. The gov-
ernment has no contribution. The 
government should be also to cover 
all of its citizens in social protection.
•There should be no discrimination 
in social protection coverage

The following are the groups’ general recommendations:
•The state should be actively engaged in the provision of social protection 

for its people, especially in fund and subsidy allocation.
•The minimum 6-per cent of the GDP allocation for social protection 

should be adopted by all national governments. 
•Social protection benefits should be enjoyed by the marginalised sectors
•There should be venues for greater participation and representation of 

people (especially the vulnerable groups) in policy making, implementation 
and monitoring of social protection mechanisms.

•The information, education and awareness raising on social protection 
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as a right should be intensified.

•There should be no discrimination in social protection coverage in every 
state.

•Legislative measures defining greater participation of vulnerable groups 
should be enacted.

•Mainstreaming a gender-responsive social protection initiative.
•Conduct simultaneous/coordinated mobilisations in the form of 

campaign rally in all countries to strong push the advocacy for social 
protection issues and concerns.
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70. Zenaida Salas UP SOALIR UP Dili-
man

71. Lumpas, Miradel-
fina

UP SOALIR UP DIli-
man

72. Eric Amis UP SOLAIR UP DIli-
man

73. Lerma Padua UP SOALIR UP Dili-
man

74. Saloy Berona UP SOALIR UP Dili-
man

75. Rowena Melican UP SOALIR UP Dili-
man
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