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Is there “East Asian Way” of regional economic integration? 
-From the standpoint of international migration- 1 

 
                                                 Yasushi IGUCHI 
                                        Kwansei Gakuin University 

 
1  Introduction 

In the second half of 1990s, around 2.6 million Asian workers (of which 1.2 
million come from outside Asia) reportedly left their countries, while additional 600 
thousand people left their country without registering. The increase of foreign workers 
has been outpaced that of labor force, as such movement has been explained 
principally by pull factors, in other words, by strong demand for foreign workers (IOM 
2003 pp195~196).  

The stock of foreign labor in Asia reached already 6.2 million, of which around 
4.2 million workers are concentrated in East Asian countries of industrialization, while 
2.0 million are working in South Asian countries (IOM 2003, pp196~197) 

Here, we should concentrate ourselves to East Asia, where economic growth has 
been high because of rapid increase in international trade and foreign direct 
investment.  

In most of the host countries, employment is created faster and wage level is 
higher, therefore, these countries should have to seek for labor force from outside and 
the present system of temporary labor migration emerged. One characteristic in East 
Asia is that the labor migration is conducted on a basis of market and a private 
intermediary has been very active. The Governments do not always conclude bilateral 
labor agreements and the matching of demand and supply has been left to such 
intermediaries. Most of the migrant workers are unskilled, while highly skilled 
migrants are mostly transferred within multinational enterprises, which suggest the 
importance in East Asia to transfer technology and develop to human resources in this 
region.2  

                                                  
1 East Asia includes both South East Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia,  
and the other ASEAN countries) and North East Asia (Japan, Korea, China etc.),  
 
2 To avoid misunderstanding, the author would like to stress that international 
migration cannot be explained by one hypothesis only, such as 1) Pull factor or 
demand side, 2) Push factor or supply side, 3) economic gap between home and host 
countries, 6) networking or matching of supply and demand, 4) institutional and 
policy circumstance. If one of these conditions is not met, international migration may 
be hindered or may not happen. 
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This paper should explore possibilities of institutional regional economic 
integration on international migration. In concrete, we should firstly ask ourselves why 
East Asia needs economic integration especially after the monetary crisis. Then we 
should ask about characteristics of legal system of immigration or economic and social 
performances including activities of social integration of foreigners. Lastly, we are 
going to make considerations on the future of international migration and migration 
policies in 2004. 

It is hoped that this consideration may serve for creating “East Asian Way” of 
regional economic integration 
 
2   Why does Asia need institutional economic integration?  

Since the first half of 1990s, liberalization of trade and investment has been 
multilaterally promoted. It should also be stressed that globalization has been going on 
with three core regions with high dependency in intraregional trade in West Europe, 
North America and Asia. (Table 1)  

The European Community achieved its Single European Market in 1993 and 
established the European Union. United States, Canada and Mexico concluded the 
North American Free Trade Agreement in 1994.  WTO was established in 1995 
followed by the conclusion of Uruguay Round. However, Asia does not have 
comprehensive institutional regional economic integration other than ASEAN Free 
Trade Area. 

In the year 2001, the total volume of trade in goods amounted to 5, 984 billion 
dollar; trade in goods 1, 460billion dollar, in total 7,444 billion UN dollars, which is 
equivalent to 23.4% of World GDP, namely 31, 900billion dollar. Sales of 
multinational enterprises reached 18,500 billion dollar, their exports amounted to 
2,600 billion dollar and their employment 53,581 thousand 
(WTO2002,UNCTAD2002).  

 
 

         Destination of exports  
North 
America 

Latin 
America 

West 
Europe 

Central &
Eastern 
Europe 

Africa Middle  
East  

Asia World 
 total  

North America 39.5(36.9) 16.5(14.9) 19.0(18.9) 0.7(0.8) 1.3(1.5) 2.1(2.6) 20.9(25.2) 100.0 
Latin America 60.8 17.0 12.1 0.9 1.2 1.2 6.3 100.0 
West Europe 10.3(8.2) 2.3(2.5) 67.5(68.1) 5.9(4.2) 2.5(2.8) 2.6(3.0) 7.8(9.5) 100.0 
Central & East 
Europe 

4.2 2.1 55.2 26.6 1.0 2.8 6.6 100.0 

Africa 17.7 3.5 51.8 0.7 7.8 2.1 14.9 100.0 

Middle East  16.5 1.3 16.5 0.8 3.8 7.6 47.3 100.0 
Asia 25.1(25.9) 2.7(2.5) 16.8(16.3) 1.1(1.0) 1.6(1.3) 3.0(2.5) 48.2(48.5) 100.0 

Origin of  
exports 

World  21.9 5.6 40.6 4.2 2.1 2.7 21.7 100.0 

Source：WTO  Note：（ ）stands for figure in 1995.  

Table 1 Inter- and intraregional economic dependence in terms of trade in goods (2001) 
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Institutional regional integration has not been strongly supported by political 
leaders in Asia before the monetary crisis in 1997. Just before the monetary crisis, 
decision was made in ASEAN to start AFTA earlier to cope with the challenges by 
rapidly growing China.  

It was at the beginning of 21st century, that leaders of ASEAN +3 (Japan, Korea 
and China) agreed upon creation of institutional regional integration in East Asia by 
2010 (or 2012). Since 2003, discussion and consultation have been started especially 
for creating bilateral agreements.  

However, the objectives of creating regional integration in Asia have not yet been 
demonstrated. It is a matter of course that regional integration should be in compliance 
with the WTO agreements, namely Article 24 of GATT and Article 5 of GATS. 
Regional integration, or a derogation of MFN principle of WTO agreements, can be 
allowed, only when it may serve for liberalization of world trade. 

In addition, the regional integration in Asia should incorporate additional 
measures which are not stipulated in WTO agreement, so as to realize more 
intra-regional economic cooperation. As long-term targets, I would raise two items as 
follows: 

First, ASEAN+3 need regional integration which should prevent repetition of 
monetary crisis. Reducing volatility in exchange rates and stabilizing financial systems 
are important to secure fruits of economic development within this region. The benefit 
of economic development would be lost only by an outburst of monetary crisis.  

Second, ASEAN+3 should also develop internal markets so as to realize more 
self-sustained economic growth and to reduce high dependence on US or EU market. 
As EU has been established in Europe and NAFTA in North America, export 
offensives towards these regions may lead to inter-regional trade frictions. 

In other words, creating institutional regional integration in Asia is meaningful in 
reducing risks of globalization (especially by avoiding monetary crisis) and in 
exploiting opportunities of economic development (especially to realize expansion of 
internal market) in Asia.3  
 
3 Growing intra-regional discrepancies and migration potential            

We raised two main objectives, which might justify regional integration in Asia 
However; we should not overlook realities, which have to do with migration potential 

                                                  
3 In addition, regional economic integration may have effects to reduce movement of 
labor. According to the traditional trade theory, movement of goods, capital and labor 
are substitutable. In other wards, trade and investment can substitute movement of 
labor, especially unskilled labor. Therefore, it is not necessary to mobilize amount of 
labor under regional economic integration, when movement of goods and capital is 
fully liberalized. When we think about trade in services, the situation will be much 
more complicated, because trade in services may accompany movement of persons.  
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within this region. These are damages brought about by the Asian monetary crisis.  
When we look at structure of trade, intra-regional trade in Asia has been squeezed 

after 1997. For example, when you compare the figures in 1995 and 2001, the ratio of 
intra-regional trade in goods declined and dependence on North American market 
increased (Again Table 1).  

Furthermore, the Asian Monetary crisis had great impact on intra-regional income disparities. 
Although East Asian economies tried to achieve high economic growth in the first half of 1990s, 
intra-regional income disparities in terms of GDP per capita in US dollar did not improve 
substantially especially because of devaluation of currencies after the crisis (Table 2).  
 
Table 2 Changes in GDP per capita in national / foreign currencies in the 1990s 

 GDP per capita 
in local 
currencies  
 

Change in 
exchange rate 
against US 
Dollar 

GDP per capita 
in US Dollar 

Income 
differences in 
Dollar  

 1991 2000 1991 2000 1991 2000 1991 2000 
Japan (1000 Yen) 3582 3992 144.88 107.79 24724 37034 100 100

Korea (1000Won) 5001 11104 707.76 1130.96 7066 9818 29 27

China  (Yuan) 1829 7084 5.3234 8.2785 344 856 1 2

HK China  (HK$) 103010 193299 7.771 7.791 13256 24811 54 67

Chinese Taipei (1000$) 235 437 27.108 31.395 8669 7184 35 20

Singapore  (S$) 23794 39251 1.7276 1.7240 13773 26954 56 73

Malaysia (Ringit) 7285 14563 2.7501 3.8000 2649 3833 11 10

Thailand  (Baht) 39104 75026 25.517 40.112 1532 1870 6 5

Indonesia (Rupia) 1175534 6132505 1950.3 8421.8 603 728 2 2

Philippines (Peso) 19595 43687 27.479 44.192 713 989 3 3

Vietnam  (Don) 1140760 5688749 10,037 15,280 114 373 0.5 1

Source: Asia Development Bank, IMF and Bank of Japan 

 
It is very strange that irrespective of rapid economic growth, intra-regional 

income disparities did not improve substantially. This may have important 
consequences on international migration in Asia. Now we can assume that 
intra-regional potential of migration movement has been maintained or even growing.  

During the course of recovery from the monetary crisis in 1997 and the recession 
after the IT boom in 2000, the performance of East Asian economies has been more 
diversified. The accession of China to WTO in December 2001 seems to have 
accelerated such tendencies. 
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Table 3 Real GDP growth in East Asia                                       (%) 
 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003(estd) 2004(proj) 
Japan  -1.1  0.7  2.6  -0.3  0.3  2.0   1.4
Korea  -6.7  10.9  9.3  3.1  6.3  2.5   4.7
China 7.1 7.8 8.0  7.3  7.4  7.5   7.5
Hong Kong, China -5.0 3.4  10.2  0.6  2.3 1.5   2.8
Chinese Taipei 4.6 5.4  5.9  -2.2  3.5  2.7   3.8
Singapore  -0.9 6.4  9.4 -2.4  2.2  0.5   4.2
Malaysia -7.4 6.1  8.3 0.4  4.2  4.2   5.3
Thailand  -10.5 4.4  4.6 1.9  5.2  5.0   5.1
Indonesia  -13.1 0.8  4.9 3.4  3.7  3.5   4.0
The Philippines 5.8 3.4  6.0 3.0  4.4  4.0   4.0
Vietnam 5.8 4.8  6.8 6.9 7.0  6.0   7.0

Source: Asian Development Bank (2003) Estimates/projections: IMF (September 2003)  

 
Although China and Vietnam achieved high real GDP growth and Korea 

experienced rapid expansion utilizing trade linkages with China, Indonesia and the 
Philippines could not be smoothly recovered because of political instability and weak 
competitive advantage as location of production site. Singapore and Malaysia could 
not well overcome cost disadvantages after the collapse of IT boom. Hong Kong China 
and Chinese Taipei suffered much from deflationary pressures from Chinese economy.  
Among others, Thailand attracted investment in automobile and electronics industries 
and achieved successful recovery. Japan remains under deflation and showed some 
signs of recovery.  

Growing disparities can be observed in labor market situation in East Asia. Unemployment 
rate declined clearly in Korea and Thailand, while unemployment in Indonesia and the Philippines 
remain high. Hong Kong China and Chinese Taipei experienced rising unemployment rate. 
Unemployment rate has been stabilized after worsening since the monetary crisis in Japan, 
Singapore and Malaysia. Even in China (and Vietnam), unemployment rate (or underemployment 
rate) has been rising because of liberalization of trade or restructuring of state sector. 

These phenomena suggest that East Asia is not able to reduce its migration 
potential especially of unskilled and semiskilled workers as the result of greater 
intra-regional discrepancies.  
   The author proposes the third target of regional economic untegrato constantly 
reduce such enormous discrepancies and to realize more orderly movement of persons 
in the region when integration process realized.   
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Table 4    Unemployment in East Asia          (%) 
 1997 1998 1999 2000 200１ 2002 
Japan  3.4  4.1  4.7  4.7 5.0 5.4
Korea 2.6 6.8 6.3 4.1 3.7 3.1
China 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.１ 3.6 4.0
Hong Kong, China 2.2 4.7 6.3 4.9 5.1 7.3
Chinese Taipei 2.7 2.7 2.9 3.0 4.6 5.2
Singapore  1.8 3.2 3.5 3.1 3.3 4.3
Malaysia 2.4 3.2 3.4 3.1 3.6 3.5
Thailand 1.5 4.4 4.2 3.6 3.4 1.8
Indonesia 4.7 5.5 6.4 6.1 8.1 9.1
The Philippines 8.7 10.1 9.8 11.2 11.1 10.2
Vietnam 6.4 6.9 7.4 6.4 6.3 6.0
Source: Asian Development Bank (2002), APEC (2002) and national data  
Note: The data of China and Vietnam relate to urban areas.  
 

These points have not yet been proposed in discussion or negotiation for 
concluding free trade agreement or economic partnership agreement.  

Nevertheless, one may naturally think that income discrepancies within East Asia 
might have been reduced more smoothly, when there were no monetary crises in 1997. 
It should be recognized that instability of currencies within this region has its 
consequences of growing potential for international migration.  

 
4  Legal framework for international movement of persons in the region 

Here, we are going to discuss characteristics of the system on international 
migration in East Asia (Table 5).  

First of all, the legal framework of international migration is much diversified 
according to countries and regions. Naturally, there are some groups of countries, 
whose system was introduced from Great Britain, United States or countries of 
European Continent. But, there has been almost no measure for harmonization taken 
after the World War II. One exception might be the commitment on movement of 
natural persons according to GATS in the Uruguay Round negotiation. 

Second, one notable characteristic is that their movement is temporary. Most of 
the countries do not have any system for permanent immigrants except in some special 
cases for Hong Kong China to encourage investors by giving permanent resident 
status.  

However, adjustment of status after having landed in a country to permanent 
resident status has been introduced in several countries.  

In some economies like Singapore, Hong Kong China or Japan, where fertility 
rate is declining very fast and importance of assuring the highly skilled workers has 
been acknowledged, adjustment of status and encouragement for acquiring permanent 
resident status will be very important.  
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Table 5  Legal framework of migration policies in East Asia 
 Temporary 

permit for 
residence 
and working 

Acceptance 
of permanent 
migrants 
directly from 
abroad 

Posi- 
tive  
list  

Labor 
market 
testing 

Quota 
or 
maxim-
um 
rate 

Intra- 
Cor- 
porate 
transfer 
 

Invest-me
nt  
Pro- 
Motion 
with 
persons 
 

Change 
from 
Student 
to worker 
after 
graduate-
ing 

Trainee 
-ship 
 
 
 

Bi- 
lateral 
agreem
ents 
 

Japan ○  ○   ○  ○ ○  
Korea ○  ○ ○  ○  × ○ ○ 
China ○      ○ ×   
Hong Kong, China ○ � ○  � ○  ×  ○ 
Chinese Taipei ○    �  ○ ×   
Singapore  ○ � ○  ○  ○ × ○  
Malaysia ○  ○  ○  ○ ×  ○ 
Thailand ○  ○    ○ ×   
Indonesia ○  ○  ○  ○ ×   
The Philippines ○  ○    ○ ×  ○ 
Vietnam ○  ○    ○ ×   

By the author base on national laws and regulations  
Note: ○：existent ×：non-existent �：special scheme  No marking : No information 
 

Third, labor market testing is not always implemented in its strict sense, although 
many countries have work permit system or employment permit system.  

Labor market testing has many things to do with the functioning of labor market 
system. In developing countries, where public employment service as well as 
unemployment insurance is non-existent, it is not possible to make labor market testing 
function.  

Korea introduced employment permit system for unskilled labor with labor 
market testing from 2004.  

Fourth, system of intra-company transfer has not yet substituted investment 
promotion with the acceptance of natural persons.  

The intra-company transfer is adequate for multinationals to reorganizing 
intra-regional networking. Employment permission in the case of foreign direct 
investment may be flexible but not so transparent.  

Fifth, generally speaking, bilateral labor agreement is underdeveloped in East 
Asia, although it is necessary to regulate flow of migrant workers from one country to 
another.  

Sixth, status adjustment of students accepted in the host country has not yet been 
in practice. For the policy to welcome students to come and work after graduating 
universities. It is important  

Seventh, treatments of trainees are not always the same among receiving countries. 
The training System for foreigners is very important to realize transfer technologies. It 
is desirable to try to reform such systems and to make it function internationally.  
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5   Economic and social performances of international migration 
When we look at the flows of migrants in East Asia, unskilled labor from 

developing to developed countries occupies the majority, while highly skilled workers, 
especially those of intra-corporate transferees, are moving in both directions.  

Therefore, every country or economy in East Asia which is sending and receiving 
countries  (Table 6)  

When we look at the stock of migrants in East Asia, unskilled and Semi-skilled 
workers are in growing tendency, while highly skilled workers fluctuate according to 
the flow of foreign direct investment (Table 7).      

Feminization of workers can be observed, as NIEs require more housemaids, as 
the result of high female labor participation.  

Service of medical care and care for the elderly are also important in East Asia. 
Chinese Taipei introduced this scheme.  

In general, the effect of accepting foreign labor in East Asia is complementary to 
employment of national workers. There may be several reasons. First, the acceptance 
of foreign workers is temporary and they are not allowed to change their status. Second, 
foreigners are working where nationals do not want to work. Third, the rotation system, 
which was not successful in Europe, has been functioning. Fourth, the wages of foreign 
workers are not very low in comparison with national workers.  

However, it is not possible sometimes for foreigners to stay longer. . 
Concerning social integration, discussions in East Asia are not always comparable 

with the counterparts in Europe. However, there are some overlapping elements. 
Especially at the initial stage of foreign workers, medical care and prevention of 
sickness and overworking are of great importance.  

Coverage and eligibility of foreign workers by social security should be 
guaranteed by bilateral social security arrangement. When social security system 
develops in East Asia, needs for such international arrangements will grow in the near 
future.  
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Table ６  International Migration in East Asia in 2001             (in thousand) 
     Flow      Stock   

Labor  
Force  

Inflow 
Of 
Foreigners 

Outflow Of 
Nationals 

Foreigners 
Working 

Inland 

Nationals 
Working 

abroad  
Japan 67,420 142(130)  (55)   740(710)    (61)
Korea 21,417    (37)   251   325(285) [56]

Mainland 753,600     - 475(426)   65(63)      -
Hong Kong  3,430    (20)     -   235(217)     [50]

China  

Taipei    9,832     -     -   293(321)    [120]
Singapore  2,129     -     -   612(530) [15]
Malaysia 9,892  259(231)     -    (880)    [200]
Thailand 34,482  93(103)  160(191) 1103(1090)    [550]
Indonesia 98,812   20(15) 339(435)    33(35)   [1,600]
Philippines 33,354    [6]  867(841)    [29] (4,940)
Vietnam 40,800     -    (32)     -    (300)
  Source: By the author in reliance upon national data and estimates. 
  Notes:  (  ) stands for 2000. [  ] stands for a year other than 2001 and 2000. Foreign workers in 
Japan include illegal residents and exclude foreigners with permanent resident status. Foreign workers in 
Korea include illegal residents and trainees. The outflow from China means those who are in the official 
project-tied labor exports. The nationals working outside Hong Kong China stands for those in 1990. 
Foreign workers in Malaysia include only unskilled and semi-skilled workers. Foreign workers in 
Thailand means registered illegal foreign workers.   
 
Table ７  Number of foreign workers in East Asia       (in Thousand) 
 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 200１ 
Japan  610.0  630.0  660.0 670.0  710.0 740.0 
Korea  210.5 245.4 157.7 217.4 285.5 330.2 
China   80.0  82.0  83.0 85.0 -  60.0 
HK China  164.3  171.0 180.6 193.7 213.1 235.2 
Chinese Taipei   － 245.7 255.6 278.9 320.8  293.9 
Singapore  －  － ― 530.0 612.2  590.0 
Malaysia  745.2 1471.6 1127.7 818.7 799.7 805.6 
Thailand 1033.9 1125.8 1103.5 1089.7 1102.0 1055.3 
Indonesia   48.7   35.2  33.3  21.3   14.8  20.0 
The Philippines    4.3    6.1   5.3   6.0     5.6   6.1 
Source:  By the author in reliance upon national statistics and estimates. 
Note: Number of Japan includes overstayers. The number in Korea includes 
      overstayers and Trainees. HK China stands only for house maids.  
 
6   Evaluation of legal framework, performances   and future prospects 

1) Based on the above discussions, we are able to make evaluation of present legal 
system and economic/ social performance as well as to consider future prospects. 
The followings are important points which should be essential part of “Japanese 
Way” of regional Economic Integration. The intra-regional gaps of income and 
employment may be an important factor to explain growing potential of 
migration. In East Asia, monetary crisis has offset improvement of intraregional 
income gaps. Therefore, stabilization of national currencies within the region as 
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well as measures to reduce such intraregional gaps is essential to realize regional 
economic integration.  

2) With multilateral economic integration, commercial presence of enterprises may 
be relocated or reorganized within the region to achieve more effective 
production of goods or provision of services. Therefore, intra-corporate transfer 
including training should be facilitated within the region. 

3) To cope with global competition of the highly skilled, there should be 
cooperation among member countries to develop human resources, to attract 
them with R&D facilities and to encourage them to “reverse brain drain”.  

4) To cope with further liberalization of trade in services, the so-called “Mode 4” 
should have to be discussed. However, within regional economic integration, 
additional labor regulation to curb “social dumping” is unavoidable. 

5) Facilitating movement of natural persons through mutual recognition of 
qualification is not always effective. Important thing is whether the qualification 
is essential for the professional activity and whether the qualification is widely 
used in the industry.  

6) Free Trade Agreement or Economic Partnership Agreement should have to allow 
member countries to conclude specific labor agreements with a specific country 
on acceptance of unskilled labor. However, it cannot be excluded that these 
agreements may affect real competitive conditions of such a country.  Therefore, 
it should be studied, under which conditions such bilateral agreements are 
permissible. 

7) Social security agreement can facilitate cross-border movement of workers, 
especially when the eligibility of old-age pension can be guaranteed with 
relatively short duration of stay in each country. The workers would be willing to 
go abroad when there are no anxieties after retirement. Avoiding double 
imposition of social security contributions are also beneficial for foreign 
companies, when they dispatch their staffs from home country to host country. 
This may directly affect competitive conditions of foreign enterprises invested in 
foreign countries. Therefore, social security agreements should be an essential 
part of economic integration. 

8) Irregular migration takes place very often induced by large income gaps. 
Intermediaries are collecting high commissions, and the workers should have to 
pay for them through illegal working in host countries. Alleviation of illegal 
working seems to be made through crack down of intermediaries and workers. 
However, it cannot reduce potentials of irregular movement of unskilled workers. 
Excess labor problems cannot be solved by crack-downs either. It is desirable to 
take more effective measures to reduce incentives to emigrate irregularly. Such a 
policy is indispensable too, for maintaining regional economic integration.  
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7 Conclusions  
   The theories of economic integration and the international trade laws have been 
initiated on the experiences in Europe. However, the history and conditions of Asian 
economic integration, which is driven mainly by market forces, are substantially 
different.  
   First of all, the regional economic integration in Asia has heavy burden of huge 
income disparities and enormous amount of excess labor. Therefore, regional economic 
integration in Asia should mean overcoming these conditions. Free movement of labor 
is almost impossible in Asia for this century, when these conditions are not removed.  
  At the same time, movement of labor is very important in Asia to realize transfer of 
technologies. Intra-regional networking of enterprises can benefit from large income 
disparities and serve for establishing common technology platform in this region. The 
movement of intra-corporate transferees as well as trainees should be facilitated. It 
may also contribute to establishing R&D centers in developing countries and to realize 
"reverse brain drain". (Iguchi 2004)   
  Controlling and managing movement of unskilled labor is a very difficult task for 
Asia. Even under free trade agreement or Economic Partnership Agreement, movement 
of unskilled labor cannot be liberalized and bilateral labor agreement between specific 
countries may remain. According to traditional trade laws, it seems very strange. 
However, bilateral labor agreement may play an important role in future too. 
   If there is a country, which send enormous number of migrant workers to low-paid 
jobs abroad and accept only small amount of direct investment with limited transfer of 
technology, the best migration policy may be not to enlarge acceptance of such 
workers in neighboring countries as much as possible, but to stimulate economic 
development of the country.  
   Now is the real start for us to recognize "East Asian Way" of regional integration.     
 

                                            (END) 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Australia has a longer history of planned immigration than most contemporary nations.  With some 

112 countries having more than 1,000 settlers in Australia, it has significant migration linkages with a 

majority of the world’s countries and with 23 percent of its residents born in a foreign country, it owes more 

to migration than most other nations.  It is not surprising then that Australia has had a Minister of 

Immigration for the last 50 years and a separate national government department devoted to issues of 

immigration and settlement.  Moreover, it has long had major involvement in bilateral and multilateral 

organisations, agreements and discussions on migration issues.  There is a long history of bilateral and 

multilateral engagement with other OECD nations in immigration.  In 2003, for example, Australia had a 

substantial involvement in The Intergovernmental Consultations (IGC) on Asylum, Refugees and Migration 

Policies in Europe, North America and Australia, and in April 2003, it renewed its joint declaration with the 

European Union in a document entitled “An Agenda For Co-operation”, (Rizvi 2003, 66).  The present paper 

briefly describes recent developments in Australia’s involvement in regional co-operation on international 

migration issues in the Asian region. 

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Asian migration to Australia changed dramatically in the 1970s.  This decade saw the final demise of 

the infamous White Australia Policy (Price 1974), which actively discriminated against non-Europeans in 

immigrant selection.  Accordingly, as Table 1 indicates, there was a subsequent increase in the proportion 

that Asians made up of the intake of settlers into Australia.  The first major wave was of refugee and 

humanitarian settlers from the former Indo China but as Figure 1 indicates, there have since been major 

inflows from other Asian nations, although the significance of different national groups has varied over the  

last 30 years. 

 

Table 1: Australia:  Asia-Born Population, 1861-2001 
Source: Price et al., 1984; Australian censuses 
 

Census 
Year 

Asia-
Born 

Percent of 
Foreign-

Born 

Percent of 
National 

Population 

Inter-censal 
Growth Per 

Annum 

Census 
Year 

Asia-
Born 

Percent of 
Foreign-

Born 

Percent of 
National 

Population 

Inter-censal 
Growth Per 

Annum 
1861 41,892 5.79 3.63  1961 57,490 3.23 0.55 +6.21 
1871 32,057 4.15 1.93 -2.64 1966 71,383 3.35 0.62 +4.42 
1881 43,251 5.23 1.92 +3.04 1971 107,753 4.18 0.84 +8.58 
1891 45,670 4.53 1.44 +0.54 1976 152,159 5.60 1.12 +7.14 
1901 45,533 5.23 1.21 -0.03 1981 264,044 8.79 1.78 +11.65 
1911 35,040 4.60 0.79 -2.59 1986 413,158 12.72 2.69 +9.37 
1921 28,143 3.34 0.52 -2.17 1991 687,850 18.32 4.17 +10.73 
1933 21,521 2.38 0.32 -2.21 1996 856,144 21.91 5.00 +4.47 
1947 19,563 3.89 0.38 -0.68 2001 980,036 23.87 5.53 +2.74 
1954 37,704 2.93 0.42 +9.83      
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Figure 1: Australia:  Birthplace of the Asian Population, 1861 to 2001 (Percent) 
Source: Price et al., 1984; Australian censuses 1986 to 2001 
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Until relatively recently however, much of the Australian interaction with Asia over immigration has 

been bilateral.  There have been exceptions.  Indeed one of the most important regional migration 

agreements came in the 1950s with the development of the Columbo Plan, which is concerned with student 

migration in the region.  This scheme brought several hundred students from Asia to study in Australia over 

the next few years.  In the following decades, significant multilateral involvement was limited until relatively 

recently.  One of the exceptions was the development of the Orderly Departure Program an arrangement 

made for several receiving countries to accept refugees from Vietnam in an orderly way so that they are not 

forced to use people smugglers.  The last two decades have seen a massive increase in the scale and 

significance of international migration in the Asian region (Table 2).  The increased movement to Australia 

has been only one element in that change with all nations in the region now being influenced by significant 

movement into or out of their country or both.  Paradoxically in an area that is so quintessentially 

international, binational and multilateral co-operation on international migration in the region has been slow 

to develop.  This paper focuses on two of the most significant developments in regional co-operation in 

recent years in which Australia has had an involvement.  They are focussed on two specific types of 

international migration in the region – the mobility of business people and undocumented migration. 
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Table 2: Australia:  Arrivals/Departures by Country of Residence/Main Origin/Destination, 1975, 
1998-1999 and 2002-03 

Source: ABS Overseas Arrivals and Departures Bulletins; DIMA Movements Data Base; DIMIA, 
unpublished data 

 
 1975 1998-1999 2002-03 

 Total To/From Asia Total To/From Asia Total To/From Asia 

 No. No. % No. No. % No. No. % 

Short-term arrivals* 516,023 72,325 14.0 4,288,027 1,769,494 41.3 4,662,917 1,832,176 39.3 

Long-term arrivals 78,210 5,756 7.4 187,802 75,028 40.0 281,429 132,867 47.2 

Permanent settlers 54,117 8,566 15.8 84,143 27,119 32.2 94,929 35,603 37.5 

Total arrivals 648,350 86,647 13.4 4,559,972 1,871,641 41.0 5,039,275 2,000,646 39.7 

Short-term departures** 911,815 172,964 19.0 3,188,692 431,407 13.5 3,391,638 516,069 15.2 

Long-term departures 89,732 6,088 6.8 140,281 40,029 28.5 172,722 55,349 32.0 

Permanent departures 29,084 487 1.7 35,181 5,622 16.0 50,949 8,141 16.0 

Total departures 1,030,631 179,539 17.4 3,364,154 477,058 14.2 3,615,309 579,559 16.0 
*   Short-term visitor arrivals 
**  Short-term resident departures 
 

THE APEC BUSINESS TRAVEL CARD SCHEME 
 

One of the defining elements of globalisation has been the increased movement of business people 

associated with the enhancing of international financial flows, trade and investment.  To facilitate regional 

trade and investment APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation), at its November 1996 meeting at Subic 

Bay in the Philippines, set up the APEC Business Mobility Group (BMG) with Australia as the convener.  

One of APEC’s main objectives is to stimulate economic growth in the region and reduce barriers to the free 

flow of trade.  The challenge facing the organisation and governments is to find ways of doing this without 

compromising national security and the integrity of national borders.  The task of the BMG was to assist this 

process by removing barriers to the flow of business people within the APEC region, (Rizvi 2003, 34). 

The BMG became operational in 1997 and had the following specific objectives, (DIMIA 2003, 1)… 

• To simplify short-term entry arrangements for business visitors. 

• To streamline processing for skilled persons seeking temporary residence. 

• To develop transparent regulatory arrangements to allow for seamless cross border movement. 

The BMG is one of 12 expert working groups which report to the APEC Committee on Trade and 

Investment.  All 21 countries are represented on the BMG and it meets three times each year.  The 

representatives are mainly senior immigration officers of the member economies.  The initial convener and 

chair was a Deputy Secretary of the Australian Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous 

Affairs (DIMIA) and the fact that Australia has substantial expertise in this area has resulted in Australia 

retaining the chairing of the group over its whole life.  This is unusual in APEC where there is a strong 

process of rotating the chairing of committees.  However, in this case, members have insisted on Australia 

retaining the chair.  While there have been some changes in the membership of the committee, there is a high 

degree of stability and it seems that strong working relationships have evolved and been one of the reasons 

for its success.  After each of the 3 meetings each year, the convener provides a full report to the APEC 

Committee on Trade and Investment. 
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An important initiative of the BMG was the development of the APEC Business Travel Card Scheme, 

which is administered by Australia on behalf of the BMG.  The idea of the card is to simplify the entry of 

cardholders into the participating countries, to provide for flexible travel arrangements of business and 

reduce the time and costs for applying for entry visas and permits into participating countries. 

The card is issued to people who make application and meet the following criteria … 

• Applicants must be a passport holder of a participating economy.  Hong Kong (China) is a special case 

where card applicants must be permanent residents. 

• They must prove they are a genuine business person who travels frequently within the region for trade 

and investment purposes. 

• They must not have a criminal conviction or charges pending against them. 

• In some countries they are required to have endorsement from a leading business organisation within 

their economy such as a national chamber of commerce. 

The ownership of a valid card means that business people can make multiple short term entries in 

participating countries for a stay of up to 90 days.  They do not have to apply for individual entry permits or 

visas for each visit and there are no visa labels placed in passports.  They only need to fill out one form to 

obtain the card.  The card is valid for three years.  It is the same size as a credit card.  They obtain 

streamlined express immigration processing in international airports by passing through specially marked 

APEC lines. 

The details of each card applicant once vetted by the applicant’s home government and are sent 

electronically to each participating country for pre-clearance. Each of the countries receiving the details then 

checks the applicant’s details against their alert lists and other data bases they use for checking incoming 

arrivals.  Only then is the applicant pre cleared for entry.  It provides each country with a high degree of 

integrity assurance since there is a “double vetting” of applicants by the sending and receiving country so 

that their bona fides are fully checked.  To date there is no evidence of fraud in the system.  Any receiving 

country reserves the right to refuse pre-clearance without providing a reason if they choose to do so.  The 

BMG has developed a set of principles, procedures and standards (The ‘ABTC Operating Framework’), 

which provides the framework for implementation and management of the scheme in their own country. 

The way in which the system operates is depicted in Figures 2 and 3.  The system is focused on a 

database maintained in Canberra by Australia’s Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) on behalf of the BMG.  All member economies control the data inputted 

regarding their own nationals and have final say on who can get in.  All member countries have full access to 

the system and it is a fully shared database.  As Figure 2 shows, the applicant submits a completed form.  

The Australian application form is included as Appendix A, but in each country the form is similar.  The 

applicant is then checked against the Home Country’s databases to ensure that she/he is a bona fide applicant.  

It is then passed on to other participating economies through the system who check the person against their 

files and report back to the database if clearance is granted.  The best practice standard adopted by the BMG 

is for this process to take a maximum of 3 weeks.  However, some countries are still finding it difficult to 

meet this standard.  In effect, this processes an application for entry pre arrival.  Upon arrival it is necessary 
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Figure 2: The APEC Business Travel Card Scheme: Processing Home Applicants 

Source: APEC Business Mobility Group 
 

 
Figure 3: The APEC Business Travel Card Scheme: Processing Applicants From Other Economies 
Source: APEC Business Mobility Group 
 

 
 

for the cardholder not only to produce the card but also her/his valid passport and the information on the two 

documents must coincide.   

The card itself is shown in Figure 4.  At present the card is quite low technology so it can be used by 

all economies in the region.  It does not incorporate smart card technology or contain a chip, although this 

may be the case in the future.  It has a machine readable code on the back and has ultra violet and holograph 

identifiers.  Most cards are produced in a factory in Sydney.  The front of the card has the name, gender, date 

of birth, expiry date, document number and a photograph of the cardholder.  The back has passport details, 
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the countries the card is valid for and the machine readable code.  An interim card is sometimes issued if 

there are extended delays in getting approvals from some of the destination countries. 

 

Figure 4: The APEC Business Travel Card 
 

 
 

The scheme was first trialed in 1997 in three APEC member countries which each experience 

significant migration – Korea, the Philippines and Australia.  The evaluation phase took over a year and the 

scheme commenced on a permanent basis in March 1997.  At the end of 2003, 15 of the 21 APEC members 

have joined the scheme – Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Chile, China, Hong Kong (China), Indonesia, Japan, 

Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, Peru, the Philippines, Chinese Taipei, Singapore and Thailand.  Moreover, it 

is anticipated the remaining 6 economies will join in the near future (DIMIA 2003, 2).  Moreover, while not 

all APEC economies have not yet joined the scheme, all have agreed on a best endeavors basis to implement 

one or more of the following (Rizvi 2003, 33) … 

• Visa free or visa waiver arrangements for business people. 

• Participation in the APEC Business Travel Card Scheme. 

• At least three years multiple entry visas for business people. 

All APEC members have at least one of these in place. 

The success of the scheme has been recognised by the APEC country leaders as a model of the 

“Pathfinder Approach” which is now being used within APEC to progress other projects.  This eschews the 

usual method of a “lowest common denominator” approach, which involves acting only on a basis that is 

agreeable and technically possible to all participating countries.  Instead it enables those countries that are 

able to move faster on some initiatives to proceed to do so thus building the momentum for wider 

implementation.  Some characteristics of this process are … 

• The trial by a few countries to prove its viability. 

• An open co-operative approach building confidence and operational strength. 
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• Provision of technical assistance, training and initial funding to facilitate its implementation in some 

countries. 

As of 28 January 2004, there were 7,720 Active APEC Business Travel Cards and  

 indicates how this is distributed between economies in the region.  It will be noted that Australia 

accounts for over 40 percent of the active cards in early 2004.  This is a reflection partly of the significant 

publicity campaign1 presented in Australia.  In addition, the Australians entered the program at its earliest 

stage and have been the conveners and administrators of the program since its inception.  The Australian 

process of obtaining the card is also more straight forward than say in Japan where it is only granted to 

business people from companies with more than $million 50 turnover and people who gain approval from a 

chamber of commerce.  The Republic of Korea and Hong Kong, China are the other main users of the 

scheme.  They also were early entrants into the programme.  There is an initial period in which both 

immigration officials and business people gain experience and confidence in the system. 

 
Table 2: Number of Active APEC Business Travel Cards: 28 January 2004 
Source: Business Mobility Group, unpublished data 
 

Australia 3,498 
Chile 79 
Chinese Taipei 363 
Hong Kong, China 1,160 
Japan 321 
Malaysia 107 
New Zealand 178 
Peru 18 
Philippines 164 
Republic of Korea 1,598 
Thailand 234 
Total 7,720 

 

Figure 5: Cards Issued and Cancelled 

 
                                                 
1  For example recently Australia’s largest 500 companies were sent details of the scheme in a 

recent promotional campaign. 
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OTHER BMG ACTIVITY 
 

The BMG has also agreed on a service standard for processing applications for, and extensions of, 

temporary residence permits for executives, managers and specialists transferred within their companies to 

other APEC economies (Rizvi 2003, 33). 

Almost all APEC countries have reported meeting this standard.  An important task of the BMG is to 

build capacity across the region in the area of processing international arrivals and departures.  The strategy 

adopted has been to first set standards agreed by all APEC economies and then to implement them in both 

developed and developing economies in the region.  Hence, in addition to developing and agreeing to 

detailed standards for: 

• Short term business visitor movement. 

• Temporary residence in respect of company transfers and specialists as described above.  

Standards have also been for: 

• Provision of information on temporary travel arrangements. 

• Travel document examination regimes and documentation of travel, document fraud. 

• A project to develop a professional immigration service through better training, streamlined practices. 

• Implementation of Advanced Passenger Information (API) systems. 

Standards have also been drafted for: 

• Improving the security of travel documentation through workshops. 

• Enhancement of immigration legislation infrastructure (DIMIA 2003, 7). 

• A project to explore the feasibility of establishing a pilot regional movement alert system, designed to 

strengthen the capacity of border management agencies to detect stolen and fraudulent documentation 

and persons of concern. 

Detail of the work of the APEC Business Mobility Group is available on their website:  

www.businessmobility.org 

One of the most important developments in capacity building in this area is in the implementation of 

API (Advanced Passenger Information) systems, which enable all passengers to be processed in advance of 

arrival in destination countries by instituting the check at the point of checking in to board aircrafts and sea 

vessels at the point of origin.  In 2003 the following were achieved in this area.  In 2003 (Rizvi 2003, 33-34) 

• Standards were agreed for implementation of API systems. 

• 13 economies have agreed to undertake a feasibility study to assist them assess their capacity and 

needs in order to implement the system. 

• 7 economies have committed to, or have already implemented the API. 

API systems give advance notice to border control agencies of who is traveling to their country 

allowing their details to be pre processed and checked against relevant alert lists.  This means that 

arrangements can be made to stop people with particular details being turned back on arrival or even to be 

prevented from boarding the plane in the origin nation until their bona fides have been verified.  The system 



 

 

 

- 97 -

uses the international airline booking system.  Australia introduced mandatory Advanced Passenger 

Processing (APP) in January 2003.  This obliges all airlines to provide their passenger data.  There is the 

capacity to check the name of an individual about to board a flight against the Australian visa database and 

its alert lists and for a boarding directive to be provided automatically and in real time at the point of 

departure. 

So that API can be implemented in APEC countries as quickly as possible, the BMG has developed an 

implementation plan (May 2003).  This plan follows the system used to introduce the APEC Business Card 

Travel Scheme… 

• Stage One: Adoption of a Common Standard for implementation of API 

• Stage Two: Conducting an API feasibility study to assist economies in assessing the 

infrastructure. 

• Stage Three: Implementation. 

The first stage was achieved in 2003.  There are feasibility studies that have been conducted in Malaysia, 

Thailand, Philippines, Indonesia and Korea and a further 8 economies will complete them over the next year.  

The third stage of implementation has been achieved in Canada, Mexico, USA, New Zealand and Australia. 

Another major initiative of the BMG has been to initiate a series of training packages and courses to 

help train police, immigration and customs officials.  It is clear that if more effective migration management 

is to be achieved there will need to be substantial advancements in the development of appropriate 

infrastructure especially in computer systems.  However there are equally crucial needs in human resources 

and the development of a professional corps of immigration officials is crucial in this.  APEC has been 

involved in a great deal of training activity in this area.  The demands on these professionals are likely to 

continue to increase especially with the introduction of biometric identification and checking the planning of 

which is advanced in some countries like Singapore.  The BMG has developed detailed standards to be 

aspired to in staff development. 

 

MINISTERIAL CONFERENCES ON PEOPLE SMUGGLING, TRAFFICKING IN 
PERSONS AND RELATED TRANSNATIONAL CRIME 

 

The increasing scale and significance of people smuggling, trafficking and undocumented migration in 

the Asian region has seen a number of bilateral and multilateral initiatives of co-operation to combat such 

activity. One of the most inclusive and significant have been the meetings covered by the Foreign Ministers 

of Indonesia and Australia in Bali on 26-28 February 2002 and 28-30 April 2003 are the Ministerial 

Conferences on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons and Related Transnational Crime (MCPSTPRTC).  

This has come to be referred to as the “Bali Process”, which is intended to compliment and strengthen 

bilateral and regional co-operation in this area2.  The initial meeting involved almost all countries of the 

                                                 
2  In addition to Indonesia and Australia:  Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei Darussalam, 

Cambodia, China, Democratic Republic of Korea, Fiji, France, India, Iran, Japan, Jordan, 
Kiribati, Laos, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nauru, Nepal, New Zealand, Pakistan, Palau, 
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region as well as a number of observer countries and organizations3 reflecting the increasing significance of 

this issue in the region as well as globally.  There was agreement reached about the nature and importance of 

the problem, the principles for combating it and for the necessity of bilateral and multilateral co-operation to 

combat it.  The Ministers agreed that they would work towards… 

• Developing more effective information and intelligence sharing arrangements within the region. 

• Improving co-operation between law enforcement agencies. 

• Enhancing co-operation on border and visa systems. 

• Increasing public awareness of the facts of smuggling and trafficking operations. 

• Enhancing the effectiveness of return as a strategy to deter illegal migration through the conclusion of 

appropriate arrangements. 

• Co-operating in verifying and identifying the nationality of illegal migrants in a timely way. 

• Improving technical capacity in the region to respond to the challenges posed by people smuggling, 

trafficking in persons, including women and children and other forms of illegal migration. 

The Ministers established a follow up mechanism to implement the recommendations of the Regional 

Conference and co-ordinate action that the region could undertake to combat the problems.  In particular, the 

conference set up two ad hoc groups of experts. 

• Group I co-ordinated by New Zealand whose mandate was to promote regional and international co-

operation. 

• Group II co-ordinated by Thailand whose mandate was to assist States to strengthen policy making, 

legislative arrangements and law enforcement practices. 

The groups were to report to a follow up Ministerial meeting a year later. 

The second Regional Ministerial conference was consequently convened and attended by most of the 

nations represented in the first meeting.  The two groups reported on their activities and both had developed 

draft action plans.  In addition to the activities of the two groups, it was noted that the Bali Process had given 

impetus to such regional developments as … 

• Development of national legislation. 

• Criminalize people smuggling and trafficking. 

• Agreement of bilateral memoranda of understanding on information exchange. 

• Strengthening of domestic law enforcement procedures. 

• Capacity building projects on border management. 

The meeting reiterated and strengthened the recommendations of the first meeting.  The original 

intention was to offer the second Bali meeting any further follow up required to be passed on to existing 

                                                                                                                                                               
Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Sri 
Lanka, Syria, Thailand, Turkey, UNTAET East Timor, Vanuatu, Vietnam, IOM and UNHCR. 

3  Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Russian 
Federation, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, USA, ASEAN Secretariat, Pacific 
Islands Forum Secretariat, EU, UNDP, World Bank, Asian Development Bank, IGC, INTERPOL, 
International Committee of Red Cross, International Federation of Red Cross, ILO, UN Office of 
Drug Control and Crime Prevention. 
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bilateral, regional and international mechanisms to follow up the recommendation.  Nevertheless, it was 

decided to continue the work of the two ad hoc groups to carry out their action plans.  This was to be 

reviewed after one year and in 2-3 years a further Ministerial Meeting would be convened to review progress 

and give necessary guidance on further follow up. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Management of migration has become one of the major challenges facing nations in the contemporary 

era of globalisation and the massive increase in international population mobility.  Population movement is 

an essential corollary of the benefits that nations can gain through enhanced international trade and 

investment.  However, as countries seek to facilitate and encourage the mobility they see as beneficial, they 

are faced with pressures of international movement they perceive as not being in the national interest.  

Accordingly, management of migration has moved into the forefront of many countries’ interest.  However 

most countries have little experience in migration management.  In the Asian region only a few countries like 

Australia and New Zealand have a long history of institution development, policy and program formulation 

and implementation, research and information base and several generations of cadres of immigration and 

settlement professionals upon which successful migration management systems can be based.  In most 

countries, large scale migration in and out of the country is a relatively new phenomenon and the resources 

to manage it are limited. 

One of the common themes, which have emerged from the many regional meetings on migration in 

Asia in recent years, especially that addressing increased undocumented migration, has been the necessity for 

international co-operation, both bilateral and multilateral for the successful management of migration.  

Despite these calls, the amount of successful international co-operation which has gone beyond the 

expression of the necessity for such co-operation is limited.  The present paper has discussed one of the few 

instances in the region, which has not only involved consensus and collaboration at a discussion level, but 

also at an operation level, albeit for a limited number of countries in the region and for a small group of, 

relatively privileged travelers.  However it is apparent that there are a number of encouraging lessons from 

this experience and these are summarized below … 

One lesson clearly is that the development of co-operation takes time.  There are no quick fixes.  The 

APEC Business Travel Card Programme started with a feasibility study of a small number of countries and 

has steadily spread to other countries in the region.  Much depends on the development of trust and 

confidence between countries over time.  Co-operation at the operational level in immigration takes time and 

this must be an essential element in any bilateral or multilateral co-operation.  There is clear evidence of the 

Business Travel Card gaining momentum with more countries becoming involved and more business 

travelers taking it up. 

Another lesson relates to the fact that the BMG began with highly specific and limited objectives and 

once they had been achieved it has greatly expanded the arena of its activity.  There is an important lesson 

here.  It is much easier to get consensus for a limited and highly specific operational objective than it is to 
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seek to get agreement for sweeping and massive intervention.  In the case of the Business Travel Card, the 

level of co-operation required is relatively modest and is not at all threatening to national border integrity.  

However, once countries have realized that there are benefits to co-operation, the scope can be expanded.  

Hence, the extension of the BMGs activity into the much broader areas of the API systems and to the 

development of improved professional immigration officers and infrastructure has extended the influence of 

their activity on migration management enormously to encompass a much broader group of migrants than the 

relatively small number of elite business movers.  However the later initiatives would have been impossible 

without the earlier work on the Business Travel Card. 

The strategy of three stages in the development of co-operative activity seems to have been quite 

successful.  

• An initial discussion stage where agreement is reached on a set of principles and common standards 

for the implementation of a particular system. 

• Conducting feasibility studies in each country so that the individual problems and issues in those 

countries can be accounted for. 

• Implementation of the system. 

This modus operandi clearly can be used more widely. 

• Another important principle is that all systems that have been introduced have been within the means 

of all countries involved to introduce and that funds have been made available to provide the training 

of staff and assist in the purchase and installation of appropriate infrastructure.   Again is accepted that 

there is an extended period of implementation, which means that some countries will implement a 

strategy before others but in the long term all adopt it. 

• It is clear that advanced computer based information systems are an essential part of migration 

management strategies.  In the case of the Business Travel Card System, the numbers involved are 

quite small but it has been possible to develop a system that all participating economies can use.  In 

fact it is being considered that the activity is increasing so much, the system will need to be upgraded 

in 2005.  It is clear that advanced computer systems offer some real opportunities for countries to 

manage their migration better regardless of the level of development of their economies.  These 

systems can give countries greater confidence about their migration management and hence have the 

potential to give countries greater confidence to allow more mobility for bona fide reasons.  In this 

respect, the API initiative will be interesting to watch.  Its use of the system already in place for 

international airline bookings is ingenious and does offer real possibilities to give countries greater 

confidence in their management of movement in and out of countries. 

• Another lesson which must be stressed here is that the BMG’s success has clearly been significantly 

effected by the fact that the long experience, developed institutions and professional knowledge of 

nations like Australia with a long history and indeed a developed culture of migration have been fully 

utilized to short circuit development of better systems in countries with a limited history and 

experience of migration.  This dimension is extremely important and the need to recognize that there is 

a wealth of knowledge in migration management in some countries which can be used to fast track 
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better migration management in other nations in a trusting, co-operative, equal and longstanding 

relationship.  The fact is that some countries have a longstanding developed culture of migration not 

only in their society but also in their administrative and bureaucratic systems and others do not.  Part 

of the co-operation between nations in the area must be a transfer of this knowledge and expertise. 

• There is a need to provide assistance to less developed countries in the areas of staff training and 

development and building up infrastructure if enhanced migration management is to be achieved.  

Capacity building is absolutely fundamental to reformation of migration policy, for international co-

operation in migration and in improving migration management in individual countries, bilaterally and 

multilaterally. 

In summary, the experience of the APEC Business Mobility Group is of much wider relevance than it 

seems at first glance.  Clearly the card is of direct significance to a highly mobile elite, although the impact it 

has in enhancing trade and investment in countries can have much wider effects.  In the contemporary 

international migration system there is a clear bifurcation between this elite of high income skilled and 

business people for whom international travel and entry to nations is being increasingly facilitated by nations 

and much larger numbers of poorer, less educated groups for whom international movement is being 

increasingly constrained by receiving countries (Castles and Miller 1998).  However the experience of the 

BMG in implementing the Business Travel Card has laid the foundations for a wider pattern of international 

co-operation in migration management.  In the Asian region, examples of successful operational 

collaboration in the area of international migration are limited indeed.  The lessons of this program need to 

be examined and learned. 

 

END NOTE 
 

The author would like to express his appreciation to Mr. John Ryan, Mr. Peter Job and especially Ms. 

Ruth Kovacic and Mr. Martin Darley of the Australian Department of Immigration and Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs for generously providing much of the information on which this paper is based.  They of 

course are not responsible for the views expressed in the paper which are solely those of the writer. 
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