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Abstract 
 

This article departs from the reality that many Indonesian workers have been sentenced to the court and charged under 
the immigration act due to illegal work and overstay. Subsequently, Malaysian government, for instance, has made some 

arrests and mass-deportation, while all illegal workers were prosecuted and sentenced before their deportation. In other 

words, the illegal worker in Malaysia especially from Indonesia were arrested and treated as a criminal. Interestingly 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) listed Malaysia as one of the dangerous places for migrant workers. In 

contrast to this, Japan is one of the country with lowest risk of forced labour. This article urges readers to engage in a 
reflection on the trend and dynamics of the Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia and Japan, while the Indonesian 

government incessantly take advantages from their large remittance. This is a qualitative research supplemented by 

semi-structured interviews with some key respondents especially who have experiences and expertise on Indonesian 
illegal workers. Systematically, the discussion of this article is divided into five sections, namely, history of Indonesian 

migrant workers, Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia, Indonesian illegal workers in Japan, the struggles and 

conclusion. The gained empirical data revealed that Indonesian workers have their own perspectives and reasons 
pertaining the illegal workers’ issues. 
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Introduction 
 

The raise of globalization is a phenomenon, which has made the world become more complex. 

Global society had witnessed so-called economic interdependence, while the concept itself has 

also been enlarged and involves non-state actors/transnational. In the liberalism scholars’ point 

of view, this phenomenon is called as “complex interdependence” (Keohane & Nye, 2001, pp. 

20-32). Keohane & Nye (2001) believe that in the complex interdependence, international 

relations have not emphasized on state-to-state relations per se. People-to-people relations as 

well as transnational organizations should also take into account as international relations 

phenomena. Further, the relationships among them were real and hard to control. This is due to 

the emergence of “multiple channels” (Keohane & Nye, 2001, p. 21) in the globalization era has 

totally affected the transformation of human relations. People could build their relationship and 

contact with their partners worldwide beyond the state borders. 

Migration is one of easy examples of how human movements become free and uncontrolled – 

including in Malaysia-Indonesia migration phenomena. Migration is often framed as a security 

problem – a threat to public order, national identity and welfare (Huysmans, 2006) – and irregular 

migration as a criminal offense (Bigo, 2003; Themistocleous, 2013; Pinyol-Jiménez, 2012). Whereas 

trade and finance are subjects to global regulation, human mobility is not governed by a formal regime 
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(except for refugees) (Kalm, 2012). In short, while capital, goods and skilled workers circulate freely; 

unskilled migrants do not, at least not in a legal fashion. Thus, “mobility is a privilege that is unevenly 

distributed among human beings” (Pécoud & de Guchteneire, 2006). Migration control is a complex 

and costly endeavour including border patrols, issuing of visas and residence permits, prosecuting, 

detaining and removing undocumented migrants (Pécoud & de Guchteneire, 2006).  

Conceptually, migration is defined as “an inflow or outflow of population from a defined 

region to another region for a permanent or semi-permanent settlement” (Mishra, 1981, pp. 227-

228). Specifically, the United Nations (1970, No. 47) revealed that migration is the movement 

by people from one place to another more than one year with the purpose of work for a permanent 

migration, and one year or less than one year for temporary migrant, provided they receive pay 

from sources within the countries they enter. Meanwhile, the influx of human migration is 

influenced by some factors such as not enough jobs, few opportunities, political fear or 

persecution, for job opportunities, and for better living condition (Lee, 1966). 

Much has been written about Indonesian migrant workers, however, very few analysts have 

tried to make a comparison between two countries where many Indonesian workers were placed. 

Most of them are more focused on specific countries and theme such as Indonesian workers in 

Malaysia (Liow, 2003; Azmy, 2012; Lin, 2006), and in Saudi Arabia (Husson, 1997; Silvey, 

2004; Diederich, 2005). There are no comparative studies that attempt to examine Indonesian 

workers in the two specific destination countries. Saudi Arabia and Malaysia are the two main 

destination countries of Indonesian migrant workers. Nevertheless, in both countries, Indonesian 

workers generally faced similar experiences whether from their employers or from the 

government. Both countries are also relatively undemocratic, where public voices are strictly 

taken control by the government of Malaysia (Mohd Azizuddin Mohd Sani, 2008) and Saudi 

Arabia (Meijer & Aarts, 2012). In contrast, Japan is recognized as a stable democratic country 

and the world’s third largest economy (Woodall, 2014; Takayoshi, 1966). In addition, Japan is 

listed as the country with the lowest risk use of forced labour with only 0.73% compared to 

Malaysia (75.76%), Singapore (0.76%), and Saudi Arabia (1.73%) (International Organization 

for Migration, 2010). This study is, therefore, a relatively novel undertaking, which can modestly 

contribute to enrich the related body of literature by providing an assessment of Indonesian 

migrant workers especially in Malaysia and Japan with a comparative perspective.  

In the context of Indonesian migration in Malaysia or Japan there have some specific events 

involving Indonesian migrant workers, for instance, illegal workers, undocumented workers, and 

forced labour, which are closely related to the bad treatment and exploitations. Nevertheless, the 

occurrence of those phenomena was mainly due to the workers and employers do not make official 

registration to the authorities. This is because the workers and the employers attempt to avoid tax 

obligations or circumvention and non-compliance with other laws (Feige, 2016). Consequently, 

some abuse cases emerged, which are commonly faced by migrant workers such as forced labour. 

According to International Labour Organization (2016) forced labour “refers to situations in which 

persons are coerced to work through the use of violence or intimidation, or by more subtle means 

such as accumulated debt, retention of identity papers or threats of denunciation to immigration 

authorities”. Consequently, this research has three objectives, namely: 

1. To understand the background of Indonesian migrant workers 

2. To understand the development and scenarios of the Indonesian illegal workers in 

Malaysia and Japan; 

3. To analyse the Japanese and Malaysian government policies towards Indonesian 

illegal workers; 

 

 

Methodology 
 

Type of Research  

This analysis is based on qualitative research with content analysis. The qualitative methods 

are more flexible for the researcher since they allow for greater spontaneity and adaptation of the 

interaction between the researcher and the study participants (Trochim, 2006). The qualitative 

research aims at answering questions such as how, what and/or why (Robson, 2011). 
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Furthermore, this qualitative research also involves an inductive approach which seeks to 

understand a particular case, including individual experiences (Trochim, 2006). Generally, this 

method can be applied to various fields of social sciences such as historiography, ethnography, 

and qualitative sociology.  Thus, according to Bryman (2008) qualitative studies typically focus 

on the use and meaning of words instead of counting the collected data.  

Moreover, Hale (1991) asserts that a qualitative research cannot be identified as a low-quality 

project. This is because the qualitative approach has been widely accepted and is becoming 

increasingly popular among researchers of various disciplines including contemporary policy 

research (Meadows, 2008). In addition, the qualitative method is appropriate for dissertation (Patton, 

2002). The direct interaction between researchers and respondents gave accurate results that tend to 

be more accurate than other research designs. Based on these observations, this article will focus on 

Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia and Japan. This research attempts to gather as much data and 

information as possible related to the influx of illegal migration from Indonesia to Malaysia and Japan.  

 

Data collection 

The data was obtained mainly from:- i) official documents such as annual reports, official 

publications, white papers from the related agencies/ministries and think-tanks which are publicly 

available; and ii) relevant information in various published forms such as official declarations, press 

statements, and media reports/commentaries/debates/interviews through newspapers, magazines and 

on-line media.  Furthermore, some letters, especially from media coverage whether from Indonesia, 

Malaysia and Japan such as Kompas, The Jakarta Post, Okezone, Jawa Pos, The Rakyat Post, Astro 

Awani and The Japan Times were crucial empirical sources to support this study. 

This qualitative research does not use random sampling but purposive sampling (Moleong, 

2000). This method allows the researchers to select respondents to be interviewed based on the 

particular characteristics which are considered to have a correlation with the populations that 

have been identified previously (Hadi, 2000; Marshall, 1996). Therefore, this research is 

enriched by empirical data through interviews with selected people who have experiences with 

Indonesian illegal workers whether in Malaysia or Japan. The people who have been interviewed 

for this study are all Indonesian migrants who have worked either in Malaysia or Japan: 

Muhammad and Jemali (Malaysia) and Fakhturi (Japan). We have also successfully interviewed 

official from Indonesian Consulate General in Penang, Malaysia as well as Indonesian migrant 

workers expert from Universiti Sains Malaysia where the research is conducted. These latter 

people/actors are important to understand Indonesian illegal workers both in Malaysia and Japan. 

 

Data analysis 

In this study, the authors use content analysis. Content analysis is carried out systematically 

through an analysis of the content of the data resources. According to Creswell (2009), content 

analysis is one of the special techniques for the qualitative study. Content analysis is a useful 

research technique to make conclusive inferences that can be repeated and valid from a text (or 

other materials). Content analysis is a scientific tool that involves special procedures aimed to 

provide new insights, to enhance researchers’ understanding of particular phenomena, or to 

describe a practical action (Krippendorff, 2004; White & Marsh, 2006). In addition, this 

approach requires a profound reading of the text materials which is relatively few. This approach 

allows researchers to interpret the text, whether analytically or critical, into the narrative that can 

be academically accepted (Krippendorff, 2004). Moreover, the content analysis is a technique 

that is widely used for qualitative research especially policy research. 

Through this research mechanism, the authors allow to systematically link the data related to 

Indonesian workers in Malaysia and Japan. Furthermore, we have conducted a review of previous 

studies, find the gaps, and use the existing data, categorise data, events, interviews, documents, and 

information throughout the research. Specifically, we have conducted a study on the motivations, 

actions, comments related to the Indonesian illegal workers issues in Malaysia and Japan. In addition, 

this study offers a systematic analysis of the background and scenarios of the Indonesian workers in 

Malaysia and Japan (Hermann, 2008). In fact, the writing process of this research, we found out some 

data that need to be re-adapted and re-interpreted. Nevertheless, the content analysis approach allows 
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the researchers to use various types of data such as statistics, images, diagrams, and others to support 

the analysis of this study (Wesley, 2010). 

 

Data Presentation 

The research and the writing process of qualitative research is a complex due to the fact that 

it runs concurrently from the data collection, data analysis and interpretation of data. This 

situation departs from the nature of qualitative research data which are subjective, interpretive, 

descriptive, holistic, and more quantitative. The findings are technically presented through direct 

quotes (Krippendorff, 2004; Ahmad Naqiyuddin Bakar, 2008) or descriptions while some data 

such as statistics can also be visualised (Ruenwai, 2006). 

According to Cohen & Crabtree (2006), data presentation can be done through selecting key 

quotes, build a table or matrix, chart or model. In addition, the direct quotes, facts/stories from 

interviews, focus group discussion, notes or natural conversations and other data are a common 

methodology used in qualitative research. The use of direct quotations is very important since it 

allows the reader to examine and assess the data collected and have been analysed by the 

researchers as well as to understand the findings of the analysis. The readers can also review the 

reasonableness of ideas, credibility or validity of the researchers claim (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 

However, data presentations in the qualitative research are generally flexible (Creswell, 2009). 

 

 

Indonesian Migrant Workers: An Overview 
 

The Indonesian Secretary of State records that before Indonesia gained independence from the 

Dutch colonial, many Indonesian migrant workers had been deployed to some areas. The colonial 

government enforced a program known as the slave labour program or forced labour to be placed 

particularly in Suriname, New Caledonia, Thailand, and Sarawak (Eastern Malaysia) since 1887. 

Traditionally, Indonesian workers migrate to Malaysia due to the geographical proximity. Most 

of them had been granted citizenship by the Malaysian government. Officially, however, the 

Indonesian government under the Ministry of Labour Affairs had endorsed migrant workers in 

1969 following the approval of Labour Act 1970 (PP No. 4 Tahun 1970). Ministry of Labour 

divided migrant worker programs into two groups which involved private agencies, namely 

Antar Kerja Antar Daerah (AKAD) (cross-regional/provinces migration) and Antar Kerja Antar 

Negara (AKAN) (cross-country migration) (Erman, 2008). Currently, the private agencies 

organized under Perusahaan Jasa Tenaga Kerja Indonesia (PJTKI) or Indonesian Migrant 

Workers Agency. The main tasks of PJTKI are to recruit, to place, and to ensure the migrant 

workers’ safety during their arrival (Irwan, 2008). 

Meanwhile, the Indonesian government has also made effort to improve services in the host 

countries, build effective mechanism as well as data management and enhance cooperation 

among agencies. In 2004 for instance, the government enacted the placement and protection of 

migrant worker act known as Undang-Undang No. 39 Tahun 2004. Previously, the authority 

ratified some International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions followed by implementation 

of Indonesian acts. For instance, (1) Convention No. 105 on abolition of certain forms of forced 

labour, which is still allowed under the Forced Labour Convention of 1930 followed by the 

implementation of Undang Undang No. 19 Tahun 1999; (2) the ILO Convention No. 111 

concerning anti-discrimination followed by Undang-Undang No. 21 Tahun 1999; (3) the ILO 

Convention No. 138 regarding minimum age for admission to employment, the parliament 

passed Undang-Undang No. 20 Tahun 1999. The latest was the ratification of International 

Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 

Families of the United Nations 1990. In line with this scenario, the government initiates to 

establish a special agency to manage migrant workers professionally called Badan Nasional 

Penempatan dan Perlindungan Tenaga Kerja Indonesia (BNP2TKI ) or National Agency for the 

Placement and Protection of Indonesian Migrant Workers. 

In the midst of the increasing number of migrant workers, Indonesian government absolutely 

gained advantages especially from their remittances (Wan, 2012). The head of BNP2TKI 

asserted that “the money remitted by the Indonesian overseas workers […] does not include cash 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forced_Labour_Convention
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they brought by themselves or entrusted to their colleagues when they returned home” (The 

Jakarta Post, 13/1/2014). This figure perhaps does not reflect the real amount due to the “multiple 

channels” to bring their salary and do not remit through legal channels. The Malaysian Deputy 

Finance Minister Ahmad Maslan pointed out that “the amount had gone up due to an increase of 

access to non-banking financial institutions that allowed foreigners to transfer their money to 

their home countries, […] most of them are working illegally in Malaysia” (The Jakarta Post, 

12/11/ 2013). The figure below shows the latest trend of Indonesian migrant workers remittances 

from 2010 up to 2014.  

 

 
Figure 1: The Trend of Remittances by Indonesian Foreign Workers (Billion USD) 

Source: Central Bank of the Republic of Indonesia (Bank Indonesia, 2015) 

 

The figure depicts the development of remittances which the trend is moderately rising. From 

2010 up to 2013 the amount was steady on 6 to 7 USD. However, in the following year the 

money that has been transferred to Indonesia was higher than the previous three before, reaching 

above USD 8 billion. According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), it reports 

that the largest amount of remittance came from Malaysia (USD 2.3 billion) and Saudi Arabia 

(USD 2.2 billion). The remittances flowing from Malaysia to Indonesia is 35 percent of the total 

remittances in 2009, followed by Saudi Arabia with USD 2.2 billion (33%). The balance of the 

total remittances comes from various countries such as Hong Kong USD 425 million (6.6%), 

Taiwan with USD 425 million (6.4%), Singapore with USD 425 million (6.4%), United Arab 

Emirates with USD 179 million (2.7%), and Japan with USD 142 million (2.1%) (International 

Organization for Migration, 2010). This achievement placed Indonesia as the third-largest 

recipient of remittances in Southeast Asia, where the first and second ranks are the Philippines 

and Vietnam respectively (World Bank Migration and Development Brief, 2012). 

Apparently, the above achievement is unfortunate, likely due to resulting from lower skilled 

workers compared to more highly skilled Philippines peers. The Indonesians are lacking of 

language and work skills, leaving them prone to exploitation and torture by unscrupulous 

employers and labour agencies. Indonesian migrant workers were seen as under educated (The 

Jakarta Post, 29/4/2013). Therefore, these are the real problems behind the big contribution of 

Indonesian migrant workers. On the other hand, officially-deployed workers usually stay 

overseas for more than a year and many overseas workers do not go through official channels, 

since the number of overseas Indonesian contract workers at any one time is several times greater 

than the annual number of deployments. Further, Indonesian migrant workers were increasingly 

feminized and undocumented. According to IOM, nearly 79% Indonesian migrant workers were 

women, while BNP2TKI mentioned a lower margin, which comprises of 56% for female workers 

and the remaining were male (44% to 46%) (International Organization for Migration, 2010). 

This difference between the two sources is due to the data from BNP2TKI is generally based on 

the official record, while the Indonesian undocumented workers are not well recorded. The 

Indonesian official is also difficult to obtain the real data due to many Indonesian workers used 

illegal channels. The Johor State of Malaysia, especially in Pengerang, Ladang Mados, Sungai 

Tiram, Tanjung Sedili, and Tanjung Balau, are well-known as illegal exit and entry locations for 

many Indonesian illegal workers. Many have blamed that some Indonesian citizens and 
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Malaysian permanent residents, are responsible for this complicated situation, which directly 

impacted to the documentation of the Indonesian workers especially in Malaysia (The Rakyat 

Post, 19/7/2015). The figure below shows the distribution of Indonesian migrant workers based 

on gender. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: The Distribution of Indonesian Migrant Workers Based on Gender 

Source: (BNP2TKI, 2015) 

  

The following figure indicates the trend of Indonesian migrant workers’ deployment from 

2011 to February 2015.  

 

 
 

Figure 3: Indonesian Migrant Workers Placement (2011-2015) 

Source: (BNP2TKI, 2015) 

 

Referring to the above figure, it clearly demonstrates that the trend of Indonesian migrant 

workers, officially tend to decline albeit fluctuated. In addition, Malaysia recently is the major 

destination country, together with Taiwan and Saudi Arabia as the second and third place. 

Approximately 95,785 Indonesian is working in Malaysia alone. While in Japan the number is 

only 2,036 – extremely lower compared to Malaysia (BNP2TKI, 2015). 

 

 

Working Illegally in Malaysia: demanded, exploited and humiliated 
 

Until 2012, the Indonesian Embassy in Kuala Lumpur reports that the Indonesians who worked 

in Malaysia have reached two million people, and half of them work and live undocumented or 

even do not have any single official identification document (Caraka, 2012). Consequently, 

various social and security issues began to emerge following the involvement of Indonesian 

workers in criminal activity and social problems. Joseph Liow recorded, for instance, in 1987 

alone around 36% of the prisoners in Malaysian prisons were Indonesian (Liow, 2005). The trend 
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of involvement of foreigners, especially from Indonesia, in criminal activity was increased in 

1990s. In 1996, for example, the criminal cases committed by foreign nationals consist of 27.3% 

which include murder, 18% attempted murder, 35.6% armed-group robberies and 16.3% armed 

robberies. It has been believed that half of them were Indonesian (Nor, 2005). Nevertheless, in 

fact, compared to the overall data of criminal cases across Malaysia, the number of Indonesian 

immigrants who involved in criminal cases was absolutely small, only 2.05% of the total cases 

around 65,737, while the rest of (97.95%) were locals (Nasrullah, 2009). Further, a Malaysian 

analyst denied the Indonesian contribution, hence the influx of foreign workers including from 

Indonesia has brought many long-term negative impacts (Rusniah, Mohamed & Saadon, 2014). 

Malaysian government pushed to take serious attention against migrant workers. Numerous 

security operations were enforced involving police, immigration, military, and volunteer 

paramilitary forces called as Ikatan Relawan Rakyat Malaysia (RELA). However, the impact of 

the government’s affirmative action was not significant due to the trend of Indonesian 

involvement in various criminal cases was seen to rise. In 1998, for instance, Indonesian workers 

involved in a riot at a detention camp in Semenyih, Selangor, which resulted in a policeman and 

eight illegal immigrants died while thirty others were wounded. Subsequently, in 2001 the 

Indonesian immigrants were also involved in an anarchist riot in Immigration Detention Machap 

Umboo, Malacca, and in the temporary detention centre in Pekan Nenas, Pontian, Johor. 

Additionally, in 2001, Indonesian immigrants were also engaged in a largest scale riot, where 

many Indonesian attacked the police forces in Nilai, Negeri Sembilan (Nor, 2005). As a result, 

the government strongly condemns this terrible violence and urged to re-examine Indonesian 

workers through the "Hire Indonesians Last" policy (Liow, 2005). This rumbling situation was 

tremendously not tolerated by the Malaysian government due to the Indonesian workers’ violent 

behaviour, which is seen as overtly extreme and ungrateful. Malaysian government was so angry 

due to “they [Indonesian immigrant workers] had the cheek to wave the Indonesian flag. They 

are not in Jakarta. They are in Malaysia” (Straits Times, 22/1/ 2002). In addition, the government 

began to fear, especially Malay politicians, due to some Indonesian Christian preaching their 

religion towards Malay Muslim community (Liow, 2003). In a further development, some 

workers began to be stricken with various problems of either crime or mistreatment. Some 

employers, for instance have involved in serious criminal offence towards the maids from 

Indonesia, such as torture, sexual assault, exploitation, unworthy place and so on (Wan, 2012). 

Since the 1970s until the 2000s the two countries have hold a series of consultations to resolve 

the problems of Indonesian workers. To the government of Malaysia, the Indonesian government 

was perceived as not being serious regarding illegal workers’ issues. In contrast to this, the 

Indonesian government has accused the Malaysian government which seems to tend to 

exaggerate and dramatize the issues (Liow, 2005). Following the failure of negotiations, the 

Malaysian government carried out a massive deportation towards Indonesian illegal workers. 

This massive deportation was part of Malaysian policy called Operasi Nyah (Go Away 

Operation) to handle the influx of illegal immigrants which were totally uncontrolled in the 

middle of the 1997 economic crisis. In July 2002, the Malaysian Immigration Department 

continually has sent home around 253,540 illegal immigrants where 82% were Indonesians 

(Liow, 2005). However, the two countries have failed to obtain a satisfactory agreement although 

two negotiations were held (Liow, 2003). Some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) such 

as the human rights organization in Malaysia called Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM) and 

Tenaganita have strongly blamed the violence actions conducted by government as serious 

human rights abuses. Furthermore, the two NGOs also suspected that the series of riots were 

caused by police provocation (Liow, 2004). 

According to Migrant Care, an NGO concerned on migration issues, recorded that the number 

of deaths involving workers in Malaysia was quite high. Migrant Care estimates that in 2007 

alone, at least 653 deaths of Indonesian workers were successfully tracked in Malaysia. The 

number decreased in 2008 with the total of cases of death of about 513 and until 2009 the trend 

was downgraded to 70 workers died in Malaysia. In addition, during 2006-2008 at least 289 

cases of abuse towards Indonesian migrant workers have occurred (Silfia, 2009). In 2008, several 

abuse cases involving Indonesian workers had appeared in the Indonesian mainstream media. In 

January 2008, for instance, Yasinta Moy, a maid from Indonesia has been mistreated by her 
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employee that affected her mental condition (PAB Online, 2008). Subsequently in September 

2008, an Indonesian worker has suffered serious injuries after being beaten and forced to drink 

boiling water by her employer in the state of Negeri Sembilan (Jawa Pos, 2/9/2008). Still on the 

same month, a migrant worker has been raped by five masked-men in Penang (Kompas, 

12/9/2008). The number of such cases is in accordance with the Indonesian Embassy in Kuala 

Lumpur that records at least 766 cases occur each year (Bustami, Karim & Maksum, 2012). 

The emergence of various problems following the rise of the abuse cases has a close 

correlation with the background behind the cases. The background of the workers and employers 

should be seriously considered by both parties. Many workers, for instance, have poor social 

background such as divorced, family conflict, and involved in black magic (Milenia Muslim, 

2009). Similarly, among employers also exist several problems, such as having emotional 

problem. This situation has resulted in various incidents such as stealing, damaging of goods, 

being lazy, and lying that often causes the employer to become annoyed (Milenia Muslim, 2009). 

These phenomena were certainly not published by the press either in Indonesia or Malaysia 

(Milenia Muslim, 2009). Meanwhile, the same decision is also made by media in Malaysia by 

providing “over” coverage towards Indonesian workers.   

Malaysia has completely become international spotlight due to the rise of abuse cases 

involving housemaids especially from Indonesia. Following some cases, Malaysia was strongly 

suspected of committing human rights abuses towards migrant workers. International society has 

also been urged to charge the employers seriously. Some factors are believed to have determined 

the rise of the number of cases. One of the important factors is the existence of recruitment agents 

operating across the country, either during their recruitment process in Indonesia or upon their 

arrival in Malaysia. An analyst pushed that “Malaysia must punish the recruitment agents 

accused of forcing more than 100 foreign women to work as unpaid domestic helpers and should 

enforce laws to protect migrant workers” Majority of Indonesians affirmed that 

“they had been forced to work as domestic helpers and at food stalls, 

been given little food and been confined to a four-story building at 

night, […] they had been beaten by the supervisors, […] They 

locked them up. They couldn’t go anywhere” (The New York 

Times, 3/12/2012). 

The form of exploitation towards Indonesian illegal workers by the employers also varies. 

One of the Indonesian senior officers, for instance, explained how the Indonesian workers have 

been exploited when the Malaysian Royal Palace was built. At the time, he said that “once all 

Indonesian unpaid workers already finished their job, the “employer” report and invite the police 

forces to arrest them” (Interview 2013/2014).  

Therefore, the Indonesian government urged to re-examine the deployment of the migrant 

workers to go abroad including to Malaysia. Malaysia has become a special attention due to the 

number of the cases involving migrant workers, notably Indonesian informal workers are 

extremely high. The high number of Indonesian migrant workers who have been charged with 

death penalty demonstrated that many of them were involved in serious problems in the work 

places. In 2010 alone for instance, Indonesian government has released that around 345 

Indonesian workers have faced death penalty, which most of them are from Aceh (Politik 

Indonesia, 29/8/2010). The latest report of Indonesian Foreign Ministry in February 2015 states 

that 229 Indonesian citizens have been charged with death penalty and most of them were in the 

three main countries, such as Malaysia (168 cases), Saudi Arab (38 cases) and China (15 cases) 

(Okezone, 25/2/2015). The head of BNP2TKI, Nusron Wahid recognized that the recruitment 

agents were one of the main factors behind the growing number of Indonesian workers’ 

exploitations (Okezone, 18/4/2015). As a result, the Indonesian government has decided to 

regularly decrease and would permanently stop the deployment of Indonesian informal workers 

abroad, except for professional workers. 

Moreover, Malaysian public perceptions towards Indonesian workers were more negative 

than before. There are three negative images embedded in Indonesian workers, especially for 

female despite there were also many Indonesian females who cannot be included in this group. 

All the three images were “slave,” “part-time employee/prostitutes” and “cheating wife” (Silfia, 

2009). Nevertheless, these images are cannot separated from their education background which 
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absolutely low. According to a report, majority of Indonesian workers in Malaysia were high 

school graduates (Muhammad & Arifin, 2009). However, according to the Ministry of Social 

Affairs of Indonesia, around 56.8% of the workers were only primary school graduates. In line 

with this, many Indonesians also felt of being insulted due to the use of the term “Indon” by 

Malaysian newspapers when reporting and exploiting the cases involving Indonesian workers 

(Nasrullah, 2009).2 Further, the Malaysian government and the media also did not hesitate to call 

the Indonesian workers as “troublemaker” (Liow, 2004). 

In general views, Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia at least face three conditions, which 

basically stem from the worst environment. First, the high number of unemployment, the limited 

job vacancies, and chronic poverty in Indonesia, were arguably become the primary factor. These 

conditions, of course, trigger many Indonesian to migrate and improve their live even riskier. 

Under limited information and knowledge, Malaysia was perceived as the best destination that 

promises better income, cultural similarities and geographically close. Second, some employers 

in Malaysia prefer to recruit Indonesian illegal workers with various reasons, such as cheap, easy 

to communicate and hard workers. However, some employers were violated the agreement 

committed before. Eventually, this factor leads to the violence towards the employers, such as 

murder and even riots. The third factor is work environment. The work environment means that 

the surrounding area is a critical factor due to some reasons. For instance, the majority of the 

Indonesian workers in Malaysia totally understood that they live far from the family’s 

supervision and nobody will supervise them. Thus, they could manage their life freely, which 

finally leads to some immoral cases such as free-sex, prostitution, and abortion. The three factors 

portrayed the overall condition of Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia, i.e., demanded, 

exploited and humiliated.  

 

 

Working Illegally in Japan:  illegal is more profitable  
 

The Japan Ministry of Justice has recorded that until 2013 there are approximately 67,065 illegal 

immigrants who reside in the country. Korea, China, and the Philippines are among the largest 

contributor of illegal migrants in Japan with above 10%.  While the remaining countries are 

lower with numerous percentages. The complete configuration of the top ten countries can be 

described in the figure below. Officially, the Japan government strictly oppose unskilled labour 

to work in the country through the closed-door immigration policy. However, in fact, via so-

called TITP (Technical Intern Training Program), Japan has indirectly invited young people from 

Asian countries for a training found to be de facto low-skilled workers (Nidya, 2013). 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Illegal Migrants in Japan (2013) 

Source: Japan Ministry of Justice (2013) 

                                                           
2 The term “Indon” is completely controversial and terribly unacceptable to many Indonesian people. This term is 

perceived as racist and humiliate Indonesian people. In fact, many Indonesians in Malaysia also use it and at the same 

time, many Malaysian call Indonesian as “Indon” not as a derogatory term, yet to be more practical and as a short form 
like Bangla to call Bangladeshi, Thai for Thai people.  
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The figure indicates that Indonesian workers are not listed on the data. The number is seen to 

drop compared to the previous years, which still ranked Indonesia in the top ten of the irregular 

migrant workers’ contributor in Japan (Japanese Immigration Bureau, 2003). The trend is also 

similar with other countries, which their numbers fluctuate each year. However, the statistic is 

dominated by countries such as Korea, China, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, and Iran 

(Kashiwazaki, 2002). Generally, according to Haning Romdiati, they became illegal due to some 

reasons: 1) those who enter on a tourist or entertainment visa but violate the terms of their visa 

by taking up (other) employment; 2) legal workers whose work permits have expired; 3) 

“technical trainees” who abandoned their contract workplace for a factory with higher pay and 

better working conditions. Haning Romdiati believes that although no precise data on Indonesian 

illegal workers exists, her impression was that the number was quite large, as seen in the observed 

concentration of workers by ethnicity or place of origin. In Tokyo for instance, many Indonesians 

gather weekly in Ueno Park to wait for potential employers and brokers to approach them. The 

Indonesian workers became and remain illegal workers due to the difficulty for unskilled workers 

to obtain work permission. Furthermore, the demand on illegal workers increased due to the 

emergence of problems among employers in Japan. Some employers are eager to save their 

budget by hiring low skilled labours, which are mostly illegal migrants. The strategy is smart 

due to many workers are willing to “undertake dirty, physically hard, and often dangerous jobs 

at low salary and without insurance benefits, which are generally shunned by Japanese workers”. 

The Indonesia Embassy in Tokyo discovered that some Indonesians work in the sex industry in 

Oarai and Tokyo. Yet, many Indonesians were also employed in agricultural plantations, 

maritime, and fishing industries, for instance in Ibaragi (Haning, 2003). 

Some analysts believe that up to 70% of illegal immigrants in Japan were expired-visa holders. 

Specifically, Ministry of Justice has released in 2013 that the percentage of illegal immigrants 

classified as “short stay” were about 7,375 (13.6%), “Japanese spouse” 783 people (13.4%), and the 

remaining were various, such as college students, entertainer or others. This statistic was calculated 

from the total of illegal migrants in Japan, which are nearly 67,065 as illustrated in figure 4 (Japan 

Ministry of Justice, 2013). It was indicated that many workers use multiple ways and with conditions 

that have tempted them to become illegal. Generally, however, after many Indonesian workers 

arrived in Japan, some of them use informal networks of their relatives and friends or even illegal 

agencies and promoters to change jobs, as irregular workers have always done (Okushima, 2005). 

The discussion concerning Indonesian migrant workers in Japan is slightly different compared 

to, for instance, Korean migrants. The geographical and cultural proximity are the two factors 

embedded in the Korean migrants’ issues in Japan, while this has also become political commodity 

for local politicians (Chung, 2010). This situation is similar with the Indonesian migrant workers 

in Malaysia as explained in the earlier section. However, the ways the Japanese government handle 

the foreign migrants, especially illegal workers, are more advanced compared to Malaysia. 

Although there were many differences in terms of complexity of migrant problems between the 

two countries, Japanese policy has been seen as more “civilized.” In fact, Japanese government 

tends to be more tolerant towards migrant workers and makes effort to provide social cohesion 

between immigrants and local community. According to Erin Aeran Chung: 

[…] although Japan Ministry of Justice officials could turn a blind 

eye to the swelling ranks of immigrants in Japan, local government 

officials were forced to create some sort of immigrant integration 

program to maintain social and political stability in their 

communities (Chung, 2010, p. 155). 

One of the most important program carried out by the local government for immigrants was 

system of assemblies and advisory councils, through which foreign residents could represent 

their interests (Chung, 2010). Nevertheless, immigrants in Japan were also endorsed to build 

“organization” for their aspiration, despite the fact that many immigrants struggle to meet their 

basic needs due to language and cultural barriers, legal obstacles, and social discrimination 

especially in health care access (Chung, 2010). It means that even the government itself 

recognizes the resistance of the society, yet the authority has the good will to resolve the 

problems in the best way. In Ryoko Yamamoto’s point of view “the autonomy and expertise of 
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migrant-support NGOs enable them to challenge the state and create the basis for their modest 

yet significant political impact.” Further, he wrote that 

[…] the real problem the country faces is not crimes by foreigners, but, 

rather, the xenophobia of the Japanese government, political leaders, 

and the media. Blaming migrants for Japan’s crime problem is nothing 

but an expression of discrimination. In fact, approximately 98% of 

crimes are committed by Japanese (Ryoko, 2015). 

As it is in Malaysia, many Japanese employers strictly keep their employees’ passport. This 

aimed to prevent the foreign workers to escape and leave to other factories as illegal workers 

(Kyushu & Atsushi, 2002). Interestingly, in 1990 the Japan Ministry of Justice has deported 

roughly 1,217 Indonesian workers or 2.8% of the total number of deported illegal workers by 

1996-2000 (Kyushu & Atsushi, 2002). The authors, unfortunately, have not obtain the most 

current statistic number regarding this trend. Instead, the table below will demonstrate the last 

scenario of Japan’s policy towards illegal workers.  

 

Table 1: Number of Illegal Workers Deported by Government of Japan 
 

No. Citizenship 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 Percentages 

1. South Korea  11,444 10,346 9,360 13,164 11,336 25.7 

2. China (Mainland) 7,403 7,810 7,224 8,278 8,132 18.4 

3. Taiwan 437 557 429 466 492 1.1 

4. Hong Kong (etc.) 82 112 53 60 36 0.1 

5. The Philippines 5,646 5,067 5,631 6.672 7,420 16.8 

6. Thailand 5,561 4,483 3,604 3,926 3,902 8.8 

7. Iran 3,180 2,225 2,219 1,639 1,598 3.6 

8. Peru 4,034 1,694 1,746 1,459 1,458 3.3 

9. Malaysia 2,214 1,579 1,350 1,429 1,288 2.9 

10. Pakistan 1,418 1,152 1,255 1,314 1,217 2.8 

11. Indonesia 817 957 1,210 1,220 1,090 2.4 

12. Bangladesh 926 930 1,067 1,082 1,073 2.4 

13. Others 4,623 4,692 5,387 5,549 5,148 11.5 

 Total 47,785 41,604 40,535 46,258 44,190 100% 
 

Source: adopted and modified from Kyushu & Atsushi (2002) 

 

The above table reveals the deportation trend of illegal workers was dominated by South 

Korea, China and the Philippines, while the rest of the countries are apparently lower including 

Indonesia. Indonesia was ranked in the eleventh place or number two from the lowest rate. 

However, the Indonesian Embassy in Tokyo estimates that until 2013, there are roughly 1,800 

Indonesian citizen working illegally, that was dispersed in some factories in Japan (Berita Satu, 

31/10/2013). Specifically, Wilopo, Chief of Immigration office of the Indonesian Embassy in 

Tokyo reports that during 2013 Japanese government has conducted deportation of around 140 

Indonesian illegal and over stayers (Tribunews, 23/1/2014).   

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare of Japan through its authorized agency Labour and 

Social Security Attorney assure that all problems related to Indonesian workers will settle through 

negotiation with various parties including Indonesian embassy as well as the workers. Meanwhile, 

the Indonesian Embassy has also acknowledged that many Indonesian illegal workers can be cured 

of the habit as even most of them have been charged and deported under the Japanese law. Yet, 

they still have strong desire to return to Japan (Berita Satu, 31/10/2013). Majority of illegal workers 

have also totally understand that the Japanese law is strict and uneasy. According to the 

government’s Immigration Control Act, all foreigners who have been deported from Japan will be 

blacklisted to enter the country for a certain period (Japan Ministry of Justice, 2015). 

Moreover, the Labour and Social Security Attorney also provides assistances, which 

significantly help the workers problem. This can be considered as smart idea that should be 

implemented in countries where many Indonesian workers live, such as in Malaysia. The main 

objective of this agency is “to provide various kinds of services including classification of 
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information and analysis of structure, which enables clients to reduce their profitless work.” The 

agency argue that “products” and “money” of management resources were influenced on by 

business result and “people” by emotion. Thus, they support clients for making appropriate 

labour management since it is indispensable to create good employer-employee relationship 

(Labour Consultant, 2015). This indicates the establishment of this agency is purely to assist and 

protect the rights of the workers so they can work safely and comfortably. The commitment of 

this agency can be seen from their structure and apparatus of the organization. Until 2013, the 

organization has empowered 38,000 personnel from various background such as law, economy, 

social work, and others (Berita Satu, 31/10/2013).  

In the context of Indonesian workers in Japan, of course, some issues related to work condition 

and exploitation emerge such as “low wages; compulsory overtime; and physical abuse by 

management”. Furthermore, as unskilled labour, Indonesian workers in Japan are highly possible 

to face this situation due to some weaknesses related to communication problem (Haning, 2003). 

However, the number of cases cannot be revealed and no media reporting was made. 

Furthermore, no specific number or statistic exists in relation to this issue. This situation strongly 

contradicts with the Indonesian workers in Malaysia, where they were newsworthy and receive 

wide coverage from both countries’ newsmakers. Furthermore, the cases related to the abuses 

towards Indonesian workers have primarily become headline news. Nonetheless, in this section 

I attempt to explain some issues that can offer a bit explanation about the Indonesian workers 

condition in Japan.  

An analysis in Japan argues that, unskilled labours from foreign countries, including from 

Indonesia, are actually facing difficult situation. On one hand, although they were protected by 

Japan’s labour law, the work condition is still problematic such as “long working hours under 

severe conditions, low and unpaid wages as well as abuses such as trainees being confined or 

being banned from contacting other trainees.” On the other hand, the foreign workers have to 

fight to sustain their live in Japan with various problems. Until 2013, approximately 80 percent 

of 2,300 businesses employing trainees covered by the Ministry’s 2013 on-site inspections were 

found to have violated labour regulations, including safety violations and failure to pay minimum 

legal wages. The Japanese employers have a simple reason why they still use the foreign low-

cost workers, which is the cheap salary and they experience difficulties to recruit local people to 

fill these vacancies (The Japan Times, 10/2/2015). Consequently, both foreign workers and the 

Japan employers have “win-win solution” to continue these practices.   

In recent development following the construction boom ahead of the 2020 Tokyo Olympic, 

the demand on foreign workers is high. The Japan government has also revised the immigration 

policy regarding the period of visa status for foreign workers. Lastly, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 

has permitted foreign trainees to stay in Japan for five years instead of three. The government 

was realistic and felt it impossible for the local workers to cover all the projects. The solution is 

they should take migrant workers from developing countries. In other cases, for instance, Japan 

was also dependent on such low-skilled sector like care services.  Specifically, one of Japanese 

case worker agency states that “It has been said that we will need 1 million caregivers for the 

elderly by 2025, which would be impossible to handle only with the Japanese population.” 

Therefore, to the many employers and people in Japan “the issue is not whether we accept 

immigrants or not. They are already here, playing a vital role in our society” (The Japan Times, 

23/11/2014). 

Meanwhile, the lack of language skills was also another obstacle faced by Indonesian workers 

in Japan, which usually brings them into problems. Although the number is not as high as in 

Malaysia, yet it still requires serious attention. The death cases involving foreign workers 

including from Indonesia indicates that Japan has problems with migrant workers. It was 

estimated that from 2008-2009 around twenty-seven foreign nationals who came to Japan in 

government-authorized training programs have died. The victims are involved in various cases 

including brain or heart disease (9), died at work (4), suicide (3), bicycle accidents and the rest 

died of unknown causes. Most of them are from China (21), Vietnam (3), the Philippines (2) and 

Indonesia (1). Whereas, there were also thirty-five workers who died in 2008 alone due to 

numerous cases (Hays, 2015). Moreover, many unskilled-foreign workers especially from 

Indonesia, who have worked in fisheries sector, had also faced problem notably the low wages 
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obtained. They only earn USD 375 a month and some of them are paid considerably less than 

that. According to one of Indonesian seamen, he was paid an amount of USD 280 a month, some 

are even only paid as low as USD 150 (Hays, 2015). 

Meanwhile, the extreme language differences between Japan and Indonesia apparently 

becomes a barrier to many Indonesian trainees. They should learn the Japanese language from 

the very basic equal to primary school. Further, many words are difficult to understand or do not 

have equivalent in the Indonesian language. At the meeting held by Japan Liberal Democratic 

Party in March 2012, many Indonesian trainees protested the government treatment. Regarding 

the compulsory national language examination. One of them, for instance, argues “I've suffered 

physical and mental strain as I've had to study kanji ranging from primary school levels to 

technical terms all by myself” (Hays, 2015). This indicates that it is not easy for many Indonesian 

workers to learn Japanese. Their talents and highly dependent on them, yet still being shunned.  

In the middle of booming construction industry, Japan has also faced some problems such as 

the 2011 earthquake, ageing population and low birth rates, as well as the weakening of Japanese 

Yen. Of course, this situation has an impact to the rate number of foreign workers. Moreover, 

some employers still need the unskilled foreign workers, while the immigration policy is stricter 

and more difficult to shift their status to become permanent immigrants. However, the Japanese 

government has also faced difficulties due to “the population decline cannot not be reversed 

without immigrants.” Besides that, the current system, namely TITP, which is meant to attract 

foreign youth “is so widely abused by Japanese employers and seriously condemned by the U.S. 

Department of State as "forced labour" in their report. Nevertheless, many Japanese analysts are 

still optimistic that the high number of unemployment especially in the developing countries 

such as Indonesia, Vietnam and, the Philippines still make Japan as a better and attractive place 

to work (CNBC, 10/12/2014). 
At this point, I can recognize that the situation of Indonesian workers in Japan also remains 

the same. However, the level of abuses is extremely lower compared to the cases involving 

Indonesian workers in Malaysia. In addition, in the context of Japan, foreign workers obtain huge 

attention from the public especially the NGOs. Furthermore, this difficult situation was also 

followed by some negotiations between the host and origin countries of foreign workers such as 

Indonesia and the Philippines. At the same time, the voice of migrant workers including from 

Indonesia was actually accommodated and recognized along with the existence of the NGOs. 

The NGOs in Japan were significantly seen as alternative power to migrant workers. Although, 

the bargaining power of NGOs was not as powerful as political forces, yet at least 

[…] the presence of a vocal, watchful, and knowledgeable group of 

people who are willing to confront the state on behalf of the migrants is 

critical because it forces government officials to be more careful and 

more accountable with what they say and do (Ryoko, 2015). 

One of the important points addressed by the NGOs was the Japan government urged to 

formulate “a policy that accepts overseas unskilled workers as human beings who will enter 

Japan to work and start new lives,” and “they are not robots to be returned after their visas end” 

(Kakuchi, 2014). 

This section concludes that Indonesian illegal workers face similar problems in whatever host 

countries. But, they got some distinctive values if they work illegally in Malaysia. Firstly, in 

terms of recruitment, Indonesian illegal workers are relatively more formal through TITP 

(Technical Intern Training Program). It means, upon their arrival, they mostly hold official 

document and have met the immigration procedures. However, no specific database is available 

that indicates the arrival of Indonesian workers in Japan were categorized as illegal especially 

through TITP program. Second, some employers also conducted exploitation towards Indonesian 

workers. Yet, the number is considerably low and did not gain huge media coverage as it is in 

Malaysia. These conditions have forced some Indonesian workers to escape from the old 

employers. They were triggered by some Indonesian colleagues that have promised a better job 

and salary albeit incredibly risky. Third, there also exist some negative consequences from 

migrant workers, they still gain huge attention and recognition from the public especially the 

NGOs. The Japanese people also admitted the big contribution of migrant labour including 

Indonesian illegal workers towards national development.    
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The Struggles  
 

For many Indonesians who have the experiences of working illegally whether in Malaysia or 

Japan, both were promising places to get better job and earn higher income. However, it was not 

easy to struggle in a culturally different country compared to in Indonesia, especially in terms of 

political system and law enforcement. Most Indonesian workers rationally understand that illegal 

working was risky, yet they also desire to change their situation and improve their income. 

Through interviews with former Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia and Japan, the author 

discovers some findings.  

Generally, Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia are satisfied with the performance of the 

government and their apparatus. They argue that some existing weaknesses still occur due to the small 

number of Malaysia’s corrupt officers. Muhammad states that “principally the government of 

Malaysia is good, yet only some stake holders have taken advantages on illegal workers” (Interview, 

19/4/2015). In the context of Malaysia, culture, religion and emotional relationships between the two 

countries are some important factors behind the increasing number of Indonesian illegal workers in 

Malaysia.  Muhammad goes on that “all are returned to the Serumpun (brotherhood) factor […] due 

to they prefer to work with “us” regardless of our status, legal or illegal.” Meanwhile, from Indonesian 

Foreign Ministry point of views, the Malaysian policy towards illegal workers was disappointing. He 

argues that “from time to time, year by year, the problems remain the same. I regret that Malaysian 

police only arrest Indonesian illegal workers. Whereas the “bad employers” are still untouchable from 

immigration prosecution (Interview, 11/6/2015). 

Following the mass deportation, for instance at the end of 2014 and early 2015, Indonesian 

foreign Ministry perceived that the immigration operation of Malaysia has procedurally 

appropriate. Malaysian government also granted dispensation towards Indonesian illegal workers. 

Malaysian government gave an amnesty and will facilitate those who will return to the home 

country through official procedure during the operation. However, they should pay for 

administration process. The Indonesian foreign ministry officer said that” Indonesian workers were 

required to pay RM800 which inclusive penalty (RM400), the IMAN agency3 (RM380) and 

insurance (RM20).” However, the Indonesian government is still concerned on pertaining issues, 

especially the role of immigration of Malaysia. In many cases, the Malaysian employers are rarely 

sentenced and charged in the court. According to the Indonesian Foreign Officer, the Malaysian 

immigration was allegedly involved and play crucial role in the immigration operation towards 

Indonesian workers (Interview, 11/6/2015). He continues to argue that” the omission of the 

employer and only arrest the illegal workers was one of the local government's failure to protect 

the victims of human trafficking (Indonesian foreign ministry officer’s Facebook page, 8/6/2015). 

Meanwhile, Chief of Malaysian Immigration Datuk Mustafa Ibrahim opposed the issue by stating 

that there is “no compound for bad employers, they will be sentenced in the court” (Astro Awani, 

25/2/2015). Nevertheless, the Indonesian officer stays pessimistic and sceptical since “it cannot be 

trusted” (Indonesian foreign ministry officer’s Facebook page, 23/6/2015). 

Regarding the punishment that will be received once they were arrested as illegal workers, some 

Indonesian workers have interesting experiences. As illegal workers were perceived that being 

arrested and jailed were the two consequences they should face. They mostly “will return to 

Malaysia once they have completed the official documents in the home country.” Simply because, 

“they enjoy and feel comfortable working in Malaysia.” Thus, some prisoners are taking it easy 

with the penalty charges and they only see it as risk costs. Many of them have been guaranteed by 

their boss, and they will be sponsored so that they could be released from jail through redeeming 

money mechanism. The imprisonment period is relatively short. After being jailed two or four 

months, they will be released. However, in fact, they should stay in jail longer than that period due 

to they have to queue for deportation. It means that the waiting period for deportation is longer than 

the actual period of imprisonment […], so it was odd (Interview, 19/4/2015). 

Throughout their life in Malaysia, the empirical data reveals that Indonesian illegal workers have 

faced different situations and conditions. However, they had become illegal since the work 

environment has forced them to enter Malaysia illegally or to escape from their employers. Mostly, 

                                                           
3 The IMAN Agency is the only recognized agency to handle Indonesian illegal workers’ deportation process.   
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they strongly desired to gain better wages and income from the new boss. For instance, Jemali who 

was in Malaysia for several years has got a fascinating story. He said that, generally, he is 

dissatisfied with his employer. According to him, “I did not receive the agreed salary of about 

RM600, but only earn RM300 which were not paid monthly. So, I was forced to owe my friend to 

fulfil for my daily needs.” However, he felt comfortable with the housing facilities in the middle of 

the plantation field. Nevertheless, he decided to escape from his employer and became an illegal 

worker, yet he was sadly deceived by the bad work agency. Finally, during his last seven months, 

he successfully found a good employer and earned better salary. Furthermore, he could also save 

some of his money and made preparation to return to Indonesia (Interview, 7/5/2014). 

Another story is about the exploitation and human trafficking practices against Indonesian workers. 

Mostly they did not know that they would be forced to become illegal workers. An Indonesian female 

worker has a tragic experience during her helper-life in Malaysia. She was forced to work from 6am 

until 12am or sometimes 1am in the early morning, that she has not imagined before. She was treated 

as a slave that should work 24 hours. She was also not allowed to perform her religious obligation of 

Shalat (praying). She did not predict that she fell into the hands of human trafficking syndicate. 

According to her, their operation was extremely smart and well organized. For example, prior her 

arrival in Port Klang, Malaysia by boat from Sumatra, she was given IDR 1,000,000 and RM5. She 

realized that the money belonged to her. Actually, the money was prepared as a guarantee usually 

required by immigration officer. But, someone would claim the money and seize her passport as they 

have passed the immigration check. Commonly, all illegal workers will be able to pass and enter 

Malaysia since corrupt officers were willing to be paid for only RM5. During their waiting period for 

job placement, they were served badly and strictly not permitted to contact their relatives or family in 

Indonesia. Finally, they will use all channels as they could reach and receive assistance especially 

from Indonesian Embassy or consulate in Malaysia. Eventually, she regretted her decision and 

planned to return home as soon as possible so she could start a new life in Indonesia (Indonesian 

foreign ministry officer’s Facebook page, 28/2/2015). 

I also got another story during my research in Sabah, East Malaysia. My colleague mentioned 

that a story happened when he was on board during his “illegal trip” from Nunukan, Indonesia 

to Tawau, Malaysia using a boat. Along with other companions of around 15 people, he 

successfully passed Malaysian border and reached the coastal point. Suddenly, the Malaysian 

police raided and forced them to stop from entering Malaysia. The police interrogated them and 

asked their documents, such as passport and visa. All the passengers could not show their 

identification documents. Nevertheless, something unpredictable happened. The police allowed 

all passengers to enter Malaysia and leave them. The police said that “I know your number is 

very big. It’s OK! Please continue your trip!” (Interview, 2009). In actual case, Malaysian police 

totally knew what have occurred, yet they acted differently. Because they recognized the illegal 

workers’ contribution as well as their problems and made it as if it is a normal business. 

Nevertheless, the border authorities of both sides – Indonesia and Malaysia – most responsible 

on this matter are allegedly the corrupt ones.  

In Japan, the situation was relatively different. This is because the policy and implementation of 

the Japanese government towards the immigrant workers including Indonesian were strict, but 

procedurally accepted. During the enforcement, mostly the authority apparatus did not use violence 

and tend to opt for negotiation. Consequently, illegal workers were also cooperative and did not 

resist against police. The following describes the extent of their perception towards the Japanese 

government and how they can survive during their illegal life in Japan. One of the former 

Indonesian illegal workers who had lived in Nagoya, Tokyo and Osaka admitted the following:  

I have never been arrested by police throughout in Japan. But, I have 

an interesting experience. One day, I was chased by the police on a 

car. Yet, I was cycling. They cannot arrest me due to I turned my 

way to a passage away. Another story, a night during Islamic holy 

month of Ramadhan, I decided to go early to the factory. Suddenly, 

police conducted operation and raided our hostel. All my fellow 

illegal workers had been arrested, except for me. I felt lucky due to 

my decision to stay in the factory had “saved” me from the arrest 

(Interview, 24/9/2015).  
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The above statement shows that he can survive in the midst of strict rule of law in Japan. 

Probably, some Indonesian illegal workers in Malaysia also got the same experience as those 

who work illegally in Japan. But, in the Japanese context, it was seen as more tolerance towards 

illegal workers. The narrative shows that the Japanese police should have chased him (suspect) 

and arrested the illegal workers. In fact, police did not make the arrest seriously and allowed him 

to escape. This demonstrated that the police realized the role of migrant workers – parallel with 

the public opinion. It means that the police considerably understood the migrant workers’ 

contribution towards Japanese national economy. Fatkhuri added the following: 

 The attitude of Japanese immigration and the police were 

marginally so kind to us and during in Japan, I have never met a sort 

of violence action occurred there. I think, they would respect us as 

long as we can answer and explain their questions and cooperate 

appropriately (Interview, 24/9/2015).  

It was seen that he has known the normal procedures and law enforcement in Japan. Despite 

the fact that he had lived in Japan for many years, their environment was also influenced by his 

knowledge about survival in Japan. It means that their friends, especially from Indonesia, will 

give assistance to those who have obstacles and difficulties regarding their works. In fact, many 

Indonesian workers were mostly dissatisfied with their job especially on the salary, which was 

considered not enough to feed the expensive lifestyle in Japan. Thus, becoming illegal was a 

realistic choice.  According to Fatkhuri “I have to be honest that being illegal was more profitable 

with higher wages than legal one. A legal worker will only receive approximately JPY 700 and 

those who can leave their employer and being illegal will earn JPY 1500.” However, he also 

warned those who want to go to Japan that the present situations are quite different. Because “the 

job vacancies were more tightened and the remaining chance was only in agriculture sector, 

which is challenging for many Indonesian youngsters” (Interview, 24/9/2015). 

Becoming illegal or also known as irregular workers is risky. But, sometimes some illegal 

workers do not care with the system that could actually protect them from various problems so 

as to survive in Japan. In such cases, for instance, local Japanese government and Indonesian 

Embassy have encouraged and urged both legal and illegal workers to report and contact their 

nearest offices. This is important in order to gain financial support for their family and fellows 

as well as for schooling and unemployment problem. Yet, for Indonesian especially from 

Minahasan ethnicity, they “tend to forego registration and funding, not only because they do not 

care or are not familiar with the regulations, but also because they are afraid of being arrested by 

the Immigration Bureau.” Probably this was a sample of the background of many Indonesian 

workers in Japan. It was believed that this was caused by the “effect of the system since their 

registration in their homeland is rife with problems of corruption and both natives and foreigners 

are often obliged to pay bribes to officials” (Pudjiastuti, 2015).  

Although the law infringement, especially for the immigration in Japan, will lead to the high 

punishment consequences, it is not hampering many Indonesian to return to Japan. This is 

because they realize that the penalty is not a burden. They believed that as long as they could 

explain clearly to the Japanese authority about their purpose, they optimistically could pass the 

immigration and security clearance. In the worst case Fatkhuri asserted that “if we failed to avoid 

police chase and finally arrested, usually we are given the chance to get flight ticket from various 

sources such as from donation or colleagues, and until they get the ticket.” Once they got the air 

ticket, they could leave Japan for Indonesia. But, not all Indonesian illegal workers are as lucky 

as Fatkhuri. The latest story, his friend failed and was promptly deported by Japanese 

immigration right after his arrival in the Japan airport. According to him, “my friend actually 

had been deported previously and were already blacklisted. But, he courageously decided to 

return to Japan. Unfortunately, the officer recognized him and deported him to Indonesia” 

(Interview, 24/9/2015). In contrast to this, based on my observation, many Indonesian workers 

in Malaysia that had been deported and blacklisted by the immigration of Malaysia were free to 

return to the country and continue to work illegally.   

All in all, this section demonstrates that Indonesian illegal workers face different situations 

either in Japan or Malaysia. However, some points that I got from this analysis are 1) their 

perception on the government were marginally positive; 2) Japan’s immigration regulations are 
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strict, yet generally accepted. Conversely, Malaysian immigration is also strict, but the illegal 

workers could tackle in various ways as some border officer are well-known as corrupt; 3) 

Japan’s authority gave opportunity to the Indonesian illegal workers to get the flight ticket so 

they can return to the home country. Malaysian government, however, will directly carry out 

deportation once the illegal worker is proven guilty and sentenced in court. 

  

 

Conclusion  
 

The trend of Indonesian migrant workers can be traced since the period of colonial era. Mostly 

they were deployed to particular areas such as Suriname, New Caledonia, Thailand and Sarawak. 

In the post-colonial era, the number gradually increases following the skyrocketing economic 

boom of some Asian countries including Malaysia and Japan. Both countries became an 

enticement to the Indonesian “unemployment”, notably in Java since it promises good salary. 

Unsurprisingly, their remittance successfully boosted and contributed to the national economy. 

Malaysia was perceived as the best destination that promises better income, cultures sharing, and 

geographical closeness even very risky. At least, Indonesian illegal workers have faced three 

situations namely demanded, exploited, and humiliated. While in Japan, some Indonesian 

workers were also attracted to have a better salary, but they should tackle the risk. However, they 

have gained huge attention particularly from NGOs. The Japanese people also admitted the big 

contribution of migrant labour, including the Indonesian illegal workers, towards Japan’s 

national development. Nevertheless, most Indonesian illegal workers perceived that the local 

government of either Malaysia or Japan was marginally positive. Despite the fact that some 

weaknesses definitely exist, yet they continue to return to these countries. Once they arrived, 

they would struggle until they could survive.   

The following table is the illustration of the similarities and the differences between Malaysia 

and Japan as destination countries for Indonesians especially illegal workers. 

 

Table 2: Similarities and the differences between Malaysia and Japan as destination countries 
 

Similarities Differences 

Malaysia Japan Malaysia Japan 

The demand for cheap labor 
Cultural and language 

similarity 

Cultural and language 

barrier 

Labor exploitations 
Mostly via illegal 

recruitment 

Via legal recruitment 

called TITP (Technical 

Intern Training Program) 

The employers keep the passports of their 

employees 

The contributions are 

recognized, but being 

humiliated and treated as 

a criminal especially by 

the government 

The contributions are 

recognized, but being 

treated fairly by the 

government 

Being placed in unskilled jobs 

Illegal workers are 

blacklisted, but easy to 

return to Malaysia 

through illegal channels 

Illegal workers are 

blacklisted, but difficult 

to return to Japan 

whether through official 

or illegal channels 
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