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Question 5.3: Should we allow freer movements of skilled and unskilled workers among the ten ASEAN member countries?

The presenter started her presentation by describing what is AEC to relate with the free movement of skilled and unskilled labor in the 10 member countries of ASEAN and the definition of the professional, skilled, and unskilled labor. 

She clarified that AEC stands for ASEAN Economic Community, which is the Geo-political and economic organization of ten countries located in Southeast Asia including Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. At first this agreement is actually set to launch in January 1, 2015 but it has been postponed for 12 months December 31, 2015. 

Additionally, she gives the meaning of (1) a professional as a person who is paid to undertake a specialized set of tasks and to complete them for a fee; (2) a skilled worker as a person who has some special skill, knowledge, or ability in their work; and (3) unskilled worker as a manual worker whose tasks require little or no training or experience.

Moving on to the topic of discussion, she stated that she disagrees with allowing freer movement of skilled labor and unskilled worker among the 10 member countries in ASEAN, because of five different reasons which will be explained in detail below.

1. Language Barrier
As Thailand is not an English-speaking country, many Thai people have very low English proficiency. Although Thai schools and universities have increasingly encouraged English classes and established bilingual program, Thai students still cannot apply English in the real situation. According to the survey by Education First international language school, Thailand is ranked 42nd out of 44 countries for ability in English.

2. Negative attitude toward working in some countries
In general Thai people have bad working attitude toward some neighbors such as Myanmar, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, because they believe that these countries are inferior to Thailand. Thus working in those countries will reflect a lower social status. However this aspect applies to other countries as well. The statistics from ASEAN Foundation shows a survey result collected from students from 200 universities in the member countries that more than half of those students want to work in Singapore while another 10 percent wants to work in Malaysia. As a matter of fact, Thailand only accounts for about 7 percent of the total students.

3. Foreign workers may influx into Thailand
When Thailand has a freer Labor movement, it may create more negative effect on skilled and unskilled labor than professionals, because those skilled and unskilled workers from our neighboring nations now can easily migrate into Thailand to replace domestic higher-wage workers. This may result in further unemployment in Thailand.

4. Diversion of foreign investment from Thailand
Thailand will be less attractive to foreign investors as its labor wages become relatively high compared to some other ASEAN countries especially the unskilled workers. Therefore, foreigners tend to invest more in other countries rather than in Thailand.


5. Thai skilled workers move from low-wage countries to higher-wage countries
Various Thai workers in some sectors especially healthcare and engineering tend to migrate to other countries such as Singapore and Malaysia where they pay higher wages or provide better working condition than Thailand. Eventually, Thai labor market may face a brain drain problem—losing intelligent workers—in these specific sectors in the near future.

This brings to an end of her presentation while she concluded that because all of the reasons above, she does not agree with a freer movement of labor in the ASEAN countries. However the commentator also asserted that she agrees with the presenter but she has some interesting points raised and worth to look upon. The commentator amounted up the argument by giving a reason that if Thailand encourages the free movement of labor among the member countries, it will create positive externality to Thai workers. As they have to compete in a wider market, they have to further train themselves and obtain higher education level especially in the language skills to gain their competitiveness. To link with the previous point, with better language proficiency, Thailand would become more attractive choice for Foreign Direct Investment. Moreover, although free movement of the workers does not benefit the employees, it does benefit the entrepreneurs as they can have more choices of distinguish workers to select from. Due to their profit maximizing incentive, they will choose the most qualified labor with the lowest wage required.

[bookmark: _GoBack]During the class discussion, Professor Praipol Koomsup further suggested that under the AEC agreement, the skilled workers are allowed to move freely among the 10 countries with some restrictions, for example the agreement now only allows 7 listed professions to be freely mobile. On the other hand, there is no agreement on allowing unskilled workers to move freely in the region. It is common to see, however, that those unskilled workers move to other countries illegally. He also made an argument on the fourth reason of the presenter that in order to attract more foreign direct investment, instead of contracting the market size, we should open Thai labor market for higher degree of competition to drive down the domestic wage and regain the competitiveness in terms of labor costs, thus attract more foreign investment.

Eventually the class discussion came to the conclusion that this topic is a controversial issue, because either we allow the freer movement or not it does affect Thai economy positively and negatively. 
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