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1. Introduction, Background, and Overview 

1.1	 General	Introduction	

The purpose of this research is to assess both the immediate and the long-term conse-
quences of the Thai 2011 floods on migrants from Myanmar, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic (Lao PDR), Cambodia and Vietnam and how migrants’ coping strategies and 
decisions during and after the crisis have been shaped by their legal and socioeconomic 
status. In particular the report investigates what happened to migrants since the beginning 
of the crisis, how they followed the developments of the floods, their experience of the 
natural disaster, their reactions and what migrants have learnt from this experience and 
whether they would react differently in the event of another flood. The study also analyses 
the response to the crisis by different stakeholders including government authorities, in-
tergovernmental organisations, civil society organisations, to which extent migrants were 
included and targeted in their response and migrants perception of the response of those 
stakeholders. 

The research has been conducted under the European Union-funded project “Migrants 
in Countries in Crisis: Supporting an Evidence-based Approach for Effective and Coop-
erative State Action” which aims at providing accessible, methodologically robust and 
policy relevant data on the migration implications of crisis situations in host countries. 

The presented findings are based on desk research and empirical data collection con-
ducted in Thailand between March-June 2016. The fieldwork was conducted in locations 
chosen because of the high concentration of migrant populations from Myanmar, Cam-
bodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam and also being highly affected by the 2011 Thai floods. At 
the time of the report no empirical research had been conducted on the impact of the 2011 
floods on international migrants in the country in particular focusing on the long-term 
consequences of the crisis on the migrants themselves and on the response of different 
stakeholders working either on migration issues or on natural disaster management and 
response. 

1.2 Background of the Thai Floods 2011

The 2011 floods are the worst flooding that Thailand had suffered in the past 60 years: the 
water covered more than six million hectares of land in 66 of the country’s 77 provinces 
and affected more than 13 million people (UNDP 2012). The floods caused an estimated 
1,425 billion Baht (45.7 billion US dollars / 42.6 billion Euro) in economic losses (The 
World Bank 2012). About 1.5 million people were displaced due to the floods– making 
it the second largest natural disaster globally in 2011 in terms of number of people dis-
placed (IDMC 2012). Precise data on the number of casualties as a result of the flooding 
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varies depending on the source. According to United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and World Bank reports, more than 680 lives were lost during the 2011 floods; 
however, various other sources have reported as high as 884 deaths (Aon Benfield 2011). 
Thailand’s climate is carachterised by a so called ‘rainy season’ which occours between 
mid-May and mid-October during whitch the Southwest Monsoon causes abundant 
amounts of rainfall over the central and northern part of the country reaching the peak 
levels of precipitation normally in August and September (Aon Benfield 2011). Due to its 
climate the country is prone to seasonal flash floods and river flooding even though dams, 
irrigation canals and flood detention basins have been built in recent years to mitigate 
flood damage (Aon Benfield 2011). The 2011 floods were particularly severe because 
of a number of consequent storms and a tropical storm Nock-Ten which intesified and 
prolongued the typical seasonal weeks of rain. The problems were exacerbated by critical 
government decisions in the management of the water reservoirs, in particular the deci-
sion to divert the water to the east and west of Bangkok in the attempt to spare the inner 
city (The World Bank 2012). 

This crisis context has been chosen as a case study to show what happens to migrants 
in cases of natural disasters for two reasons. First, Thailand is an upper middle-income 
country (The World Bank 2012). which attracts a high number of migrants from the re-
gion and at the time of the crisis many migrants were living and working in Thailand, 
especially in the areas affected by the floods. Second, the distance in time between the 
crisis (end of 2011) and the data collection and analysis (2016) allow the researchers to 
observe mid-term and long-term consequences in the post-crisis phase. 

At the time of the floods there were approximately 3.5 million international migrants 
living in Thailand (Huguet, cHaMratritHirong, and natali 2012), of which the majority 
were from the neighbouring countries of Myanmar, Lao PDR and Cambodia. Because the 
floods had an impact on such a large percentage of Thailand’s total geographical surface 
area, just as many residents and industries were affected so too were the migrants residing 
there. According to the official statistics reported by UNDP and the World Bank, as of 
September 2011, over 870,000 migrants (excluding unregistered migrant workers) lived 
and worked in provinces that were affected by the floods (UNDP 2012). No official data 
is available for unregistered migrant workers living in the areas affected by the flooding. 
According to koser (2014), the Thai Labour Ministry estimated that up to one million 
migrant workers were living and working in the flood affected areas at the time of the 
flooding. 

The MICIC project research focuses largely on post-crisis issues, primarily the situation 
after a specific crisis event, including both natural disasters and civil unrest. Still, in the 
case of Thailand, due to the limited availability of research on the pre-crisis or emergency 
phases of the 2011 floods, these phases are also partially covered. The study will therefore 
report what emerged from interviews and desk research conducted on the mechanisms in 
place in case of a natural disaster and to what extent these include (or exclude) migrants 
and non-nationals. The alert system, transmission of information, the evacuation proce-
dures and the access to shelter and support or repatriation are also analysed. As explained 
below, this shows that migrants’ access to such support was constrained by language 
barriers and in some cases lack of valid travel documents. Due to its importance, also 
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confirmed by our research, in affecting migrants’ decisions during the floods the existing 
migrants’ registration system, its exceptions and its limits in case of a major disaster that 
require evacuation is also included in the study. The goal is to understand how this system 
affected migrants’ decisions during the crisis, including the formal costs of evacuation 
that migrants had to pay to leave the affected areas. 

For the post-crisis phase, the focus of this research is on the consequences of the crisis 
on migrants, what happened to them if they remained in the country, if they had left and 
then returned, including migrants’ possibility to go back to their pre-floods job or find-
ing a new one, their ability to access compensation mechanisms and their contribution to 
reconstruction and rebuilding.

1.3 Research Methods and Data Sample

This study is based on desk research and empirical data collection in Thailand. The desk 
research included review of academic literature, reports, and statistical data on the inter-
related issues of crisis, international migration, and natural (and human-made) disasters, 
especially in the regional Thai context. 

The empirical data was collected between 27 of March and 28 June 2016 and consists of 55 
semi-structured interviews with migrants from Myanmar, Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet-
nam and 43 interviews with various stakeholders including Thai authorities, representatives 
of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), Intergovernmental Organisations (IOs) and further 
experts including academics and practitioners (see the list of interviews, pp. 170ff). 

The Institute for Population and Social Research (IPSR), Mahidol University, acted as 
a local research partner in Thailand and conducted the majority of the interviews while 
ICMPD (co)conducted most of the interviews with authorities (together with IPSR) and 
intergovernmental organisations.

a. Interview Design and Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews based on a common set of guidelines have been used throughout 
the MICIC research which outlined basic data and questions to be addressed through the 
interviews. The guidelines were refined for the Thailand study in discussion between IPSR 
and ICMPD which identified specific topics and questions for the various target groups. For 
interviews with migrants, these included socio-demographic and migration data as well as 
the following interview themes: migration experience, living and working condition before 
the floods, realisation and information of/about the floods, migrant responses, emergency 
measurements, role of family and relatives left-behind, employer’s response, response and 
reactions of others within Thailand, response from migrant’s home countries, unequal treat-
ment, actions after the flood, actions in case of repeating crisis, future plans. For each inter-
view consent was granted either verbally or in written form. All interviews were recorded 
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and transcribed. Data from all migrant respondents was collected anonymously. For inter-
views with other stakeholders,2 the name, the position of the interviewee, the organisation 
of the interviewee and the location of interview was noted. Questions were customised 
according to the group of stakeholders interviewed (authorities, experts, CSOs, IOs), and 
included themes such as: role of organisation/authority before the flood, relevant policies in 
place before the flood, response, target groups and policies during the flood, assessment of 
stakeholder cooperation, assessment of regional and/or international responses, and lessons 
learned. Stakeholder interviews were furthermore used to reflect on information gathered 
in previous interviews with migrants and/or desk research. In addition to the interview 
guidelines, researchers used their observations and informal conversations with interview 
partners before, during, and after the “formal interview”.

b. Data Sample

Migrants

The overall sample of migrant interviews includes 55 interviews with respondents from 
Myanmar, Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam. There is no claim of reaching a representa-
tive sample of the poulation, but in order to draw on generalisable outcomes, we sought 
to represent the diversity and distribution of the overall population by the selection of 
respondents given the information collected in the desk reachar and the preparation work 
for the case study. Our sample is designed based on national background of migrants, place 
(province of residence), migrants’ legal status, occupation, gender and age (Table 1). 

2) In the case of stakeholders a consent form was presented and explained to the interviewee at the 
beginning of the interview to be checked choosing the level of consent given and signed. The 
form includes four levels of consent: 

 a.  Full disclosure: Reference to name, role, department and organisation in research reports; 
 b.  Partial disclosure 1: Reference to organisation only in research reports; 
 c.  Partial disclosure 2: Reference to type of organisation (EU body, country, NGO, etc.) in 

research reports; 
 d.  No disclosure: Name, role, department and organisation of the interviewee is not recorded – 

anonymous. Interviews with migrants were anonymous, but consent was still granted either 
verbally or in written form. 

Table 1: National background and place of origin by background of interviewed migrants

Nationality/Place of origin Number Percentage  
of sample

Nationality
– Myanmar 28 51
– Cambodia 11 20
– Vietnam 10 18
– Lao PDR 6 11 continue  

next page
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In our sample about half of the respondents are migrants from Myanmar, followed by 
those from Cambodia, Vietnam and Lao PDR respectively. In Thailand, migrants from 
Myanmar, Cambodia, and the Lao PDR amounted to an estimated 2,766,968 in 20133 
and these three groups together count for 75–90 percent of the total foreign population 
residing and working in Thailand.4 As a matter of fact, throughout Thailand, work permits 

3) This includes 1,082,892 migrants with work permits and 1,592,870 with irregular status (Hu
guet 2014). 

4) The actual number of foreigners living in Thailand is unknown but estimated to be between 3.5 
million and 4 million people in total (Huguet 2014, p. 1). Using data of the Ministry of Labour, 
the Immigration Bureau, the Office for Higher Education and the Department of Provincial 
administration, Huguet (2014) estimated 3,681,245 foreigners of whom 75.2 percent are (reg-
istered and non-registered) workers from Myanmar, Cambodia, and the Lao PDR. These 75.2 
percent however do not include temporary stayers (e.g. on visa extension or those who stay with 
a Thai partner), students, stateless persons or displaced persons who might also – at least partly 
– originate from these countries. 

Nationality/Place of origin Number Percentage  
of sample

Myanmar
– Karen State 7 25
– Shan State 1 4
– Tanintharyi Region 5 18
– Mandalay Region 1 3
– Mon State 9 32
– Kayin State 3 10
– Rakhine State 1 4
– Yangon Region 1 4
Cambodia
– Banteay Meanchey 2 18
– Battambang 5 46
– Kampong Thom 1 9
– Koh Kong 2 18
– Cambodia (not specific) 1 9
Vietnam
– Ha Tinh 9 90
– Hanoi 1 10
Lao PDR
– Champasak 1 17
– Savannakhet 5 83
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in low-skilled jobs are currently only granted to labourers from Myanmar (the major-
ity, around 77 percent of the total work permits), Cambodia (18 percent), and Lao PDR 
(5 percent) leaving few options for migrants coming from other countries (IOM 2016,  
p. 10). 

Our interview sample also includes Vietnamese migrants as their presence in Thailand 
is increasing and they are widely neglected by existing research on migration and mi-
grant workers and because in 2011 they were living and working in flood affected ar-
eas (Huyen nguyen and WalsH 2014). The heavily flooded areas in central Thailand, 
especially Nakhon Pathom province, constitute one of the most important destination 
areas for Vietnamese migrants in the country. Unfortunately there is no accurate data on 
the number of Vietnamese migrant workers living in Thailand, however the informa-
tion collected during our interviews by migrant respondets and the fact that Thailand 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on migrant workers with Vietnam in 
2015 (the country currently has MoUs with Maynamar, Laos PDR and Cambodia the 
major countries of origin of migrant workers) indicates that migration from Vietnam is a 
growing phenomena. Ineligible to apply for low-skilled work permits until 2015, many 
Vietnamese in Thailand were working without a work permit at the time of the crisis 
and therefore not reflected in labour market statistics. Interviewed Vietnamese migrant 
workers suggested that the number of Vietnamese migrant workers in Thailand could 
be up to 100.000 persons.5 

5) IPSR interviews 28.03.2016 and 05.06.2016.

Table 2: Relevance of migration and flood risk in sample provinces

Province
Number of 
registered  
migrantsa

Province rank – 
greatest number 

of migrants

Level of (gen-
eral)	flood	and 
 mudslide risk

Number of 
interviews 

conducted with 
migrants

Samut Sakhon 224,574 3 Medium 7
Pathum Thani 187,906 4 Medium 13
Nonthaburi 98,654 7 High 16
Nakhon Pathom 76,094 10 High 14
Ayutthayab 34,593c 17 High 5

a) Refers to the number of MoU and NV migrants from Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 
Myanmar, as of July 2015, excluding pre-2015 registered migrant workers awaiting national verification.

c) Ayutthaya was not mentioned in the IOM list of “occurrence of natural hazards in high-immigration provin-
ces” (IOM 2016, p. 28) but was heavily affected by the 2011 floods and the province is described as “suscep-
tible to fluvial flooding generated in the upstream catchment, as well as pluvial flooding that can result from 
intense rainfall” (VojinoVic et al. 2016) and is thus categorised as a “high risk area” by the authors of this 
report. 

c) Ministry of Labour Statistics, July 2015 (http://wp.doe.go.th/wp/images/statistic/sm/58/sm0758.pdf) and  
Ayutthaya Labour Office (http://www.ayutthaya.go.th/Ayu/Labor.html).

Source: Adapted from IOM 2016, p. 28.
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The field research took place in locations which were highly affected by the 2011 Thai 
floods and which host a significant number of migrant populations from Myanmar, 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Vietnam. Based on these two main criteria the provinces 
of Nakhon Pathom, Samut Sakhon, Ayutthaya, Pathum Thani, and Nonthaburi were 
selected. These provinces are part of Thailand’s central administrative region which 
geographically is located only between 0.5 to 2 metres above sea level and they are 
classified as medium to high level flood and mudslide risk (Table 2). This structural 
factor combined with the mismanagement of land and water resources by the respective 
governing authorites made the area prone to floods. As a matter of fact in the attempt to 
protect the city centre of Bangkok from the floods, water was directed to the provinces 
to the North and West such as Ayutthaya, Pathum Thani and Nakhon Pathom. Thus, 
much of Bangkok and other provinces directly south of the capital city could be mostly 
spared (IOM 2016, p. 34). Additional stakeholder interviews were conducted in Bang-
kok where government authorities, civil society organisations and international organi-
sations have their main offices and in Tak province, in particular the locality of Mae Sot, 
the main official border crossing point for migrants from Myanmar entering Thailand.

The areas where interviews were conducted have a high concentration of migrants. 
Table 2 illustrates the number of registered migrants living in the areas, but the figures 
are certainly higher when non registered migrants are also considered. Our sample in-
cludes both registered and unregistered migrants and differentiates among several status 
possibilities. The criterion of the migrants’ status – ranging from undocumented to the 
obtainment of a temporary work permit and the formal channels of national verification 
or a MoU (see Chapter 2.2) – is important as it has impacts on the freedom of movement 
as well as the migrant’s general rights in Thailand. About one quarter of respondents in 
this study (respectively 22 percent during the flood 2011 and 28 percent at the time of 
data collection 2016) hold only a passport or a national identification card but no work 
permit in Thailand. These include not only Vietnamese migrants who stay and work in 
Thailand without a work permit but also those migrants awaiting passports issued by 
the country of origin. Importantly, during the flood, one in three migrants interviewed 
did not hold any document that showed their legal status making them eligible to live or 
work in Thailand. When asked about their current legal status in 2016, only two of the 
respondents in this study were still undocumented, while the majority now has regular 
work permits. The change in our sample is aligned with the jump in migrants’ registra-
tions following the 2014–2015 nationwide registration of irregular working migrants’ 
campaigns. Of the migrants of our sample who are still irregular (without work per-
mit or residence permit) in 2016, ten are Vietnamese. The Ministry of Labour (MOL) 
opened a registration window from January to December 2015 for the Vietnamese to 
apply for one–year work permits in specific sectors. However the work permit registra-
tion period was already closed at the time of the data collection in 2016 and also only 
migrants who had arrived before August 10, 2015 with a valid passport were already 
working as manual labourers or service providers. 

During/before the floods in 2011, interviewed migrants mostly worked in various fac-
tories, animal farms, construction sites, as sales persons or domestic workers. Factories 
were mainly small-scale producing wooden items, jewellery, garments or electronics as 
well as animal farms. While the fishing and seafood processing industry forms a signifi-
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cant market of employment for migrants in Thailand in general, these industries were 
not covered in the data collection, since provinces in which these industries are based 
suffered comparably minor damages.

In terms of demographic background, more females than males were interviewed in this 
study, resulting in 42 and 58 percent for males and females, respectively. Respondents 
were not selected by gender only by nationality because we used interviews The aver-
age age of the respondents is 32.8 years, while the largest group refers to the 30-34 
year-old cohort. About three quarters (76.4 percent) were married or in a relationship 
with a regular partner in 2011. The age of the mingrants interviewed ranged from 19 
years old to 50 years at the time of the interview. During the time of the flood, five of 
our research participants were minors, under 18 years old. At the time, they were living 
with their older brothers or sisters, separated from the parents who were either working 
somewhere else in Thailand or had remained in the origin country. 

Other Stakeholders

Stakeholders targeted for interviews can be summarised in four groups: authorities, 
civil society organisations (CSOs), international organisations (IOs), and experts and 
private sector actors, 12 interviews were conducted with both authorities and CSOs 
while 10 interviews were conducted respectively with IOs and 9 with experts and pri-
vate sector actors, resulting in an overall sample of 43 stakeholder interviews (Table 3). 
All authorities and organisations were sampled because of their relevance to the flood 
response in general, and in most cases, also in particular with regard to the response 
towards migrants during the flood and/or their work on migration issues. Experts were 
chosen based on their expertise in the fields of flood response and/or migration policy. 
Private sector actors were chosen based on their relevant experiences during the flood, 
in order to complete the emerging picture of support towards migrants during the flood. 

Table 3: Stakeholder interviews conducted in Thailand

Type of Stakeholder Specification Number

Authorities ministries, provincial offices, immigration offices, an 
embassy, local district administration office, and one 
anonymous government official

12

Civil Society Organisa-
tions

national and international NGOs/CSOs, migrants organ-
isations, labour union, and a shelter volunteer

12

Intergovernmental  
Organisations

international organisations with a duty station in Thai-
land, as well as other international stakeholders in-
volved in the flood response

10

Experts and Private  
Sector Actors

academic experts, university shelter administration, a 
factory manager, and a shop owner

9

Total 43
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Most of the stakeholder interviews took place in Bangkok as the capital city hosts most 
of their headquarters. However, we also interviewed migrant associations such as the 
Yaung Chi Oo Worker Association (based in Mae Sot close to the Myanmar border) 
and the NGO Foundation for AIDS Rights (FAR) in Rayong province (Eastern Thai-
land closer to Cambodia) that work and are based at ‘migrant hot spots’ outside of 
Bangkok. 

c. Challenges in the Field

IPSR researchers encountered the following challenges in the field when approaching or 
interviewing migrants. First, it was difficult finding migrants who were in Thailand and 
affected by the flood in 2011 and still stayed in one of the flood-prone areas. Due to the 
transient nature of many small businesses, their work contract that only allows them to 
work in Thailand for a certain period (usually six months to two years), the temporality 
of construction sites and migrants’ wishes to move or change residence, migrant workers’ 
lives are characterised by a high degree of mobility. Second, gaining access and building 
rapport/trust with interview partners was a pre-identified risk. The field interviewers found 
that gaining access became less challenged with pre-existing personal connections (with 
migrants themselves or employers). Referrals from migrants, health volunteers, landlords 
or other acquaintances also helped with both gaining access and building rapport/trust. 
Third, many interviewed migrants felt uncomfortable being audio recorded. 

To address this issue, the research team tried to explain the ethics of the research again and 
the reasons why it is necessary to audio record the interviews. We also ensured their confi-
dentiality and anonymity. Yet, a few migrants refused to give interviews when researchers 
asked to audio record the interview and therefore were not interviewed. The research team 
had an experience interviewing migrants at their workplace and found that there might be 
some bias to the answers they gave e.g. when they glossed over their employers’ behaviour 
during the flood. The presence or proximity of other people during the interview such as 
landlords or Thai neighbours also made migrants uncomfortable discussing issues about 
their legal status. The attendance of others “automatically shifts behaviour and discourse 
toward public behaviour and socially proper responses” (levy and Hollan 1998, p. 340). 
Interviews were aimed to be conducted in a casual setting away from the respondents’ 
family, friends, and employers, but this was not possible in every interview situation. 

Finally, researchers noted some contradictions and conflicting data during the interviews, 
especially regarding legal status and how and when interviewees came to Thailand. For 
example, a migrant might at first have responded that he or she had arrived in Thailand 
in a certain year, only to mention later that they were in the country already at an earlier 
date. Or,at the beginning of the interview they might not have wanted to admit that they 
did not have a work permit at the time of the floods. Memories might also be tricked by 
the time lag involved,and the very complex Thai registration system. To address these 
issues, when migrants talked about their legal documents the researchers asked, when 
feasible, if they could see the documents, or they asked follow-up questions to check the 
accuracy of the information.
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Challenges in relation to stakeholder interviews included difficulties in scheduling ap-
pointments, especially with government authorities. At the initial stage, many phone calls 
were required before being eventually transferred to the person knowledgeable about the 
issue investigated. Time and patience were required to finally get a hold of the correct 
person. Many, especially the authorities, were sceptical about the consent form. They 
tended to be guarded once we informed them we needed their signature to consent to 
the interview and audio recording for drafting the transcripts. Despite all the sceptics, 
interviewees participated in the interview anyway but kept the form signing until the end 
of the interview. In general authorities seemed to be reluctant when referring to other 
governmental organisations. When they talked about other organisations, they typically 
asked our research team to turn off the recorder or not to include this information in a 
publication/report. In addition, they tended not to want to represent their organisation 
when giving an interview as they seemed to think some information was too sensitive and 
it could jeopardise their career. The research team handled this issue by emphasising that 
there were four levels of disclosure from which they could choose based on their level of 
comfort. The team also informed them that they had the right to refrain from answering 
any questions, and that the presentation of the findings would be strictly anonymous.

d. Data Analysis

Two methods were used to analyse the interviews, according to the different types of 
interviews conducted. While stakeholder interviews were conducted in order to gather 
information, opinions and check facts, migrant interviews were more nuanced since they 
also captured the complex, lived experiences of migrants during the flood. According-
ly, migrant interviews were analysed in greater depth than stakeholder interviews. For 
stakeholder interviews, a list of codes was pre-established based on desk research and 
interview guideline themes. All stakeholder interviews were then coded with MaxQda 
qualitative analysis software, with the coding tree expanding during the coding process, 
i.e. adding of new sub-categories to established codes. This process provided easier ac-
cess and overview of all information gathered through stakeholder interviews in order to 
facilitate case study drafting.

For interviews with migrants, the research team adopted a simplified version of Grounded 
Theory coding involving the interlinked analytical steps of “open” and “axial coding”. The 
first step consists in analysing the data collected is called “open coding” (strauss 1987; 
corBin and strauss 1996) or “initial coding” (cHarMaz 2006) and involve assigning ini-
tial code names to the empirical data. Coding means categorising parts of the data with a 
name/word that summarises and accounts for each piece of the data. This process involves 
analytical tools such as asking questions about phenomena and comparing incidents while 
similar phenomena in the data receive the same code name. For this early process, the team 
conducted selected microanalysis in form or line by-line coding. All 55 migrant interview 
transcripts have been (micro) analysed and are included in the content of this report. The 
thoughts and ideas generated in the context of “open coding” were also written down in 
memos which help explain empirical phenomena and stimulate analytical thinking. The 
open coding process resulted in a list of concepts and memos that expanded upon the 
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concepts by including further details, ideas, and reflections contained in the piece of data. 
In addition to thoroughly describing and reflecting upon concepts, concepts were revised, 
sorted, and grouped in order to achieve a classification of concepts. Classified or grouped 
concepts have a higher level of abstraction and are therefore called categories. 

While the first steps of analysis outlined above focused on breaking data apart by devel-
oping preliminary concepts and categories as well as their properties and dimensions, 
the second level of analysis, called axial coding (corBin and strauss 1996), consisted in 
crosscutting or relating concepts/categories to each other. Axial coding relates categories 
to subcategories, so its analysis is conducted around one category, and gives coherence 
to the emerging analysis. While engaged in axial coding, strauss and corBin suggest 
the use of a coding paradigm in order to make hypotheses and links between categories. 
This includes making explicit the comparable relations with larger structural conditions 
(strauss 1987, p. 79). Thereby the central phenomenon, idea or action (category) can be 
linked to subcategories. The advantage of this form of coding is the focus on empirical 
data.6 Given the lack of available data on migrant experiences and perspectives of crisis 
situations, especially in Thai contexts, we consider it as important that analytical codes 
and concepts derive directly from ‘grounded’ data, not from pre-formulated hypotheses 
and fixed theoretical frameworks.

2. Crisis Situation and Long-Term Consequences

2.1 Migration History, Demography, and Human Capital Factors

In the early 1980s Thailand began its shift from an import substitution industrialisation 
strategy of the previous two decades towards developing an export-oriented and labour-
intensive economy (siripracHai 1998). The low-skilled labour shortages in certain sec-
tors of the Thai economy and the jobs, which had now become undesirable for many Thai 
workers, began to be filled by refugees and migrant populations, fleeing economic and 
political uncertainty in neighbouring Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR (Huguet and 
cHaMratritHirong 2011). Thailand moved from being a net exporter to a net importer of 
migrant labour by the late 1980s – a trend that continued into the 1990s. Several structural 
factors contributed to the flow of low-skilled migration into Thailand during this period, 
including the tightness of the labour market (Thai employers could not easily fill jobs), the 
increasing demographic deficit (given a combination of emigration, urbanisation and an 
abrupt drop in fertility) and the widening of the disparities in economic development and 
GDP between Thailand and its neighbours (ibid.). The long and porous borders shared 
with neighbouring countries plus the possibility of entering Thailand either for tourist 

6) Although grounded theory is critical of the use of technical literature and conceptual frame-
works for early stages of the research, approaches pursued by corBin, HilDenBranD, kelle, and 
strauss allow and recommend its usage for the purpose of enhancing a researcher’s sensitivity, 
providing frame and loose direction, and facilitating comparison.
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purposes without a visa for nationals of some countries (Lao PDR and Vietnam)7 or for 
the day in some border regions to participate in the local markets, favoured the arrivals 
of migrants into the country. Migration to Thailand continued to increase and at the time 
of the floods in 2011 there were more than 3.5 million persons without Thai nationality 
estimated to be living in the country, of which more than 3 million were working (Hu
guet and cHaMratritHirong 2011). Thailand became an upper middle income country 
in 2011 and despite a reduction in GDP growth to 3.5 percent over 2005–2015 (compared 
to 7.5 percent of the economic boom years 1986–1996) it has a dynamic economy and 
remains a country of destination for a large number of international migrants, including 
circular and seasonal migrants. 

2.2 Legal Situation and Relevance for Migrant Status 

Despite this demand for migrant labour and increasing numbers of migrants reaching 
the country, Thailand’s restrictive employment laws do not allow low-skilled migra-
tion (sciortino and punpuing 2009). This legal void created the ideal conditions under 
which the market for brokers8 and smugglers began to flourish and thousands of unreg-
istered migrants came to work in the country (Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011). 
The government attempted to tackle the issue through the implementation of amnesty 
programmes. The first one was started in 1992 under Cabinet Resolution and was open 
only to migrants coming from Myanmar (Table 4). Although these programmes were of-
fered almost annually and many employers and migrant workers utilised them,9 they only 
allowed for a “quasi-regularisation” of migrants by allowing “persons employed irregu-
larly” to become registered and to legally to work for one to two years. However, from 
an immigration point of view, the worker’s status remained “illegal, pending deporta-
tion” even in possession of this registration, due to their initial unrectified “illegal entry” 
(ibid.). Furthermore, another round of Cabinet resolutions in Thailand in 2001 restricted 
these registrations by province, requiring that registered migrants live in the province of 
their registration, given their “illegal” status.

Another important issue that increases the precariousness and also complicates the mi-
grant registration system is that registrations are only temporary, lasting just for one or 
two years after which an extension or another registration is required, for example in case 

7) Citizens from Lao PDR and Vietnam, as other 50 countries, can enter Thailand for tourist pur-
poses with valid passports without a visa and are granted a maximum stay of 30 days both if 
they enter via airport or land border (http://www.thaiembassy.com/thailand/changes-visa-ex-
empt.php).

8) A broker in this case is a third party who acts as a middle man between the employer and em-
ployee. Brokers are the people who organise employment for migrants who are already in Thai-
land or are coming to Thailand but they are not involved in the journey that takes the migrants to 
Thailand or to the place of work. When brokers are also involved in transporting non-nationals 
iirregularly to Thailand or inside Thailand then they are de facto smugglers. 

9) Migrant registration openings usually last 30 days, and are restricted to those who had registered 
previously (Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011).
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the migrant moves to a different region. Migrants lose their status fairly quickly and eas-
ily which makes the entire registration system even more inefficient. 

In addition to registering low-skilled, irregular migrants already living in Thailand, the 
Government of Thailand signed Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) on employment 
cooperation with Lao PDR (2002), Cambodia and Myanmar (2003) over the course of 
2002–2003. Under the MoU migrant workers from the three neighbouring countries 
could legally come to Thailand for work mostly with temporary passports. Although the 
MoUs do not specify in which sectors workers shortages in one country can be filled by 
labour force coming from another country, some of the countries of origin have restriction 
on deploying migrants to work in low-skilled jobs. In particular the Decree governing la-
bour migration from the Lao PDR indicates that professions that ‘‘do not broadly develop 
skills and/or technical knowledge, are contrary to tradition, culture and law or are danger-
ous to the health and safety of workers’’ 10 are to be excluded, but this somewho contra-
dicts the fact that migrants workers from Lao PDR actually arrived in Thailand to work 
as domestic workers under the MoU (ILO 2015). Similarly a directive by the Cambodian 
Prime Minister stated excluded from the sectors of recruitment the Thai fishing industry 
because of the dangers related to this occupation. Despite the early signature of the MoUs 
it took a long time for the MoUs to be actually implemented (2006 for Lao PDR and Cam-
bodia and 2009 for Myanmar) and in general they never became very successful. One of 

10) Article 38 of the Labour Law (Amended) as explained in ILO (2015).

Table 4: Major policy changes in migrant workers administration

1992 First registration of irregular migrant workers under Cabinet Resolution (only Myanmar 
in particular sectors and provinces) afterward annual registration offered. 

2001 Registrations restricted by province: registered migrants must live and remain in the 
province of registration.

2002 MoU with Lao PDR signed
2003 MoU with Cambodia and Myanmar signed
2004 Registration opened to three nationalities Lao PDR, Cambodia and Myanmar (low-

skilled) in all sectors and all provinces
2006 Implementation of MoUs with Cambodia and Lao PDR
2007 Cabinet accept policy on National Verification (NV)
2009 Implementation MoU with Myanmar
2010 First deadline of the NV
2012 Second and third deadline of the NV
2013 Fourth deadline of NV
2014 Nation-wide registration of irregular migrant workers at One Stop Service Centre 

(OSSC) (Round 1)
2015 (OSSC) (Round 2) including fisheries migrant workers and Vietnamese migrant workers

Source: Compiled by the authors based on various sources and the table  
from cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul 2016.
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the possible reasons is that MoUs are costly and complicated, particularly for migrants 
already having difficulties obtaining documents: the services of a recruitment agency are 
needed to complete the MoU process and this takes a minimum of 53 days (MMN 2015).

In 2004 additional registration policies were introduced allowing migrants from Myan-
mar, Lao PDR and Cambodia already in Thailand to register for a one-year temporary 
ID card free of charge and independent of an employer (MMN 2015). The success of 
these open registration policies indirectly exhibited the high number of migrants which 
had already entered the country either irregularly or overstayed their visas. Altogether 
1,284,920 migrants registered, of which 70 percent were from Myanmar, 15 percent from 
Cambodia and 15 percent from Lao PDR (MMN 2015). Of those registered, 849,552 
migrants registered for a work permit (ibid.). 

In parallel of signing MoUs and establishing a legal way for supporting low-skilled mi-
gration into Thailand another method was established for legalising registered migrants 
already living and working in the country: Nationality Verification (NV). Through this 
process, the registered (but de facto “illegal”) workers were able to acquire legal status. 
More specifically, certification by the NV process, entitles migrants from Lao PDR and 
Myanmar to obtain temporary passports while Cambodian migrants receive a certificate 
of identification (CI) (sasiWongsaroJ 2014, p. 63). Between 2010 and 2014, the deadline 
for completing the NV process was postponed four times because most of the people reg-
istered failed to complete their NV and therefore they allowed them to be registered for 
an additional year and extend the time for completing the NV (Table 4). 

When completed, the NV grants migrants certain rights, including access to social security, 
work accident compensation, access to motorbike licenses and unrestricted travel with-
in Thailand, as well as between Thailand and the migrant’s home countries (Huguet and 
cHaMratritHirong 2011). Table 6 in chapter 2.3 below summarises migrants’ rights and 
access to services as a result of their legal status. As part of the NV process, registered mi-
grants need to provide personal data to origin countries for verification, and if the migrant 
does not have possession of the relevant documents this might require returning to the 
country of origin to obtain them (ibid.). Government officials from Lao PDR and Cambodia 
in occasion of the registration amnesties sent representatives to Thailand to validate the 
personal data of their migrant workers; however, representatives from Myanmar did not 
(ibid.). Therefore it was relatively easier for migrants coming from Lao PDR and Cambodia 
to complete the NV process. In July 2009, Myanmar opened NV centres at the border with 
Thailand in Tachilek (Mae Sai on the Thai side of the border), Myawaddy (Mae Sot on the 
Thai side of the border) and Kawthaung (Ranong on the Thai side of the border). As late as 
July 2010, Myanmar opened its first NV centre on Thai soil in Ranong (Hall 2012b). Be-
fore this time, migrants wishing to complete the NV had to cross the border to Myanmar.11 

11) Registered migrant workers from Myanmar are not able to complete their NV at their embassy 
or consulates. In general, Myanmar’s embassies and consulates offer limited assistance to mi-
grant workers and deny irregular workers access to consular assistance on the basis that they had 
left Myanmar in breach of immigration laws. Myanmar Immigration (Emergency Provisions) 
Act 1947 states in Article 3.2 that “No citizen of Myanmar shall enter without a passport […].” 
Article 13.1 states breach of this provision can result in six months to five years imprisonment 
or also a 1,000 Kyats fine.
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Migrant workers who did not come to Thailand under MoU either had a work permit or, 
more likely, entered the country with a valid passport taking advantage of a visa exemp-
tion programme, with a tourist visa or irregularly. As already mentioned in Chapter 1.2, 
citizens of 52 countries, including Lao PDR and Vietnam, can enter Thailand for tourist 
purposes with valid passports without a visa and in the case of citizens coming from Lao 
PDR and Vietnam are granted a maximum stay of 30 days both if they enter via airport or 
land border (Thaiembassy.com 2016). Some migrants from Vietnam interviewed for our 
research also enter the country with their passport using the visa exemption and cross the 
border reugularly to remain legally in the country. Even among the migrant workers who 
entered Thailand legally as migrant workers, many had fallen into irregular status due to 
the challenges of adhering to Thailand’s strict conditions of legal working status as well as 
their restrictions on changing employers (vasuprasat 2009). The susceptibility of falling 
into irregularity was exacerbated by migrant’s lack of legal knowledge (ibid.). Addition-
ally all foreigners, including migrant workers, are obliged to report to their local immigra-
tion office after 90 days of their arrival into the country and continue to do so every three 
months. This notification usually has to be made between 15 days before or seven days af-
ter the 90-day period expires.12 A fine of 2.000 Baht (53 Euro / 57 US dollars) is applied for 
foreigners who overstay the 90-day period without notifying the local immigration office. 

The combined results of these migration and registration policies shaped the patchwork 
of the various categories and legal statuses of Thailand’s immigrant population. In Thai-
land, low-skilled migrant workers from Myanmar, Lao PDR and Cambodia can be cat-
egorised into four sub-groups: (1) unregistered / registered migrant workers without work 
permits, (2) registered migrant workers with work permits, (3) registered migrants who 
are approved by the Nationality Verification (NV) programme, and (4) migrant workers 
who entered the country under an MoU (arcHavanitkul 2012). The first two groups are 
considered irregular migrant workers (the first one because they don’t have a work permit 
and the second group because of their incomplete national verification), while the third 
group include migrants regularly living in Thailand, but may comprise regular or irregu-
lar workers depending on whether their employment is authorised or not. The migrants 
included in the last group are considered regular migrant workers (sasiWongsaroJ 2014). 
Due to strict restrictions on changing employers even registered migrants can become 
irregular if they change employers and the old employer does not agree or inform the 
authorities. The identification issued for registered migrants indicates the name of the 
employer and it is employer’s responsibility to report to the immigration office if there is 
a change (IOM 2016).

Figure 1 shows the variations in the number of irregular migrant workers at times of dif-
ferent migration registration policies. The “Systematic irregular workers management” 
indicated in the Ministry of Labour chart above was successful to the extent that it al-
lowed thousands of irregular migrants to register, but left them in an “irregular status” 
pending their national verification. 

Until 2015 registration and national verification was opened only for migrants coming 
from Myanmar, Lao PDR and Cambodia (see Table 4) therefore many Vietnamese mi-

12) Thai Immigration – http://www.immigration.go.th/nov2004/en/base.php?page=90days. 
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grants in Thailand were working without a work permit as they were not eligible low-
skilled work permits at the time of the floods in 2011. In 2015 Thailand signed an MoU 
with Vietnam for employment of migrant workers, according to the website of the Thai 
Ministry of Labour. The MoU agreement between the two countries shall become effec-
tive in 2017. Additionally an amnesty period of 12 months between January-December 
2015 was opened for Vietnamese migrants to register at One Stop Service Centre (OSSC). 

2.3 Socio-Economic Position of Migrants in Comparison to Host Population

In Thailand non-nationals are allowed to work in low-skilled jobs in the country only 
through the MoUs on employment of migrant workers: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar 
and most recently Vietnam have signed MoUs with Thailand and therefore migrants from 
these countries are allowed to live and work in Thailand as per the rules established by 
the MoU. 

As explained in Chapter 2.2, the great majority of the migrants living in Thailand at the 
time of the floods (and still today) did not come to Thailand through the MoU process; 
however many of them managed to work legally in the country through the registration 
process and applying for a work permit. Table 5 below shows how many migrants were 
in Thailand just a few months before the crisis working with work permits divided by 
gender and sector of employment. 

Figure 1: Number of irregular migrant workers from Cambodia, Lao PDR,  
and Myanmar, 1996–2012. 

Source: Office of Foreign Workers Administration, Ministry of Labour. In: sasiWongsaroJ 2014, p. 56.
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Myanmar represents by far the largest group of migrants in Thailand, with about one 
million people holding work permits (see Table 5); this figure is considered to be much 
higher when accounting for those migrants who lack work permits. According to Hu
guet and cHaMratritHirong (2011) there were 2.07 million Myanmar migrant workers in 
Thailand at the end of 2010, including migrants registered with a work permit, migrants 
registered without a work permit and unregistered migrants (kuBo 2015). Migrants from 

Table 5: Registered migrant workers in Thailand from Myanmar, Cambodia and  
Lao PDR, by type of work, nationality and sex, December 2009. 

Type of work

Totel 
three 

nation-
alities

Nationality

Cambodia Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republik Myanmar

Total Male Fe-
male Total Male Fe-

male Total Male Fe-
male

Total 1,314.382 124,761 78,945 45,854 110,854 52,980 57,874 1.078,767 591,370 487,397

Fishing 56.578 14,969 13,208 1,761 1,800 1,153 647 39,809 34,496 5,313

Seafood process. 136,973 6,020 3,044 2,976 1,180 629 551 129,773 60,477 69,296

Agriculture 221,703 24,085 15,141 8,944 18,035 11,355 6,680 179,583 110,441 69,142

Construction 220,236 32,465 21,502 10,963 12,635 8,469 4,166 175,136 112,204 62,932

Agric. process. 65,305 6,635 3,930 2,705 3,677 2,209 1,468 54,993 35,408 19,585

Meat processing 8,852 442 296 146 792 478 314 7,618 4,877 2,741

Recycling 13,172 2,215 1,365 850 1,360 906 454 9,597 6,007 3,590

Mining, quarrying 1,843 61 40 21 35 20 15 1,747 1,210 537

Metal sales 12,556 995 738 257 2,191 1,479 712 9,370 6,617 2,753

Food sales 54,225 4,483 2,262 2,221 13,074 4,833 8,241 36,668 19,378 17,290

Soil business 5,879 689 432 257 322 212 110 4,868 2,871 1,997

Const. materials 11,441 1,003 673 330 1,296 871 425 9,142 6,337 2,805

Stone processing 3,543 229 153 76 263 188 75 3,051 2,2021 1,030

Garment business 49,501 1,739 673 1,066 6,121 2,738 3,383 41,614 16,993 24,648

Plastic business 16,954 1,341 782 559 2,673 1,534 1,139 12,940 8,064 4,876

Paper business 2,569 139 81 58 399 239 160 2,031 1,256 775

Electronics 2,595 152 93 59 342 198 144 2,101 1,358 743

Transport 9,596 2,502 1,726 776 601 293 208 6,493 4,431 2,062

Trade 42,814 4,778 2,895 1,883 7,565 3,994 3,571 30,381 18,604 11,867

Car repair & serv. 5,631 376 261 115 1,276 865 411 3,979 2,839 1,140

Fuels and gas 3,439 281 170 111 777 518 259 2,381 1,554 827

Foundations,  
assoc.

837 36 20 16 67 26 41 734 320 414

Household 129.79 6,578 1,422 5,156 21,267 3,277 18,040 101,977 16,977 84,968

Other 238.35 12,548 8,038 4,510 13,106 6,446 6,660 212,696 116,630 96,066

Source: Office of Foreign Workers Administration, Department of Employment, Ministry of Labour,  
Statistics on Foreigners Obtaining Work Permits during 2009 (Bangkok, Ministry of Labour, 2010).  

Table included in IOM Thailand Migration Report, 2011 (Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011).
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Myanmar work mostly in agriculture (17 percent), construction (16 percent) and seafood 
processing (12 percent) (see Table 5). The majority of migrant workers from Cambodia 
are employed in the construction sector (26 percent) followed by agriculture (19 percent 
and fishing 12 percent) (Table 5). 

Unfortunately such a breakdown is not available for migrants coming from Vietnam be-
cause the Thai labour market was not opened to them. Therefore they were not eligible 
to apply for work permits at the time of the floods. Nonetheless, as we have already 
explained, there were many migrants from Vietnam working in Thailand at the time of 
the floods, including in the flood-affected areas, therefore they have been included in our 
research (see Chapter 1.3).

Migrant workers are employed in low-skilled jobs that Thai citizens are not willing to 
do anymore. Migrant workers unions are not allowed in Thailand; although registered 
working migrants are in theory allowed to be members of Thai labour unions this rarely 
happens. They often work in jobs or regions that are not traditionally unionised and even 
when there is a union to join they are not allowed to be union leaders or committee 
members, thus they can neither be actively involved in existing unions nor establish one 
on their own (Labour Relations Act B.E. 2518 (1975)) (cf. Marks and olsen 2015, p. 8). 
Migrant Workers Resource Centres (MRCs) (ibid., p. 7) exist in Thailand and are run by 
some trade unions. These centres provide legal assistance, help migrant workers in deal-
ing with local authorities and deliver training on various topics.13 Most migrant workers 
are not permitted to change jobs without the permission of their employer which also 
indirectly prevents their freedom of association (ITUC 2007). If they protest they can be 
deported. Although labour unions exist in Thailand, the government hasn’t ratified both 
the ILO Convention 87 on the “Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Or-
ganise” and Convention 98 on the “Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining”. These 
conventions cover also the freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining 
for migrant workers. 

Thailand has not signed ILO Convention 97 on “Migration for Employment” and ILO 
Convention 143 concerning Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of 
Equality of Opportunity and Treatment of Migrant Workers, which was entered into force 
on December 9, 1978. Additionally Thailand has not ratified the 2003 UN Convention 
on the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. In general migrant 
workers across sectors work for salaries very close if not below the minimum wage, can 
be subjected to illegal wage deductions, and they often work overtime without compen-
sation (Marks and olsen 2015, p. 8). The minimum daily wage in Thailand was around 
210 Baht (about 8 US dollars / 7.5 Euro) until Thailand adopted a minimum wage policy 
in 2012 fixing the minimum wage to 300 Baht (about 10 US dollars / 9 Euro) and applies 
to every employee in Thailand, regardless of age, sex, industry, or nationality. Minimum 
wage salaries should also apply to registered migrant workers which makes working in 
Thailand even more attractive for workers from Cambodia or Myanmar where minimum 
wages are as low as less than 2 Euro (or about 2 US dollars) or even only 50 Euro cent 

13) Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) – http://www.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/migmain.
showPractice?p_lang=en&p_practice_id=84 (last access: 05.09.2017).
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(or about 58 US dollars cent) per day (alexanDer et al. 2013). This significant gap also 
allows room for exploitation by employers in the informal sector as migrant workers are 
likely to accept salaries below the minimum wage as they are still attractive compared to 
what they could earn back home. 

Exploitation and even discrimination are unfortunately not unknown to migrants in Thai-
land, over the past years irregular migrants have been victims of random deportations and 
crackdowns. The most recent episodes happened over the summer with more than 4000 
irregular migrant workers from Cambodia deported just in August 2016 (Boliek 2016). 
Also Vietnamese migrant workers have been deported over the summer and most of them 
appear to be street vendors. Although Thailand signed the MoU with Vietnam in 2015 
under the MoU Vietnamese can be employed in Thailand only as manual labourers or 
service providers. Therefore street vendors are working illegally in the country and liable 
to arrest and deportation (ibid.). Irregular migrants in Thailand live in fear of crackdowns 
and deportation. After the coup d’état and the installation of the military government in 
2014 tens of thousands of Cambodians fled from Thailand fearing the military leader-
ship’s crackdown on migrant workers. As it is presented also in section IV below the fear 
of arrest, incarceration and deportation also shapes migrants’ decisions in the case of a 
crisis (BBC 2014). 

Finally regarding housing and accommodation, foreigners can only own land only with 
a Thai co-owner with 51 percent ownership, but they are allowed to buy and own a flat. 
Still migrant workers generally lack the economic and social capital to engage in property 
deals. Therefore migrant workers either live in their place of work (as it often happens for 
migrants working in factories) or have to rent a place to live sometimes ending up in poor 
and crowded accommodation. As we will see later in the report landlords played a very 
important role during the crisis in supporting or challenging migrants’ coping efforts. 

Migrants’ occupation and the related accommodation are connected also to their social 
embeddedness. Another very important factor is migrants’ ability to understand, speak 
and read Thai. The main languages spoken by the majority of migrants living in Thailand 
are Burmese (or ethnic minority languages), Lao, Khmer, and Vietnamese. Lao and Thai 
are mutually intelligible and therefor Lao migrants have better chances to quickly inte-
grate into Thai society.

Migrants’ Health Insurance

In Thailand migrants’ status in terms immigration and employment are the key underlying 
factors having direct implications for their health protection entitlements. The current 
health insurance schemes available for Migrants in Thailand are the following:

• The Social Health Insurance (SHI) under the Social Security Scheme (SSS), the same 
as Thai Workers in the formal sector managed by Social Security Office, Ministry of 
Labour (MOL). 

• The Migrant Health Insurance Scheme (MHIS) managed by Ministry of Public Health 
(MOPH). 
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Migrant workers under the Social Security Scheme are treated equal to Thai citizen 
workers (cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul 2016) however the Social Health Insurance 
(SHI) is only available for migrants who arrive in Thailand under MoUs or those who 
had completed the NV process and work in the formal sector. According to one of our 
respondents, “it [SHI] only covers formal sector workers, so if you’re an agricultural 
worker, if you work on fishing boats, if you are a domestic worker it doesn’t apply to you 
anyway”(TH/E/8). Therefore at the time of the floods in 2011 only migrants from Cam-
bodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar were eligible for the Social Security Scheme and even 
among the eligible group the coverage was very limited. According to the Thai Social 
Security Office in 2012, of a total of 500,000 eligible migrants from Cambodia, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar, only 0.2 million were covered.

The contributions to the SHI come from the employee, the employer and a partial subsidy 
provided by the government (cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul 2016); more specifically 
five percent of the monthly wage of the worker is to be allocated to the Social Security 
Fund monthly from the worker and the employer (ibid.). The way the contributions have 
been designed (co–paid by employers) provides no incentive for both migrant workers 
and employers to register; for the employer paying the contributions increase the employ-
ment costs (ibid.). At the same time even if the registration with the SS office should be 
compulsory for migrant workers going through the NV process in reality this has not been 
monitored very effectively and as a result, a large number of workers who completed the 
NV were not registered to the Social Security Scheme by their employers and therefore 
didn’t have Social Health Insurance. These migrant workers remained without insurance 
because they could not join the Migrant Health Insurance Scheme either.

The Migrant Health Insurance Scheme (MHIS) was first launched in 1994 as MOPH 
project with the aim of providing health insurance to migrant workers not covered by the 
Social Health Insurance. In 2001 a cabinet resolution formalised a Compulsory Migrant 
Health Insurance (CMHI) which became part of the registration process to obtain work 
permits for migrant workers in Thailand. The annual premium, costs of compulsory health 
screening and services changed over the years but still remained “affordable” for migrant 
workers also working in low-paid jobs. As it was compulsory for migrant workers to 
get the Migrant Health Insurance Scheme in order to obtain work permits, the scheme 
was quite successful. With the opening of the OSSC (one round) the number of migrants 
enrolled increased. In December 2014 the number of documented migrant workers with 
a work permit was 2.71 million (excluding dependents), of which 1.53 were registered 
migrants at the OSSC and all supposedly covered by the complementary MHIS (ibid.). 

a. Asylum Seekers, Refugees, and Stateless People 

Asylum seekers and refugees are not necessary the target population of the Migrant in 
Countries in Crisis Project and Initiative14 and also of our research, as there are already 
at the international level a series of instruments and conventions to protect them which 
must be observed also in times of crisis. However in the case of Thailand it is important to 
explain their situation because the country has not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention 

14) https://micicinitiative.iom.int/sites/default/files/General_Backgroundpercent20Paper.pdf.
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and its 1967 Protocol and does not have a national framework for refugee status 
determination (RSD). Additionally people who fled other countries due to political and 
civil conflict are considered in Thailand “unauthorised migrants”. Legally they are con-
sidered like irregular migrants thus the 1979 Immigration Act applies also to this group of 
persons making them subject to detention and deportation. Our interviews with UNHCR 
in Thailand confirmed that even if they are recognised as refugees or registered as asylum 
seekers by UNHCR “They’re often detained for illegal stay because according to Thai 
law, they broke a law”. In these cases UNHCR provides legal assistance for their release. 
One important exception is made for people coming from Myanmar who are allowed to 
remain in Thailand as long as they live in the camps organised by the government and 
once they are in those camps are referred to as “displaced people”. Still by Thai law “dis-
placed people” are not allowed to leave their areas of registration (the shelter) without 
permission and can only be employed in supporting positions in the shelter. These restric-
tions limit their mobility both from a legal and financial perspective as they are unlikely 
to have the means to mobilise in the time of crisis or natural disaster. 

Still there are two main differences between the migrant (workers) in our sample and the 
asylum seekers and refugees in Thailand. The latter have the support of UNHCR as well 
as several international and national NGOs and of course of the Thai government (in the 
case of Myanmar citizens living in the camps at the border) and UNHCR also support all 
asylum seekers and refugees living in Bangkok. Secondly as it is explained below only a 
small number of the asylum seekers and refugees in Thailand was affected by the floods. 
As the camps where the majority of Burmese refugees live were only minimally affected 
by the floods. 

The Thai government does not provide these people with any kind of official status, nei-
ther any kind of document, but does not refoule them or at least this had been the practice 
until 2014. Furthermore even without granting them refugee status the Thai government 
have been hosting refugees from Myanmar for more than twenty years and they have cre-
ated nine temporary shelters along the border.15 According to UNHCR, as of 2011 there 
were roughly 150,000 refugees16 in Thailand. Of the 150,000 total, 148,000 were from 
Myanmar (Mckinsey 2011), both registered as “displaced persons”, and unregistered. 
The registered refugees were living in the camps along the borders and fortunately these 
camps were reported to be minimally affected by the floods (ibid.). However, approxi-
mately 2,000 of the remaining asylum-seekers were residing in Bangkok at the time of 
the crisis, therefore suffered from the floods. UNHCR reported that many services were 
disrupted in Bangkok due to the water, and like other Bangkok residents also some refu-
gees were affected, with 26 leaving their homes or moving to higher floors in the same 
buildings (ibid.). The response of UNHCR to the floods and the way they supported their 
group of interest is reported in Chapter 5.3 below. 

There were about 500,000 stateless people in Thailand at the time of the floods. State-
lessness in Thailand is mainly linked to ethnic minorities and to the prolonged stay of 

15) https://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports/reports98/thai/Thai989-02.htm.
16) As previously explained these are considered displaced people (if registered) or unauthorised 

immigrants (when unregistered) by the Thai government.
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undocumented or unregistered migrants who have children born in Thailand within the 
current migration policy. Ethnic minorities mostly live on the highlands and border re-
gions and therefore were not reported to be affected by the 2011 crisis therefore they were 
not covered by our research. Thai citizenship procedures are complex and consider “the 
applicant’s parent’s status at the time of the person’s birth, the applicant’s birthplace, and 
the citizenship laws in use at the time of the applicant’s birth as well as subsequent laws 
that may affect the applicant’s citizenship”. According to UNHCR the Thai government is 
tackling the problem and have already established a legal framework for access to nation-
ality through the 2005 National Strategy on Administration of Legal Status and Rights of 
Persons and also enacted legislative changes in 2008 enhancing access to nationality for 
some groups living in Thailand for a long time. 

According to the Nationality Act of 2008, a person can acquire Thai nationality by birth if 
the person was born within the Thai kingdom and if at least one parent possessed Thai citi-
zenship at the time of the child’s birth. Children born in Thailand to non-Thai parents often 
lack the necessary documentation to enable them to acquire the citizenship of the country 
of their parents, and there are no ius-soli (citizenship by birth) provisions in Thai national-
ity law granting citizenship to those born in the country. Given the increasing number of 
children born to migrants, the government of Thailand is now granting registration of de-
pendents intermittently even in between the periods of regularisation. Little information is 
available on how many migrant children were affected by the floods, an article by UNICEF 
(BroWn 2011) about children evacuated in the Laksi Temple evacuation centre in Bangkok 
mentioned that there were also few migrant children and families, including from Cambo-
dia. Five of our respondents were minors, under 18 years old at the time of the floods, but 
although only one was registered at the time of the floods, none of them was stateless.

b. Natural Disasters Country Risk and Brief History 

Natural disasters that frequently occur in Thailand include floods, droughts, tropical 
storms and forest fires. According to the data collected by the Department of Disaster 
Prevention and Mitigation (DDPM), flooding is the most frequent kind of disaster in 
Thailand. The country faces economic losses and recovery costs from flood damages 
every year, usually during the rainy season (UNDP 2012). The 2011 floods were the 
worse Thailand has experienced in 50 years and has left more than 400 people dead and 
affected over nine million people. 

During 1975–1990, floods caused property damage of over 1,216 million US dollars 
(1,134 million Euro). In 1983, flood occurred in the whole southern region, affecting 14 
provinces. This event caused property damage at the estimated cost of 360 million US dol-
lars. Over 400 persons lost their lives at the time, approximately 11,422 families or 72,814 
individuals were homeless, 17,063 houses were demolished, about 1,499,892 livestock 
died and were lost, and around 265,991 hectares of agricultural area were affected.17

In 2011, the focus of this paper, more than 884 people were killed and millions of resi-
dents were either left homeless or displaced following significant flooding. In total, 65 

17) Civil Defence Plan 2005, Civil Defence Secretariat Office, Ministry of Interior, Thailand.
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of Thailand’s 77 provinces were impacted during this timeframe and damage was wide-
spread and severe in many locations. Economic losses were estimated by the World Bank 
at THB 1.4 trillion (37.3 billion Euro / 40 billion US dollars) (UNDP 2012), which makes 
the 2011 Thai floods one of the top five costliest natural disaster events in modern history. 
In general floods mainly affect land in low-lying agricultural areas and adjacent to major 
waterways such as the Chao Phraya River.

3. Migrant Responses to Crisis 

Based on the 55 interviews conducted with migrants in Thailand (see the list of interviews, 
pp. 170ff), this section discusses how migrants perceived, experienced, and responded to 
the floods of 2011 and their aftermath (also see sakulsri et al. 2017). Surprisingly, consid-
ering that Thailand experiences flooding on a yearly basis, the coding and analysis indicate 
that risk perception before the flood was low among a substantial proportion of migrants

Due to language barriers, lack of social embeddedness and underestimation by the migrants 
and other stakeholders of the disastrous impact of the impending floods, migrants were 
inadequately prepared for the crisis. Moving oneself and one’s belongings to an upper floor 
or to a friend’s house constituted for many the first and most obvious immediate response 
to the floods. Most of the migrants interviewed (45 of the 55) stayed in Thailand during the 
emergency. At the time, many areas were completely under water, and streets were trans-
formed into rivers. This made travel very difficult. Public transportation in flooded areas 
was suspended, and private vehicles were rendered useless, as only boats could reach cer-
tain areas. Additionally, some migrants lacked the means to return to their country of origin 
or they did not consider returning an option, because their livelihoods were in Thailand.

Another surprising finding emerging from the data is that the crisis, by disrupting the 
everyday situation of underpaid work, discrimination and isolation/segregation, widened 
migrants’ opportunities and enabled them to demonstrate greater agency. Migrants con-
tributed to the clean-up and helped neighbours, thereby gaining a sense of belonging (we 
return to this later). Although migrants perceived relatively less discrimination during the 
floods compared to their usual existence, our research did document cases of discrimina-
tion, including denials of aid because of one’s national or ethnic background and lack of 
access to help and information because of its unavailability in migrants’ native languages:

“The Thai people who came with donations didn’t give me the life aid bags because I am a 
migrant.” (TH/M/42)

When asked how those doing the distribution knew that the responded quoted above was 
a migrant, he replied that they asked whether he was Thai, and he could not lie because 
he was surrounded by Thai people who knew him:

“I am not Thai. That is the reason I can’t get donations.” (TH/M/42) 
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The vast majority of interviewed migrants lost (parts of) their belongings or/and income 
as accommodations were flooded and work interrupted. This also impacted their families 
in the country of origin as remittances had to be suspended for one to three months. As 
a long-term consequence, empirical results show that the experience of the 2011 flood 
has raised the awareness of migrants towards natural or human made disasters as many 
respondents would act differently (i.e. they would return home) if such a disaster hap-
pened again. However, situations of crises do not only show the vulnerability of migrants 
but also their agency. Migrants contributed to clean ups, helped neighbours and thereby 
gained a sense of belonging. 

3.1	 Information,	Preparation,	and	Awareness

This section mainly refers to migrants’ perceptions and responses prior to or at the initial 
stage of the flood. 

The risk perception of migrants before the flood is mainly related to information and 
awareness about the crisis. In terms of information and awareness about the 2011 flood, 
migrants can roughly be divided into two groups. First, several interviewed migrants 
stated that they were surprised by the floods and just realised its severity when the flood 
actually happened. 

“Actually, I had no idea. I went to work at that day and nobody informed me or warned 
me about the flood. Until I came back from my work, the flood already attacked the 
market. I was completely shocked.” (TH/M/17)

“Before the water came, I was working at the restaurant. I didn’t watch any news be-
fore that the water would get to where I was. I watch the news and saw that Ayutthaya 
was flooded. I didn’t think it would come to us. There was no preparation or anything 
in advance. The next thing I knew, the water just came to the restaurant. We had to 
help gather things e.g. refrigerators, freezers. Many things at the restaurant were dam-
aged.” (TH/M/12)

Similar statements by respondents contradict statements made by officials of the Depart-
ment of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation (DDPM), saying that it was impossible that 
people in Thailand were not informed about the flood (also see section V point d). How-
ever, Thai citizens also underestimated the severity of the flood. It was an unusual flood-
ing because normally in Thailand, the floods tend to be minor and only last for less than 
a week and only happen in some parts of Thailand. But during the 2011 flood, the water 
remained for about six weeks and affected 65 out of 77 provinces. 

The lack of information and preparedness pertained especially to migrants unable to read 
and speak Thai (exclusion due to language barriers) and to those who were not embedded 
in a Thai social environment (segregation by ethnicity or nationality). Migrants without 
registration or work permits tended to stay at their workplace or home, to avoid problems. 
These migrants knew very little of what was going on in their host country because they 
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lacked a social network, were unable to understand Thai, were without access to radio or 
TV and rarely went out. During the floods, information was broadcast via radio and TV 
and also shouted by megaphone in the main streets by volunteers or aid workers. Many 
migrants thus missed important information. They had a lower perception of the danger. 
Some of the migrants interviewed mentioned that they could not understand the informa-
tion broadcast in Thai. 

“My Thai wasn’t good, and I didn’t want to get caught. So I tried not to seek out help.” 
(TH/M/43)

The majority of the migrants interviewed had never experienced such a large natural 
disaster before.

The second category refers to migrants who can understand and communicate in Thai 
and are socially better embedded in Thai society. This way they were better informed and 
demonstrated a stronger awareness of and preparedness for the flood. They received the 
news from various media, from their employers, and other people they talked to. They 
thus tried to protect their homes, blocking it from the flood. They aimed to secure their 
valuables and bought a stock of food and drinking water beforehand.

As many migrants were surprised by the flood or underestimated its severity, they were 
caught entirely unprepared – often without any stored emergency supplies. They did finally 
buy water, preserved food and instant noodles, if possible, when they realised the gravity 
of the situation. Others had to rely on their employer or assistance from various services.

3.2	 Immediate	and	Mid-Term	Responses:	Moving

The studied population had different approaches to the flood situation in 2011. While 
some moved out of the affected areas, others stayed and adapted themselves to the crisis 
situation. Those who moved out did so with the help of others e.g. relatives, friends, Thai 
government, or CSOs. Among those who moved, some went back to their origin country 
and some moved to other areas that were not affected by the flood in Thailand. 

Thus, the act of moving constituted a central coping strategy and operated on various lev-
els. Moving within one house to an upper level for many migrants was the most obvious 
coping strategy to escape the flood. Moving within a house was only possible for those 
migrants who had friends (mainly co-ethnics or fellow nationals) or relatives in the same 
building. Migrants found also shelter at other houses or flats of friends, employers or co-
ethnics or temporarily stayed at higher elevated areas such as bridges. 

However, only a very small number of migrants moved to available shelters operated by 
government or private institutions. The government also set up two shelters specifically 
for migrants, the largest being the Flood Relief and Assistance Centre for Migrant Work-
ers established by the MOL in Nakhon Pathom (see Chapters 3.3 and 3.4 below). How-
ever none of our respondents reported to have been to the migrants’ shelters. 
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The Thammasat University shelter in Pathum Thani registered 2,196 Thai citizens and 
144 migrants, mainly from Lao PDR and Cambodia (TH/C/9). The low number of mi-
grants in the shelters is related to a lack of information about the shelter among migrant 
groups and their own decision/preference not to stay there. Shelters like the one at Tham-
masat University tried to record ID numbers, names, nationalities, telephone numbers 
and health conditions of incoming persons. Even though people without proper ID or 
documentation were allowed to stay in the shelter and were not further questioned, such 
registration procedures may have discouraged migrants without formal residence status 
or work permits in Thailand. Thus, despite the crisis situation, many migrants stayed in 
the flooded area and adapted themselves to the situation. 

3.3 Stay versus Return

The majority of respondents (45 out of 55) did not return to their country of origin during 
the crisis.18 The reasons for not returning home during the flood disaster are manifold 
and relate to the following factors: moving across provinces was risky for undocumented 
migrants as they feared arrest; travelling home during the crisis was difficult due to the 
partial shutdown of roads in the flooded areas as well as the expensive nature of trans-
portation, and the migrants interviewed reported that hardly any assistance for returning 
home was available or offered to them; migrants underestimated the severity of the flood 
and then it became too difficult to leave once the floods struck. Finally fear of losing their 
job and source of income also deterred migrants from leaving because they either had 
debt to pay or they didn’t want to return home; some people stayed because they could 
earn extra money working during the floods. The size of migrants’ households in Thai-
land also played a role in their decision to return, as travelling was more complicated 
and costly.

“I did not think about moving back to Myanmar. My family was here. Also, transporta-
tion is way too expensive for all of us.” (TH/M/23)

“Actually, I was offered by my parent for returning home. I denied their support be-
cause I didn’t want my baby to stay in a long trip and didn’t want to bother my par-
ents.” (TH/M/52)

“I was trapped for 2 months. Water did not reduce immediately. […] So we lived in our 
room. […] We ate little, not too much. We could not buy much food. We saved money to 
survive. […] So terrible I stayed for 2 months with stress.” (TH/M/1)

Desk research, on the other hand, illustrates that several thousand migrants returned 
to their home countries because of the floods. According to migrant workers’ groups, 
thousands of migrants from Myanmar evacuated flooded industrial parks in the provinces 
of Ayutthaya, Nakhon Sawan, Nakhon Pathom and Pathum Thani (IRIN News 2011) in 
the second half of 2011. In November 2011, aid workers estimated that about 600,000 

18) This should not be used to draw conclusions as this might also be a sample bias.
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migrant workers were stranded due to the floods (koser 2014). IOM reported that the 
flood crisis of 2011 forced many migrant workers in Thailand to flee flood-affected areas 
and return to their respective countries of origin (Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011). 
Although no information is provided on the numbers of migrants who have returned to 
their home countries, the report states that a substantial number of migrants are thought to 
have since returned to work in Thailand. The report neither mentions the sources of this 
statement nor the nationality of the migrant workers. 

However, some experts pointed out that they are merely basing this assumption on media 
reports; there is no reliable data available on the number of migrants leaving the country 
during the time. Furthermore, interviews conducted with authorities and CSOs at the Mae 
Sot Border to Myanmar could also not conclusively confirm large-scale movements of 
migrants. Other sources, however, draw a different scenario. IOM reported that the flood 
crisis of 2011 forced many migrant workers in Thailand to flee flood-affected areas and 
return to their respective countries of origin (Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011). Ac-
cording to BWI, as of November 4, 2011, reports from border areas of Thailand claimed 
that thousands of workers were returning to Myanmar every day, with more than 10,000 
returning in one day, October 29, 2011 (BWI 2011). It was reported that in early No-
vember 2011 the government of Myanmar re-opened the Mae Sot border checkpoint, the 
main land border crossing between Thailand and Myanmar, to accommodate thousands 
of migrants fleeing Thailand’s flooded factories (IRIN News 2011). Due to flood-related 
work-loss it has been estimated that roughly 100,000 migrants from Myanmar returned 
back home through the Mae Sot border between September and November 2011 (pHong
satHorn 2012, p. 17). 

Those in our sample who returned to their countries of origin during the flood were pre-
dominantly undocumented Vietnamese workers. The experience, the circumstance and 
the time of their return (to their home country and back to Thailand) varied.

Some migrants lost their job because their work place closed due to the flood, thus they 
returned to their origin country. Others left because they could not stand the stress of the 
flood situation. For most of the interviewed migrants who had returned to their coun-
tries of origin, their situation improved only after returning to Thailand post-flooding. On 
the one hand, some of them could return as “legalised” migrants as the time after 2011 
falls into the migrant registration schemes in the context of National Verifications and/or 
Memoranda of Understandings (see Chapter 2.2 above). On the other hand, some only 
returned with the outlook of a better job which was often facilitated through migrant or 
family networks and less through broker services as it had been during their first immigra-
tion to Thailand. 

Overall, the proportion of migrants who remained in Thailand and those who left remains 
unclear. Both options involved hardships for the migrants. Although the overall support 
provided to migrants was fairly limited, we could still find various forms and sources of 
assistance during the crisis from which migrants also benefitted. 

A few migrants with family in other areas of Thailand that were not affected by flood were 
able to join their relatives.
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3.4 Experiences and Perception of Assistance

Migrants received assistance and support during the flood from various sources. We 
hereby distinguish between assistance from outsiders, thus referring to support by ‘non-
migrants’ and assistance from migrants to migrants. Questions about the support of their 
embassy were often disposed with laughter, as interviewes claimed to not have received 
any assistance from origin country government authorities. For migrants, it was often 
difficult to identify the affiliation of the people they received help from. Many respond-
ents stated that they received food packages or drinks from Thai people but could not 
clarify whether this was an NGO, a governmental institution or even a migrant associa-
tion. 

“They had some people offered us some food and drinking water while the flood at-
tacked but I had no idea where were they came from.” (TH/M/9)

In contrast, the Thai military personnel who worked on the front lines of the emergency 
were easily identifiable, as they dressed in uniform. 

In an interview in Samut Sakhon province one female respondent reported that some 
Muslims and Buddhist organisations donated “Halal” foods during the flood (TH/M/1). 
She experienced this support only one time, not on a regular basis. Generally, reported 
assistance ranged from services such as transportation (e.g. to hospitals or bus stations) 
and provision of food and water. Families with small children however missed powdered 
milk which would have been specifically needed. Moreover interviewed migrants stated 
that is was more difficult to receive such relief goods if their houses were in a remote 
location or if their area was classified or assumed to be less severely affected. Some ir-
regular migrants also reported that they did not dare to go outside during the flood as they 
feared encountering Thai authorities due to their undocumented status. A few respondents 
revealed that assistance was denied due to their national and migrant background (see 
section on discrimination). Others could not access the support structures as they were not 
able to understand the announcements which were made in Thai language. 

“My Thai ((language) was not good and I did not want to get caught. So, I tried not to 
look for help.” (TH/M/43)

Migrants did not only rely on assistance provided from the authorities and NGOs during 
the flood. They also helped out among themselves, e.g. among family members, friends, 
or other migrant networks. The assistance they received from other migrants included 
financial support, food, and shelter. 

Concerned left-behind family members also asked relatives in Thailand to return home 
during the crisis and often provided moral support through phone conversations, where 
technically feasible. In addition, many migrants responded that they had family mem-
bers who were in Thailand at the time of the flood. Family members in Thailand helped 
and supported each other in many ways during the crisis situation. The support included 
money sharing, food sharing, room sharing, and moral support. 
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3.5	 Experiences	of	Unequal	Treatment	and	(Fear	of)	Discrimination

Generally, migrant respondents reported having experienced more discrimination in eve-
ryday life in Thailand than during the flood. Even though interviewees stated that they 
did not experience discrimination due to their national, ethnic or migrant status during 
the flood, the research team documented cases of denial of assistance due to status of this 
kind. This section explores migrant experiences with discrimination during and outside 
the 2011 flood contexts. Some migrants were used to being discriminated against because 
of their nationality, and therefore expected the same treatment to continue during the cri-
sis. They were surprised to discover otherwise:

“There was no discrimination against us. Being a Myanmar migrant, I was afraid of 
discrimination.” (TH/M/03)

Discrimination outside the flood context occurred in various everyday life situations. In-
terview partners reported daily life situations where Thai people do not want to have food 
with migrant workers, do not want to sit in the bus next to them, and generally disrespect 
them. 

“I tell you the truth that I have been staying here for 16 years, I have never felt that I 
have a citizenship here. […] I said the truth that, although I and (other) labourers are 
good persons nobody respects us.” (TH/M/08)

Although the majority of respondents state that their experienced level of discrimination 
during the flood crisis was lower than during ‘outside-flood’ contexts, some discrimina-
tion and unequal treatment based on legal status, national background, race-physical ap-
pearance, and language could be identified. 

“Yes. (I was discriminated against), the Thai people who came for distributing dona-
tions didn’t give me the life aid bags because I am a migrant.” (TH/M/42)

Especially when personal “crisis situations in crises” appear, the vulnerability of undocu-
mented migrants became obvious. For instance, an undocumented migrant from Cam-
bodia had her belongings stolen by her landlord during the crisis (TH/M/17). Due to the 
combination of being a migrant and lacking documentation/ legal status in Thailand, she 
did not dare to report her case to the police. 

Moreover, Myanmar migrants reported cases of detainment of undocumented migrants 
who tried to cross provincial or international borders during the crises. 

One interviewee reported that a Myanmar migrant could not renew her work permit 
during the floods because the local immigration office was closed. However, she was 
fined for its lapse nonetheless. Even though the deadline for permit renewals was sup-
posedly extended, the affected migrant was asked to pay a 10,000 Baht fine (321 US 
dollars / 238 Euro). Only by begging was she eventually able to get the fine amount 
reduced:



124

Trupp / Apipornchaisakul / Bravi / Punpuing / Sakulsri / Schaur / Tadee 

“I asked and bargained [from 10,000] to 2,000 THB with tears and I had to borrow 
money from my boss. I was so angry but I could not do anything.” (TH/M/10)

3.6	 Loss	of	Income	and	Remittances

Migrants reported that their belongings were stolen or destroyed by the floods as they 
were not able to move all the belongings to a safe place. Destroyed or lost goods included 
wardrobes, cabinets, clothing, mattresses, TVs, fridges, and bicycles. 

Moreover, the flood led to an income loss for some migrants, as many employers stopped 
income payments during the crisis, as well as a temporary halt of remittances to families 
in countries of origin. Given that ATMs or money sending institutions could not operate, 
remittances were temporarily impossible for technical reasons. 

“I needed to buy our belongings such as mattress, wardrobe, utencils. So I used my 
saving money at that time as we had no income, no money. We faced difficulties.” 
(TH/M/01)

Although not reflected in our interviews with migrants, the cost of rent went up in some 
cases after the floods as landlords has to rebuild the damaged properties and migrants 
faced increased costs of food and consumables due to the damages to the agriculture 
fields and production. Indeed, most respondents for this study had family members back 
in their country of origin, many of them rely on the remittances from migrant workers. 
However, in most cases the loss of remittances was perceived as a rather temporary issue. 
Remittances were interrupted for one to three months only. This put economic stress on 
families left behind but at the same time, according to many respondents, those family 
members understood the reasons for the short-term monetary cuts. 

3.7 Crisis as Chance

While the flood created many obstacles for affected migrants, this report also aims to shed 
light on positive experiences of migrants as well as on migrants’ agency and contributions 
during the crisis time. 

First, for a few of the respondents, the crisis situation opened the opportunity for new 
experiences and even provided a form of entertainment, fun or diversion from everyday 
working life, at least in its initial stages. One undocumented migrant from Myanmar 
knew that there would not be any ID checks in his area during the flood situation. There-
fore when the water was still high he swam out through the floods to a large supermar-
ket, an area he would usually not dare to visit out of fear of arrest by Thai authorities 
(TH/M/04). In addition, some of the younger respondents initially perceived the flood as 
fun as it constituted a change and diversion from daily working life.
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“I was so excited and for me it was much fun because I never had this experience 
before. (laughing) I was never scared about it at all.” (TH/M/19)

Second, for a minority of interviewees the flood brought about economic benefits. Although 
some migrants were not able to continue working during the disaster, many were still able 
to work and some even found additional jobs and turned the crisis situation into an opportu-
nity. Before and at the beginning of the disaster, many migrants were hired to help moving 
things to higher/elevated places where they would not be damaged by the flood. And when 
the flood subsided, they were once again hired to help clean up the houses. 

“I earned 300 Baht (8 Euro / 8.5 US dollars) per day for cleaning the house, morning 
8:00 am to 5:00 pm. And my employers asked me to safeguard their food-stalls, 300 
Baht for morning and 300 Baht for evening. I had extra jobs.” (TH/M/27)

Third, situations of crises do not only show the vulnerability of migrants but also their 
agency, and their contributions to crisis management efforts. Migrants contributed to 
tackling the crisis before, after, and during the flood. They supported the building of walls 
for protection of houses and factories before the flood and supported tclean-up and the 
reconstruction processes after the flood. Furthermore, respondents also mentioned that 
they gained a sense of belonging during the crisis as they were able to help Thai people 
and felt included.

“Do you know, I even helped the soldiers and Thai citizen to make anti-flood dams. I 
lived like a Thai citizen and I felt that I have responsibility to support neighbours to 
prevent the flood.” (TH/M/08)

However, this inclusion or sense of belonging could not be sustained after the flood, ac-
cording to most respondents, who perceived a return of old patterns of everyday exclu-
sion from Thai society since the flood.

3.8 Long-Term Consequences

This chapter briefly examines what migrants learned from the experience of the floods and 
what happened to them afterwards in the longer term. As mentioned, most of the migrants 
interviewed for this study did not return to their country of origin during the emergency. 
Migrant workers participated in the post-flood clean-up (TH/M/27) and in reconstruction. 
As soon as factories re-opened, they went back to their jobs or found new jobs, becoming 
once again an important part of the Thai labour force. One of the longer-term impacts for 
many of the migrant workers interviewed was what they learned from the experience and 
what changed around them that could enable them to act differently if a similar disaster 
were to occur. Loss of income and remittances were perceived as a rather short-term or 
medium-term consequence of the flood. However, loss of migrants’ livelihoods, for exam-
ple, as a result of the destruction of goods, property and infrastructure, was reported as a 
longer-term consequence. Migrants said that belongings were stolen or destroyed during 
the floods, as they could not move everything to a safe place (TH/M/17). Goods destroyed 
or lost included wardrobes, cabinets, clothing, mattresses, TVs, refrigerators and bicycles: 
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“I put all the clothes above the wardrobe. [But] I lost everything. Mostly clothes. I 
covered [the clothes] but the water came through the toilet pipe. The wardrobe was 
not the wooden kind so it fell apart when the water came in. All the clothes went under 
water. The TV was floating in the water.” (TH/M/05)

In some cases, rents increased after the floods (TH/M/05), as landlords had to rebuild 
damaged properties. Migrants, as well as Thai nationals, had to pay more for food and 
consumables after the crisis due to the damage done to agricultural fields and production. 
Some companies had to shut down, as their infrastructure was destroyed by the floodwa-
ters. Many, however, reopened and rehired migrants. The nature of the disaster – with the 
slow rise and fall of the floodwaters – combined with the fact that migrants generally did 
not own property of their own in the country, the fact that the Thai economy rebounded 
fairly quickly and the strong focus on rebuilding and reconstruction, created favourable 
conditions for migrants who remained in Thailand to be rehired or to find work elsewhere.

For those in our sample who did return to their country of origin when the flood hit, their 
situation improved after returning to Thailand:

A: “I was evacuated from the affected area by the military and very lucky to be picked 
up by Thai people on the border at Aranyapathet, where I could find a bus to return 
home. […] I returned home and stayed there for 4 months. I came back to Thailand 
again and got a new job. […] Now, I have a fixed time to work and also have one day 
off a week. I do not have to work all day and all night like before. I also earn more 
money. My salary now is 9,000 Baht [289 US dollars / 214 Euro], and I get an extra 
2,000–3,000 Baht [64 US dollars / 48 Euro to 96 US dollars / 71 Euro] per month. I am 
a legal worker possessing a work permit and passport.” (TH/M/33) [...]

Q: “Did you go back to your home country?”

A: “I waited till the flood receded and then returned home because my boss had no 
work for me. Our office was almost completely damaged.” (TH/M/53)

Q: “After the flood. What happened when the crisis was over? What changed for you?”

A: “As I said, I returned home and stayed there for almost 2 years. I came back to 
Thailand again in 2014 to find a job. [When I returned to Thailand] I became a legal 
migrant worker. I got a job as a cleaning maid in an office. I earned 10,000 Baht [321 
US dollars / 238 Euro] per month and also got extra money for special events like 
New Year’s celebrations. I worked from 8 AM to 5 PM and rented an apartment to live 
in. My brother found this job for me before he returned permanently to Cambodia.” 
(TH/M/53) 

Another longer-term impact this research identified was a greater awareness among mi-
grants and other stakeholders of the possibility of a natural disaster. Most of the migrants 
interviewed experienced flooding for the first time in 2011. Based on this new experience, 
most of them stated that they would respond differently if they faced a similar situation 
in the future. About half of the migrants interviewed (27) said they would seek to return 
to their country of origin. A smaller group (6) said they would be better prepared, in that 
they would buy a stock of food or move to a safer area within Thailand. A similar-sized 
group (6) said their response would be the same.
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Q: “If such a disaster were to happen again, what would you personally do differently? 
Would you make the same decisions again?”

A: “[I would] return back to Myanmar. [laughing] Now, I have so much flood experi-
ence. I felt anxious when I was struggling in the water during the floods. As you know, 
there was no way to live comfortably with the water. We couldn’t do what we wanted to 
do, for example, taking a bath [was impossible]. So, I would return back to Myanmar 
and find a new job. I would suggest that migrant workers go back if a flood happened 
again.” (TH/M/03)

This reflects not only the greater awareness of natural disasters among migrants, but also 
the effects of the multiple amnesties and changes and improvements in the migrant reg-
istration system in the years after the crisis. These improvements have expanded mi-
grants’ prospects and ability to cope if a similar event were to occur in the future. Still, 
for migrants to be able realise their desire to return home during a crisis if they want 
to, regardless of their status, further policy improvements still need to be implemented 
in such areas as free movement of migrant populations and facilitation of transport and 
evacuation. IOM and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
have advocated greater freedom of movement for migrants under the current registration 
system. However, the Thai government argues that only the ‘semi-legal’ populations are 
currently prohibited from moving out of their district or province of residence. According 
to this logic, the mobility ban is only temporary:

“They [migrants pending NV] cannot move just for this time. They have to wait until 
theirnationality is verified and then they can move.” (TH/IO/02)

The problem, however, is that the NV process is always time consuming and costly and 
has to be completed within specific dates. This leads to uncertainty, especially during the 
periods between the ‘amnesty windows’, as our IOM interviewee explained:

“We never know how long it will take. For now it’s a year already for […] 1.1 million 
people and nothing has been done.” (TH/IO/02)

This is a key issue, especially if a natural disaster were to strike, because it directly affects 
migrants’ ability to lawfully leave the affected areas and their decision to return to their 
country of origin.

4. Actors and Institutions 

This section outlines institutional responses to the 2011 Thai floods by various stakehold-
ers. Though the focus is on responses affecting migrants, it also touches on actors’ overall 
disaster response, as in most cases stakeholders’ responses were geared to the population 
as a whole, though including or sometimes excluding migrants. Moreover, it is important 
to understand the full extent of the disaster response, in order to realise how migrants may 
have been disadvantaged by the way the relief effort transpired.
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4.1 Civil Society Organisations

Civil society organisations (CSOs) were the main actors who supported migrants during 
the crisis. Given their presence in the field, their contacts with migrant organisations, 
their previous experience working with migrants and in some cases their rapport with 
migrant communities, civil society organisations were in a better position to reach out 
to migrants. Intergovernmental organisations and donors also delivered help trough civil 
society organisations. 

Civil society respondents represented a range of small, medium and large organisations, 
in reference to their number of employees, budget, and global connectedness. We hereby 
distinguish CSO responses on a time-scale referring to pre-crisis and during-crisis support. 
Post-crises issues are also discussed in the context of policy learning (see Chapter 3.7). 
Moreover, differentiation is made in the type of organisation (e.g. internal NGOs such as 
Red Cross or national NGOs such as Thai Labour Museum). Based on migrants’ hesitancy 
to answer relevant questions related to the support of other actors, it is our understanding 
that CSO support was often not directly recognised by migrants as they could not clearly 
identify who or which organisation or stakeholder provided them with support. 

4.1.1 Structure of CSOs Interviewed Before the 2011 Flood

The general areas of work of the civil society respondents are in the fields of migration, 
human trafficking (which includes work with migrant groups in source and destination 
areas), human rights, migrant labour rights, and health. During the crisis their role some-
times also included supporting the shelters which were operated by universities and set up 
temporarily to assist flood victims. Usually, universities focus on teaching and research 
related activities and not on disaster management or migrant assistance. 

Approximately half of the interviewed civil society organisations were involved in the 
Tsunami crisis 2004. However, lessons learnt form that crisis were often limited because 
large-scale crises situations such as the Tsunami of 2004 and the floods 2011 are events 
that happen only every few years and are thus “outside” of most CSOs’ everyday work 
and experience. In addition, the CSOs generally report low staff retention; for example 
those who experienced the Tsunami crisis in 2004 were working with a different organisa-
tion during the 2011 flood. 

The missing focus and experience with natural disaster reported by CSOs also led to a 
lack of preparedness on the part of CSO respondents for such a natural (and human-made) 
disaster. These organisations accordingly launched rather spontaneous ad-hoc responses. 
Their strength was rather their “on-ground” activities before the flood, which enabled 
them to build up rapport and trust with migrant communities. This especially holds true 
for local and national based CSOs, while international organisations like the Thai Red 
Cross with stronger links to the government were better prepared for such disaster situa-
tions. The Thai Red Cross is part of the global Red Cross and thus linked to a worldwide 
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institution. As a major humanitarian organisation in Thailand, it provides services as part 
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. 

4.1.2 Crisis Response of CSOs During the Flood

Structure and Type of Support from Civil Society Organisations

The Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) can roughly be divided in international, national-
local organisations, and migrant associations. 

On the international level, the Thai Red Cross, World Vision (including both representa-
tives from their main office in Bangkok and from the local office in Mae Sot, the border 
town to Myanmar), and the Raks Thai Foundation were interviewed. The Thai Red Cross 
is a major humanitarian organisation in Thailand, providing services as part of the Inter-
national Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. During the flood, the Thai Red Cross 
distributed supplies and also provided help with disease control social services, and other 
essential equipment to both Thais and foreigners. For instance, the Thai Red Cross pro-
vided a floating medical clinic that distributed medicines and medical services to flooded 
areas. As part of the support to the floods emergency in South East Asia (10 million Euro 
/ 10.6 million US dollars in total) DG ECHO provided 1.5 million Euro (1.6 million US 
dollars) to the IFRC/Thai Red Cross to support people affected by the floods in Thailand 
(TH/I/10). DG-ECHO also funded a 0.5 million Euro (0.54 million US dollars) emergen-
cy project implemented by Save the Children particularly targeting migrants and migrant 
minors (TH/I/10). Save the Children focuses on humanitarian responses and disaster risk 
reduction in particular in the context of child safety. The project was designed to specifi-
cally target migrants’ households with children.

The World Vision Foundation of Thailand (WVFT) is part of a network of more than a 
hundred national NGOs worldwide connected with World Vision International. Target-
ing children and the socioeconomically disadvantaged, World Vision works on health is-
sues, migration, human trafficking victims, and prevention of human trafficking in prov-
inces where there are a lot of migrant workers like border provinces. During the 2011 
floods, World Vision supported local recovery efforts and worked with migrant workers 
in Pathum Thani and Nonthaburi province. In these two provinces World Vision acted 
before the disaster struck. When the flood was anticipated World Vision tried to evacuate 
migrant workers and spread information (e.g. save your phone battery so that you can use 
it for emergency case during the flood) through migrant volunteers. 

The Raks Thai Foundation was established on August 15, 1997 as a Thai successor to 
CARE International (Thailand) in promoting strong communities and assisting the disad-
vantaged in society. In the context of the 2011 floods Raks Thai raised around 649,768 US 
dollars from the CARE Emergency revolving funds. Less than one third was earmarked 
for emergency response, while the larger proportion was for rehabilitation and develop-
ment; the rehabilitation programme started in 2012 and included occupational / liveli-
hoods support focusing on women, renovations, and community disaster preparedness 
training (Raks Thai Foundation 2013).
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On the national and local levels, the Mirror Foundation as a Thai non-governmental organ-
isation works with local communities on social development, human rights, and justice. 
During the flood, the CSO moved both Thai and migrant populations and their possessions 
out of their flooded homes. Volunteers of the Foundation assembled relief packages for 
flood victims at the Flood Relief Operations Command (FROC), Don Mueang Airport and 
the surrounding area. The CSO “Thai Labour Museum” (TLM) has the principal role of 
compiling and presenting the history of Thai labour. During the flood, Thai Labour Muse-
um worked with the flood volunteer staff and linked with the TV Channel Thai PBS to be 
the “voice of labour” for communicating disaster news, especially for Burmese and Cam-
bodian migrant workers. The Labour Rights Promotion Network Foundation (LPN) is an 
organisation that aims to promote quality of life for workers. In response to the flood, LPN 
worked together with Raks Thai Foundation in public dissemination, hoping that both Thai 
and migrant workers in Samut Sakhon province knew and understood what was happening 
during the flood in order to be well-prepared for evacuation. LPN tried to build up the key 
network in each area to help inform people about the situation in each community.

The Thai Labour Union in Ayutthaya province acted as a coordinator of assistance by 
providing support and organising volunteers. The Thai Labour Unions Group and other 
groups active in the area packaged and distributed relief kits which donated by people 
around the country and channelled the support items through the Thai Labour Union 
for flood victims, including migrant workers. They mobilised supplies such as instant 
noodles, rice, dry food, and drinking water, and stocked these at depots for packaging 
into kits for distribution to various parts of Ayutthaya. The Foundation for Access to 
Rights (FAR) provides legal support and other services for those living with HIV / AIDS. 
FAR has been working on migration related issues in Rayong, Eastern Thailand. Current 
activities are capacity building, outreach and drop-in centres and policy and advocacy 
on migration related issues by surveying areas to identify construction site camps and 
coordinating with the camp managers to provide health education and condoms. Dur-
ing the floods, FAR worked with other agencies to provide health education and gave 
instructions on flood situation for migrants in Minburi, Latkrabang, and Nong Chok 
Districts, Bangkok.

The migrant association “Yaung Chi Oo Worker Association” (YCOWA) is based in Mae 
Sot, the border town to Myanmar. It was founded in July 1999 by Burmese student activ-
ists and migrant workers, with the goal of improving working and living conditions for 
Burmese migrant labourers in the Mae Sot area of Thailand. It has mainly focused on 
protecting worker rights, providing rights education, supporting health care and facilitat-
ing social activities. During the flood, the organisation provided shelter for some affected 
migrants for a few days before they returned home.

Outside this classification two further organisations were interviewed that have played 
important roles in supporting migrants or temporarily supporting flood victims respec-
tively. First, the Mae Tao clinic in Mae Sot, a health service provider and training centre, 
established to contribute and promote accessible quality health care among displaced 
Burmese and ethnic people along the Thai-Myanmar border. The clinic also promotes 
general health through partnerships with other community-based organisations and advo-
cates for social and legal services, as well as access to education for people living along 
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the border. During the flood, Mae Tao Clinic arranged migrants who can speak Thai very 
well and who thus could act as translators between communities and support organisa-
tions. Second, shelters such as the Thammasat University Shelter provided temporary ac-
commodation for people from Ayutthaya and Pathum Thani province and the Thammasat 
University Hospital also provided healthcare services to all those affected by the crisis. 
However, the management team of the university decided to close the shelter after it had 
been flooded. All services were run by volunteers. Not only the students from Thammasat 
helped, a lot of students from another universities also volunteered.

Generally, shelters were run by different institutions including governmental agencies, 
religious institutions, private institutions, and universities. The university shelters were 
mainly run by volunteers. Even though shelters did not officially restrict the shelter access 
to migrants, most of these institutions were only sparsely accessed by migrants (see also 
in Chapter 4.4 below the parts on shelters). 

Assistance to Migrants by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs)

The CSO sector got involved in various forms of migrant specific response efforts. While 
some organisations worked with an existing migrant volunteer network that disseminated 
the news about the upcoming flood or about transportation options into migrant commu-
nities, others operated emergency measures by providing food, water or safety jackets. 
The distribution of relief goods was partly conducted by CSOs themselves, partly sup-
ported by other institutions such as local monasteries or volunteers (also see below Chal-
lenges for CSOs: Cooperation and coordination between stakeholders).

Especially vulnerable groups are undocumented migrants as they (partly) feared arrest 
and detention. Assisting the elderly was also a challenge. Interview partner pointed out 
that it was difficult to transport older or sick people who needed care. 

“The more urgent need was to help the elderly and infirmed to move to sanctuaries. 
They could not stay in flooded homes. It was more efficient to distribute food and sup-
plies to the sanctuaries than to go from home to home.” (TH/C/3/LPN)

CSOs moreover aimed to encourage resident communities to help themselves, by form-
ing neighbourhood watch groups to protect each other’s property, and helping to evacuate 
the elderly or sick. Neighbourhood groups also developed a rotational system of relief 
supply distribution in order to share the work and burden. 

Moreover, NGOs, migrant associations, and other respondents who worked at shelters 
observed an emerging “volunteer spirit” among the overall population, including also 
migrants, during the crisis. Most university shelters, for example, were operated by vol-
unteers. While there was an emerging spirit of volunteerism it is not always clear how 
much this has involved migrants. On one hand, migrants felt in some cases empowered 
and willing to help both other migrants and also Thai neighbours (see section a above 
the part on crisis as a chance) and there were examples also of altruism from the Thai 
population. This is not surprising as experts and representatives of intergovernmental 
organisations refer to the Thai culture of hospitality. However, some migrants were 
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excluded from the distribution of dried rations due to imprecise assessments of com-
munity needs (see Chapter 4.4 part on experiences of unequal treatment and (fear of) 
discrimination).

A critical issue in reference to assistance and donations was that some of the donated 
goods were not really needed by flood victims. This points to the need of a better coordina-
tion and communication between potential private donors and civil society organisations. 

“Unfortunately, some of the donated relief supplies did not match the needs of victims. 
For example, mosquito nets were needed, but not donated. Large assistance groups 
such as UN agencies had complex and time-consuming procedures before their as-
sistance could be mobilised.” (TH/C/3)

CSO respondents also pointed to their limited assistance in terms of capacity and fund-
ing. The coverage of flood-affected areas was incomplete due to limited budgeting. In 
addition, they lacked the necessary equipment such as boats that were able to transport 
or evacuate flood victims. 

4.1.3 Challenges for CSOs 

Distrust Towards Thai Organisations from the Side of Migrants 

Some organisations with solid experience working “on the ground” could utilise their 
networks to reach out to affected migrants. However, in areas where organisations were 
not well known, civil society faced obstacles in reaching the affected target group. CSO 
representatives reported that some migrants may have identified them as governmental 
authorities and thus felt wary about receiving assistance. This view is also partly con-
firmed in our migrant interview analysis (see Chapter 3: Migrant responses).

“Some migrant workers did not dare to come out to receive relief supplies.” (TH/C/2/
RT)

CSO representatives highlight that they did not distinguish between their support for 
regular or irregular migrants. Yet, in their experience, this was a message that could not 
convincingly be transferred to all migrant groups. Irregular migrants were especially 
difficult to reach during the floods, according to CSO respondents, as they often did not 
reach out for help, presumably because of fear of arrest. CSOs tried to counter this prob-
lem by working through migrant networks. 

In interviews, respondents explained that they would often hear of migrant communities 
trapped in the floods through other migrants, and could then reach out to them. An LPN 
interviewee recalled one such situation:

“During that time, we found a group of 200 Cambodian migrant workers who were 
stranded on a place of higher ground but surrounded by deep floodwater. [...] It was 
like being in a war. Some even started drinking the floodwater out of desperation.” 
(TH/C/03)
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Lack of Data 

Another reason why it was difficult to reach out to migrants is because of the lack of data 
and limited information on migrants’ presence and distribution in the country and their 
place of residence in particular in the case of unregistered migrants. Even when a specific 
emergency project with a funding line was established (as in the case of EC/DG-ECHO 
funded Save the Children emergency project) the way the project was designed indi-
rectly missed out the target. In the case of Save the Children they prioritised assistance to 
households with children but regionally focused on the industrial areas most affected by 
the floods and by design missed many migrant households. Most migrants, especially the 
ones working in factories or recently arrived in Thailand, do not have children yet or if 
they do often leave them in the country of origin and support them through remittances.

Additionally even in households with children in the case of irregular migrants, children 
of non-registered migrants were most likely also not registered and therefore excluded. 
The organisation soon realised the problem and addressed the issue and still some mi-
grants received support through the project. These migrants, in particular the ones who 
arrived recently in the country, are in a particularly precarious situation as they still have 
to repay most of the migration investment (to brokers or to their families back home). 
They have not earned enough money to have savings and therefore felt an even stronger 
pressure to remain in the host country, scared to lose their job, or if they have lost it al-
ready, hoping to find another one. 

Cooperation and Coordination Between Stakeholders

Cooperation and coordination during the flood response took place on different levels and 
among various actors, including civil society organisations, volunteers, migrant groups 
and to a more limited degree the private sector and government authorities.

The involvement of volunteers was generally needed and appreciated but also created 
challenges. This included the coordination and allocation of tasks for volunteers and also 
the fact that most volunteers were not experienced in working in crisis situations.

“Sometimes it was hard to allocate tasks since many people wanted to help. So we 
created work for the volunteers, such as preparing life jackets, building rafts, and as-
sembling emergency kits.” (TH/C/12)

Other CSOs such as the Thai Labour Museum cooperated with Thai PBS, Thailand’s 
public broadcasting service that supported the organisation with supply goods and com-
munication outreach. 

“We didn’t have enough supplies so we contacted Thai PBS, who had access to a relief 
centre. It was a tense time for the migrant workers, especially the undocumented.” 
(TH/C/7/TLM)

There was also good cooperation between CSOs. For example, The Labour Rights Pro-
motion Networks (LPN) worked together with Raks Thai Foundation in public dissem-
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ination, hoping that residents Thai and migrant workers in Mahachai (Samut Sakhon 
province) knew and understood the flood situation, and were well-prepared for the flood 
and evacuation. LPN tried to build up the key network in each area to help inform people 
about the situation in each community.

Civil society organisations working with migrants in Nonthaburi and Pathum Thani, 
which were affected by the flood, pointed to the need to better connect and coordinate 
the work between existing Thai and migrant health volunteers. A stronger involvement 
of migrant health volunteers or migrants working for community-based organisations 
(CBPs) in the migrant communities can increase awareness and effectiveness of emer-
gency measures. Moreover, a stronger cooperation between CSOs but also between CSOs 
and IOs is desired. Respondents also emphasised the importance of a working network of 
CSOs in time of crisis to provide assistance to affected migrants if necessary. It was noted 
that the division of labour, good collaboration, and sharing of information (of what organ-
isations are responsible for which tasks) could increase efficiency in providing assistance.

The political crisis during 2011 also had an impact on the coordination of flood assistance 
and the disaster management in general. CSO representatives stated that the political cri-
ses also affected the flow of donations. 

“Some groups preferred to donate to NGOs rather than the government because there 
were political issues at that time and some were anti-government.” (TH/C/12/MF)

For migrants, the Thai army with their huge manpower and disaster equipment (e.g. boats 
for evacuation services) were the most visible and the strongest perceived support agency 
during the flood. However CSOs (such as the Mirror Foundation) and Thai authorities 
(such as DDPM) provided goods, assistance or funding for these operations. 

From a CSO perspective, the lack of cooperation between CSOs and governmental insti-
tutions and/or politicians was criticised. Compared to governmental institutions, CSOs 
are less limited by political constraints and their diversity, stronger independence, and 
social networks allows them to work in difficult conditions. 

4.1.4 Post-Crisis Developments for CSOs

After the physical or environmental crisis (i.e. the flooding) ended, focus of assistance 
shifted from emergency measures to legal and employment issues such as repayment of 
outstanding wages or compensation. 

Some CSOs such as World Vision stayed in the affected provinces but continued with 
their previous development work outside of natural disaster contexts. One of the lessons 
learnt from the CSO perspective is to further train self-assistance strategies so that po-
tential crisis victims can act pro-actively as soon as they get to know about an upcoming 
natural disaster. This may include various preparatory measurements for stocking food 
and water, plans for movement, community coordination and communication.
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As mentioned before in the analysis in 2012 the Raks Thai Foundation launched a reha-
bilitation programme on community disaster preparedness and disaster risk reduction fo-
cusing on the participation of women in 31 communities in Lopburi (three communities) 
and Ayutthaya province (29 communities) (Raks Thai Foundation 2013).

Our research has confirmed that the role of CSOs in reaching out to migrants and being 
able to support them during natural disaster is very important. However little has been 
done after the 2011 floods to clearly define the involvement of CSOs in disaster risk man-
agement (DRM) in particular in supporting migrants. 

4.2	 Intergovernmental	Organisations	

The intergovernmental organisations (IOs) included in this study were selected because 
of their focus either on migration issues or on natural disasters and emergency response. 
In particular as part of the United Nations and focusing on migration we interviewed 
representatives of the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) both the regional and the national office, 
the International Labour Organisation and the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) as focal point for the UN Inter-Agency Project on Human-Trafficking (UNIAP). 
Additionally with a focus on natural disasters the Director of the Asian Disaster Pre-
paredness Center (ADPC), a representative from DG ECHO Thailand office and of the 
ASEAN Agreement for Disaster Management and Emergency Relief (AADMER) were 
interviewed. 

4.2.1 Structure of IOs Interviewed 

Most of the intergovernmental organisations interviewed are international organisation 
members or affiliates of the United Nations (IOM, UNHCR, UNDP, ILO) which have a 
decentralised structure with (sub)regional offices in several areas including South East 
Asia and national offices in most of the countries. In the case of Thailand many of the 
(sub) regional offices of international organisations for South East Asia are actually based 
in Bangkok and at the same time Thailand hosts also the national offices whose activities 
and programmes specifically focus on the country. Therefore in some cases more repre-
sentatives of the same organisation have been interviewed to include both the national 
and the regional perspective. The organisations focusing on natural disasters are regional 
organisations with projects in several countries in the region including Thailand. All in-
ternational organisations that are part of the United Nations in a specific country are also 
members of the United Nations Country Team (UNCT) and the resident representatives 
of each organisation are part of the Inter Agency Support Unit which support the United 
Nations Resident Coordinator (UNRC). Among the functions of the UNRC is the UN 
Humanitarian Coordinator in case of emergencies, thus becoming responsible for coordi-
nating country-level responses to humanitarian crises.
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4.2.2 Crisis Response of IOs During the Floods

The starting point and the key to understanding the (lack of) response of intergovern-
mental organisations to the floods in Thailand is the ambiguous approach that the Thai 
government took during the crisis and the consequent response by many UN agencies and 
donors of with maintaining a “traditional interpretation” of how humanitarian assistance 
should be requested. The government decided not to publicly ask for international aid, but 
still informally welcomed help and support. This “welcome, but not request” approach 
created enormous confusion among the intergovernmental actors as many of them, ac-
cording to internal policies, can only mobilise resources to provide aid following a formal 
request for assistance.

During the floods in Thailand multiple offers of help were made by the United Nations, 
first by the country UNRC and also by the Under Secretary General Emergency Relief 
Coordinator (UN-ERC) and the Secretary General himself. However the Thai Prime Min-
ister, instead of formally asking for international assistance, sent a written communica-
tion to the UNRC stating that international assistance was welcome (BarBer 2016). The 
international humanitarian community provides international assistance based on the UN 
general Assembly Resolution 46/182 which states that “humanitarian assistance should 
be provided […] in principle on the basis of an appeal by the affected country”.19 The 
Resolution does not explain what is meant by appeal, therefore the written message of the 
Thai PM’s “welcoming” international assistance was in most of the cases simply not con-
sidered “enough” to justify a full intervention. For the same reasons, several international 
donors, whose humanitarian assistance policies likewise reflect the language of the UN 
resolution, found themselves unable to intervene. 

On the contrary, DG ECHO does not need a specific request from the government to 
mobilise funds as they respond directly to identify needs through existing partners. In 
the case of the Thai flood in June 2011, when the news about the floods became big the 
regional office of ECHO in Bangkok decided to deploy experts to the affected areas, as-
sessed the situation and then requested funding to headquarters to support the interven-
tion (DG ECHO Regional Office South East Asia, Bangkok). 

While a formal request for help was never sent by the government several ministries 
asked for help directly to specific international agencies; for example the Ministries of 
Health and Education bilaterally contacted UN agencies they were already working with 
to ask for support. They received emergency health kits, medical equipment for mobile 
clinics, items for water purification, children’s “school in a box” kits, etc. (United Nations 
Country Team in Thailand 2011). The United Nations provided a number of relief items 
such as cooking stoves, insecticide-treated mosquito nets, generators and solar power 
lamps. “We [UN agencies] all pitched in, depending on what the respective agencies 
could provide, we provide.

UNHCR donated 50,000 US dollars (46,600 Euro) and then solar lanterns, we donated 
which was worth 250,000 US dollars (233,000 Euro), a few thousands of tents that we 

19) United Nations Resolution GA Res 46/182, 1991.
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had on stockpile and was part of our contingency planning from our warehouse. The tents 
were sent out so that people will immediately have additional shelter” (UNHCR Re-
gional Office for South East Asia, Bangkok). Several UN agencies were able to provide 
assistance by supporting existing NGO partners’ through ongoing country programmes 
(BarBer 2016). These contributions were done based on bilateral request in a more in-
formal way and therefore they were not considered interfering with the “need of appeal” 
principle (ibid.). The total amount of international financial aid provided to Thailand dur-
ing the flood summed up to 24 million US dollars (22.4 million Euro) including both 
contributions by international organisation and donors (ibid.). The government allocated 
119.5 billion Baht (or 3.85 billion US dollars / 3.59 billion Euro) as assistance, restoration 
and compensation to the flood victims (poaponsakorn and MeetHoM 2013).

Additionally international organisations continued to meet during the crisis at the UNCT 
level monitoring the situation and coordinating and reporting to their “clusters”, which 
are the basis of the international humanitarian coordination system for crisis response. 
The clusters system is organised in a way that if there is a call for help from a government 
affected by a crisis UN and non-UN actors have clear predefined roles and responsibili-
ties based on their expertise and are able to coordinate the response with the government 
and other IOs and NGOs. IOM was coordinating the cluster on “camp management and 
coordination”, WHO the health cluster and UNDP the one on early recovery. 

The UNHCR senior protection officer at the time of the crisis, who coordinated the pro-
tection cluster for the UN-country team, explained that “a representative of the UNCT 
was attending all the meetings of the FROC and reporting back to the UNCT and, when 
needed, representatives of specific organisations were also attending”. 

Assistance to Migrants by Intergovernmental Organisations

No particular request of help to reach out to migrants by the Thai government to interna-
tional stakeholders emerged from our interviews and desk research. The only exception 
seems to be one specific shelter designated for migrants in Nakhon Pathom province. Ac-
cording to our interview with an expert working for ILO, “the government initiated this 
one [migrant shelter], because the international network proposed that the government 
should organise shelters for migrant workers [...] and the government quickly responded 
to that request.” IOM in its capacity as coordinator of the cluster on “camp management 
and coordination”, and given their expertise in shelter management, was asked for sup-
port with this migrant shelter. 

Another way that international organisations are able to help in a crisis situation is to 
support governments in repatriating their own citizens resident in the crisis country. IOM 
has provided such support in recent years in other crisis situations, for instance in Libya, 
as is also discussed in other MICIC research case studies. However, in the case of the 
2011 floods in Thailand, none of the country of origins of the migrant workers caught by 
the floods asked IOM for support in evacuating their citizens. 

“There was no special request for assistance from them (governments of Myanmar, 
Cambodia and Lao PDR) as well” (TH/I/2)
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Still even without a formal appeal by the government when they set up the Flood Relief 
and Assistance Centre for Migrant Workers in Nakhon Pathom, “they asked for IOM 
help in terms of going to the shelter and then helping in providing documentations for 
migrants” (TH/I/2). During the floods, IOM mobilised its networks, including officials 
and community organisations, to compile and distribute daily updates on the situation 
(Huguet and cHaMratritHirong 2011). The organisation also advocated for better treat-
ment of migrants and advised both governments and migrants (BarBer 2016). 

The ILO also provided financial and technical support to migrant workers and their fam-
ilies through its local partners under an existing project the Tripartite Action to Protect 
Migrant Workers from Labour Exploitation (TRIANGLE Project). In particular ILOs in-
terventions aimed to ensure affected migrant workers could get access to relief assistance, 
on-site protection and support both during the floods and in the early recovery phase. 

“We translate and disseminate information about the notifications sent out by the gov-
ernment during the floods to the international NGOs and our local partners to make 
sure that they can communicate with the migrant workers in their networks” (ILO 2016)

The information was translated in Burmese and Cambodian as Thai is intelligible to mi-
grants from Lao PDR. 

An example of targeted support to migrants during the floods is the emergency project 
funded by DG ECHO and implemented by Save the Children to support migrants’ house-
holds affected by the floods. During the assessment conducted by the expert team sent by 
ECHO regional office in the flood affected provinces of the central plain areas, migrants 
were found to be excluded both in the distribution of government compensations to the 
population affected by the floods and even in the case of relief distribution. At the time a 
cash grant subsidy of about 100 US dollars (93 Euro) was established by the Thai govern-
ment to support households affected by the floods. All affected families, independently of 
their nationality, could collect it upon registration (TH/I/12). However, migrants were in-
directly excluded because applicants had to provide house registration to prove that they 
were affected by the flood. Migrants lack the financial and social capital to own properties 
in Thailand, therefore they usually rent the house where they live. The address on their ID 
card is the address of the employer. For both these reasons they were excluded. Secondly, 
the field assessment pointed out that the distribution of dry rations could not always reach 
migrants, in particular irregular migrants, because they were afraid of showing up at the 
distribution points to collect the items. In the interview the representation of DG ECHO 
declared: 

“We knew that even if Thailand had a lot of capacity the scale of the disaster was big-
ger than their capacity to reach everyone” (TH/I/12) 

With regard to the organisations working on disaster preparedness, we interviewed the 
Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC). The organisation has been working on the 
issue for 30 years, helping governments in developing relief plans and emergency re-
sponse plans before disasters happen. They are a regional organisation, with their head-
quarters in Bangkok working with almost every country in Asia. Part of their work also 
focuses on government policies, looking into how to integrate disaster risk thinking into 
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the different stages of policy development. Before the 2011 floods ADPC worked with 
the DDPM and supported them in drafting the national policy on disaster preparedness. 

“We were part of the setting up of that department [DDPM] […] After the Tsunami in 
2004, at the beginning […] helping [the government] to build that capacity and then 
[…] set up this community-based disaster risk management schemes” (TH/I/1) 

As ADPC work mostly in disaster preparedness, they did not take part in the emergency 
response to the 2011 floods. As a matter of fact, the DDPM which they helped creating 
and the response plan that they had supported preparing was not implemented during the 
2011 floods (see Chapter 4.4 below on State response). 

From our interview with ADPC the exclusion of migrants in the preparation plans clearly 
emerged even at the international organisation level. Organisations that are supporting 
governments developing their own emergency plans did not include migrants in this pro-
cess. Respondents at ADPC confirmed that even in their work of engaging communities 
in preparation to natural disasters,

“We did not distinguish whether it is a migrant or a Thai within the community, but 
I believe there is a gap there because of the language, whenever we do things with 
the Thai community, we treat as a Thai community because it is in Thailand, so the 
language medium is always in Thai, so I’m guessing some migrants who are actually 
living in the same community are feeling left behind because they do not understand 
what we are delivering to the community, so I think that remains a gap, that we have 
not yet filled.” (TH/I/1)

The respondents explained that migrant workers are not only excluded because of lan-
guage barriers (all trainings, plans and support are delivered in Thai) but also because 
by supporting the system, they indirectly exclude migrants because they are not “fully 
integrated into the real society […] they are still probably outside the system” and “sup-
porting the system will not help very much the migrant group” (TH/I/1). 

Regional Response 

At the regional level, Thailand is member of the ASEAN and signatory of the ASEAN 
Agreement for Disaster Management and Emergency Relief (AADMER). AADMER is 
the first legally binding agreement for the ASEAN region for the coordination of humani-
tarian responses in South East Asia. The AADMER was ratified by all ten ASEAN mem-
ber states, including Thailand and was followed by the adoption of a 2010–2015 work 
programme, the development of standard operating procedures, the establishments of the 
ASEAN Coordinating Center for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) and the ASEAN 
Emergency Rapid Assessment Team (ERAT) (BarBer 2016). For our research we inter-
viewed one person working in the newly established AHA center with the ASEAN ERAT 
team that was diploid to Thailand in 2011 and the leader of the ASEAN ERAT team. 

The ASEAN’s Standard Operating Procedures allow in case of emergency assistance to 
ASEAN member countries to be offered and the offer should be accepted by the national 
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focal point. In the case of Thailand the national focal point at the time of the floods was 
DDPM (TH/IO/11). However the sudden creation of the FROC made the role of DDPM 
unclear. As explained from our respondent from AADMER no formal request was made 
by Thailand for help by ASEAN, but the ERAT was deployed based on the agreement be-
tween the ASEAN Secretary General and the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs(TH/I/11). 
Also at the time of the floods the Secretary General of the ASEAN was Dr. Surin Pit-
suwan of Thai nationality who had a strong relation with the government of Thailand 
(TH/I/10). In 2011 the AHA was just getting established.

“We were just collecting information and putting it in our report, […] that was really 
the early time during the establishment of the AHA-Center. So we just try to manage 
the ASEAN ERAT, communicate with them and then produce the situation report for 
the member state, there is not really a on-the-ground coordination control really estab-
lished yet during that time by the AHA-Center.”

The mandate of the ERAT was to help the DDPM, and to liaise with the DDPM. The 
DDPM helped with the logistics of the mission. 

“We assessed the most urgent needs of people and looked at the entire distribution 
chain. We investigated the packing of items in Don Muang airport, to the distribution 
centres, all the way to the affected families. The problem was that the goods were stuck 
in the distribution centre. Also because they were lacking flat boats with engines to 
navigate the flood water […] They were also lacking water pumps, life jackets, and 
ropes.” 

In the assessment made by the ERAT there was no particular attention to migrants be-
cause this was not identified as a problem by the government and therefore was out of 
the mandate of the ASEAN ERAT. In this case the organisation adopted a more flexible 
approach and sent the ERAT to Thailand for the assessment; however the results and rec-
ommendations of the assessment were not made public and were shared only with DDPM 
and through the ASEAN Secretariat to the representatives of the ASEAN member states. 
Additionally the AHA was just getting established at the time of the crisis and therefore 
could not engage in humanitarian assistance operations. 

Challenges for Intergovernmental Organisations

The IOs which strictly awaited an official request for assistance by the country affected by 
the natural disaster in order to mobilise emergency resources, were left in a sort of limbo 
by the “welcome but not requested” position of the Thai government. Most of them still 
contributed using already existing projects or donating some emergency items such as 
tents and mosquito nets that they had already. 

Advocating for Migrants

IOM and UNIAP have been advocating for improvements in the freedom of movement of 
migrants under the current registration process. However the argument made by the gov-
ernment is that “those who cannot move out of the district or out of the province are only 
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the semi-legal populations. So, […] they cannot move just for this time and they have to 
wait until their nationality is verified and then they can move”. However the problem is 
that the NV process is always time consuming and costly and has to be completed within 
specific dates. This creates a lot of uncertainty especially for the periods in between these 
“amnesty windows”, as our respondent from IOM explained.

“We never know how long would it take. For now it’s a year already. For […] one point 
one million people and nothing have been done.” (TH/I/2)

This is a key issue especially in case of a natural disaster, because it directly affects their 
legal capacity to leave the affected areas and their decision to return to their home country.

Another factor playing a key role in migrant’s decision during a crisis like the 2011 floods 
is their financial situation. During and after the floods ILO advocated for improving mi-
grant workers contracts allowing them to change employer even without their employer’s 
notification so that they have a chance to continue working legally in the country even 
when they lose their jobs (as it was often the case during the 2001 floods when many 
factories had to close). 

ILO also advocated that all important communications should be delivered in several 
languages during the crisis and that a hot line service in multiple languages is established 
to make sure that migrant workers have also access to it. 

The UN Country Team in the name of all UN organisations in Thailand advocated not 
only support of a non-discrimination policy that the Thai government has in its emergency 
plans, but also in particular for the government to clearly communicate it to local authori-
ties and communities and ensure its implementation. Two important communications in 
support of migrants were sent out during the crisis, but in some cases they somehow went 
lost and did not always reach the authorities responsible for implementing them or if they 
did they were ignored. First the Royal Thai Police as per government request issued an 
order for all officers to facilitate migrant workers to return their home countries, however 
there were problems in implementation of this order and anecdotes reveal that registered 
migrants were arrested and detained trying to return to their origin countries because they 
were found traveling without the necessary travel documents. Secondly during the flood, 
the MOPH issued notifications to its hospitals to provide medical services to every patient 
(Thai and non-nationals) regardless of whether they are able to prove their eligibility; 
however in some cases hospital officers either did not see it or misinterpreted it.

The UNCT advocated that the government must issue clear instructions to local authori-
ties (including immigration, labour, health and police) and local communities that there 
should be equal treatment of Thai nationals and migrants (regardless of their legal status) 
in the distribution of relief supplies, the delivery of assistance and healthcare provision. 
It was also stated that the principle of non-discrimination should be applied within the 
workplace to ensure access to any emergency fund, as well as to ensure payment of wag-
es, freedom of movement, social security coverage (for migrants covered by the Social 
Security Scheme), etc. (TH/I/3 and a report that was provided to the author during the 
interview)
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Refugees Caught by the Floods in Bangkok

The target population of the project “Migrant in Countries in Crisis” are migrants and 
not necessarily refugees, as they have a series of instruments and conventions at the 
international level to protect them. However this might be different when the crisis 
happens in the country where refugees are seeking asylum and, as it is in the case of 
Thailand, has not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention or its 1967 Protocol and does 
not have a formal national asylum framework (http://www.unhcr.org/). 

Despite their ambiguous situation (asylum seekers and refugees are considered ir-
regular migrants but due to their UNHCR protection are tolerated), during the crisis 
asylum seekers and refugees living in Bangkok and affected by the floods were sup-
ported by UNHCR and received also relief packages by charities, military and the 
Thai Red Cross Society (TH/I/4). There are three UNHCR filed offices in the country, 
one UNHCR country office in Bangkok and one UNHCR Regional office for Asia 
and Pacific also located in Bangkok. The UNHCR Thailand office supports primar-
ily refugees and asylum seekers based in Bangkok, while the field offices support 
refugees living in Mae Sot, Kanchanaburi, Mae Hong Son and Mae Sariang. At the 
time of the floods UNHCR counted about 2,200 asylum seekers and refugees living 
in the city, and 84 families were compelled to move to high ground to escape the 
flood (TH/I/4). 

During our fieldwork, we interviewed three representatives of the regional office 
for Asia and the Pacific, one of them working for UNHCR in Bangkok at the time 
of the crisis, and one representative of the Thai office. The senior protection officer 
interviewed was coordinating the protection cluster for the UN-country team and 
overseeing refugees and asylum seekers in Bangkok and its suburbs. Additionally 
we also interviewed one UNCHR staff of Thai nationality who was hired during 
the floods to make assessments on how the refugees were coping with the crisis. 
Refugees and asylum seekers living in Bangkok, because they are staying outside 
the camps, are considered “unauthorised migrants” and as explained above (Chapter 
2.3, section a), are considered irregular migrants and therefore subject to detention 
and deportation. 

Most of the asylum seekers and refugees living in Bangkok and registered with UN-
HCR are from Afghanistan and Pakistan, and just a small number are from Myanmar. 
They do not have freedom of movement, they are not allowed to work and they do 
not have health insurance. UNHCR provides them with a monetary allowance and 
pays for their healthcare. During the floods, UNHCR continued assisting their asy-
lum seekers and refugees keeping in contact with them and checking whether and to 
what extent they were affected by the floods. They helped them accordingly by send-
ing their requests to the Bangkok Refugee Centre (BRC) which is the implement-
ing partner of UNHCR in the Bangkok urban area. BRC was assisting the refugees 
affected by the flood by distributing dry rations, mosquito nets and hygienic floods 
packages as well as temporarily increasing their allowance. UNHCR through BRC 
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4.3 Private Sector 

Little information is available on the private sector response to the crisis. Anecdotal 
reports show that some companies and banks actually provided significant support to 
local communities and community-based organisations (UNDP 2012), however, if and 
how this help also targeted and reached migrants is hard to identify. To overcome this 
problem in our analysis, we focus on the role played by private companies and agencies 
dealing with migrants, such as migrants’ recruiters and brokers and their employers and 
landlords. 

4.3.1 Recruiters and Brokers

Migrants, especially undocumented migrants, who have to rely on brokers and irregular 
recruiters in order to migrate, frequently have to pay back high debts, and face risks 
of being deceived into trafficking or bad labour conditions (IOM 2016, p. 29). For the 
migrants interviewed in this research, recruiters and brokers – mainly working on an 
irregular basis – have played a major role in facilitating migration and employment. 
While some respondents were willing to reveal which routes they have taken to cross 
the border, others seemed reluctant to talk. While those who came to Thailand under 
MoUs made use of regular channels of migration, many migrants who entered Thailand 
took up various irregular routes along the long borders of Thailand and its neighbouring 
countries. Those who shared their experiences specified that they used various types of 
transportation along their routes of migration. It required also getting off a vehicle and 
continuing by foot for some distance before getting back on a vehicle again. Some mi-
grants did not cross the border from their origin country but via a transit country. A few 

also provided counselling and legal assistance to their people of interest and also 
indicated to them “safe” distribution points for example where the Thai Red Cross 
was distributing assistance. 

“The Thai Red cross, when they go out [to distribute relief items] they do not 
necessarily make the distinction if one is Thai or not, they would go to that par-
ticular spot into the Thai communities, but the refugees were also there within the 
communities […] the general policy of the Red Cross does not make a distinction 
of whom [to help].” 

Our respondent reported a similar approach when distributing drinkable water also 
from the military: 

“The military would come in with a motor truck for example and drinking water, I 
don‘t recall a single event that says that you aren‘t Thai we don‘t give you drink-
ing water, no they gave water to these people [refugees] as well.”  
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were faced with border police but managed to get by with the help from their brokers 
who may have bribed or had connections with the border police. Most migrants have 
reported they entered Thailand irregularly using services of brokers for migration and 
securing employment. It can be summarised that the majority of respondents entered 
Thailand through irregular and broker channels, especially in the years before the 2011 
floods.

The role of recruiters and brokers during the floods varies depending on migrants’ experi-
ences. Desk research conducted for this study showed that fearing imprisonment, migrant 
workers were reported to have used brokers to make their journey to the border. In Samut 
Sakhon, a fishing port 40 minutes southwest of Bangkok, brokers were reported to charge 
2,400 Baht (about 68 US dollars / 63 Euro) for travelling to Mae Sot, the border point 
with Myanmar. According to the World Press report, brokers would load 150 people onto 
a truck with the capacity for 50, and make the overloaded eight or nine-hour trip to the 
border (rougHneen 2011). Additionally some brokers were reported to try to take advan-
tage of the situation: 

“At that time there were many migrant workers looking for jobs and then some labour 
brokers they just proposed that they can find them another job, but at a very high cost 
for 1,000 to 7,000 Baht (26 Euro / 28 US dollars to 185 Euro / 198 US dollars) per 
case comparing to let’s say their monthly wage of around 7,000 Baht (185 Euro / 198 
US dollars), so it cost them about one month.” (TH/I/10) 

4.3.2 Employers and Landlords

Employers and landlords/housing played a crucial role in assisting or hindering migrants’ 
lives during the crisis. In both cases, formal contracts or agreements are hardly imple-
mented which puts migrant employees and tenants into a rather strong dependency. This 
is especially critical for irregular migrants who are subject to detention and deportation 
and thus have no legal opportunity to claim rights. 

Employers played a crucial role in framing the possibilities of migrants’ responses. Ac-
cording to migrants interviewed, employers decided on a rather arbitrary basis whether 
to continue paying salaries to the migrants they employed. While some employers left 
their employees stranded at a flooded factory, cut their payment or held them against 
their will in their factory, others provided support, for instance in allowing migrants 
to stay at their factory or company building during the flood or provided information, 
transport, food or water. When employers shut down their businesses and couldn’t re-
start their activities, migrants were left unemployed without any notice and had to find 
new jobs:

“I lost a job because the bosses never come back to re-open their business. I was a 
freelance for cleaning affected houses or shops for two-three months.” (TH/M/26)

Under the MoU recruitment process between Myanmar and Thailand a standard employ-
ment contract in Thai, Burmese and English must be signed by the (Thai) employer or 
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a representative, the worker (from Myanmar) and two witnesses (one of whom may be 
the Myanmar recruitment agency). In the contract it is clearly stated that “in a case of a 
natural disaster causing a situation no longer conductive to work, the employer must re-
patriate the worker and pay all of the expenses of doing so” (item 12 of the employment 
contract).20 This is part of the MoU signed between Myanmar and Thailand in 2002 which 
started to be implemented in 2009, as mentioned previously. As of end of 2010, a total 
of 1,513 low-skilled migrants from Myanmar had entered Thailand through the official 
MoU process (Huguet and cHaMratHritirong 2011). Given the limited number of MoU-
supported migrants from Myanmar at the time of the floods – and the fact that probably 
not all of them had been in a flood affected area – only few employers were actually 
bound by contracts to repatriate migrants at their own expenses. According to one of our 
expert respondents, 

“in the fieldwork that we’ve done [the expert and his colleagues] I do not recall any-
one ever referring to that or attempting to invoke that part of the contract [...] and it’s 
almost impossible to find a worker which even remembers signing the contract and 
certainly it’s impossible to find a worker who actually has a copy of his or her contract, 
because, they sign it and then they give, one copy goes to the ministry of labour, one 
copy goes to the recruiter, one copy goes to the employer” (TH/E/8). 

Therefore it is up to the employer to actually respect the contract as it will be very difficult 
for a migrant worker to raise a complaint without a copy of the employment contract.

Landlords took over a crucial role as most rooms and flats located on the ground floor 
were flooded. In many cases affected people thus tried to move to the first or second 
floor to stay with friends, or other migrants and tenants. While some landlords did not 
charge room fees for tenants whose apartments/rooms were flooded, others charged for 
the flooded room and/or charged extra if persons moved together with others to an up-
per floor. In one reported case (see section IV on experiences of unequal treatment and 
(fear of) discrimination) the landlord took advantage of an undocumented flood victim by 
stealing her belongings.

During the floods, sources reported also cases where employers and even authorities took 
advantage of the situation, extorting money from migrants. An article in “Asia World-
press” reported how it is common practice for Thai employers to hold the passports of 
migrant staff as a means of control and how “one employer in Pathum Thani demanded 
7,500 Baht (198 Euro / 213 US dollars) from migrants who needed their passports to 
return to Myanmar” (rougHneen 2011).

To summarise, private actors and institutions, specifically employers and landlords played 
a crucial role in framing opportunities and constraints for migrants. The lack of imple-
mentation of legal regulation in this field creates a strong dependency between migrants 
and these groups of private actors.

20) Paper copy of a contract received by Huguet through expert interview 2016..
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4.4 States 

4.4.1 General Disaster Response of Government Authorities

The Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation (DDPM), part of the Ministry of 
Interior, had been designated as the main body of the Royal Thai government to respond 
to disasters in the 2007 Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Act. Following this plan, in 
August 2011 after weeks of torrential rains in the country, the DDPM started its emer-
gency operations (Save the Children 2012).

This approach was changed when Prime Minister Yingluk Shinawatra decided to estab-
lish a different command structure under the newly created Floods Relief Operations 
Centre (FROC) on October 8, headed by the Ministry of Justice, following an Incident 
Command approach. There were obvious drawbacks to this changed situation. First of all, 
existing command structures were overturned, creating confusion about responsibilities 
according to a number of government stakeholders interviewed. Secondly, the staff of the 
DDPM, which had been trained in disaster response for years, was now barely involved 
in the response, meaning their institutional knowledge was under-utilised. The DDPM 
thus only had a “supporting role” (Save the Children 2012, pp. 13–14; BarBer 2016, pp. 
322–323; TH/E/1) in the response to the floods.

The government response focused mostly on the management of the raising water and 
on the humanitarian response, such as distribution of relief items to the affected popula-
tion, setting up evacuation centres, and provision of health services. While there were 
sufficient relief goods at hand, the government faced logistical problems with the trans-
portation and distribution of these items, for instance, there were not sufficient suitable 
boats available (according to ASEAN ERAT, see Chapter 4.4.2). The military stepped in 
to support this gap to a certain degree, since it was well placed with manpower as well 
as with ships and trucks that could navigate water and has highly organised structures 
throughout the country. 

Relief items were in general distributed according to household registry, and mobile med-
ical teams rotated in visiting affected regions and evacuation centres (TH/A/3; TH/A/4). 
Emergency hotlines were set up to answer further needs, such as emergency health care. 
The identification of vulnerable target groups did not appear to be part of the emergency 
effort, according to our interviews with government authorities. Furthermore, according 
to CSOs, items were not usually distributed house by house; instead, they were left at dis-
tribution points, and people came to pick up items not just for themselves, but often also 
for nearby neighbours. How these items were later distributed was not under the control 
of the government. 

While the government did set up Evacuation Centres in affected provinces, additional 
shelters were created in an ad-hoc manner by different civil society stakeholders, such as 
temples, schools and universities, and mainly run by volunteers. These shelters had little 
to no government oversight and professional management expertise (TH/C/9; TH/E/1) 
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(Save the Children 2012). The quality of government shelter management itself also at 
times depended on the ability of the person managing it, according to a respondent at 
DDPM who was a shelter manager at the time (TH/A/2).

The lack of government support and coordination in particular for civil society shelters 
led at times to chaotic circumstances. The shelter at Thammasat University has been high-
lighted as a particularly comfortable shelter, which provided 24 hours a day and seven 
days a week (24/7) air-condition and food buffets. This changed when the shelter had to 
be evacuated from the oncoming flood, as a volunteer recounts: 

“Before the management of the university decided to close the shelter [...], it’s like 
chaos. It’s a lot of people very angry. [...] Several of us got threatened by the victims” 
(TH/C/9) 

Volunteers found themselves facing angry, scared civilians, without any professional 
training to manage the situation. The military then stepped in to help disband this shelter, 
and transported civilians to other sites, as previously quoted volunteer reported. 

The effectiveness of government communication was likewise affected by unclear struc-
tures of responsibility during the crisis. Throughout our interviews, all non-government 
stakeholders critically commented on the highly uneven communication from the govern-
ment authorities dealing with the disaster to the population at large. Since there appears 
to have been no overall communication strategy and each ministry did what it thought 
best, this led to at times unclear information from the government to the population of 
such essential facts as the status quo of the flood, areas in impending danger, and personal 
safety measures to take. 

Similar issues were reported regarding the overall cooperation between ministries and 
between the government and outside stakeholders. While some authorities were highly 
integrated into the new command structure under the FROC, for others, like the DDPM, 
the changes created confusion. Furthermore, there were some overlaps in tasks resulting 
from unclear responsibilities. For instance, a number of agencies were responsible for 
health-related tasks, with the National Institute of Emergency Medicine taking an ad-hoc 
leadership role that was not formally established. Discussing lessons learned if such a 
flood were to occur again, an Emergency Medicine respondent stated: 

“It was found during the discussion about lessons learned that no organisation in-
volved was clear about what their role was during the flood, they didn’t see the pic-
ture” (TH/A/4) 

CSOs and IOs also often lacked clear information about official focal points, and thus had 
to rely on established networks with individual ministries. 

Political tensions within the country also played a role in making cooperation difficult, 
according to one expert interviewed (TH/E/1) (cHacHavalpongpun 2014). Furthermore 
many of our CSO and expert respondents reported cases of cronyism, such as local politi-
cians misappropriating relief goods in order to garner political favour:
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“Distribution of supplies was prioritised by political constituency in order to collect 
future votes.” (TH/C/10)

Political tension between the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration and the national gov-
ernment similarly exacerbated coordination problems (pHongsatorn 2012).

What further complicated the Thai government’s response was the lack of an appeal for 
international assistance (see section b for further discussion of the international response).

Looking at the overall flood response, a picture of a highly uneven situation during the 
flood emerges: on the one hand, there was an excess of resources available, like at the 
Thammasat shelter with its 24/7 air conditioning and bulging food buffets, and on the 
other, failures such as local food shortages, lack of efficient coordination and communica-
tion, and gaps in the response. 

4.4.2 Government Response with Regard to Migrants

The situation of migrants during the flood needs to be contextualised within this highly 
uneven government response to the population in general. The general lack of a target 
group approach which aims to identify vulnerable groups also extended to migrants. 
During our interviews, a number of government authorities were confident that mi-
grants had been included in the response, referring to an understanding that the re-
sponse targeted “the entire population”, and that no one was treated differently – not 
migrants, either. The problem behind such an approach without defined target groups 
is a lack of awareness about the necessity to identify specific needs in an emergency 
situation (BirkMann et al. 2013). Authority respondents did not seem to be aware that 
some segments of the population may have different needs which may easily be over-
looked. Aside from this somewhat ungrounded belief that migrants were included, we 
also found the opposite conviction among Ministry of Labour respondents that migrants 
had not even been eligible to government relief operations at all. This highlights confu-
sion and differing understandings about migrants’ eligibility and access, even five years 
after the flood (TH/A/7).

The agency responsible for migrant workers was in interviews often referred to as the 
Ministry of Labour. The ministry itself, however, pointed out that there was no agency 
clearly assigned to support migrant workers during a natural disaster: 

“There is a vacuum since each agency does not see it as their responsibility” (TH/A/7)

As we will see, the Ministry of Labour (MOL) did step in eventually, but the confusion in 
terms of responsibility likely contributed to a delayed and uneven response.

Regarding migrants’ legal situation, the restrictions on mobility imposed on all migrants, 
except for those with completed NV or MoU status, were not lifted for a long time (see 
also part B section II on legal for an explanation of these terms). In our interview with 
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the MOL, officers pointed out that it had not been in the interest of the ministry to assist 
migrants’ return: 

“We expected the floods to recede soon and wanted the migrant workers to return to 
their regular jobs. We did not have a policy to repatriate the migrant workers since that 
would aggravate the labour shortage.” (TH/A/7) 

In October 2011, the MOL did send out a notification which highlighted that migrants 
should be allowed to travel beyond their region of employment during the time of the 
flood, “as the MOL requested the Immigration Bureau to waive travel restrictions” (IOM 
2016, p. 37). However, as was highlighted by several CSOs, the implementation of this 
directive was highly uneven and information about it was not thoroughly disseminated. 
Thus, migrants could not trust that police would be aware of it (ibid.) or possibly were not 
even aware of it themselves. Even more unclear was the treatment of irregular migrants 
during the crisis. CSOs and migrants both reported different and conflicting experiences 
and perspectives, pointing to uneven practices throughout flood-affected regions. In some 
cases, there was leniency, while there were also many reports of irregular migrants being 
arrested and deported during the flood (Weng 2012). It appears that there were no official 
announcements made to facilitate the travel of irregular migrants, nor their being able to 
access relief, without fear of arrest.

A further problem concerned the visa prolongation for migrants. As explained in section 
I part B, all foreigners, including migrant workers, every three months (90 days) have to 
report to their local immigration office and if they do not do it or if they do it too late they 
have to pay a fine of about 2000 Baht (53 Euro / 57 US dollars). The fine has to be paid 
to amend having miss to report and continue remaining legally in the country. During the 
floods, many local immigration offices in flood- affected provinces had to close down or 
relocate. As highlighted by an interview with a local immigration police office, there was 
no information disseminated among migrants when they relocated; according to them, “it 
seemed like they knew” where to find them (TH/A/5), contrary to reports from migrants 
interviewed. After the flood, the Ministry of Interior declared a waiver of penalties for 
migrants failing to report their presence in the three month period from September 1 to 
November 30, 2011. Fines and/or imprisonment were not executed if migrants reported to 
immigration within 60 days from the end of the three months (IOM 2012b). Work permits 
likewise had to be renewed, which was almost impossible during the flood due to these 
relocations. According to the MOL, migrants had the option to appeal a fine within a 15 
day grace period for renewing their work permits, although it is not clear whether and 
how this information was disseminated (TH/A/7).

This lack of important information dissemination to migrants was apparent throughout 
the government response. Official communication was made only in the Thai language, 
and no effort appears to have been made to target migrant communities with important 
information. Throughout most authority interviews conducted, officials were certain that 
“it is impossible that (migrants) did not know” about the flood (TH/A/2) – after all, the 
entire country had discussed nothing else for months. Furthermore, some officials stated 
that they presumed employers would inform their migrant employees about the situation 
(TH/A/2). Our interviews with migrants and CSOs showed that in many cases, the op-
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posite was true (see also sections V.c on employers). While those migrants who spoke 
Thai and/or were well embedded in Thai social contexts were aware of what was going 
on, there were many others who were completely surprised by the flooding (see Chapter 
3 on migrant responses). 

Lack of data representing the numbers of hidden population and information about their 
needs had several negative implications: it was difficult to allocate the adequate relief 
supplies to different areas as hidden populations were not included and as the estimation 
of resource allocation was made based on the 2010 household census often the number of 
people affected was underestimated. 

Local cronyism likely also made access to relief items more difficult.

“It was impressive how Thais who lived in neighbourhoods near the trapped migrant 
workers would help out. [...] But the politicians who came out were not interested in 
helping the migrant workers; only Thais. Some Thais then shared their relief supplies 
with the migrant workers.” (TH/C/5) 

Moreover, CSOs who tried to assist migrants during the flood reported that especially ir-
regular migrants did not dare venture outside to access the relief goods, for fear of arrest 
and deportation. This also hindered the work of these CSOs, who despite their best efforts 
were not always able to reach out to irregular migrants (see Part B section III chapter a on 
CSOs’ response). Government officials interviewed for this study were usually not able 
to comment on such details of on-the-ground operations, instead mostly confirming their 
confidence that “the entire population”, including migrants, had been targeted. When dis-
cussing such statements with CSO Raks Thai, the respondents stated: 

“They can say that now. But it wasn’t the case then. The government just wanted to 
protect itself. We had to do everything for the migrant worker victims.” (TH/C/2)

In general, access to health care at hospitals is troublesome for migrants because of “neg-
ative attitudes” of hospital staff towards migrants, according to a recent study by the 
WHO (2015). During the flood, the MOPH issued a notification to its hospitals that all 
patients should be treated regardless of whether they are able to prove their eligibility 
(IOM 2016, p. 37) (TH/A/3), in order to facilitate access to health care for migrants (as 
well as for Thai nationals who had lost their ID). Some CSOs reported that it was in some 
cases difficult for migrants to access care at hospitals. Emergency health care was pro-
vided based on calls to hotlines; information about these hotlines was again disseminated 
only in Thai, and hotline employees likewise spoke no major migrant language. Access 
to these services for migrants and vulnerable sub-groups such as irregular migrants was 
accordingly restricted

After urging from IOM, other international organisations and Thai CSOs, in October 
2011 the Ministry of Labour set up a “Flood Relief and Assistance Centre” at Wat Rai 
Khing temple in Nakhon Pathom province, dedicated to migrant workers. IOM supported 
the MOL with registration in the shelter, and World Vision supported the setting up of 
the shelter in the first days (TH/C/1). The reason why this migrant evacuation centre was 
set up so late after the flood had started at least partially seemed to be due to unclear 
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responsibilities on the government side, according to a MOL officer interviewed. They 
furthermore pointed out the lack of expertise within the Ministry for such a task:

“There was not (any) formal coordination. We were not sure how to proceed. [...] 
There were no formal directives to set up shelters, and who to appoint as shelter direc-
tors, and various management section personnel.” (TH/A/7)

This statement again points to a lack of agency cooperation and professional expertise in 
shelter management. 

There was also a lack of designated budget in setting up the MOL shelter, according to 
the MOL respondent: “(T)here was no specific budget or host agency to direct the range 
of assistance.” The numbers of migrants in the MOL shelter fluctuated highly on a daily 
basis, between 200-500. Many left trying to go back to their countries of origin (see also 
Chapter 3 on migrant responses). In principle, irregular migrants were welcome at the 
MOL shelter, although registration procedures may have deterred this group. Aside from 
essential services, the shelter also provided help with documents and support for those 
who wanted to travel. The Myanmar embassy also supported migrants with issuance of 
documents in this shelter (IOM 2016, p. 37). The MOL shelter had to be evacuated in late 
November, as it was threatened by the flood, and was moved to a new site in Ratchaburi. 
Another shelter dedicated to migrants was set up by Noble Compassionate Volunteer, a 
Myanmar CSO (ibid.). 

Those migrants who tried to reach the respective borders to move back to their countries 
of origin faced difficulties as well. According to news reports during the flood, as many as 
100,000 (The Nation 2011) migrants moved across borders into their countries of origin, 
with at least 10,000 moving across the border to Myanmar in October 2011.21 Irregular 
migrants and those in the NV process were particularly affected by the legal restrictions 
on mobility, as described above. A significant number of irregular migrants seems to have 
reported themselves to immigration police voluntarily, at least in Nonthaburi province, in 
order to reach their countries of origin through the deportation process (TH/E/8; TH/A/5). 
Migrants, both regular and irregular, also made use of channels such as paying fees to 
immigration police to take them to the border (as was stated off the record by an interna-
tional organisation respondent) One immigration police officer in Nonthaburi stated that 
during the flood, they “did not arrest (migrants), more (like) facilitated them to go back 
to their own country…They came to us to take them home” (TH/A/5). These statements 
however contradict reports from CSOs of ongoing arrests and deportations at the time 
(see section “Crisis response of CSOs during the flood”).

Myanmar migrants faced particular difficulties. Migrants who crossed the border to My-
anmar until October 2011 were extorted fees of THB 2,500 (The Nation 2011) (66 Euro / 
71 US dollars) and more (MaHn 2011) by the ethnic armed group Democratic Karen Bud-
dhist Army (DKBA). The official border crossing (the “Friendship bridge”) was closed 
by the Myanmar authorities at the time. Myanmar authorities moved to put a stop to 
these practices in early November, according to news reports (The Irrawaddy 2011). The 
21) http://www.bangkokpost.com/archive/10000-burmese-workers-go-home-to-escape-

floods/263837 (30,000 according to IOM sitrep)
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Friendship Bridge was also opened temporarily in early November, allowing a limited 
number of migrants to pass through (ibid.). In the midst of this, Mae Sot immigration 
authorities announced a crackdown on irregular migrants on November 1, which was 
heavily criticised by the CSO Map Foundation, stating that authorities were “seemingly 
ignoring what (was) happening in the rest of Thailand” (pollock 2011).

Regarding the response from the major origin countries of migrants, most stakeholders 
reported that it was minimal or that they were not aware of any response. According to the 
Cambodian embassy, most Cambodian migrant workers already seemed to be supported 
by the Thai government or CSOs. “Migrants didn’t seem to have that many difficulties” 
(TH/A/10). The embassy also sent staff members to evacuation centres where Cambodian 
migrants were sheltered, to “provide moral support”, and a group of 30 migrants was sup-
ported financially to reach the border (TH/A/10). 

The Myanmar embassy supported migrants at the MOL shelter with the issuance of travel 
documents (IOM 2016, p 37; The Irrawaddy 2011). Still only a limited number of mi-
grants went to the shelter which was opened late in November and could only host up to 
500 migrants at the time. Additionally the Myanmar authorities supported their citizens 
by re-opening the Mae Sot border point and providing assistance at key border crossings 
during the daytime. According to sources at the Mae Sot border, authorities were provid-
ing food and water transport from the border onwards to Pa’an, inside Myanmar. In addi-
tion to food and water, returning migrants were given 4,500 kyat (about 3.65 US dollars / 
3.4 Euro) to assist them and their return (rougHneen 2011). 

Finally, according to MoU employment contracts for Myanmar workers, employers are 
responsible for the repatriation of their workers in cases of disaster (TH/E/8). This does 
not seem to have been followed during the flood. As above, there were only a few hundred 
migrant workers from Myanmar resident in Thailand with status based on MoU at the 
time of the floods. There were some reports of employers bringing employees to shelters, 
but not to the border. Still, the fact that the government of Myanmar, differing for exam-
ple from the government of Cambodia, requires that migrants going to Thailand under the 
MoU sign a standard working contract, including an emergency repatriation clause, is to 
be considered a good practice (TH/E/8). That said, little has been reported on the efforts 
of the governments of Cambodia, Myanmar, and Laos to assist their nationals in Thailand 
during the 2011 floods (Migrant Forum Asia Secretariat n.d.).

Overall, the government response to migrants during the flood can be qualified as se-
verely limited. Since the Thai government issued no amnesty or laissez passer during 
the flood, irregular migrants were especially vulnerable to being trapped in their place of 
residence without support. Furthermore, no mid- to long-term measures targeting migrant 
workers after the crisis could be identified based on our research, aside from a waiver 
of penalties for migrants failing to report their presence during the flood, as mentioned 
above.22 After the flood, “irregular migrants who had permission to temporarily stay and 
work in Thailand but were affected by the flood and thus returned to Myanmar/Burma 

22) http://th.iom.int/index.php/component/remository/facilitating-migration/migration-informa-
tion-notes/ and ..\..\..\..\Literature\Thailand\IOM-Migrant_Info_Note_No_14(en)-red.pdf
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(had to) go through the MoU process in order to come back and work in Thailand” (TH/
IO/2), according to IOM (2016, p. 37). Those migrants with work permits who returned 
to Thailand after the flood were also not reimbursed work permit fees, although their 
permits were still valid (ibid.). There was a government compensation scheme in place 
for damage to houses, which operated on a case-by-case basis. (TH/C/3; TH/C/10). Since 
(irregular) migrants cannot own land or houses in Thailand, they were accordingly not 
eligible for this scheme, despite the losses they incurred. 

5. Policy Learning and Conclusions

5.1 Lessons Learnt

A number of general lessons arising from the experience of responding to the 2011 floods 
were highlighted by different stakeholders. These lessons included the importance of pre-
paredness, coordination and the necessity to use a “target group approach” in natural 
disaster response in particular when trying to reach migrants and vulnerable groups. Sec-
ondly after the experience of the floods clearly emerged the importance of communica-
tion and dissemination of knowledge regarding the crisis itself and also of all the safety 
measures to better cope with the consequences of the disaster. Finally the events during 
the crisis showed how the existing migration policy and employment law might create 
additional vulnerabilities to migrants in time of crisis, for example taking into account 
that the restrictions to migrants’ movement likely influence migrants’ decision during the 
crisis. Similar effects have employers’ practices of holding migrants’ documents and / or 
limiting salaries’ payment. 

It is hard to say how many of the lessons learnt concerning migration have actually trans-
lated into policy changes, however there were policy improvements related to disaster 
risk planning and water resource management that to some extent will indirectly also 
benefit migrants. Two additional aspects should be considered that might have interfered 
with the process of policy learning, the first one is the political instability that followed 
the crisis and led to the coup d’état in 2014 and the instalment of the military government 
(more details on this can be found in the section III below on other relevant development). 
Secondly is the acknowledgement that part of the severity of the disaster was caused by a 
number of miscalculated and / or deliberately wrong decisions made by the government 
including the one of deviating the water to protect Bangkok or to take away from the 
DDPM its role of managing the emergency operations. 

That said in the years following the 2011 floods positive steps were made in terms of 
improving coordination and communication in the event of another natural disaster. The 
Thai government has lately developed a new National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation 
Plan (NDPMP), endorsed in spring 2015, which also reflects Thailand’s recent signature 
of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030. In cases of emergen-



154

Trupp / Apipornchaisakul / Bravi / Punpuing / Sakulsri / Schaur / Tadee 

cy, the plan foresees the establishment of a National Emergency Operation Headquarter, 
which operates as an Incident Command Centre, a structure that had already been estab-
lished during the 2011 flood and can thus be seen as a direct implementation of a lesson 
learned (TH/A/4). In case of a highest level disaster, the Prime Minister is in charge of 
disaster management, with the Interior Minister as commander of the National Emergen-
cy Operation Headquarter, and below them, the Department of Disaster Prevention and 
Mitigation (DDPM) is once more foreseen as directing operation in case of disaster. This 
renewed role of the DDPM reflects most stakeholders’ (including government officials’) 
assessment that the sudden change of responsibilities between DDPM and Ministry of 
Justice was in retrospective not a desirable implementation strategy, since too much ex-
pertise was lost. 

The issue of natural disasters and disaster risk management has also been included in the 
current “11th National Economic and Social Development Plan (2012–2016)”, developed 
by Thailand’s national economic planning agency. 

Regarding the general problems in the disaster response in 2011, whether some of the 
main problems will not manifest again in case of another disaster depends largely on 
the successful implementation of the new NDPMP. Authorities interviewed confirmed 
that after the floods they had engaged in lessons learned exercises and that the new plan 
was much clearer with regard to roles assigned. In some ministries, there have also been 
Capacity Building trainings, sometimes with the support of Intergovernmental Organisa-
tions. For instance, the National Institute of Emergency Medicine funded a study to look 
at international disaster response, and drew on assistance provided by ASEAN and WHO 
to create a new disaster preparedness plan (TH/A/4). The DDPM hosted a consultation 
in cooperation with the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC) on strengthening 
disaster preparedness and business continuity plans for businesses located in Thailand. 
As ADPC argued in our interview, business continuity plans integrate measures for staff 
in case of disaster, and could thus in the end also improve the response towards mi-
grant workers. An expert interviewed framed business continuity plans as a central lesson 
learned from the 2011 flood, for the reason of staff protection. (TH/E/1)

The new NDPMP also foresees a “Joint Information Center” which has the potential to im-
prove the drawbacks in general communication which was so heavily criticised in the 2011 
response. Furthermore, a number of post-flood infrastructure measures were taken after 
flood, such as building of elevated roads and dredging along the Chao Phraya river bank.

Another direct implementation of a lesson learnt during the floods in terms of misman-
agement of the water resources is the development in 2012 of the Master Plan on Water 
Resource Management (WRM) with the main objective to prevent and minimise losses 
and damages from medium- to largescale flood and improve the capacity of flood preven-
tion system, urgency flood management and warning system. Our stakeholder respond-
ents when asked what will happen in the event of another natural disaster perceive the 
combination of the WRM with the NDPMP as a positive development: 

“I am very positive. Because first of all, apart from that national plan that we have for 
all kind of disaster we have the separate national plan for water management and the 
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situation flood. [….] the government tries to make link between the organizations in-
volve in the crisis response with the organization that work on water management. […] 
So right now they have a very good relationship and they are sharing their database. 
So I think I am very positive that they will be better next time.” 

Even experts in the ADPC reported:

“Lot of things happened, have changed, I don’t think that even if we have the same 
amount of rain and water as we had in 2011, we would have such a big problem think 
a lot happened, improved after the flood. The disaster management agency in Thailand 
they know a lot more now what to do and on the technical front improvement on flood 
monitoring [have been done] by technical agencies just such as the department water 
resources and rural irrigation.”

Another lesson learnt is to further train self-assistance strategies so that potential crisis 
victims can act pro-actively as soon as they get to know about an upcoming natural dis-
aster. This may include various preparatory measurements for stocking food and water, 
plans for movement, community coordination and communication. 

“The training that was conducted in flood-prone areas has helped communities learn 
how to help themselves more effectively. They learned how to act first instead of wait-
ing for relief to arrive.” (TH/C/3/LPN)

Such trainings are now implemented by both CSO and governmental stakeholders. 
DDPM introduced a training termed “Mr. Warning” for people who live in the risk prone 
area. This training course is held in schools and focuses on how to respond to flood situ-
ations. In this context, also brochures were produced that inform how to act and react in 
case of natural disasters. 

5.2 Policy Learning with Regard to Migrants

Concerning lessons learned with regard to migrants, it is unclear whether many lessons 
were learned directly from the shortfalls and problems that emerged during the flood 
crisis. 

The 2011 floods for the first time brought to the attention of the public the situation of mi-
grants and made them realise for example the additional problems and risks that migrant 
workers incur in case of an evacuation because of their pending or irregular situation. 
Beginning in the months after the recovery and reconstruction and continuing until today 
there has been a continuous and increasing effort to improve migrant (workers’) regis-
tration and regularisation. Some of the respondents from IOs attributed most of this to a 
renewed effort to fight human trafficking. The respondent from IOM explained: 

“The migration reform we have in the past two or three years is a consequence of traf-
ficking in persons, because we want to try to ensure everybody is in the system and then 
minimize the exploitation” (TH/I/2) 
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No expert interviewed attributed changes in migration policy directly to the floods. 

“There are so many other dynamics affecting this [recent push in migration policy], 
that I do not think the flooding had a significant impact on the government’s policy.” 
(TH/I/3)

Still, the difficult situation of the migrants caught in the flooding is likely to have also 
contributed to a renewed fervour in migration policy in the Thailand. This began imme-
diately after the crisis, since the flood brought the problem of migrants’ mobility to the 
attention of the authorities and the public. As respondents from IOM highlighted: 

“One of the main points that came into attention after the flood is about [migrants’] 
mobility. There was more and more discussion about how appropriate it is just to 
confine a migrant within just one province and to limit their mobility. Because in such 
times [like the floods], it’s very hard to relocate [migrants].” (TH/I/2) 

The same can be said for some of the governments of the countries of origin of migrants: 
the flooding was seen as an impetus for the government of Myanmar to begin working 
with Thai officials to open recruitment centres and offices for processing documents for 
migrant workers and speed up the NV process (Hall 2012b). 

Regarding natural disaster prevention policies, we have already mentioned that Thailand 
is part of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. Most important-
ly the text of the Sendai Framework refers to the inclusion of migrants in DRR and goes 
even beyond that, recognising that “migrants contribute to the resilience of communities 
and societies, and their knowledge, skills and capacities can be useful in the design and 
implementation of disaster risk reduction” (UNISDR 2015). As we mentioned previously 
the new NDPMP for the first time explicitly recognised that migrants should be included 
in disaster risk planning and response, however it refers only to the very broad category 
of “foreigners”, which may include very diverse groups such as high-ranking diplomats 
or undocumented migrants. The new plan describes the DDPM’s role as to “coordinate 
the facilitation and provide assistance to disaster-affected foreigners and their relatives”. 

Furthermore, none of the problems identified by stakeholders for the 2011 flood – from 
lack of communication in other languages, lack of identification of vulnerable groups 
such as the irregular population, lack of clarity with regard to budgeting a response for 
migrants, and unclear responsibilities between ministries – seems to be reflected in the 
new plan. As the only measure identified through this research targeting crisis response 
towards migrants, the DDPM completed in May 2016 a Capacity Building project with 
IOM, with the goal of reducing migrant-specific vulnerabilities to emergencies (IOM 
2016)..

While the DDPM thus is trying to increase its capacity with regard to migrants in times 
of crisis, this cannot be said of the Ministry of Labour, which was by many stakeholders 
seen as responsible for migrant workers during the flood. In our interview with them, 
they explained that they do not have the capacities to work on disaster preparedness with 
regard to migrants. 
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“We don’t know how to do the analysis and synthesis of lessons. [...] Working on as-
sistance plans for the next disaster would take us off course” (TH/A/4) 

Furthermore, the officials at MOL interviewed were not sure whether their agency was 
involved in new disaster response planning.

“[Even if we were], there would not be any state budget allocated to assist migrant 
worker victims since government budget is earmarked for assistance to Thais only. 
[…] There is nothing specific in the formal plan document.” (TH/A/4) 

This opinion of a government authority is also echoed in experts’ and other stakehold-
ers’ opinions that no clear steps have been taken towards improving disaster response for 
migrants. 

Beyond the lessons learned within immediate disaster response, the Ministry of Public 
Health of Thailand became increasingly aware of its reliance on volunteer translators dur-
ing the flood, many of whom were part of the irregular population. According to officials, 
the MoPH therefore is currently planning to propose new legislation in order for these 
migrants to receive work permits and be employed under a new category of “language 
coordinators” (TH/A/3).

Furthermore, a number of ministries are trying to establish an integrated database of mi-
grants in Thailand for all governmental organisations, which could improve crisis re-
sponse by better identifying affected local populations (TH/A/5). On the other hand, it 
was this lack of data about entry and exit which allowed affected irregular migrants to 
leave the country during the flood without having to fear that they may not be able to re-
turn. Without an established strategy of laissez-passer for irregular migrants during crisis, 
increased finger printing and improvement of databases may prove a problem for affected 
irregular migrants in a future crisis.

Surprisingly different stakeholders interviewed from IOs, authorities and even experts 
argue that Thailand – especially compared with other countries such as India or Bang-
ladesh – does not necessarily constitute a high-risk country for national disasters. CSOs 
can carry out ad-hoc responses due to their social networks on ground, but not all of 
them plan to implement new organisational structures in relation to natural disasters. At 
the same time governmental institutions have called for stronger implementing policies 
in relation to natural disasters. As mentioned earlier, the last natural crisis event where a 
considerable number of CSOs got involved was the 2004 Tsunami. This shows that such 
crisis situations and management issues were widely outside the typical work of such 
organisations. For some CSOs, the 2011 flood event was reason to consider an adaption 
of disaster issues into their programming. However, five years after the flood these ideas 
have not or only partly been materialised:

“We worked on disaster issues only during the flood. After the flood, we do not have 
any more projects on that. We discuss in the organisation as we have some preparation 
for disasters in schools in the area that we work with. It is something we plan to work 
on.” (TH/C/1)
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The most relevant factor in labour law related to migrant rights has not changed since 
2011: most migrant workers employed at small businesses do not have a formal work 
contract and no (clear) social protection or any agreement that gives them a guarantee of 
protection in situations of crisis. But also for migrants within regular work contracts, their 
rights to protection are unclear. One factor which may make a difference is the increased 
awareness of large international companies of the necessity of business protection plans. 

The problem of informal contracts also exists with rental agreements which are often 
based on oral agreements. As we have seen in our interviews with migrants, such oral 
contracts can place migrant tenants at risk of exploitation in case of disaster.

5.3 Other Relevant Developments

Over the past five years some important events happened in Thailand that is worth report-
ing as the might affect the future of migration policy or natural disaster response. 

One of the most important for our research has already been discussed in detail in the 
session above--the considerable improvement of the registration system over the past five 
years. Particularly noteworthy are the introduction of the OSSC in combination with a 
strong awareness campaign, longer windows for NV and a stronger effort and engage-
ment by government of the countries of origin of migrants in supporting the NV. The 
combination of these efforts, by speeding up registration procedures and simplifying the 
requirements, has significantly improved the possibilities of migrant workers to register 
within the amnesty window and even complete the NV. This evidently translates in the 
pick of registration since the introduction of the OSSC. Among the improvements in the 
bureaucracy surrounding migrants’ registration in Thailand is that the 90-day self-report 
to the local immigration offices can now be done online (TH/A/8).

Two important developments go hand in hand with the recent increase in migrants’ regis-
tration in Thailand: the improvement in migrants’ statistics and the increase in migrant’s 
health insurance enrolment. According to our interviews, there has been an expansion of 
data collection on migrants from the Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 
the Bureau of Health Administration at the Ministry of Public Health (TH/A/3). The in-
crease in registration the past three years have significantly improved migration statistics 
available in Thailand and indirectly also the mapping of migrants present in the territories 
of the country. In the case of a natural disaster this could potentially be useful when try-
ing to evacuate affected populations and even planning and reaching out with emergency 
and relief packages. Still, newly available information on migrants’ places of residence 
in the country still needs to be connected to the overall disaster response. However, from 
the new NDPMP it is still unclear how the presence of migrants in the territory has been 
factored into national emergency and response plans. 

Regarding migrants’ health insurance system, enrolment spiked over the past years 
(TH/A/3) mainly due to the fact that all registered migrants are required to purchase 
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health insurance from the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) as part of the registration 
process. Over the past years Thailand’s health security policy for migrant populations, 
particularly the Migrant Health Insurance Scheme (MHIS), was extended to include all 
migrant groups including irregular migrants. In December 2014 the number of docu-
mented migrant workers with a work permit was 2.71 million (excluding dependents), 
of which 1.53 were registered migrants at the OSSC-round 1 and all supposedly covered 
by the complementary MHIS (cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul 2016). Those migrants 
were supposed to complete NV within a year and enrol in the SSF or in case they did not 
to reregister at the OSSC-round 2. 

However not surprisingly only part of the migrants actually completed the NV and only 
half of the verified migrants enrolled with SSF. At the same time among the migrants 
who did not complete the NV only some of them re-registered in 2015. According to the 
calculation made based on official figures about half a million people were “lost” be-
tween OSSC-round 1 and OSSC-round 2. Presumably most of them did not buy MHIS. 
Additionally another half a million people among the ones who completed the NV in 
2015 did not enrol in SSF. The way the system of registration and NV is designed is to 
have migrants applying for subsequent one-year registrations to allow them the time 
to complete the NV and once that is completed applying for a two years’ work permit. 
Such a system works only in the ideal situation where all migrants registered with OSSC 
can complete the NV process and then register with SSS and all the ones not registered 
with SSS enrol in MHIS. According to cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul (2016) “in 
the future, if the next round of the OSSC is not re-opened, many migrants would return 
to undocumented status. The MHIS coverage would then be smaller as the enrolment 
would be mostly on a voluntary basis. Also, a number of migrants, especially those with 
irregular or undocumented status, would be left unprotected and not covered by either 
the SSS or the MHIS.” 

“However, in practice, the coverage of migrant health security is still incomplete, leav-
ing some groups of migrants still uninsured. Gaps in coverage are caused by, firstly, 
the delayed completion of NV of migrants who registered at the OSSC and, secondly, 
the ineffective enforcement and disincentives for enrollment in the SSS among migrant 
workers who had completed the NV process. Given the persistence of these two prob-
lems, there will always be some groups of migrants left uncovered by the health secu-
rity system.” (cHaMcHan and apiporncHaisakul 2016) 

Another important development is the signing of the MoU in managing labour migration 
between Thailand and Vietnam in 2015. Even if it is still time-consuming and relatively 
expensive for migrants to come to Thailand for work through the MoU, the signing of 
the MoU allows Vietnamese migrants already living in Thailand to register during the 
designated amnesty time windows, to complete NV process and to apply for work permits 
in low skilled jobs.

Paradoxically, after the floods, water in the major reservoirs has been kept so low that 
Thailand is experiencing a drought in 2016: 

“The year after the flood people were so worried that it might flood again that they let 
the water in the reservoirs get very low and then when it did not rain particularly much 
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for the next two years, now we got a drought situation where the reservoirs don’t have 
enough water.” (TH/E/8)

On the political level, the coup d’état of May 2014 that brought the military to govern-
ment was accompanied by increased uncertainty, in particular among irregular migrants. 
The military established a junta called the National Council of Peace and Order (NCPO) 
and suspended the 2007 constitution, except for the chapter related to the monarchy. 
General Prayut, who led the Thai Army Forces during the coup, was elected prime min-
ister. In 2014, the NCPO announced a crackdown on irregular migrants. Rumours and 
panic spread, according to the Cambodian embassy, which was flooded with calls from 
migrants (TH/A/10). In the end, due to strong pressures from the industrial and economic 
sector who understood the importance of migrant workers to Thailand’s economy, the 
action was called off. In November 2015, Thai authorities deported two Chinese activists 
– both of whom are recognised refugees by UNHCR. The deportation came just over four 
months after the government’s deportation of 109 ethnic Uighurs to China (sHaMDasani 
2015). Even if Thailand is not a signatory to the Geneva Convention, until then it had 
never deported any refugees and asylum seekers. This was the first time that Thailand 
violated the principle of non-refoulement. 

Changes in governments during the past year have not helped migration policy develop-
ment in the country, as one of our respondents also highlighted: 

“There is still no decent long-term migration management [in Thailand], part of the 
reason has been the political instability, […] we have not really had a long-term gov-
ernment here over the past decade.” (TH/I/3)

Finally, the initiation of the peace process in Myanmar is slowly bringng to an end one of 
the longest refugee situations in Asia. It lasted more than three decades and on October 
25 2016 the first group of refugees from Myanmar returned from one of the camps offered 
by the Thai government to Myanmar (UNHCR 2016). Our respondent from UNHCR 
explained that “many of the 106,000 refugees who are in the camps are from states whose 
ethnic minority groups have signed the ceasefire and there’s progress, so they’re not at 
risk [of persecution].” (TH/I/5)

5.4 Conclusions

The 2011 Thai floods brought destruction and death and severely affected people living 
and working in flooded areas. This study confirms that the consequences on migrants liv-
ing in affected areas were particularly harsh mostly because of pre-conditions and barriers 
related to their statuses (legal, employment, social, etc). 

To begin with the risk perception before the flood was surprisingly low for a signifi-
cant number of migrants putting them in a more difficult position as they did not have 
the time to prepare and plan their actions in advance. Due to language barriers, lack of 
social embeddedness in Thai society and an underestimation of the flood disaster they 
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only received limited information and were only partially prepared for the crisis. Moving 
(oneself and one’s belongings) to an upper floor or a friend’s house constituted for many 
the first and most obvious coping strategy. Public and privately organised shelters were 
hardly used by migrants, registration policy might have scared them but our empirical 
research also shows that moving in a situation of crisis is even more difficult for migrants. 
Additionally by the time migrants realised the gravity of the disaster many areas were 
already flooded so often they found themselves “trapped”. 

Moving in flooded areas required often boats or high trucks, money to pay for transport 
as public transport was not functioning, knowledge of the area and location of the shel-
ters, travel and identification documents in case of police controls. No evacuation of 
migrants to shelters was offered, neither support to return to their own country. The fear 
of losing their jobs also deterred migrants from leaveing. Not surprisingly the decision 
to stay was the most common and even when migrants decided to return to their origin 
countries had to pay brokers to help them. Private actors and institutions, specifically 
employers and landlords played a crucial role in framing opportunities and constraints 
for migrants. 

Even though discrimination was perceived as rather low during the flood crisis, most 
respondents experienced some form of unequal treatment outside flood contexts. In ad-
dition, cases of discrimination (such as denial of aid donations) due to national / ethnic 
background and lack of language skills were identified also during the flood crisis. The 
vast majority of interviewed migrants lost parts of their belonging or / and income as ac-
commodation were flooded and work interrupted, however migrants did not have access 
or took advantage of the compensation mechanism that were available to Thai citizens 
affected by the floods. This also impacted their left-behind families as remittances had 
to be suspended for one or two months. Such obstacles put most migrants into situations 
of stress and fear. 

The 2011 floods did not only attest that migrants suffered during the crisis but also showed 
their agency. Our research shows that migrants contributed to clean ups, helped neigh-
bours and thereby gained a sense of belonging. As a long-term consequence, empirical 
results show that the experience of the 2011 disaster has raised the awareness of migrants 
towards natural or human made disasters as many respondents would act differently (i.e. 
they would return home) if such a disaster happened again. 

Regarding the government response in particular toward migrants, the humanitarian im-
perative and principle of non-discrimination should prevail during a crisis situation. Un-
fortunately, this was not always the case in the Thai government’s response to migrants 
during the 2011 flood. Based on our interviews with migrants, we know about support 
during the flood which worked as it should have, such as relief packages being distributed 
without questions asked. However, we have also found cases in which migrants were 
refused support based on their ethnicity. According to our interviews with government 
stakeholders, the crisis response was intended to reach the entire population. Based on 
our research, we conclude that migrants, in particular irregular migrants, were indirectly 
discriminated, since they were not effectively included both in the design and implemen-
tation of the disaster response.
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This indirect discrimination was a result of significant barriers to accessing support that 
would have in principle been open to (regular) migrants. These barriers include lack of 
communication of all flood-related information in migrants’ native languages, including 
situation updates, information about emergency health care, and shelters. How serious 
this information gap was is demonstrated in the general absence of migrants in most shel-
ters, according to our interviews. This absence of migrants also point to general tensions 
towards migrants in Thailand, as migrants have in the past often been framed as a threat 
to national security by Thai governments and this has exacerbated negative attitudes to-
wards migrants in the general population. In one of the shelters that did host migrants, 
tensions were reported between Thai citizens and migrants.

In order to alleviate such barriers to support in a crisis situation, migrants thus need-
ed to be targeted with their specific needs in mind, including communication in native 
languages and clear communication. This holds true even more for irregular migrants, 
whose status should be deemed irrelevant during a humanitarian crisis such as the 2011 
floods in Thailand. 

The way migration policy is designed in Thailand, with its strong emphasis on short-
term migration and movement control, created the preconditions for many migrants to 
remain in a status of semi-regularity or irregularity and therefore subject to detention 
and deportation. The 2011 crisis happened at a time when most of the migrants living 
in Thailand were not registered. Since the Thai government did not issue any waiver 
or amnesty for irregular migrants, irregular migrants were often afraid to reach out for 
help out of fear of arrest, fining and deportation, as our interviews demonstrate. Thus, 
particularly irregular migrants were vulnerable to being trapped in the flood without food 
and medical support. 

Also some regular migrants faced legal obstacles with regard to their ability to flee the 
crisis situation: among those registered, the majority were still pending NV and there-
fore not legally able to travel outside their place of registration. Migrants with a work 
permit were similarly restricted. This clearly shows the dangers in case of an emergency 
of such a policy which limits migrants’ mobility. A few months into the flood, authori-
ties temporarily lifted the restrictions on regular migrants’ mobility. But due to a lack of 
clear responsibility for enforcing such a measure, problems in communication and even 
credibility about the dissemination of the information, the message was somehow lost in 
the chaos of the emergency. 

In general, problems related to communication in its many different aspects represented 
one of the main obstacles during the crisis. The communication regarding the various 
stages of the disasters and the advancing of the water was misleading and contradictory 
for everyone, including Thai citizens. This created wrong expectations in the population 
on the actual impact of the floods and delayed the emergency measures and evacuation 
procedures. With regard to migrants there was no attention in translating any information 
on the floods and the emergency response in any of the languages spoken by the main 
migrant groups living in the country. Worryingly, the NDPMP is not clear on how to over-
come language barriers during the emergency. 
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Both our empirical evidence and the desk research strongly points to the necessity of 
implementing a “target group approach” to crisis planning and response to make sure all 
migrants regardless of their legal status are included. By including migrants as target pop-
ulations, barriers such as language in communication or access to relief items for hidden /  
irregular migrants could be overcome. Evidence shows that even when the government 
or international organisations tried to reach out to migrants during the crisis the lack of 
knowledge of migrants’ location and of their needs limited the success of such interven-
tions. Migrant shelters were difficult to reach for many migrants blocked in the floods. 

Even now that most of the migrants living in the country have been registered and the NV 
has been successfully completed by many, there is still a large population of de-facto ir-
regular migrants in the country (pending NV, newly arrived, having changed employers). 
They would face the same problems should such a flood occur again. 

Including migrants in disaster risk planning and response requires host governments hav-
ing a clear structure of responsibility for migrants in times of crisis (which agency is 
responsible for which tasks). At the same time, given the fact that countries of origin 
of migrants retain responsibility for their nationals even when they are on the territory 
of another state, including through consular assistance, embassies and consular offices 
should intensely work with government to support migrants during a crisis to facilitate 
the re-entry of their citizens. 

On a more general level the confusion and consequent inefficiencies in the coordination 
of the humanitarian response points to the need of rethinking the role of tinternational 
humanitarian assistance in middle-income countries. The Thai government’s “welcom-
ing but not requesting” international assistance is becoming more and more common 
among middle income countries in cases of emergencies and speaks to the importance 
of adapting tools for delivery of humanitarian assistance. The United Nations should de-
velop new tools and guidelines for humanitarian leaders including the RC, the UNCT, the 
representatives of the five clusters leading agencies (UNHCR, IOM, UNICEF, WFP and 
UNDP) on the use of international humanitarian response mechanisms in the event that 
international assistance is welcomed but not formally requested. 

Although the consequences of the lack of coordination had negative impacts on the en-
tire population living in the flood-affected areas (national and non-nationals) the lack of 
clear responsibilities, the fact that many international organisations felt their hands were 
tied, and the inefficiencies and inequalities in the distribution of relief items limited the 
effectiveness of the response efforts. These inefficiencies curbed the ability of the Thai 
government, IOs and NGOs to re-direct resources to support migrants when it became 
clear that they were falling through the cracks of the ongoing response system.

The confusion about responsibilities and roles of the different government agencies min-
istries in the flood response created a climate of chaos and uncertainty that had negative 
impact also on the communication and credibility of temporary decisions taken during 
the crisis. For example the lift of registered migrants’ mobility ban, the temporary waiver 
for the 90-day reporting for registered migrants, the opening of the access to hospitals 
for all migrants independently of their legal status during the floods could have prob-
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ably also been better communicated and implemented in a less chaotic manner response 
situation where responsibilities were clearly assigned. Even the shelter for migrants that 
was opened by the government under pressure of the international community and advice 
from IOM might have been done earlier and maybe more efficiently if IOM and other 
IOs and NGOs had adopted a more flexible interpretation of the guidelines of the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC) which brings together international organisations 
working to provide humanitarian assistance to people in need as a result of natural disas-
ters and the “appeal” in the UN resolution. 

As the role played and the capacities of national and regional actors to prepare for, miti-
gate and respond to disasters are becoming more prominent in Thailand and in South East 
Asia in general, this should represent an opportunity for international assistance to adapt 
the traditional systems and structures providing the frameworks of their response to allow 
them to assist government of the country affected by the crisis and ensure the best pos-
sible humanitarian response. This is particularly true in the case of supporting migrants 
where IOs through their networks of local partners and NGOs could help the response by 
better reaching out for migrants facing difficulties.  
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Lists of Interviews

Migrants

Interview	
Nr.

Country of 
Origin Age Gender

TH/M/01 Myanmar 32 f

TH/M/02 Myanmar 22 m

TH/M/03 Myanmar 27 m

TH/M/04 Myanmar 26 m

TH/M/05 Myanmar 45 f

TH/M/06 Myanmar 27 f

TH/M/07 Cambodian 30 f

TH/M/08 Vietnamese 50 m

TH/M/09 Myanmar 19 f

TH/M/10 Myanmar 25 f

TH/M/11 Myanmar 30 m

TH/M/12 Laos 31 m

TH/M/13 Vietnamese 21 m

TH/M/14 Vietnamese 31 f

TH/M/15 Vietnamese 39 f

TH/M/16 Vietnamese 40 f

TH/M/17 Cambodia 24 f

TH/M/18 Laotian 29 m

TH/M/19 Vietnamese 34 f

TH/M/20 Laotian 31 f

TH/M/21 Laotian 30 m

TH/M/22 Myanmar 32 m

TH/M/23 Myanmar 34 f

TH/M/24 Myanmar 20 f

TH/M/25 Myanmar 33 m

TH/M/26 Myanmar 32 f

TH/M/27 Myanmar 34 m

TH/M/28 Myanmar 35 m

TH/M/29 Myanmar 26 f

TH/M/30 Myanmar 44 m

TH/M/31 Myanmar 48 f

Interview	
Nr.

Country of 
Origin Age Gender

TH/M/32 Cambodian 32 m

TH/M/33 Cambodian 33 m

TH/M/34 Cambodian 24 f

TH/M/35 Cambodian 21 f

TH/M/36 Myanmar 39 f

TH/M/37 Myanmar 40 m

TH/M/38 Myanmar 35 f

TH/M/39 Myanmar 30 m

TH/M/40 Myanmar 32 m

TH/M/41 Vietnamese 35 m

TH/M/42 Vietnamese 44 f

TH/M/43 Vietnamese 39 m

TH/M/44 Vietnamese 32 f

TH/M/45 Myanmar 36 f

TH/M/46 Myanmar 32 m

TH/M/47 Myanmar 35 f

TH/M/48 Cambodian 44 f

TH/M/49 Cambodian 49 f

TH/M/50 Lao 26 f

TH/M/51 Lao 45 f

TH/M/52 Myanmar 29 f

TH/M/53 Cambodian 33 f

TH/M/54 Cambodian 30 m

TH/M/55 Cambodian 26 f
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Authorities

Interview	Nr. Name of Organisation 

TH/A/1 Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Office, Pathum Thani

TH/A/2 Anonymous

TH/A/3 Bureau of Health Administration, Ministry of Public Health, Bangkok

TH/A/4 Bureau of Strategy, National Institute of Emergency Medicine, Bangkok

TH/A/5 Nonthaburi Immigration Office

TH/A/6 Public Sector Organisation, anonymous

TH/A/7 Office of Foreign Workers Administration, Department of Employment,  
Ministry of Labour, Bangkok

TH/A/8 Immigration Office, Mae Sot

TH/A/9
Office of Anti-Trafficking in Persons Committee, National Operation Center on 
Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking, Ministry of Social Develop-
ment and Human Security

TH/A/10 Cambodian Embassy in Bangkok

TH/A/11 Community

Civil Society Organisations

Interview	Nr. Name of Organisation 

TH/C/1 World Vision

TH/C/2 Raks Thai Foundation

TH/C/3 Labour Rights Promotion Networks

TH/C/4 World Vision in Mae Sot

TH/C/5 Mae Tao Clinic

TH/C/6 Yaung Chi Oo

TH/C/7 Thai Labour Museum

TH/C/8 Foundation for AIDS Rights

TH/C/9 Thammasat Shelter

TH/C/10 Ayutthaya Labour Union

TH/C/11 Red Cross

TH/C/12 Mirror Foundation

Experts and Other Stakeholders

Interview	Nr. Name of Organisation 

TH/E/1 Faculty of Political Science, Thammasat University

TH/E/2 anonymous
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Interview	Nr. Name of Organisation 

TH/E/3 Mahidol University

TH/E/4 Mahidol Migration Center

TH/E/5 Mahidol Shelter

TH/E/6 anonymous

TH/E/7 anonymous

TH/E/8 researcher

International	Organisations

Interview	Nr. Name of Organisation

TH/I/1 Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC)

TH/I/2 IOM

TH/I/3 UNHCR Regional Office

TH/I/4 UNHCR Local Office

TH/I/5 International Labour Organization (ILO)

TH/I/6 United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region (UNIAP)

TH/I/7 The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) Partnership Group (APG) 

TH/I/8 The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) Partnership Group (APG) 

TH/I/9 UNHCR Local Office

TH/I/10 EU Organisation



259

Authors – Biographical Notes

Kanya Apipornchaisakul is a researcher at the Institute for Population and Social Re-
search (IPSR), Mahidol University, Thailand. She holds a master’s degree in population 
and social research from that same university. Her research focuses on HIV/AIDS among 
migrant workers in Thailand as well as migration, sexuality and reproductive health, es-
pecially in Thai contexts.

Alessandra Bravi is a research officer at the International Centre for Migration Policy 
Development (ICMPD), Vienna, Austria. She holds a master’s degree in international 
economic policy from the School of International and Public Affairs, Columbia Univer-
sity in New York. Bravi has extensive experience in analytical research including migra-
tion research, working for both international organisations and the private sector.

Karl Husa is associate professor (retired) at the Department of Geography and Regional 
Research at the University of Vienna, Austria. Together with Helmut Wohlschlägl he was 
Head of the “Southeast Asia Research Group” of the Department and currently he is vice-
coordinator of ASEA-UNINET for the University of Vienna. His main research areas 
are demography, population geography, and human migration, with a regional focus on 
Southeast Asia.

Lukas Christian Husa holds a master´s degree in Economic and Social History from the 
University of Vienna and is currently PhD candidate at the Department of Economic and 
Social History of the University of Vienna, Austria. His current research interests focus 
on the history of tourism, the economic and social history of drugs, and cultural studies 
with special reference to the commodification of material culture, especially in Southeast 
Asian context.

Sureeporn Punpuing is an associate professor at the Institute for Population and Social 
Research (IPSR), Mahidol University, Thailand. Her research focuses on migration and 
its impacts on health, employment and socio-economic and environmental issues. Punpu-
ing is specialised in use of research with longitudinal designs to help explain the dynamic 
relationship between migration and related issues for different population groups.

Katharina Schaur is a junior research officer at the International Centre for Migration 
Policy Development (ICMPD), Vienna, Austria. She holds an MA in cultural and social 
anthropology from the University of Vienna. Her previous work has focused on the health 
needs of elderly migrants, transnational engagement and integration.

Teeranong Sakulsri is a lecturer at the Institute for Population and Social Research 
(IPSR), Mahidol University, Thailand, and holds a PhD in population education also from 
Mahidol University. Her research focuses on environment, disaster, spatial demography 
and migration.



260

Authors – Biographical Notes

Reena Tadee holds a master’s degree in Asian studies from Lund University, Sweden. 
She is currently a researcher at the Institute for Population and Social Research (IPSR), 
Mahidol University, Thailand. Her areas of research interest include “labour and migra-
tion” and “sexuality, gender and reproductive health”.

Alexander Trupp is a senior lecturer at the School of Tourism and Hospitality Manage-
ment (STHM), The University of the South Pacific (USP), in Suva, Fiji. He previously 
worked at the Institute for Population and Social Research (IPSR), Mahidol University, 
Thailand. Trupp holds a PhD in theoretical and applied geography from the University of 
Vienna, Austria, and conducts research in the fields of human geography, migration and 
tourism, especially in Asia-Pacific regional contexts.

Christina Maria Vogler, MA is a journalist at the Austrian broadcaster ORF. She studied 
human geography and international development studies at University of Vienna; Austria, 
and holds a master’s degree in human geography from the same university. Her research 
interests focus on migrations studies and socio-demographic change in Southeast Asia. 

Helmut Wohlschlägl is full professor (retired) at the Department of Geography and Re-
gional Research at the University of Vienna, Austria. Together with Karl Husa, he coor-
dinated the Southeast Asia Research Group and currently he is president of the Austrian 
Geographical Society. His main research areas are population geography, demographic 
change and regional transformations, with a regional focus on Southeast Asia. 


	AGR_1-5.pdf
	93-172_AGR21
	259-261-_Agr21

