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Work Better Innovations (WBI) is a social enterprise on a mission to
support an inclusive and sustainable economy. We work innovatively on
projects for business and human rights and have strong subject matter
expertise in international law and standards. We are the proud recipient
of an Innovation Award for Community Innovation in Portsmouth, UK. Our
community service is aimed at building a more inclusive and sustainable
economy, from the ground up.

Taiwan-Asia Exchange Foundation (TAEF) is Taiwan's first policy-oriented
think tank dedicated to Southeast Asian and South Asian affairs, and the
advocacy of the New Southbound Policy. TAEF was nominated as one of
the Best New Think Tanks in the 2018 and 2019 Global Go To Think Tank
Index Reports, and has been recognized as the Global Best New Think
Tank by the Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program at the University of
Pennsylvania in the U.S. since 2020.
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Migration with Dignity in East Asia :

Policy Comparison of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan on
Recruitment Fees for Migrant Workers

At first glance, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan share several similarities in their economies and
demography. Each underwent remarkable economic transformation, from agrarian societies to developed
economies within the immediate decades after the Second World War. According to the International
Monetary Fund, all three are in the top quarter of world economies by output, with forecasted nominal

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita for 2025 of:’

* Japan: US$35,611 (ranked 37th globally);
* South Korea: US$37,675 (ranked 32nd globally); and
* Taiwan: US$34,924 (ranked 38th globally).

All three economies are heavily driven by electronics and high-technology industries, with information
and communications technology (ICT) exports having a pivotal role in the domestic economies. Japan has
long been a major player in the global economy, with manufacturing accounting for about one-fifth of the
country's national GDP.2 Japanese goods, especially in the electronics and automotive sectors, enjoy a
strong international reputation and brand recognition.

Increasingly important is the manufacturing of high-tech computing chips that power our digital lives. South
Korea and especially Taiwan are two of the key global suppliers of semiconductors. Together with Japan
and the U.S., they make up the strategically important Chip 4 Alliance created by the U.S. to secure the
global semiconductor supply chain among democratic-leaning countries.

Workforce Shortages and Migrant Labour

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan further share the challenge of a rapidly declining domestic workforce. This
has led to an increasing reliance on migrant labour to address workforce shortages, particularly in labour-
intensive sectors like agriculture, construction and manufacturing. According to provisional estimates for
February 2025 released by the Statistics Bureau of Japan, over one in four Japanese residents (29.3%)

is aged 65 or older,3 reflecting the fact that Japan is a ‘super-aged society’ where more than 21% of the
population is 65 or older.

Taiwan is expected to join South Korea in attaining super-aged status in 2025.% South Korea already has
the lowest fertility rate in the world, followed closely by Taiwan and Japan, with all three placed near the

bottom of global fertility rankings.6 While the technological prowess of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan
have led to calls for automation to meet labour shortfalls, for the foreseeable future, barring major advances
in automation technology, all three economies are likely to continue to grow their reliance on foreign migrant
workers to meet labour demands.

The increasing reliance on foreign workers, however, to date has not seen true reforms towards responsible
recruitment, where the cost of recruitment and related costs are paid by the employers and not borne by
the workers. In a system of labour recruitment similar to those in other regions, foreign migrant workers to
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan are recruited to work on time bound visas and with limited prospects of
attaining citizenship rights in these three economies of East Asia.
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Purpose and Methodology

This Policy Brief provides an overview of the labour recruitment system of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan
and analyses the risk of debt bondage through the payment of recruitment fees for migrant workers arriving
for employment. Different visa schemes have different terminologies. Nevertheless, we refer to international
standards on fair recruitment of the International Labour Organization (ILO), along with corresponding
provisions in the domestic laws and regulations of the three countries on cross-border recruitment and fees.

This Policy Brief is intended as an introduction to the labour recruitment system of these three key East Asian
economies and highlights areas where the systems differ. It addresses the first of the Dhaka Principles for
Migration with Dignity (the “Dhaka Principles”), which start with the principle that no fees are charged to

migrant workers.” Moreover, this brief outlines where opportunities exist to improve the protection of migrant
rights by ensuring that no worker-borne fees are levied throughout the labour migration process.

Migration with Dignity D H B KA

"Migration with Dignity” is a vision of

transnational labour migration founded on P RI N C I P L E S
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respect for the rights of migrant workers and
cover their journey from initial recruitment,
during employment and to their return to the
country of origin.

www.dhaka-principles.org
All workers should also enjoy the protection

of employment law. For migrant workers, this

means they should have a legally recognised

employment relationship with an identifiable

and legitimate employer in the country

where the work takes place.
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Introduction: Debt Bondage and Recruitment Fees

One of the highest risk areas of forced labour centres on debt. Debt can be used, by both legal and illegal
means, to create and maintain an abusive employment situation. Heavily-indebted workers can feel as if
they have no option but to accept their working and living conditions, even if the initial agreement differs
from the actual employment, making workers financially and physically dependent on their employers and
unable to leave exploitative conditions.

Debt bondage can take various forms. It can be intergenerational debt passed through family members to
repay, thereby trapping generations of the same family in debt. While intergenerational debt bondage is less
prevalent in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, debt imposed on migrant workers by their employers, labour
brokers or middle-person with ties to labour recruiters or informal loan providers in what are known as
recruitment fees and recruitment related costs is a serious problem, leading to debt bondage, which is an
indicator of forced labour.

Flawed recruitment practices also negatively impact development outcomes and the realisation of the UN
Sustainable Development Goals. Workers servicing recruitment debt will inevitably remit less money, which

might have been used to support families and communities back home.8

For these reasons, international attention has heavily focused on the issue of debts in labour migration,
particularly through recruitment fees and related costs, referred to by the ILO as "any fees or costs incurred
in the recruitment process in order for workers to secure employment or placement, regardless of the

manner, timing or location of their imposition or collection” broadly under the following three categories:9

1. recruitment fees: the costs of matching workers to their employment;

2. recruitment-related costs: indirect costs in matching workers to their employment abroad but
can manifest in associated costs, such as medical tests, training, transportation, etc; and

3. other illegitimate costs.

Recruitment fees and related costs can include “payments for recruitment services offered by labour
recruiters (public or private); payments made in the case of recruitment of workers with a view to employing
them to perform work for a third party; payments made in the case of direct recruitment by the employer;
and payments required to recover recruitment fees from workers.”"° This is a flawed, unfair recruitment
system, where a debt burden is placed on low-waged migrant workers, who often borrow funds in advance
and then work under the pressure of paying off these debts and associated interest fees.
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The system of migrant labour recruitment in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan does not fully align with
international standards on fair and responsible recruitment, particularly as they pertain to debt bondage
as a forced labour risk in the global value chain. The main challenge to responsible recruitment in East
Asia is the prevailing, legally-accepted practice of fees borne by migrant workers. This can normalise the
expectation of workers being indebted for their job placement and shifts public support away from the
Employer Pays Principle.

For international brands with value chains in East Asia, these migrant-borne recruitment fees are a serious
risk of forced labour for their supply chain due diligence. As a result, employers and governments in Japan,
South Korea and Taiwan have come under increasing scrutiny to adopt practices that treat recruitment as a
business cost that should be fully paid by employers and that workers are not charged any fees for their job
recruitment or placement.

Migration with Dignity, as represented by the Dhaka Principles, begins with the standard that employers
should bear the full costs of recruitment and placement. Migrant workers are not charged any fees for
recruitment or placement.

The Employer
Pays Principle

No worker should pay for a job - the
costs of recruitment should be borne not
by the worker but by the employer

)

Elzrjcjﬁ?:l_il

Scan the code e,

to learn more __,;:" -
Bt
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At a technical intern trainee training centre in Japan.

Japan and Recruitment Fees PHOTO BY BONNY LING

Japan has recently undergone significant transformations in the recruitment of migrant workers. Most
migrant workers to Japan work under the long-established Technical Intern Training Program (TITP), which
accounted for 425,714 interns at the latest official count in June 2024." Originally launched in the 1960s,
the TITP is set to be phased out by 2027 and replaced by the New Skill Development Program for Foreign

Workers, announced by the Japanese government in March 2024.12

Additionally, Japan introduced the Specified Skilled Worker Program (SSWP) in April 2019, targeting
foreign workers who possess specific job skills and Japanese language proficiency in 16 occupations,
such as nursing care, construction, shipbuilding, aviation, hospitality, agricultural, fishery, manufacturing
and others.13 As of June 2024, 251,747 workers were employed under this programme, with Viet Nam,
Indonesia, the Philippines, Myanmar and China ranking as top countries of origin of migrant workers to

Japan.14

Labour migration to Japan is organised by private brokers that are the supervising or registered support
organisations approved by the Japanese government for TITP or SSWP. The existing TITP, as its name
suggests, allows foreign trainees to work in Japan for up to five years, with the initial aim of transferring
skills to their home countries as a form of development assistance. Over time, the TITP has become the
primary channel for employers to hire low- and medium-waged foreign workers to meet domestic labour
demand.

The SSWP was introduced to reform Japan's foreign employment system and address severe labour
shortages by attracting skilled workers. It provides pathways for individuals with specific qualifications to
obtain permanent residency in Japan. To date, most SSWP participants are workers who have completed

the TITP,15 a system that has been documented to involve labour rights abuses and has faced strong

- . 16
criticism for poor worker protections.

Japan, as a signatory of the International Labour Organization’s Private Employment Agencies Convention
(ILO C181), prohibits the charging of recruitment fees or related costs to workers by private employment
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agencies. Despite this, migrant workers coming to Japan are often recruited through ‘sending organisations’
approved by their home countries under Memoranda of Cooperation with Japan.

These sending organisations, particularly those under the TITP, have been challenged by the OECD for
charging excessive recruitment fees and related costs, often in the form of pre-placement services such

as language training.17 These fees, sometimes amounting to several thousand US dollars — equivalent to
many months of expected earnings — often lead to significant debt and increased vulnerability of workers
to labour exploitation. A 2024 OECD report cited that Viethamese TITP workers paid an average of about

US$5,000, while their Cambodian counterparts paid about US$4,300 of fees for their work in Japan.18

An official report issued by the Ministry of Justice titled “Results of a Survey on the Actual Expenses
Paid by Technical Intern Trainees,” based on a survey conducted with 2,184 foreign technical intern
trainees between December 2021 and April 2022, revealed 85.3 percent of the technical intern trainees

before arriving in Japan paid to their sending organisations recruitment fees (mainly under the name of

intermediary fees) and recruitment-related costs for pre-departure language training and orientation fees."”

The same report found that more than half (54.7%) of the technical intern trainees had debts before coming
to Japan, with the average total amount of debts for Vietnamese being the highest at US$4,941 (674,480

Jpy).2°

The decision to abolish the TITP and replace it with the New Skill Development Program for Foreign
Workers reflects Japan's gradual alignment with human rights due diligence based on a guidance model.
Recent regulatory developments in European countries requiring human rights due diligence in global value
chains also has intensified pressure on the Japanese government to reform its foreign labour system by
eliminating recruitment fees and related costs and easing job mobility to enhance working conditions for
Japan'’s foreign workers.
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Migrant workers to South Korea are mainly recruited through the country’s Employment Permit System
(EPS), first introduced in 2004. Under this system, the South Korean government exercises comprehensive
regulation and oversight over the employment of migrant workers, including their selection, placement, and
contract establishment.

Foreign workers, aged 18 to 39, must pass the EPS-specific Korean language test (known as EPS-TOPIK)
and undergo medical screening to qualify for inclusion in a job application pool managed by the labour
agency in their country of origin. Under the EPS, the E-9 visa is designated for foreign workers employed in
low-waged jobs, such as manufacturing, construction and agriculture. By the end of 2024, the E-9 system
accommodated 337,279 migrant workers, with the top countries of origin being Cambodia, Nepal, Viet Nam,

. 21
Indonesia and Myanmar.

The Human Resource Development Service of Korea (HRDKorea) and the Korea Employment Information
Service (KEIS) coordinate to present selected candidates to Korean employers, who are primarily small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Employers then draft standard labour contracts based on the terms and
conditions as previously outlined in their original employment permit applications. HRDKorea oversees the
transmission of these contracts to the sending agency in the country of origin. HRDKorea plays a crucial
role at this stage by addressing contractual discrepancies or misinformation about foreign workers in order

to uphold fair recruitment and employment practices.22

Government oversight has significantly reduced the risk of private labour agencies imposing unlawful or
excessive fees during the recruitment process. Official data indicates that recruitment fees per worker
decreased from US$3,509 in 2001 to US$950 in 2012, following the introduction of the Eps.? However,
while the direct hiring and government-to-government aspects of the EPS are seen as effective in
preventing debt bondage, recruitment fees have not been entirely eradicated in South Korea.

Debt bondage through the collection of recruitment fees and related costs remains a risk amongst migrant
workers bound for South Korea. As is the case for Japan and Taiwan, migrant-borne recruitment fees vary
by the country of origin of the foreign workers heading to South Korea, with Filipino workers reportedly
paying the least and Pakistani workers paying the highest amount of fees for their employment in South
Korea.24 In addition to recruitment fees, migrant workers are required to bear recruitment-related costs,
such as occupational training, language lessons and tests, medical checks, visas, administrative fees, travel
insurance and airfare.
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In November 2024, reports revealed that Filipino farm workers faced labour rights violations during
recruitment, including being charged excessive fees by unlicensed agencies and subsequently falling

into debt for working on a farm in Yanggu County.25 One worker reported paying up to 60,000 Philippine
pesos (about US$1,030) before leaving the Philippines, which included visa expenses, travel insurance and
medical checkup. This was in addition to a processing fee of 70,000 Philippine pesos (about US$1,205)
wired to a Filipino bank account designated by a team of Korean brokers in the Philippines.26

In the countries of origin, the demand for Korean language classes creates business opportunities, which
accounts for a significant cost before a migrant worker’s departure. Many migrant workers pay for private
tuition to learn Korean, since passing the Korean language test is essential to qualify for EPS.?” A report

on the cost of Nepali migration to South Korea found that workers paid on average nearly 17,000 Nepalese
rupees (about US$150) to the language institutes, though some workers paid as much as 100,000 Nepalese

rupees (about US$900).28

Despite government regulation, operation and oversight, labour recruitment through the EPS has not
entirely prevented migrant workers from paying high fees to secure employment in South Korea. While
migrant workers are allowed to change workplaces up to three times in the initial three years, their mobility
is restricted to the same region and industry where they were initially employed.29 Moreover, job changes
are permitted only under specific circumstances, such as assault, business closures, delayed or unpaid
wage payments, and require, in most cases, employer’s consent, which can leave workers vulnerable to

exploitation, including unfairly low wages, long working hours, and poor working conditions.°

The risks associated with these limitations were underscored by media coverage following a 2024 factory
fire that claimed the lives of 23 migrant workers, which exposed poor working conditions as a contributing

factor.”’ Separately, a national news article in 2024 stressed how overdue wages in South Korea had forced

some migrant workers into debt, increasing their financial insecurity.32 Financial burdens incurred through
recruitment fees pushed some migrant workers to leave their positions, particularly after realising that their

jobs paid lower wages and involved working conditions more hazardous than initially promised.33

Since migrant workers are prohibited from freely changing jobs, many choose to remain in the country
irregularly to seek informal employment with better wages and working conditions. As of August 2024,
media reported that South Korea had 54,898 undocumented migrant workers, amidst criticism that the E-9
visa pathway is a gateway to irregular immigration due to the weakness of its post-entry oversight and the
lack of job mobility for Workers.34 These factors point to structural flaws in South Korea's EPS, in particular
how migrant-borne recruitment fees and related costs impedes the full realisation of Migration with Dignity.
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Taiwan and Recruitment Fees

Compared to Japan and South Korea, Taiwan has perhaps the most straightforward migration pathways
due to a smaller set of migration corridors. The importance of migrant workers in Taiwan's economy can
be seen in their ever increasing share of the labour force. As of the end of January 2025, Taiwan's 818,467
total migrant workers represented about 6.8 percent of the total labour force,35 coming from the four
countries of Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Viet Nam. Around 70 percent of Indonesian migrant
workers are women working predominantly as domestic caregivers, while Vietnamese migrant workers are

. c 36
concentrated in the manufacturing sector.

In the Taiwanese context, the most problematic—but not the only source of misalignment with ILO's
standards on fair recruitment—is the imposition of a monthly service fee paid by the migrant workers to
their labour brokers in Taiwan. This monthly service fee, between NT$1,500-1,800 (about US$50-60),
is permitted under Article 6 of Taiwan's Standards for Fee-charging Items and Amounts of the Private

Employment Services Institution (“Standards"”) and directly deducted from the worker's monthly pay.37

The collection of this monthly service fee from Taiwan's migrant workers means that this is a significant
and steady revenue stream for Taiwan's recruitment sector, with one international report estimating this at
about US$484 million annually.38 It remains, however, unclear what types of services are encompassed by
these fees, which are officially defined in the Standards as expenses required for undertaking designated
employment services matters, including transportation costs for receiving and sending off foreign
person(s).

These fees are often seen as payment for services such as language translation and general human
resources activities. This system of making migrant workers pay for their human resource management

via monthly service fees is unique to Taiwan and underscores the power asymmetry that exists in the
employment relationship between the employer and migrant worker in Taiwan. Where migrant workers
would pay around NT$18,000 to NT$21,600 a year for service fees, in contrast, employers are only charged
NT$2,000 a year for each migrant employee under the same regulation for service from their labour broker.

Another type of fees are the de facto “recruitment fees” ($BE2&), termed "registration fees" (B¢ &) and
“introduction fees” (MM #8&) that can be charged onto employers for job placement and for matching job
applicants and employers.‘q’9 Another term, used colloquially but not defined in law, is “brokerage fees" ({#
N &). This often refers to the costs that migrant workers pay upfront in their countries of origin to secure
employment in Taiwan.
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Outside the permitted fees listed in the Standards, another category are the extra fees paid by employers
to secure workers or paid by workers to secure new employment, extend their contract or transfer
between jobs in Taiwan. Colloquially they are known as the “job purchasing fees” (E L&) that exemplify
undisclosed, illegitimate costs that can pervade the labour migration process.

These various terms, each focusing narrowly on singular aspects of the recruitment process, can impede
an accurate understanding of the Employer Pays Principle based on the full scope of the transnational job
placement. This confusion in terminology can lead to misinterpretation about the responsibility of both the
origin and destination countries towards the protection of migrant workers by fully adopting the Employer

Pays Principle and promoting fair recruitment practices based on international standards.40

The problem of migrant workers being charged high recruitment fees and related costs for their
employment in Taiwan, often without clear breakdowns of costs, has been extensively reported and has
damaged Taiwan's international reputation. Investigative reports released in 2024 and 2025 on labour abuse
in Taiwan's textile sector revealed that migrant workers paid high recruitment fees and related costs — up
to US$6,000 — to their home-country recruitment agents, as well as monthly service fees to Taiwanese

. 41
private agents.

The high costs incurred to secure employment significantly increase the risk of debt bondage, a key
indicator of forced labour.*? An open letter of September 2024 from the American Apparel & Footwear
Association and the Fair Labor Association further called on the Taiwanese government to ensure that
responsible business practices are consistently and sustainably applied in the recruitment of migrant

. 43
workers to Taiwan.
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Challenges to Policy Reforms

Efforts to reform recruitment practices in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan toward international standards of
responsible recruitment face several challenges. This section examines the three key obstacles shared —
seeing recruitment fees as an extraterritorial problem, reliance on fee regulation and caps over prohibition,
and inconsistent support for international labour standards on recruitment — amidst the chronic reality of
not having enough migrant workers to meet domestic labour needs across the developed economies of
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan.

Perception of Recruitment Fees as an External Problem

The governments of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan largely see recruitment fees as an extraterritorial
problem arising from parties in the countries of origin. The reality is that these fees and related costs very
often result in an exploitative levy borne by the migrant workers and cloaked in a range of service charges
ostensibly for employment preparation and training for work in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan.

In Taiwan, this is prominently seen in how the term “labour brokerage fee" is frequently referred to as
"overseas fee” (89 &), implying that such costs are primarily collected abroad. This perception is
reinforced by Article 40 of Taiwan's Employment Service Act, which prohibits domestic brokers from
charging fees beyond prescribed limits, while not addressing fees imposed by foreign recruiters beyond
recommending that the fees collected in the country of origin do not exceed the worker’s monthly wage.

Similarly, Japan's Memoranda of Cooperation with migrant-sending countries rely on sending countries
to regulate recruitment practices while often failing to examine excessive fees passed on to workers

sent to Japan. A 2019 Memorandum of Cooperation between Japan and Viet Nam states that Viet Nam's
Department of Overseas Labour, Ministry of Labour, is responsible for selecting the sending organisations

that comply with Viet Nam'’s laws and regulations, with the Viethnamese government stipulating the fees and
44

costs associated with language education, skills training, travel expenses and other expenditures.
South Korea’s Employment Permit System (EPS) also delegates significant control to sending countries to
manage recruitment fees. A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between South Korea and Nepal states
that the Department of Labor and Employment Promotion (DOLEP), Nepal's designated sending agency,

is responsible for managing and publishing recruitment fees as part of the recruitment, selection, and
deployment process.

Nepal's DOLEP must also report the total amount and breakdown of fees to the Ministry of Labor of South
Korea. While South Korea can request a reduction in fees if they are deemed excessively high, the primary
authority over fee regulation remains with Nepal.45 In contrast, another MoU with Indonesia states that
South Korea and Indonesia will jointly determine recruitment fees, termed as “sending fee" in the MoU, for
“the actual costs incurred in the process of receiving application and sending Workers."46 This discrepancy
demonstrates an uneven system, where the responsibility for regulating recruitment fees and costs can
vary by migration corridor.
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Reliance on Fee Regulation and Caps Over Prohibition

Across the three economies and largely due to the issue of recruitment fees and related costs seen as an
extraterritorial issue, the governments of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan have not prohibited the collection
of these fees, either in the countries of origin through MOUs or directly in their domestic law. Instead, the
three governments largely seek to regulate these fees through caps.

This is notably seen in Japan, where recruitment fees are permitted under the Employment Security
Act, provided that they adhere to specific caps established by the Ordinance of the Ministry of Health,

Labour, and Welfare and necessary for employment placement.47 South Korea's Act on the Employment of

Foreign Workers includes provisions to permit the collection of fees, a system that is further reinforced by
48

government-to-government MOUs under its national Employment Permit System.
In Taiwan, the Standards for Fee-charging Items and Amounts of the Private Employment Services
Institution stipulates the fees that labour brokers can charge for job matching and placement services.
However, these fees do not fully conform to ILO standards of fair recruitment by endorsing having workers
pay for some costs associated with brokerage services. Whilst this is most prominently seen in the uniquely
Taiwanese system of collecting monthly service fees from migrant workers, migrant workers in Taiwan also
pay other recruitment-related costs, such as medical checks, in addition to fees in their country of origin for
their employment in Taiwan.

Mixed Record on Support of International Standard Setting

The mixed record of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan in supporting international labour standards poses
another barrier to systemic reform. While both Japan and South Korea have ratified the ILO Employment
Service Convention (C088), which provides general parameters for regulating the recruitment and
employment of workers through public employment institutions, only Japan has ratified the ILO Private
Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (C181), which explicitly prohibits recruitment fees charged to
workers. As of April 2025, South Korea has not indicated its timetable to become a state party to ILO
Convention No. 181.

Taiwan faces unique challenges due to its exclusion from the UN system, which precludes it from formally
ratifying ILO conventions. This exclusion has hindered Taiwan's adherence to international labour standards
by making it more difficult for stakeholders in Taiwan to fully understand the content of international
standards and how permitted domestic practices can contradict these higher global expectations.
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The exclusion of Taiwan from the UN system also blocks the avenue of intergovernmental technical
assistance, such as those by the ILO and other UN bodies, to promote international standards. The
localisation of international standards in Taiwan is also hindered by the fact that all official Chinese
documents produced by the United Nations uses the simplified script versus the traditional Chinese
characters used in Taiwan, necessitating another translation manoeuvre. Nevertheless, this knowledge gap,
exacerbated by Taiwan's exclusion from the international system, cannot be a justification for any violation
of fundamental labour principles and rights.

International standard setting in East Asia concerning issues of labour migration and immigration defies
a straightforward categorisation. Whereas Japan and South Korea have shown some support for ILO
Conventions C088 and C181 on employment service and private employment agencies, respectively,
both countries are not states parties to the core human rights treaty, the International Convention on the
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICRMW). By contrast,

in 2018, a bill to domestically implement ICRMW was submitted to Taiwan's executive branch.*® The bill
did not subsequently advance. A new bill was submitted in October 2024 and is in the progress of being

reviewed by legislative committees as of March 2025.°°

The under-placement of workers in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan is a chronic reality even in light of
their reliance on foreign workers. For instance, while South Korea’s E-9 migrant worker quota has grown
significantly in recent years, rising from 69,000 in 2022 to 165,000 in 2024, there still remained around 82

percent of the quota unfilled after only deploying 29,316 workers by the end of July 2024.”"

A 2023 presentation by an official from the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) noted that
Japan would require 4.19 million migrant workers by 2030 to sustain the targeted annual GDP growth rate
of 1.24%. At the current pace, the migrant worker population is expected to reach only 3.56 million, leaving

a shortfall of approximately 630,000 workers.>? Reflecting the same trend of underplacement as in Japan
and South Korea, Taiwan's Ministry of Labor announced in October 2024 that national labour shortages in

occupations typically filled by migrant workers in Taiwan amounted to at least 40,000 positions.53
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Given their broadly similar positions in the global economy and demographic challenges, Japan,

South Korea and Taiwan can look to each other to model practices that ensure dignity for their migrant
workforces. A comparative approach can drive a race to the top to build labour migration corridors
premised on workers' rights by viewing reforms as an opportunity to address chronic domestic labour
shortages.

All three economies are grappling with rapidly ageing populations that create enormous challenges for
economic resilience. A rapidly declining population has significant implications for the stability of national

pension systems when fewer working-age individuals are paying into the system. It can also be a national
54

security challenge with an ever-decreasing number of military-aged men.
There is potential to create a race to the top for a more responsible system of migrant recruitment to Japan,
South Korea and Taiwan. Better recruitment, starting with the first Dhaka Principle on the Employer Pays
Principle where migrant workers do not bear the cost of their recruitment, can create competition amongst
the three to improve standards and attract the much-needed labour.

As regional neighbours, the past and future of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan are closely linked. Each has
an ambivalent record on international standard-setting on human rights and labour rights. In large part, this
is attributed to a non-citizenship notion of migration, where migrant workers' stays are timed and fixed to
the employers, with limited pathways towards permanent residency or citizenship.

In recent years, advocacy for the Employer Pays Principle has seen increased traction. This landscape is
increasingly being determined by regulatory action abroad, such as forced labour import bans in the US
and Europe and an increasing number of extraterritorial legislation on supply chain due diligence. While
new political factors internationally have resulted in some corporate pushback against the corporate
responsibility to respect human rights, it is important for all stakeholders to recognise that sustained,
inclusive and sustainable economic growth (Sustainable Development Goal 8) is antithetical to the reality of
debt bondage and forced labour risks.

Preventing the charging of recruitment fees not only protects migrant workers from exploitation but also
ensures a level playing field for business. Companies who recruit ethically are currently disadvantaged in
markets where they have to compete with those who bear no recruitment costs by charging workers fees. A
prohibition on charging fees to workers would mean that all companies are able to compete fairly within the
law.

Good business is about more than short-term interest. Especially for Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, which
are all facing a rapidly declining population, economic growth predicated on the responsible recruitment for
migration with dignity is a crucial component in promoting national security and economic resilience.
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