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sunday@thestar.com,my • oreig 'aces FREElANCE photographer Sam 

Ruslan never bothered to 
really look at the foreign faces 

serving him coffee, until he found 
himself behind the coffee bar. 

"Working closely with foreign 
workers as baristas made me see 
them in-another light," he shares. _ 
"I was shy and awkward, but they 
were so friendly and helpful. We 
ate together, joked and laughed. I 
started to see them as real people, 
like you and I." 

The Migration Works campaign aims to show young people that we share more with migrant 
workers than we think. 

His other discovery opened his 
eyes wider. 

"While it is true that many work 
her~ to earn money, it is not just to 
survive. They want better lives too 
for their families and children," says 
Sam. 

"For one of my Filipino col
leagues, Ben, barista work is actu
ally his dream. He loves coffee and 
he is good at what he does. Migrant 
workers are like us, they have hopes 
and dreams too." 

formulation and implementation 
of labour recruitment and· labour 
protection policies and practices' 
in Malaysia. As the survey shows, 
however, raising pepple's aware
ness on the contributions and posi
tive roles of migrant workers is also 
as important. 

And as the advocacy creed goes, 
nothing is more effective in chang
ing mindset than starting it young. 

Volunteering to take the helm 
of the mammoth task is academic 
Chan Tsu Chong, who believes that 
a major obstacle is migrant work
ers' growing "invisibility". 

"In the past few months we have 
been going around colleges to talk 
to students about the issue. 

Inspired by Ben, Sam started 
taking portraits of his migrant co
workers, two of which he exhibited 
at a recent photo exhibition organ
ised by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) to commemorate 
the International Migrants Day. . 

Eye-opening pictures: Some of the photographers behind the enlightening exhibition (from left) Ruftey Rahman, Sam, Anne 

"Migrant workers have become 
such a big part of our landscape 
that we don't even see them, much 
less are aware of the important role 
they play in society," says Chan, 
relating his experience at one of 
their first workshops with college 
students. 

and Zarith Zulkifli. . 

Attitudes to migrant workers Anne Muhammad, another young 
photographer invited to participate 
in the exhibition at mapKL@Publika, 
Solaris Dutamas, says she has also 
gained better understanding of 
migrants workers the closer she 
tried to get to them. 

mote a positive attitude towards 
migrant workers in Malaysia. 

"When we posed to students the 
question 'Who are migrant work
ers?', 'Have you met any?', many 
were quiet. It was only when we 
prompted them that they said 'the 
security guard at my condo is a 
migrant worker', or 'the waitress at 
the restaurant where I had break
fast is a migrant worker'. 

"Agree to some extent" or "Agree c.,mpletely" Launched in Malaysia in 
December last year, Migration 
Works is part ofILO's five-year 
Greater Mekong Sub-Region 
Tripartite Action to Protect Migrant 
Workers from Labour Exploitation 
(GMS Triangle) project. It was ini
tiated after ILO's study on public 
perception of migration in Malaysia, 
Singapore, South Korea and 
Thailand indicated that dangerous 
myths and negative stereotypes are 
deeply entrenched in public atti- . 
tude towards foreign workers. 

.:--- Migrants reduce opportunities for 
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• Singapore To her surprise, she found many 
shared similarities, which drew 
the fresh graduate to capture more 
photos of their lives . 

Migrants are hreatening the "So our task is also to get the 
young people to notice the migrant 
workers as people and not just face
less service." 
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"It started just as a job assign
ment when I was asked by Tempo 
Jakarta to take photos of Indonesian 
migrant workers. But in my search, 
I got to know the workers and their 
experiences, how they miss their 
families and homes," she says. 

~- the national, The ultimate aim of Migration 
Works is to get the young people 
on board the campaign to recognise 
the important role migrant work
ers play in society and even initiate 
their own movement on this issue. 
To achieve that, Migration Works 
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Anne was heartened that an 
Indonesian family even invited 
her into their home, giving her the 
chance to get to know the whole 
family. The experience opened 

In Malaysia, the study found 
that only 38% of respondents felt 
migrants make a net contribution 
to the economy. While the labour 
laws provide equal protection, 73% 
of respondents felt that'authorised 
migrant workers cannot expect the 
same wages and working condi
tions as their local counterparts. 
This is reflected on the ground, 
where many migrant workers 
receive low pay and are mistreated 
at work. 

migrants from b 
is focusing on the basics: the main 
reason why the migrant workers 
are here in the first place - to work. 
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her to a new view of the migrant 
worker community. 

"I was touched by their common 
concerns and feelings, and I now 
find the negative attitudes of the 
average Malaysian towards migrant 
workers very distressing." 

The exhibition is one of many 
programmes planned by ILO in its 
campaign Migration Works to pro-

Under the GMS Triangle project, 
ILO has been working with the 
authorities, employers and other 
stakeholders to strengthen the 

Says GMS Triangle national 
project coordinator Anni Santhiago, 
''The perception is that migrants 
are the cause of crime, bringers of 
disease and many other social ills. 
They are also seen as a threat to the 
country's culture and heritage. Yet, 
official statistics do not substantiate 

~ SEE NEXT PAGE 

Unfair to paint them all with a negative brush 
Sunday Star picked the 
minds of some students on 
migrant workers. 
rrs not fair to create presumptions that 
migrant workers cause crimes, bring diseases 
into the country and cause various social 
crimes because Malaysians are just as capable 
of creating those issues. 

From my experience working in shopping 
malls, they are just like other human beings, 
wanting to earn a living. They contribute a 
fair bit to the country too - the foundation of 
our country's development is supported by 
their efforts. 

We need to change the way we see and 
treat migrant workers because most people I 
know treat them like subpar human beings. 
We need to realise they are also mortals. They 
have feelings, they have families, they have 
lives. We are not superior in any way what
soever. As much as most of us probably do 

not fancy their presence, we need to be a bit 
more humane. - Shameera Lin. 18. 

IT is unfair to blame the 
migrant workers for some
thing that is not their fault. My 
uncles own a car wash centre 
and there are many migrant 
workers and I know them well. 
I think we should start treating 
them as how we treat others. 
We should never look down on 
them or be disrespectful to them. We need to 
treat them better. - DineshJayabalan, 16. 

IT is never fair to put labels on 
a certain community merely 
because a very small number 
had committed crimes. Besides, 
animals can carry influenza 
too while people, including the 
country's citizens, also create 
social problems. 

The construction of our skyscrapers and 

advancement of our transportation system 
are made possible because of these people 
who are willing to leave their families and 
countries behind to earn a living. Their status 
as immigrants shouldn't negate their funda
mental dignity as people, so we should treat 
them better. - Shelbie Diana, 18 

MIGRANT workers are here to fill the job 
opportunities in restaurants, shopping malls 
or factories as our fellow Malaysians are too 
proud to work there or do not want to do any 
difficult work. For me, migrant workers con
tribute a lotto Malaysia. We need to change 
the way we see migrant workers and regard 
them as fellow human beings. Nobody is 
superior or inferior. 

Just because they do all these low-paying 
jobs doesn't mean. that we are better than 
them. Some of them-are actually smart and 
have degrees. I know one migrant worker 
with a degree in architecture. He came to 
Malaysia to become a chef because the pay 
is better than the pay of an architect in his 

country. We should start seeing everyone as 
human. - Elvin Ng, 19. 

THE Myanmar guards at my 
college are always very friend
ly, contrary to what most peo
ple say about migrant workers 
being rude and the cause of 
social problems. 

I see no reason why they 
should be treated unfairly 
as most of them are nice and kind. They're 
brought into the country, to help boost our 
growing economy. They're needed to do all 
the dirty and dangerous work that locals are 
reluctant to do. Without them, many joBs will 
remain vacant and it'll have a great impact on 
our economy. 

The migrant workers are most needed to 
help speed up our economic growth as we 
move towards Vision 2020. In terms ofthe 
production in various' industries, more work
ers would mean mor~ production that could 
increase our country's GDP. - Tan Kar can, 20. 


