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<Abstract>

The Tha economy maintained steady growth until the late 1990s, with particularly
remarkable growth being observed from the mid-1980s. Rapid growth in the
manufacturing sector, propelled by foreign direct investments from Europe, the United
States, Japan and Asian NIEs, contributed to this exceptional performance. The Thai
labor market began to undergo a structural change from “excess’ to “shortage” during
this period of high economic growth.

Migration of Tha workers to foreign destinations commenced in the 1970s. The
number of migrating workersincreased rapidly between the latter haf of the 1970s and
the beginning of the 1980s, with the increase in labor demand in the Middle Eastern oil-
producing countries. The destination of Thai workers has shifted from the Middle East to
Asian countries since the beginning of the 1990s. According to the Ministry of Labor



and Social Welfare, the number of Thai workers living outside the country is estimated to
be over 0.4 million today.

Although Thailand had previously been regarded as a labor-exporting country, an
influx of legal and illegal workers from neighboring countries occurred in the 1990s,
when a nationwide labor shortage occurred. By the mid-1990s, Thailand became a net
labor-importing country, with the number of foreign workersin the country exceeding 0.5
million. It might be said that the Thai economy is at a*“turning point in international |abor
migration”, at which the country is transforming from a labor-exporting to a labor-
importing country.

However, the structura change of the labor market was interrupted by the economic
crisis and the severe decline of the economy since mid-1997. Facing an increasing
unemployment problem, the Thai government introduced a policy to promote overseas
employment for Thai workers, while restricting the influx of foreign workers from
neighboring countries.

Nevertheless, one may anticipate that Thailand’ s economic development will
continue in the long run and that an economy with alabor shortage will become areality
in the near future. The flow of foreign workers from neighboring countriesislikely to
increase in the future. The experience of developed countries suggests that the number of
people leaving the country for employment will decrease when employment opportunities
increase at home as a consequence of economic devel opment. However, considering the
rapid advance of interdependence among Asian countries, the fact that information
concerning overseas employment opportunities and foreign wage levels has increased,
and that human networks have been formed through personal experiences of overseas
employment, the number of Thai laborers working overseas may not decrease to any
significant extent following an increase in employment opportunities at home.
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