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Abstract 
In developing the ASEAN Economic Community, member states committed to facilitating intra-ASEAN labour 
migration. While states have begun implementing agreements governing “high-wage” migration, progress on “low-
wage” migration has stalled, despite states’ various commitments and the establishment of an agency and a 
stakeholder forum to advance this objective. Departing from existing accounts that explain the limitations of 
ASEAN’s governance of labour migration as reflecting prevailing norms, this paper examines the role of domestic 
political projects in shaping these developments. Comparing ASEAN’s governance of “high-wage” and “low-wage” 
migration, the paper charts how these differing approaches have been informed by underlying political economy 
relationships. The paper demonstrates that ASEAN’s governance of labour migration advances the institution’s 
dominant interests at the expense of low-wage migrants by enabling recipient states to cherry-pick from the region’s 
workforce while adjusting their intake of low-wage migrants in accordance with economic conditions. ASEAN’s 
governance of labour migration simultaneously enables sending states to seek protections for their citizens in response 
to criticisms from rights advocates, however within the boundaries of facilitating worker deployments. The paper 
argues that despite rhetoric of a ”people-oriented” ASEAN, regional integration remains calibrated to facilitating the 
defence of powerful interests, thereby furthering, rather than challenging, regional inequalities.  
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