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Abstract

The present study analyses the patterns, causes and consequences of international
labour migration from eastern Flores, Indonesia to Sabah, Malaysia. This is part of the
second largest undocumented international migration in the world after the Mexico —
United States flow. It has been thus far subject to much less research attention than
the Mexico ~ US flow and this study seeks to fill part of this gap. It is based largely
on detailed field investigation in eastern Flores in 1998-1999 and interviews with 264
families from which people have moved to Sabah as well as in-depth case studies of
migrant workers, non-migrants, return migrants and middlemen,

In analyzing the patterns of migration, it has found that migrant workers generally
commence emigration in the late teenage ages and return after working up to fifteen
years although some repeat emigration several times to the same work place until
their sixties. Migrant workers are male dominant but the number of females is also
significant, even a few wives have disobeyed their traditional customs to move alone
while their husband and children stay at home. They have low levels of education and
have limited skills on their departure but nearly all of them acquire new skills at the
destination. The income earned overseas is high compared to the average income per
capita earned in the home region. The movement is predominantly through strong
kinship networks that have provided easier, cheaper and securer mechanisms for
migration over many decades than the government system. Discussions of the causes
of migration reveal that economic problems are the most crucial factor forcing labour
migration out of the home region. Young people are encouraged to work beyond the
home region and return to improve their household’s economy. In the destination
area, strong ties and mutual beneficial cooperation between the pioneer migrant
workers and the new arrivals have been important. Senior workers usually
accommodate, find a job, work together with, transfer skills to and supervise new
arrivals. The consequences of the migration are prominent. Vast and constant labour
emigration has caused a very low rate of population growth and sex ratios and forms a
distinct hollowing out of young males in the local population pyramid. On economic
impacts, the contribution of remittances in the form of cash sent to local banks in
eastern Flores is exceedingly high. The amount sent home in 1997 was over four
times higher than total regional government receipts in the same year. A large portion
of the money sent home is used for investments (assets, education and banking
accounts) rather than for daily consumption and debts. Savings in a local bank that
belong to daily accounts of rural citizens rose by 93% in 1998 and this is likely to
motivate more labour emigrations because remittances are still expected to remain the
most important source for local household economies over the next decade.
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