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ABSTRACT 
 
While research on the migration industry has increased in recent years, there continues to be a lack 
of empirically rich studies that take the existence of the migration industry as a starting point in 
order to derive at a deeper understanding of its role in facilitating migration. In particular, its 
practical, day-to-day functioning remains understudied. A problem here is the on-going 
demonization of the migration industry, which has a tendency to reduce its functioning to the 
experience of exploitation while glossing over how especially for low-skilled migrants in Asia 
migration is often not even possible without the assistance of the ‘industry’. Following Lindquist, 
Xiang & Yeoh (2012) suggestion to open the ‘black box’ that the migration industry represents, this 
paper seeks to investigate three interrelated questions: How do agents and brokers based in Tamil 
Nadu (India) discuss, formulate and eventually fix the rates for their clients seeking to migrate to 
Singapore? How do various migration destinations compare to each other in terms of their cost 
structure? And what is the impact of the commercialization of migration on migrant trajectories, the 
consequences of protective (legislative) measurements, and what precisely fuels the migration 
desire itself? While the paper argues that there are multiple economic and social factors that 
contribute to the ‘price’ of migration, it also shows that those who make up the ‘migration industry’ 
often do not know what migrants eventually end up paying for their route to Singapore.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In recent years, there has been a gradual realization that migration cannot solely be understood by 
focusing on the sending or receiving side alone. Although increasingly studies of migration take a 
multi-sited approach, following migrants across the border and from migration decision to on-going 
trajectories, an actual focus on what unites sending and receiving sides remains relatively 
understudied. Studies of transnationalism have partly stepped into this void by showing how 
(migrant) networks act as facilitators and lubricators of migrant flows, but often they continue to 
presuppose an established network, an active diaspora, and a certain history to a particular flow of 
migrants from A to B. However, especially when it comes to Asia research, migrants have been 
found to no longer strictly rely on such networks and established migrant communities. Due to the 
commercialization of migration pathways (Baas 2007; Garapich 2008; Lindquist, Xiang & Yeoh 2012: 
11; Surak 2017: 2), the opportunity to migrate has opened up to an ever-widening group of potential 
migrants. While it cannot be denied that this development is fueled by economic motives of those 
active as migration agents and brokers (henceforth ‘agents’), the ongoing formalization and 
regulation of migration trajectories (Faist 2013; Spaan & Hillmann 2013; Kern & Müller-Böker 2015), 
makes it increasingly necessary for migrants to seek out the services of specialists in order to meet 
stringent rules and regulations. It is clear that the emergence of Asia’s migration industry needs to 
be understood in this light and that this industry now plays a crucial role in processes of migration 
governance as well (Betts 2013, Goh et al 2017).  
 
While research on the migration industry has developed in recent years, most notably following the 
lead of scholars such as Garapich (2008), Lindquist (2010) and Hernández-León (2008, 2013), there 
continues to be a lack of empirically rich studies that take the existence of the migration industry as 
a starting point to understanding of its role in facilitating migration. In particular, its practical, day-
to-day functioning remains understudied. A problem here is the on-going demonization of the 
migration industry (McKeow 2008; Lindquist 2015), which, although not altogether unjustified, has a 
tendency to reduce its functioning to the experience of exploitation while glossing over how, 
especially for low-skilled migrants in Asia, migration is often not even possible without the assistance 
of the ‘industry’.  
 
When Lindquist, Xiang & Yeoh (2012) suggested thinking about the middle space that connects 
sending and receiving nations as a ‘black box’, which migration research was tasked with prying 
open in order to understand its functioning, they argued that a focus on brokers is a productive way 
of doing so. While an increasing number of studies have paid heed to this call, a question remains as 
to how those active in the migration industry fix the prices for the services they render. Research on 
low-skilled migrants in Asia frequently emphasizes the high cost of migration (e.g. Lindquist 2010; 
Goh, Wee & Yeoh 2016; Rahman 2017). As a result, migration trajectories are often financed by 
taking out considerable loans or by agreeing to possibly exploitative repayment schemes (see Goh, 
Weed & Yeoh 2016). Yet as my own research among variously skilled Indian migrants in Singapore 
underscores, the amounts paid to migrate abroad tend to vary considerably. Drawing on extensive 
case material collected in the Chennai region (Tamil Nadu, India), this paper investigates what 
determines the rates agents charge to low-skilled migrants1 who desire to go to Singapore for work. 
It does so specifically by investigating this from the perspective of these agents themselves. The 
‘black box’ it seeks to engage with is not just represented by the vastly different amounts that low-
skilled migrants from Tamil Nadu appear to pay to their respective brokers, but, equally, by the rates 
quoted by Chennai based agents.  

                                                 
1  Although low-skilled is common parlance when referring to migrant workers in Singapore, the city-state 

itself employs the term semi-skilled as its preferred categorization. This is in contrast to mid-level and 
highly-skilled migrants, for which it has designated separate categories.  
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The scope of this paper is three-fold. First of all the focus is on how migration agents themselves 
discuss, formulate and eventually fix the rates for their clients. Here, the goal is not so much to 
arrive at a factual or precise overview of what determines the cost of migration – something which 
the inherent structuring of the industry makes nearly impossible – but to understand how the 
different actors involved in facilitating migration from Tamil Nadu to Singapore engage with this. 
Since most brokers active in the greater Chennai region cater to multiple migration destinations, the 
second sustantive question this paper engages with is how these various destinations compare to 
each other in terms of their cost structure. The query which, in simple terms, summarizes the 
investigation, is how it is possible that it is relatively cheaper to migrate to destinations in the Middle 
East or even Malaysia than it is to Singapore. As we will see, the cost structure of various migration 
destinations is not only determined by the various rates imposed by rules and regulation – an 
important reason why ‘migration’ is relatively more expensive for low-skilled migrants than those of 
a higher-skilled background – but also by what these destinations are imagined to stand for in terms 
of livability, cultural-closeness and even brand-value. Finally, what this paper seeks to contribute to 
is a better understanding of the consequences of the commercialization of migration trajectories as 
well as the implementation of protective (legislative) measurements by sending and receiving 
nations. While the intention of this article is not to argue that migration agents do not frequently 
engage in exploitative and/or illicit practices that allow them to profit from low-skilled migrant 
workers’ precariousness, the overall argument is that there are multiple economic and social factors 
that contribute to the ‘price’ of migration. In the conclusion, this paper will argue that in order to 
develop a better understanding of the underlying processes that shape the flow, form and structure 
migration takes the factor ‘money’ is crucial. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY & ANONYMITY 
 
Conducting research among those active in the migration industry poses considerable constraints 
from the outset. For one, since the industry tends to be intensely competitive in terms of 
opportunities for brokerage, those in the business of facilitating migration are generally reluctant to 
provide insights into the functioning of their operations. Securing lucrative recruitment contracts to 
source migrant workers for clients in Singapore and other destinations and potentially significant 
earnings made from the migration desires of young lower middle and labor class men in Tamil Nadu, 
are key to this. Besides that, since brokers often operate in the interstices between legal and illegal 
domains, negotiating contacts and contracts across nation-states, meeting (as well as avoiding) 
stringent rules and regulations at home as well as abroad, operations tend to rely on a high degree 
of confidentiality. These were undeniably issues I also faced while conducting research among 
agents and brokers in the greater Chennai region over a period of three months in 2016.  
 
In total, I gathered data on fourteen migration agents while more informal conversations, which 
often took the form of semi-structured interviews, were conducted with a larger number. Within 
India’s migration industry, the terms ‘agents’ and ‘brokers’ are used rather interchangeably, with the 
exception that so-called license holders generally referred to themselves as agents, while those who 
provided them with potential migrant workers as brokers, subagents or subcontractors. As will be 
analyzed in greater detail below, license holders tend to run large-scale operations that hold an 
official (and costly) license to source migrants for Singaporean clients, something for which they 
make use of a battalion of sub-agents who operate independently of them. I would generally meet 
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these men2 in the offices of the migration agents with whom I had established formal relations and 
who, on the guarantee of strict anonymity, had agreed to provide me with an insight into their 
business dealings.  
 
The reason I do not quantify the numbers of the second group of sub-agents is because such 
interactions often took place in the form of informal conversations in which informants would 
casually participate. These informal conversations often turned out to provide insightful information 
about the functioning of the migration industry. The use of a research assistant who speaks fluent 
Tamil was instrumental in making initial contact as well as offering assistance with translations when 
informants’ English proved too limited. Since this RA was himself an accomplished (senior) journalist, 
his investigative skills proved invaluable.3 
 
While all informants were initially reluctant to cooperate to varying degrees, the opportunity to ‘set 
the record straight’ was often articulated as part of their reason to participate in the research. It 
quickly became clear that the relationship between ‘license holders’ and sub-agents was 
characterized by a precarious balance between trust and distrust. While the former would rely on 
the latter for low skilled migrants that could be channeled to Singapore to meet a specific demand, 
the realization that license-holders had little control over how subcontractors sourced ‘their’ 
migrants also made them suspect in terms of the shadier dealings of the business. As license holders 
were keen to explain their ‘innocence’ and emphasized their ‘righteousness’ in doing business, they 
were also eager to vilify their sub-agents over which they appeared to have little control. It is this 
tension that informed the data-gathering from the onset, and which provided important insights 
into the complexities of low-skilled migrant worker recruitment and overseas placement. It is this 
complex relationship which I will seek to unpack further in the coming sections.  
 
All interviews and conversations were conducted on the promise of full anonymity. In this paper I 
will only refer to the agencies I interacted with as Agency A, B, C, etc. All were based in the greater 
Chennai region, which encompassed nearby ‘villages’ and industrial areas. Although a few cater 
exclusively to the Singaporean market, the majority source migrant agents for markets as diverse as 
those from South East Asian to the Middle East and the Gulf (henceforth ‘the Middle East’). It is in 
particular this comparative perspective to the latter, which provides insight into the costing of 
migration services. Table 1 provides a full overview of the agencies involved in the research.  
 
 

                                                 
2  Although no conclusive statistical data is available for this, it appears that Tamil migrant workers in 

Singapore are predominantly male. Since most end up working on construction sites or in the Singaporean 
harbour, this may not be a surprise. In contrast, the neighboring state of Kerala is a significant source of 
female migrants, who find employment as migrant domestic workers in the Gulf. Because of the focus of 
my research, I predominantly met male agents, although the administrative staff would frequently consist 
of female employees as well.  

3  I would like to thank K Ramesh Babu for this assistance here.  
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Agency4 Destinations Visa Types Categories Migrants per Year 
(average) 

A (License) Multiple Multiple Multiple ? 

B (Agent) Multiple Work Pass Construction, Harbor ? 

C (License) Multiple Multiple Drivers 300-400 

D (License)  Singapore  Multiple Construction 1000+ 

E (License)  Multiple Multiple Nurses, Drivers 60-100 

F (License) Multiple Multiple Skilled. Prof. Construction 2-3 (Singapore) 

G (License) Multiple Work Pass Construction ? 

H (License) Singapore S pass Nursing  100 

I (License) Singapore Work Pass Harbor 700-800 

J (Training)  Gulf Work Pass Construction ? 

K (Training) Multiple Work Pass Harbor 300-500 

L (License) Multiple Multiple Skilled Prof.  ? 

M (Broker)  Gulf, Singapore Work Pass Construction ? 

N (License) Multiple Student Visa Universities ? 

 
 
WHAT IS THE MIGRATION INDUSTRY? 
 
Since the 1970s, there has been a steady increase in the use of labor recruitment agencies 
facilitating migration to Asia and the Middle East (Lindquist 2010: 123, drawing on Massey et al. 
1998). As a term itself, the migration industry can be traced to 1977 when it was initially termed ‘the 
commerce of migration’, which referred to the activities of a set of intermediaries who profited by 
offering services to migrants (as discussed in Lindquist 2010). Twenty years later, Salt and Stein 
would speak of ‘a global business’ when it comes to the migration industry. Scholars such as Robin 
Cohen (1997) noted that “despite the rigorous official control of immigration, there has been an 
extensive and rapid development of a migration industry “comprising private lawyers, travel agents, 
recruiters, organizers, fixers and brokers who sustain links with origin and destination countries.” 
(Cohen 1997: 163) It was not until 2007, though, that the term became more commonplace among 
researchers working on various topics related to migration (e.g. Baas 2017). However, it was 
particularly Garapich’s work on Polish migrants in the European Union that set the tone for further 
conceptualization of the migration industry. Garapich positioned the industry as a “particular sector 
of the service economy that stimulates mobility and eases adaptation.” (Garapich 2008: 735) 
Understanding what constitutes the migration industry and how it can best be defined remains a 
topic of debate among scholars. Various reasons can be attributed to this.  
 

                                                 
4  The column detailing ‘Agency’ provides additional information between brackets: License means ‘license 

holder’; Agent means that this person does not hold a license; Training means that the ‘license holder’ also 
operates a training institute. If ‘Destinations’ says multiple, it means that this agent facilitates migration to 
multiple destinations. In general these destinations are: the Middle East, Malaysia and Singapore. If ‘Visa 
Types’ says this refers to the multiple types of visas it arranges for Singapore: ranging from Work Pass (for 
low or semi-skilled workers) to S Pass (mid-level skilled) and E Pass (highly skilled). In general, the bulk of 
visas will be of the Work Pass variety. ‘Categories’ refers to the professional categories migrants are 
recruited in. ‘Average/year’ gives information about the number of migrants the agent generally sends 
abroad. Agents were reluctant to share such information for two reasons: issues of confidentiality and the 
difficulty of giving a proper estimate due to changing market conditions.  



ARI Working Paper No. 264 Asia Research Institute ● Singapore 
 

 

8 

 

First, there is the terminology itself: while some speak of migration management, brokers and 
agents, others use terms such migration merchants or sub-contractors (e.g. Kyle and Liang 2001). 
Through such usage, a certain divide percolates that distinguishes between legal and illegal 
migration, the latter mainly referring to practices of trafficking and illegal border crossings, while the 
former is assumed to function within the narrow confines of local and overseas rules and regulations. 
The most widely encountered definition is the one by Hernández-León, who speaks of the migration 
industry in terms of an “ensemble entrepreneurs who, motivated by the pursuit of financial gain, 
provide a variety of services facilitating human mobility across international borders.” (See also 
Hernández-León 2013: 25). In his view, it is the migration industry that greases the engines of 
international migration (2008: 154). It does so by providing and articulating the expertise and 
infrastructural resources needed for cross-border movements (see also Nyberg Sørensen & 
Gammeltof-Hansen 2013: 6). While other scholars have attempted to refine earlier mentioned 
definitions, the primary discussion has focused on which businesses and actors can be included 
under this particular umbrella (e.g. Betts 2013; Light 2013). Fine-tuning the understanding of the 
migration industry, Nyberg Sørensen & Gammeltof-Hansen (2013) expand it to include not just 
service providers that make migration possible but also those so-called control providers such as 
private contractors performing immigration checks, operating detention centers and/or carrying out 
forced returns (p. 6). In their analysis of the actors that make up the migration industry, they note 
the following ones: larger, often transnationally operating companies; agencies and companies 
facilitating legal migration (sometimes even undocumented); smaller enterprises, typically set up by 
migrants who have managed to commercialize their own knowledge/experience; clandestine actors 
(e.g., human smuggling networks, transnational crime organizations, trafficking rings); and, finally, 
(the increasing number of) NGOs, humanitarian organizations and migrant associations (p. 8-10).  
 
Although recent studies and publications by Spaan & Hillmann (2013); Kern & Müller-Böker (2015); 
Surak (2017) have significantly contributed to the conceptualization of the migration industry, what 
continues to be lacking is scholarship that engages more empirically with the way the migration 
industry functions on a day-to-day basis. The earlier mentioned demonization or vilification of the 
industry remains an issue here. As Kern & Müller-Böker (2015: 158) note, besides the usual bad 
practices and fraud cases, “recruiters perform important roles for the facilitation of transnational 
mobility and present the necessary infrastructure for labour migration.” Moreover, it could be 
argued that the industry even plays an important role in making migration safer. “Brokers are 
important facilitators in supporting alternative income strategies and new livelihood options for 
people” (Ibid). Finally, the migration industry seems to play an increasingly important role in 
migration governance itself. It is these considerations that I will take into account when discussing 
the way migration agents operate in the greater Chennai region. The aim is primarily to provide 
empirical insight into the way these agents discuss the cost of migration, and by doing so, to gain a 
better understanding of what aspects contribute to the ‘costing’ of migration.  
 
 
MIGRATION AGENTS IN TAMIL NADU 
 
The migration industry as it operates in the greater Chennai region of Tamil Nadu provides a steady 
migrant labor force for countries in the Middle East as well as Malaysia and Singapore. Since Indian 
migrants bound for Singapore do not need permission from the Protector General of Emigrants5, 

                                                 
5   Why is all of this in quotation marks? If quoted, recommend paraphrasing. PGE, under the Ministry of 

External Affairs, is the authority responsible for protecting the interest of Indian workers going abroad. PGE 
is also the registering authority to issue the Registration Certificate to the Recruiting Agents for overseas 
manpower exporting business.” See: http://mea.gov.in/protector-general-emigrants.htm (visited 24-11-
2017) 

http://mea.gov.in/protector-general-emigrants.htm
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India does not keep track of the number of migrants employed in the city-state. Complexity in terms 
of providing an estimate of the number of Indian (low- or semi-level skilled) migrants in Singapore is 
compounded by the fact that Singapore does not release data on this itself. However, considering 
the country’s historical connections with Tamil Nadu – Tamil is one of Singapore’s official languages 
– it is safe to assume that the bulk of its Indian migrant workforce continues to hail from Tamil Nadu.  
 
Migrant workers from Tamil Nadu are generally employed in either one the following three 
industries: construction, ports or nursing. The first two categories comprise of almost exclusively 
male workers, while the third category is overwhelmingly female. The first two categories generally 
enter on so-called Work Passes for low-skilled (semi-skilled as Singapore refers to them) migrants, 
whereas the third category are more likely to enter Singapore on S Passes meant for mid-level skilled 
personnel. As such, there is thus a considerable gap in terms of income between the first two and 
the third categories. While a starting salary for a migrant worker tends to be around S$450 per 
month, the salary levels quoted for nurses varied between S$1,600-2,000. I will only focus on the 
first two categories for my subsequent analysis as the business of sourcing nurses for Singaporean 
hospitals is a rather recent development that only one agent I interviewed was involved in.  
 
 
THE VARIABLE RATES MIGRANTS PAY TO AGENTS 
 
That migration has a price has become abundantly clear over the past few years. In particular, low 
skilled migrants are known to take out considerable loans and/or use family resources to finance 
their migration trajectories. Although high amounts are frequently quoted in enquiries into migrant 
lives and livelihoods and researchers have noted the role agents play in this (e.g. Martin 2005), there 
continues to be little clarity on how much low skilled migrants ‘on average’ pay to reach a particular 
destination. Perhaps the first attempt made to understand the various fees charged and how they 
compare across migration destinations was made by Lindquist, who focuses on Indonesian 
recruitment schemes. He notes, for instance, that “a man wanting to work as a drive in Saudi Arabia 
must pay around 10 million rupiah, around $1,000US, while the fee for construction in Malaysia is 
around 5.5 million rupiah, and a for palm oil plantations in Peninsular Malaysia round four million 
rupiah.” Furthermore, he notes that in his experience, agents active in this field make use of fixed 
but informal fees that each migrant pays the agency via a sponsor (2010: 128). At the time of his 
research in 2009, the fee for working on a palm oil plantation was 2.3 million rupiah, or $230 US, 
“while the added 1.7 million rupiah comes from the fee that the sponsor accesses from the 
migrant.” (ibid) One of the key issues that Lindquist underlines in relation to this is the migrant’s 
access to capital. Furthermore, he also underlines gender as an important variable here.  
 
In a recent working paper (2016), Charmian Goh, Kellyn Wee and Brenda Yeoh also make an attempt 
to analyse the cost of migration by focusing on Indonesian domestic workers in Singapore. What 
particularly stands out in their study is how often migration trajectories are debt-financed. Agents 
operating in the market of recruiting migrant domestic workers “are free to charge as much or as 
little as they wish” (p. 15), making their services fees vary considerably.  
 
That fees can vary considerably is further elaborated in Md Mizanur Rahman’s detailed and long-
term study of Bangladeshi migration to Singapore. Based on a survey among 100 migrants in 
Singapore from 2003, he shows that most migrants spent between US$3,600 and US$5,000 in order 
to migrate to Singapore (2017: 91). Yet if we look at the table Rahman provides, we also see that 18 
per cent of those migrants paid less than US$3,000 and only 4 per cent paid S$5,000 or above. Those 
who had prior migration experience paid the least: 11 per cent alleged to have paid S$1,500 or less 
for their return to Singapore (ibid). Rahman furthermore notes that a general trend can be observed 
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in the rise of economic cost of migration in the previous two decades. More recent data details that 
most migrants from Bangladesh now pay between US$5,000-9,000 (p. 93).  
 
A brief analysis of various reports published on the website of the Singapore-based organization 
Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) resonates with the picture painted above. In an article from 
2013, one of the organization’s volunteers, Wang Ting, writes about the survey his team conducted 
to gain a better understanding of worker’s knowledge of the infamous IPA, or In-principle Approval, 
for a Work Permit which is issued by the Ministry of Manpower. The IPA “signifies that a company 
has applied for a work permit for the worker and that the ministry has given its approval subject to a 
medical examination upon arrival in Singapore.” TWC2’ s particular concern is with the amount 
migrant workers pay before getting their IPA, since they have no guarantee that it will be granted 
(and they thus stand to lose significant money). The agent fees paid vary between S$1,000-9,000. 
Some of the lower fees paid are explained by the migrant worker having applied with a company he 
has worked with before or because he knew somebody at the agency in question.6 Some of the 
other articles on the website show similar amounts, varying between S$3,000 and $8,000. However, 
an article from 2011 also makes note of how a backlash in Tamil language media had managed to 
reduce the fees for migrants from Tamil Nadu willing to come to Singapore. “Years of exploitation 
and abuse have built up, such that recruitment agents from Singapore visiting the villages in India 
have suffered beatings by previously cheated workers. There was one reported case where an agent 
was killed.”7 As a result, the fees had fallen to S$3,150 from about S$6,000 previously. 
 
 
THE PRICE OF MIGRATION 
 
As the brief analysis presented above illustrates, the amounts migrant workers pay to their agents 
vary considerably. What determines the capriciousness of these amounts, however, remains unclear. 
In this section, I will make an attempt to explain how it is possible for such variable amounts to exist. 
The point of departure here is a set of interactions I had with migrant workers at an English language 
training session provided by a church-based NGO at a migrant housing complex in Singapore one 
Saturday evening in 2015. Although the focus of my research at the time was on so-called S Pass 
holders or mid-level skilled workers (see also Baas 2017), the general aim of the research was to 
investigate strategies and experiences of inter- or upward visa mobilities, so I would regularly come 
in contact with Work Pass holders as well. During a ‘free talking’ exercise, the discussion turned 
towards the struggles of coming to and living in Singapore. The difficulty of repaying loans taken out 
to finance trajectories to Singapore was frequently noted by the seven men sitting around the table; 
four of whom were from Tamil Nadu, two from Bangladesh and one was from Nepal. The amounts 
mentioned varied between S$3,000 and $5,000, and it was generally agreed that ‘recovering’ such 
amounts would take between six and twelve months. Almost all workers made around S$800 per 
month, including overtime. Roughly half of this amount would be remitted home on a monthly basis, 
which contributed to repaying loans, providing household money for family back home, and, in rare 
cases, was invested in real estate. None of this was particularly new to me – other migrant workers I 
had interacted with up till that point had mentioned similar amounts – but what none could answer 
that evening was why the amounts they had paid to their respective migrant agents varied the way 
they did. While spending three months in Chennai at the end of 2015, this puzzle became leading in 
the questions I would pose to migration agents to understand what it is that determines the costing 

                                                 
6  ‘Nearly Half of Workers Interviewed Paid Agents Before Getting Confirmation of Jobs.’ See: 

http://twc2.org.sg/2013/06/24/nearly-half-of-workers-interviewed-paid-agents-before-getting-
confirmation-of-jobs-2/ (visited 24-11-17) 

7  ‘Backlash Against Singaporean Agents Bring Fees Down 50%’. See: http://twc2.org.sg/news/backlash-
against-singaporean-agents-bring-fees-down-50/ (visited 24-11-17) 

http://twc2.org.sg/2013/06/24/nearly-half-of-workers-interviewed-paid-agents-before-getting-confirmation-of-jobs-2/
http://twc2.org.sg/2013/06/24/nearly-half-of-workers-interviewed-paid-agents-before-getting-confirmation-of-jobs-2/
http://twc2.org.sg/news/backlash-against-singaporean-agents-bring-fees-down-50/
http://twc2.org.sg/news/backlash-against-singaporean-agents-bring-fees-down-50/
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of migration. In what follows, I will present three case studies of Chennai-based agents and the way 
they discuss what they charge migrants and what this amount is composed off.  
 
Agency B (Broker)  
 
This agency is located a remote corner of the city, in a small neighborhood which is part of the 
Pallavaram area of Chennai. Once a thriving hotspot of industries offering jobs to significant 
numbers of employees, today most of these jobs have relocated to the nearby IT corridor, a special 
zone where many Indian IT companies are now located. The owner of Agency A (Murali) originally 
hails from Pudukkottai and used to be employed as an administrative clerk, making up to Rs. 17,000 
(or S$350) per month. When he got married, he felt this income would not be enough to sustain 
himself, his child and his ageing parents. As a result, he starting looking for a “more lucrative career” 
as he put it. With his wife assisting him, he is able to generate an income of around Rs. 50,000 per 
month. Although he functions as a migrant agent, he is not registered with the Ministry and thus not 
a license holder. A license would set him back cost 10 lakh8, something he assumed would soon be 
increased to 30 lakh. Showing an impressive database in an excel sheet which he meticulously 
maintains he boasts 1192 sub-agents on which he depends for new recruits. He sources for ten 
‘license holders’, eight of whom he is in direct contact with and two of whom he caters to indirectly 
via another non-licensed agent. 
 
Murali’s revenue model thus depends on sourcing migrant workers in bulk for the various license 
holders with whom he maintains contact. He provided me with the following example: “For a 
particular recruitment in bulk I may be having something which is numerically 50, to say, I may be 
having 25-30 on hand… But for the remaining numbers I have to gather them from my subagents.” 
The migrants that he has ‘on hand’ are those who have contacted him with their resumes and made 
inquiries after potentially working abroad. In a similar vein, sub-agents located in Tamil Nadu’s more 
regional/provincial areas will contact him as well, offering their brokerage services. According to 
Murali, a Work Pass should cost a potential migrant between Rs. 1,300,000-1,800,000, which equals 
around S$2,500-3,750. He suggested his cut was a standard Rs. 10,000, but when asked what was 
included in the rest of the money he remained somewhat unclear. The license holder, he was sure, 
would take another Rs. 10,000, and other costs might include airfare, training, medical checks and 
fees for the sub-agent. He agreed, however, that ‘adding it all up’ was not easy.  
 
Agency D (Training) 
 
Agency D initially commenced operations in the state of Andhra Pradesh, after which they relocated 
to Tamil Nadu. Due to the competition for skilled migrants from Tamil Nadu, their main base for 
recruitment remains in Andhra Pradesh. As a representative of this agency explained: “We expanded 
slowly and now operate with subagents across AP and Tamil Nadu.” While talking to the office 
manager in charge (Kavya), several of these sub-agents walked in and joined the conversation. Kavya 
stressed that recruitment is mainly done by word-of-mouth. Persons the agency has worked with 
before or their clients have “good experience with” are a usual source of potential migrant 
labor. ”We also accept references from our ex-candidates only and will not accept fresh candidates.” 
If the agency faces a shortage, they may advertise in local newspapers, but only as a last resort.  
 
Since 2007, the agency has solely been in the business of recruiting migrants for Singapore. 
Recruitment orders tend to come in bulk and it is always a challenge to find the right match in terms 
of skills and experience. Kavya gave as an example a recent recruitment order of 94 persons; of the 
workers the agency had suggested to their Singaporean counterpart, 34 had been rejected for 

                                                 
8  A lakh is equal to Rs. 100,000.  
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various reasons. To reduce the chance of having candidates rejected, the agency prefers working 
with so-called U-turners, who have been to Singapore before. Singapore-based clients tend to prefer 
these, since they have already been exposed to Singaporean work standards and have completed 
their previous contract of 24 months. In order to make sure there is a direct match between the 
requirements of the Singaporean client and the skill-sets of the migrant workers, the agency runs 
two training institutes in the outskirts of Chennai. At the same time, 250 students can be 
accommodated here; a canteen and hostel are located on the grounds as well. Depending on the 
length of the course required, the agency charges Rs. 2,000-5,000. Furthermore, Kavya explained: 
“Post training skill evaluation tests will be conducted and client’s HR will conduct interviews at the 
training venue itself.” Since the institute often recruits workers who are not well versed in the 
English language, English training is part of the curriculum. “Training will be done on comprehensive 
writing pattern where passage will be provided and later questions will be asked from it.” 
 
The Work Permit holders this agency manages to send to Singapore make in-between S$400-1,200. 
The Indian agency considers one month’s salary as a fee, while the Singaporean counterpart collects 
two months’ salary. She went on to list certain stipulations that come with migrant worker contracts 
such as S$120 leave allowance if the worker does not take a day off per calendar month (besides the 
four days he is entitled to). In particular, the ability to work overtime might make it worth going to 
Singapore. A workweek of 44 hours is the norm, but if there is an opportunity to work more “1.5 of 
basic salary will be paid.” Furthermore, on public holidays salary is double. 
 
Agency K (Training) 
 
This agency is located in an industrial estate, where, besides the office it operates, a large training 
center, which prepares potential migrants for their employment abroad has also been established. 
They have been running the training institute for the last 15 years, but have only recently gone into 
ITE training, providing certification courses specifically targeted towards the Singaporean market. 
The training program they offer runs for up to 45 days, followed by an exam. For one month of 
training, the institute charges Rs 15,000 per candidate. If the full 45 days is required, this might go 
up to Rs. 20,000. After finishing the course, the participants will return home and are subsequently 
asked to come for an interview when the actual recruitment process starts. They usually do so five 
days in advance to provide them with a refreshment course. A number of representatives of the 
Singaporean counterpart will be present for the recruitment process, interviewing the migrant 
candidates and testing their knowledge of specific technique required for working in the  
Singaporean port (e.g., specific ways of welding, pipe laying or safety regulations). The agent’s main 
clients are shipyard based companies or oil and gas firms.  
 
On average, a migrant worker is expected to spend 2 lakh towards his employment overseas; of this 
amount the agent (and license holder) in question takes one month’s salary (minimum S$450). 
Furthermore, the agent was keen to stress that even though most of their workers have a starting 
salary of around S$450 per month, unless they are able to ‘make overtime’ this salary would not be 
sufficient to consider actually going to Singapore. “They might as well stay here and get a job 
somewhere in Chennai if they will make that much.” To this, the agent added that to make it 
worthwhile, a migrant worker should make at least S$800 per month, including overtime.  
 
Black Box 
 
Based on the case studies above, it appears that migrating to Singapore for work should cost 
between 1.3 and 2 lakh, or S$2700-4200. However, it is important to note that this is the amount 
quoted by so-called license holders, or migration agents, who are in direct contact and thus directly 
sourced to these license holder. As we will see from the analysis below, the amount a migrant 
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worker alleges to have paid to a migration agent usually also includes fees to sub-agents. I will first 
provide a sketch of the various amounts that are generally included in the amount a license holding 
agency will quote. A helpful tool to double-check these amounts is an Employer’s Copy of the In-
Principle Approval for Work Permit (IPA) that one agent gave me as an example. This in-principle 
approval is issued to the migrant worker, stating that the migrant worker needs to enter Singapore 
before a specific set date. Besides stating the designated Occupation (Fork Lift Truck Operator) and 
full details of the migrant worker, it also lists his monthly salary, in this case S$484. Of this, there is a 
monthly food deduction of S$84, making the worker’s “monthly salary after taking into account 
monthly allowances and deductions” S$400. It furthermore states that housing is provided and that 
a monthly levy rate of S$300 needs to be paid by the employer. Finally, it informs the employer that 
the “Agency fee to be paid by the worker to Singapore Employment Agency (exclude fees for 
overseas expense) is S$800, basically the equivalent of two months’ of salary, excluding the 
contribution towards food. Based on this, the following ‘in principle’ list can be compiled of various 
costs:  
 

License Holder 10,000 This is the usual ‘cut’ the license holder takes  
if sourcing in bulk through dedicated agents 

Chennai agent 25,000 The equivalent of one months’ salary 

Singapore agent 50,000 The equivalent of two months’ salary 

Papers 15,000 Various cost made to get official documents 
(e.g. birth certificates, diplomas) stamped etc. 

Medical  5,000 Mandatory health screening before departure 

Flight Ticket 15,000 Chennai-Singapore one-way 

Emigration 10,000 Various emigration related cost  
(agents were not willing to specify)  

Training 20,000 Calculation for 45-days   

Overhead 10,000 Rent, various office related costs  

Total 160,000  

 
 
If we look at the earlier mentioned variety of Rs. 1.3 to 2 lakh or S$2,700 to 4,200 range, we see that 
the amount of 1.6 lakh is squarely in the middle. However, it needs to be kept in mind that what it 
concerns is an ‘ideal’ depiction that accounts for every separate item. Yet migrant workers are 
known to frequently quote higher amounts. Besides that, not all receive full or partial training and 
some indicated that they had to pay separately for items such as medical checks and air tickets. 
Moreover, for items such as papers or emigration it is hard to assess what kind of costs are precisely 
included. If we work with a migrant agent’s fee of S$5,000, we see that around S$1600 or the 
equivalent of four months’ of basic salary is not accounted for. Where could this money have gone? 
In the next section, I will discuss the way various license holders, brokers and agents discuss this 
issue.  
 
Adding Agents Up 
 
Initially, when I brought up the issue of inflated migrant agent fees, almost all of my informants 
reacted with a certain amount of concern. They emphasized that this was not the way they did 
business and that this was giving the industry as a whole a bad name. But they were also quick to 
add that this is why they were keen to set the record straight. However, rarely did this actually 
happen. It was not so much that they were as puzzled as I was about the disconnect in amounts 
quoted and items paid for (either by the agent or the migrant himself) but that it seemed those 
active in the business of migrant worker recruitment and placement had accepted a certain 
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impenetrability of the industry. The way Agency B discussed this provides insight into what this 
means in practice. As a non-license holding agent, he relies on sub-agents to provide him with the 
necessary manpower. However, to this he adds: “In this business, major problem is the attitude of 
sub-agents who play considerable role.” According to him, this problem could be summarized as 
follows: 
 

“Those agents just for money sake do lot of misdeeds. They cheat candidates and us 
badly. They promise candidates that the job is with all concessions and facilities. 
They are not showing original offer letter to the candidate and enter into forgery by 
signing candidate’s signature through copying from the passport, which they collect 
from the candidate for VISA arrangements. Hence, candidate is not aware of exact 
offer and lands up in trouble while with the master. Subagents collects extra money 
from the candidate than what charged by the recruiter.”  

 
In general, the majority of migrants recruited do not hail from the Chennai region itself, but from 
more regional and rural areas in the state. While spending time in the office of Agency D, one of 
their ‘base agents’ walked in. “He brings in the manpower from regional areas,” Kavya explained. 
Operating mainly in a southern part of Tamil Nadu, the agency pays him for every worker 
successfully recruited. In total, the agency works with thirty of such sub-agents. The way sub-agents 
work in their respective regional bases is by ‘referral’ and entirely by word of mouth. This means 
that they will only ‘work with’ migrants referred to them by (former) migrants who have previously 
been to Singapore. Instrumental here is the issue of trust: for a Chennai-based license holder and/or 
agent, it is almost impossible to verify the skills and experience of a particular candidate beforehand, 
something for which they thus rely on for these sub-agents. A complicating factor, however, is that 
those based in Chennai often do not know who else is involved in the recruitment process. As was 
suggested to me on more than one occasion, sub-agents might very well work with their own sub-
sub-agents. Since there are no formal requirements “anyone can be an agent!”, as one informant 
argued. Agency D made it quite explicit what they thought would be a solution here:  
 

“Candidates must be aware of cheating and verify the VISA check up in respective 
embassies for genuineness of the company which recruits. I also suggest that the 
thumb impression from the candidate while signing in the offer letter. There should 
be proper mechanism for registration of subagents and direct job portals for 
overseas recruitments. Hence candidates can check up status of the job and other 
details of employer and migration agency.” 

 
While it is unlikely that such measures will be implemented anytime soon, it again underlines the 
tension that exists between large-scale agents/license holders and sub-agents.  
 
 
THE PROBLEM OF OVERCHARGING 
 
There are currently multiple pitfalls in the system, which make overcharging possible without the 
direct ‘knowledge’ of those holding the actual license to send migrants to Singapore. In order to 
better appreciate the complex nature of recruitment channels for migrant workers from Tamil Nadu, 
it helps to sketch this with a brief example from my fieldwork notes. When visiting a recently 
returned S-Pass migrant, whom I knew from Singapore in his native town of Pudukkottai, I took the 
train from Villupuram near Pondicherry, where I had been staying for a few days to reconnect with 
other contacts. Once in Pudukkottai, one quickly realizes one is in a much more provincial and rural 
part of Tamil Nadu. Still a sizable town of roughly 143,000 inhabitants, the surrounding area of much 
smaller towns is an important source for migrant workers, I was informed. If a young man from one 
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of these regional areas wishes to migrate abroad for work, he is likely to contact an agent in his 
native place. As I was assured through informal conversations with various migration agents, almost 
all of these smaller towns will have a regionally based person (sub-sub-agent) with whom people are 
familiar and who is able to ‘arrange’ migration. However, this contact person will rely on a contact in 
the nearest ‘bigger’ town (Pudukkottai), who in turn might have a contact in the city of nearby 
Tiruchirappalli (better known as Trichy), which has over 900,000 inhabitants. Although this agent 
might be a license holder and the route might thus stop there (since Trichy boasts an international 
airport with direct flights to Singapore, among other destinations), it is even more likely that the 
license holder is actually based in Chennai for administrative reasons. Adding up the number of 
agents involved comes down to four or perhaps even five (regionally based, Pudukkottai, Trichy, 
broker and/or license holder in Chennai), which might contribute heavily to the ballooning of the 
final amount paid. Since the migrant worker often lacks knowledge of who the license holder is, or 
what the component elements of the total amount he is asked to pay, one can see how easy it is to 
overpay.  
 
It needs to be stressed, though, that what I have attempted to describe here is by and large 
speculation. None of the agents and license holders I interviewed were able or willing to confirm 
what I have sketched above. While license holders were relatively transparent in their dealings, 
claiming that their cut was usually Rs. 10,000, further down the investigation the reasoning became 
increasingly muddy. This was not just because one did not appreciate my questioning in this regard, 
but also because each person involved tended to keep their cards closely to their chests. One thing 
almost all agreed on, though, was that Singapore was decidedly more expensive as a migrant worker 
destination than the Middle East or the Gulf. In the next section, I will discuss how comparing 
migration destinations helps to get a better sense of the various cost structures and also potentially 
clears up a particularly intangible aspect of migration costing.  
 
 
COMPARISON MIGRATION DESTINATIONS 
 
Although the focus in my research was on agents who facilitate migration from Tamil Nadu to 
Singapore, most informants were keen to discuss how various migration destinations compared to 
each other. There were two reasons for this: (a) Most agents agreed that Singapore was a relatively 
problem-free migrant worker destination in terms of the treatment of migrants (compared to the 
Middle East); and (b) It was generally agreed that the Singaporean market for migrant workers was 
on a decline in terms of numbers. As a result some agents except D, H and I were now brokering for 
multiple destination and/or had gradually shifted their focus from Singapore to the Middle East (in 
particular the Gulf).   
 
Agency A was resolute in its opinion of how the different destinations compared: “Cost wise Middle 
East is the right direction to get employed. Singapore is costlier and saving component is weak 
compared to the MEA.” While income tax applied to migrant worker’s salaries in Singapore, this 
agent suggested that since there was no “tax liability” in the Middle East, migrants would be able to 
save up to 50% of their salaries. Agency B was willing to make this more concrete by listing various 
amounts charged. Charging Rs. 40,000 for a candidate to go to the Gulf instead, it contrasted this 
with the 1.2-1.3 lakh if the choice was Singapore. The breakdown of the total amount for the Gulf 
includes: Work Accommodation Card services (Rs. 3,000); medical check (Rs. 4,200), stamp duties (Rs. 
7,800); ticket (up to Sri Lanka9, Rs. 13,600); sub-agent fee (Rs. 5,000), and profit margin for the agent 
himself (Rs. 6,400). One reason the fee for the Gulf is so much lower, the agent argued, has to do 

                                                 
9  The idea is that it is cheaper to fly to Sri Lanka and then onward to the Middle East. The subsequent ticket 

is not included in this calculation and is the responsibility of the migrant himself.  
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with the mandatory involvement of the Singaporean counterpart for migration to Singapore, which 
equals two months’ salary. But the next Agent (C) I spoke to also argued that cultural closeness 
continued to be a factor in the reason why Singapore remained popular with Tamil migrants, and 
thus, why migrants were willing to pay more to go there:  
 

“First one, relatives and friends would be there. Second, payment is prompt. 
Singapore itself has Tamil population so cultural practices are identical. Unlike Gulf 
climate is also pleasant. Under push factors here, salary is restricted and limited 
comparatively they earn more in Singapore and if they do more hours of work they 
can earn more.” 

 
Other agents agreed with this. Agency J, for instance, stated that: “Tamil Nadu candidates prefer 
Singapore against Gulf due to cultural and climatic reasons.” While Agency C admitted that the 
standard of living was costlier in Singapore, the opportunity to ‘make overtime’ would still make it 
possible to save money. However, the Gulf has some aspects that make it an attractive destination 
well, among which, free work visas and accommodation with food are noteworthy. Yet as this agent 
was also keen to point out:  
 

“There is no job and payment guarantee and they work for around [Rs.] 15k per 
month. Persons who don’t find jobs to earn 15k per month in India prefer Gulf jobs. 
But in Singapore, minimum amount of payment per month stands out around 30k 
and even up to 100,000 per month along with extra work and extra pay also possible 
since working on Sundays10 and other public holidays provide double income.”  

 
Agency D was of the opinion that “within next 2-3 years the Gulf will overtake Singapore in jobs.” He 
further added that: “Recruitment for Singapore is tough. It is easier for the Gulf regions. Since 
migration rules are very strict in Singapore, people prefer to go to Gulf.” Agency K echoed this and 
argued that: “Overall, job market for Singapore has come down and it may be caused with 
international trend.” This agent in particularly voiced his concerns over political developments in 
Singapore, especially with reference to the upcoming (2015) elections and anti-migrant sentiments 
(fueled by the Little India riots earlier). Hopefully he suggested that: “[the] return of the existing 
regime provides hope for future recovery”, with reference to the upcoming elections.  
 
Agency M was perhaps the most explicit in valuing the Gulf over Singapore as a migration 
destination, but similarly noted the advantages of Singapore over the Gulf:  
 

“I get puzzled when there is an enquiry regarding migration to Singapore. Gulf in my 
personal opinion is better than Singapore. In Gulf, they provide free accommodation. 
Food depending up on the company policy either they provide free meals or provide 
food coupons or provide kitchen and utensils alone. Here in Singapore, once they 
were providing free food later it was changed. Then why they are going to Singapore 
means: (1) Their relatives or friends may referred (2) Cultural reasons, (3) For U 
turns Singapore pays more salary. In Singapore, they start to earn around Rs. 25,000 
per month. Later it increases. While they U turn little bit more and agents who sent 
them too charge lesser than the previous time. Singapore returnees here may earn 
up to a lakh maximum per month. It also depends on cadre and other things.”  

 

                                                 
10  This appears to have changed recently. Sundays now only offer 1.5 pay while working on National Holidays 

continues to be awarded double pay.  
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Comparing migration destinations thus adds further insight into what contributes to, or is included in, 
the costing of migration. Cultural closeness, brand value and better migrant worker rights and 
protection all appear to be variables that make Singapore relatively more expensive than migration 
destinations in the Middle East. At the same time, such comparisons also underline that it is almost 
impossible to derive a clear cut understanding of what contributes precisely to the factor cost when 
it comes to low-skilled migration from Tamil Nadu to Singapore. Here, migration agents often 
contradict themselves and each other. Except for one agent who had been a migrant in Singapore 
himself, none of the other agents I interviewed had ever been to Singapore or the Middle East. As 
much as they often sought to assure me that migrant well-being was something they genuinely 
cared about, in the end what mattered to them the most was how many migrants they would be 
able to send to a particular destination and, of course, the ‘cut’ they would be able to make per 
migrant. As one informant summarised: “For us it’s a business. We care for the migrants but we are 
here to make the money.”  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
As was noted in the introduction, the factor ‘money’ is crucial in understanding the trajectories of 
low-skilled migrants. First, it should be clear that migration tends to cost more the lower skilled a 
particular migrant is. Migration to Singapore is not possible for low-skilled migrants without the 
assistance of at least a license holding agent. At the time of research, the required license deposit 
was Rs. 10 lakhs or S$2070, a prohibitive amount for smaller players. The rumor at the time was that 
this amount would soon be increased to thirty if not fifty lakh. While part of the reasoning behind 
raising this amount is a genuine concern for migrant workers abroad, it cannot be denied that the 
cost for this ‘protection’ will be borne by the migrants themselves. At the time of research, the ‘cut’ 
a license holder would take was generally Rs. 10,000, but it is safe to assume that this will increase 
as a result. The mandatory involvement of a Singaporean counterpart – who is entitled to double the 
amount of the Indian based agent (thus basically the equivalent of the sum of two months’ worth of 
salary) – further adds to making Singapore a particularly pricey destination compared to the Gulf, 
Middle East or even Malaysia. At the same time, Singapore continues to be popular due to its 
cultural closeness, climate and perceived better living conditions.  
 
I argue that opening the black box of migration should revolve around thinking through the puzzle as 
outlined above. Migration equals money; it costs to migrate while the objective to migrate tends to 
be money-driven. In another publication (Baas, 2017), I discussed the respective savings of migrants, 
former Work Pass and now S Pass holders, and the investments they had made in property in Tamil 
Nadu. While ostensibly positive accounts of upward visa and socioeconomic mobility, their 
narrations contrast with a more generally held perception that many migrant workers in Singapore 
struggle to make ends meet. Indeed, the stories I discussed in this earlier publication were also 
revealing for the exploitation and issues of non-pay migrant workers frequently face.  
 
While the involvement of migrant agents is frequently highlighted to underline the financial 
precarious situation many migrant workers face, what remains understudied is how the amounts 
charged are calculated. This paper was a first attempt to provide more insight into this; not so much 
to de-vilify agents or brokers but to demystify a particular conundrum in migration research, the way 
migration actually functions (as a business or industry). With the ongoing commercialization of 
migration pathways, a much more structural focus should be on how the various components that 
make up and facilitate migration ‘add up’. An important question that should be integral to the 
investigation is how protective measures, government interventions and other types of interference 
contribute to the cumulative costing of migration. I argue that this will contribute to improving the 
chances, livelihoods and futures of migrant workers in destinations across the globe.  
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