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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• The recent resurgence of Covid-19 infections in Thailand and Malaysia among low-
income migrant communities suggests a connection between the spread of the disease 
and the harsher conditions experienced by those living in relative poverty and who are 
socially marginal.  
 

• Unfortunately, labour migrants are often scapegoated as the cause of growing Covid-
19 infections. 
 

• Southeast Asia is highly interconnected through complex and large-scale migration 
between and within countries. This has contributed to the emergence of the “precariat”, 
such as low-income migrant workers, a growing class of disadvantaged persons who 
are underemployed and are highly vulnerable during socio-economic and health crises. 
 

• Efforts to combat the ongoing pandemic need to recognize the relationship between 
socio-economic inequality within populations and the resurgence and resilience of 
Covid-19 infection rates.  
 

• The relationship between socio-economic inequality and the rate of infection is 
suggested when Indonesia and the Philippines, two countries with the greatest 
numbers of those living in poverty, also have the highest numbers of Covid-19 
infections in Southeast Asia. 
 

• Such linkages are further reflected when comparisons are made between the Gini 
Coefficient scores of countries in Southeast Asia and their accumulated Covid-19 
infection numbers.  
 

• Proactive policies should be formulated to combat the Covid-19 pandemic on top of 
ongoing reactive policies involving lockdowns, quarantine, testing, social distancing, 
contact tracing and vaccinations. Other than those in poverty, low-income migrant 
workers should be given priority access to voluntary free vaccination and subsidized 
healthcare; improved living conditions and greater social support in minimizing their 
marginality. 
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After more than half a year of apparent success at controlling Covid-19 infections, Thailand 
registered a shocking spike in numbers in the second half of December 2020. The first batch 
of infections emerged in the province of Samut Sakhon, just southwest of Bangkok, at a major 
shrimp market when up to 1,300 persons1 were detected with the feared coronavirus in a matter 
of days. And after barely two weeks, infections were seen in up to 33 provinces throughout 
Thailand. Although four provinces 2  including Samut Sakhon were placed on regional 
lockdown, this was unable to slow the spread of Covid-19. By the first week of 2021, 28 
provinces throughout the country were declared ‘red zones’ 3  and subjected to lockdown 
measures in varying degrees of severity. Going into the second half of January 2021, daily 
infections were numbering more than 200.4 The Thai government, however, has resisted calls 
to impose blanket lockdowns nationwide, so far placing only 6 provinces under provincial 
lockdown.5 By the start of February 2021, the 7-day average of infections number was more 
than 850, with the majority of cases found in Samut Sakhon through what the authorities have 
referred to as ‘active testing’.6  
 
Seeking possible explanations behind the new wave of infections since December 2020, the 
Thai government has directed responsibility for the outbreaks on illegal immigration,7 since a 
high proportion of the initially infected in Samut Sakhon were low-income migrant workers 
from Myanmar.8 Such statements, unfortunately, have oversimplified the situation and fueled 
local hostility and suspicion9 against the Myanmarese migrant worker community in Thailand. 
The outbreak in Samut Sakhon further served to exacerbate earlier fears regarding a resurgence 
of infections when several Thai women illegally traversed the border10 between Myanmar and 
Thailand just a few weeks earlier. Ironically, these developments came in the wake of 
increasing global accolades11 about how successful Thailand had been able to hold off the 
pandemic for most of 2020. Unfortunately, anticipation towards a year-end recovery of the 
local economy has been dashed, crushing faint hopes of tourism reviving in the coming months. 
 
The sudden resurgence of Covid-19 infections in recent months has not been restricted to 
Thailand. The situation in neighbouring Malaysia, for example, has spiraled towards an ever 
more serious level. Although Malaysia had been similarly congratulated12 for keeping the 
spread of Covid-19 infections to less than 10 persons in August 2020, the situation 
unfortunately turned for the worse when state elections in Sabah were held on 26 September, 
just barely a month later. Political campaigning had already occurred for two weeks prior and 
by the time the elections were over, a noticeable surge in Covid-19 infections13 was apparent 
because of large-scale intermingling during rallies and other public events. This eventually led 
to more than 86,000 infections by mid-December,14 where daily infections reached more than 
1,000 a day. At the time of writing, infections in Malaysia have not abated for more than four 
months, surging at higher rates than before. In fact, the country recorded an all-time daily high 
of more than 2,500 cases15  on 31 December 2020, New Year’s Eve. On 12 January, the 
Malaysian King declared a nationwide State of Emergency16 after daily cases exceeded more 
than 3,00017 just a few days earlier. This would be the first time in more than 50 years that an 
emergency has been declared in the country, leading to concerns about Malaysia’s political 
future.18 In spite of such efforts, daily infections by the end January 2021 have gone beyond 
5000.19  
 
The ongoing pandemic scenarios in Thailand and Malaysia reflect the numerous difficulties 
that many countries around the world face, including those in Southeast Asia. Probably the 
most frustrating aspect of dealing with Covid-19 is its ability to return in far greater numbers 
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compared to earlier waves. Such fears appear to have been validated in several countries20 in 
conjunction with year-end seasonal changes in 2020. For policy-makers and researchers, this 
certainly begs the question: Why has this been the case? Naturally, the answer to such a 
complex problem is multifaceted and many explanations have been proposed, but a key 
component to understanding and perhaps preventing future recurring waves lies in adopting a 
demographic perspective. 
 
Just how bad has the pandemic been for the region? As of 29 January 2021, recorded Covid-
19 cases within Southeast Asia were nearing 2 million,21 and rising daily (Figure 1). Although 
the pandemic has been better contained in Southeast Asia in comparison with societies such as 
the United States or the United Kingdom, it has highlighted the potential vulnerabilities in the 
region. The economic fallout from the lockdowns has been felt throughout all countries in 
Southeast Asia, with its combined total population of around 650 million. This is reflected in 
an overall GDP contraction of 4.2% for 2020 for the region.22 Consequently, the informal 
sector that involves 75.2% of Southeast Asia’s population23 in manufacturing, construction and 
tourism, has been the hardest hit, driving millions of workers to face the bleak prospect of 
losing their jobs amid rising inflation. 
 

Figure 1. Breakdown of Covid-19 coronavirus infections (as of 29 January 2021) 
 

COUNTRY CASES Cases Last 24 
hours Deaths Tests Recovered 

Cases 
per 
million 

World 101,567,466 581,306 2,193,577 - 56,170,790 13,021 

Indonesia 1,051,795 13,802 29,518 6,032,242 852,260 3,925 

Philippines 521,413 1,838 10,600 7,857,086 475,765 4,971 

Vietnam 1,657  104 35 1,469,955 1,448 17 

Thailand 17,023 802 76 1,286,671 11,396 245 

Myanmar 139,152 350 3,103 1,683,744 123,556 2,607 

Malaysia 203,933 5,725 733 4,777,532 157,722 6,536 

Cambodia 463 2 0 150,000 438 29 

Laos 44 0 0 103,294 41 6 

Singapore 59,449 24 29 6,315,357 59,148 10,593 

Timor Leste 69 1 0 19,155 54 52 

Brunei 180 4 3 92,111 170 420 

(Source: https://www.csis.org/programs/southeast-asia-program/southeast-asia-covid-19-
tracker-0) 
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This article’s fundamental argument is that inherent social-economic inequalities within and 
between countries are key factors in contributing to recurring waves of Covid-19 coronavirus 
infections.24 These factors are as equally important as other considerations, such as the role of 
governance and the management of pandemics within populations. This is because the capacity 
for countries to either eradicate or minimize infections depends on them adopting proactive 
policies alongside ongoing reactive policies that involve all the familiar strategies of repetitive 
lockdowns, quarantine protocols, widespread testing, social distancing, contact tracing and 
finally, the search for medical cures and vaccines. One way to do so is to recognize that a 
recurring theme with Covid-19 is that cases tend to originate among socially and economically 
marginal communities25 in their respective countries. This is a crucial observation, as it will 
enable governments to enact proactive policies for these communities in three broad and 
intersecting dimensions—the economic, the social and the environmental. The economic 
involves voluntary access to free vaccines before outbreaks and subsidized healthcare; the 
social aims at minimizing communal marginalization of the disadvantaged; and the 
environmental involves improving living conditions and slowing the spread of disease. 
 
While ongoing narratives and observations regarding Covid-19’s devastation have rightfully 
highlighted the negative consequences of the pandemic, greater demographic awareness 
regarding continuing social, economic and environmental conditions that contribute to the 
pandemic’s apparent resilience is equally necessary. In other words, understanding the current 
pandemic though demographic lenses should not be simply restricted to examining statistical 
fluctuations of fertility, mortality and life expectancy, fundamental as they are to the discipline. 
They can and should be augmented by a nuanced and interdisciplinary analysis of ongoing 
inequalities and diversities,26 which often run within and between populations in the form of 
transnational and internal migration. More specifically, labour migration within ASEAN 
countries accounts for at least 7 million documented persons, and they are an integral part of 
the region’s economic development, where a majority are low-skilled and low-income migrants 
who often lack sufficient labour rights protection or legal status.27 It follows intuitively, then, 
that demographic attempts to address the pandemic should also adopt a regional perspective28 
that views Southeast Asia as a single complex geopolitical entity. 
 
In the case of Malaysia, one of the major sites of resurgent infections were in dormitories that 
housed low-income migrant workers of Top Glove,29 a major manufacturer of up to a quarter 
of the world’s medical latex gloves. A vast majority of the Covid-19 cases emerged amidst 
crowded living spaces that were judged to be deplorable.30 Nevertheless, the Top Glove case 
is only one example out of a broader category of what the Malaysian authorities have labeled 
euphemistically as ‘workplace clusters’,31 sidetracking how such clusters are also sites of low-
income employment involving a high percentage of migrant workers, who are often 
scapegoated32 for the rise in infections. Concurrently, it is also interesting to recall that the new 
wave of infections from December 2020 in Thailand first emerged in Samut Sakhon, a province 
well known for its high concentration of low-income migrant workers from Myanmar, now 
numbering approximately 400,000 persons, with many locals even referring to the province as 
‘Little Myanmar’. 33  Interestingly, such scenarios mirror what Singapore had previously 
struggled with for most of the previous year, when a high percentage of its Covid-19 
infections34 were also located among its foreign worker dormitories. It is important to realize 
that such parallels are not simply coincidences, but also revealing of a demographic reality with 
real consequences.35 
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These cases in different countries suggest a close relationship between low-income migrant 
communities and the spread of disease. They are a reflection of how social and economic 
inequality within societies, along with environmental constraints, often translates into a sense 
of precarity, giving rise to a class of persons that scholars have described as the ‘precariat’.36 
The term is a portmanteau of the words ‘precarious’ and ‘proletariat’, referring to a social class 
of persons who are often ‘underemployed’ as opposed to being ‘unemployed’. Apart from low-
income migrant workers resulting from “low-end globalization” and involved in “3D” (Dirty, 
Dangerous and Demeaning) occupations, they are part of a larger population of persons who 
live in relative poverty, often housed under crowded conditions that have poorer standards of 
sanitation. This further suggests that it may not have been entirely unexpected that the 
Malaysian resurgence of Covid-19 infections first emerged in Sabah, which also happened to 
be the country’s poorest state with a poverty rate of 19.5 percent37 along with significant 
numbers of undocumented low-income migrant workers.  
 
Thailand and Malaysia are also the two most popular destinations38 for low-income migrant 
workers within Southeast Asia. Drawing from statistics in the ASEAN International Labour 
Migration Statistics (ILMS) data-base,39 both countries now have at least more than two and a 
half million employed migrants from the ASEAN region or beyond; and this is only taking into 
account the number of documented migrants. In reality, the combined numbers are likely far 
greater, as noted within reports on both countries regarding illegal and unskilled migrant 
workers.40 It has also been estimated that Thailand alone has up to 5 million41 migrant workers. 
 
The close relationship between precarity and pandemics is further reflected when the two 
countries in Southeast Asia with the greatest number of Covod-19 infections as of 29 January 
2021 – Indonesia (1,051,795 cases) and the Philippines (521,413 cases) – are concurrently the 
same countries with the numerically largest populations living under their respective poverty 
lines (Figure 2). Reports prior to the current pandemic had already observed that up to 90% of 
Southeast Asia’s poorest are living in Indonesia or the Philippines.42 Despite the fact that 
extreme poverty has fallen across the region43 in recent years, the situation is just as severe 
when their combined total of Covid-19 infections, to date, make up more than three-quarters 
of the accumulated total for the region.  
 
FIGURE 2. Comparisons of population in poverty with cases of Covid-19 coronavirus 
 

Country Poverty Rate (%)  Estimated Population in Poverty Covid-19 Cumulative Cases                
(drawn from Figure 1.) 

Malaysia 5.6 1, 835, 466  203,933 

Vietnam 6.7 6, 577, 311 1,657  

Indonesia 9.8 27, 083, 454 1,051,795 
Thailand 9.9 6, 925, 134 17,023 

Cambodia 17.7 2, 999, 519  463 

Laos 18.3 1, 350, 422 44 

Philippines 21.6 23, 986, 133 521,413 

Myanmar 24.8 13, 591, 890 139,152 

Timor-Leste 41.6 561, 738 69 

Source: https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/poverty-rate-by-country 
 
The association between precarity and Covid-19 is also supported when we examine the 
relationship between the accumulated number of Covid-19 cases to date, and the countries’ 
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respective Gini coefficient scores according to the World Bank. Based on Figure 3, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Myanmar and the Philippines have the highest number of accumulated infections in 
the region along with their relatively higher Gini scores. The exceptions to this association 
appear to be Cambodia and Laos. One possible demographic explanation is that both Laos and 
Cambodia have the two youngest populations in Southeast Asia. 44  At the same time, 
insufficient testing in Cambodia45 and Laos46 may have obscured their real rates of infection. 
 
Although these interpretations are limited by differences in how various countries calculate 
their Gini coefficient scores, the apparent correlation cannot be ignored. This is once more 
suggestive of how inequality within countries may be a partial indicator of their vulnerability 
to pandemics. The close relationship between precarity within populations and pandemics is 
even more marked when recent research47 in the area of Vitamin D deficiency suggests that it 
can affect the severity of Covid-19 infections. This is not a unique revelation, as researchers 
have noted for some time an association between social-economic precarity and the relative 
deficiency of Vitamin D.48  
 
FIGURE 3. Approximate comparison of Covid-19 cumulative cases with Gini coefficient 
scores of ASEAN countries given by World Bank using Tableau software (Source: 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI). Note: Information on Singapore and 
Brunei are not available from source 
 

 
 
Admittedly, studying the relationship between the demographic characteristics of populations 
and pandemics49 is not particularly new. This overlaps with the broader intellectual legacy of 
Malthusian concerns regarding overpopulation. Similar to the dangers of climate change, 
warnings from demographers, epidemiologists and other population scholars have always 
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noted the close relationship between rapid population growth and disease,50 particularly under 
crowded and impoverished conditions. Nevertheless, over the years, such insights have not 
always been given the proper consideration that they deserve from policymakers. On hindsight, 
and perhaps unfortunately, this reflects the often-one-sided relationship between scholars and 
governments,51 where the former’s work is subject to the agendas and political contingencies 
of the latter.  
 
Perhaps an incentive for policymakers to pay more attention to those in precarity within their 
respective societies lies in the additional observations of how the current pandemic tends to 
exacerbate pre-existing demographic trends. This is where ageing societies appear to age even 
faster,52 and how less developed societies may be delayed from progressing along the stages 
of demographic transition because of accelerated fertility rates due to the current pandemic. 
The latter trend has been observed in the cases of Indonesia53 and the Philippines,54 where the 
pandemic has further raised birth rates partly due to poorer access to birth control measures. 
On the other hand, societies that have been ageing fastest in the region such as Singapore,55 
Vietnam56 and Thailand57 appear to be ageing at unprecedented rates. The potential economic 
challenges resulting from these demographic shifts should provide more impetus to stem the 
disease among precariat communities. 
 
So, what next? The first important step is to translate such insights into action. With the advent 
of several vaccines that are already being employed in various stages throughout the world, 
there is now a cautious but renewed sense of hope that perhaps the “old normal” may return. 
The policies surrounding the implementation of the vaccines often take into account what they 
deem as “priority groups”, and they rightfully refer to front-line medical staff who have been 
instrumental in combating and containing the spread of infections. This is often followed by 
prioritization based on age-group and health-status, suggesting that the elderly and those with 
compromised or pre-existing health conditions should be next in line.  
 
Such strategies are not necessarily universal. Taking a different approach, Indonesia58 has 
prioritized working adults within the age range of 18-59, which partly reflects an economy-
centric rationale, and this is seemingly justified by their use of a Chinese-made vaccine where 
clinical trials had focused on this age group. However, it is unfortunate that low-income 
migrant communities and those in poverty are not intuitively considered vulnerable. Perhaps 
policymakers should at least begin categorizing them as a “priority group”. This is because 
better control of future outbreaks can be ensured if these groups are given adequate attention 
and support. Economy-centric strategies are, at best, short to mid-term measures that sidestep 
the crux of the issue. Combating pandemics should be understood in terms of the “long-game”, 
not unlike efforts addressing the problems of climate change. Ignoring efforts at administering 
vaccinations among populations in precarity and rejecting a dedicated approach to improve 
their living conditions would only stagnate ground-up proactive efforts at containing or 
minimizing future pandemics. 
 
This preliminary examination of the relationship between demographic inequality and the 
apparent resilience of the Covid-19 coronavirus suggests that policymakers need to work on 
reducing the social and economic gap within their populations in order to minimize the 
conditions that can lead to resurgences in infections. Combating pandemics should take into 
consideration not only the citizenry or long-term residents, but also marginalized low-income 
migrant communities that actively participate within the local economy. A crucial and useful 
mindset change is to avoid conveniently separating infection counts into spurious categories of 
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“locals” and “foreigners”, because the Covid-19 coronavirus will not discriminate between 
nationality or ethnicity. It is one thing to say that the poor and disadvantaged will be the most 
affected in times of a pandemic, but it is even more important to eradicate poverty and lower 
social inequality to combat the dreaded resurgence of pandemics. We should remind ourselves 
that those who live precariously within our societies are more than often, not just the worst 
victims of a pandemic, but also likely its earliest victims.   
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