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2019 was a transformational year. We changed our capacity 
building approach and our partners responded by finding 
more workers who needed our help. Our cross-border 
litigation led to decisions that helped these women and men 
reach out and hold their former abusers accountable. Most 
importantly, we moved from proof of concept to scaling up, 
setting the stage for our next five years across Asia.

In short, last year brought us one step closer to what we 
envision; a world where men and women who go overseas 
for the most grueling work can still get help, whenever and 
wherever they need it. 

In 2019, we built upon the foundations of the first five years. 
Initial trainings to frontline community organisations turned 
into committed mentorships. Our mentees discovered more 
people who had thought returning home meant going 
without compensation. The people we mentor now are 
reaching hundreds more than we could have reached on our 
own.

The test cases we initiated led to learnings that have made 
litigation easier, expanding what our clients can claim for 
against employers or agencies far away. Success has meant 
badly needed compensation for those who continue to 
support their families. 

At the end of 2019, our portfolio of 30 plus open case matters 
adds to a small but growing body of work that is built directly 
upon our mentorship with those on the frontlines. Together 

with our legal strategies and practical guides, we continue 
to grow our community’s expertise in cross-border access to 
justice. In total, our efforts over the last five plus years have 
touched over 1,200 case workers, lawyers and community 
leaders trained in the field resulting in over 800 cases 
screened. These numbers in our sector were close to zero 
when we started, and they are the first stepping stone to a 
critical mass. The start of a new decade is the perfect time for 
our new steps into making our work a reality, at scale. 

This work would not be possible without the women and men 
brave enough to come forward, our funders and volunteers 
who believe in our work, the frontline partners whose trust 
we have gained, and our amazing staff who come in every 
day to make our vision a reality. Thank you, all of you, who 
have joined us on this journey of making access to justice a 
reality for migrant workers even after they return home. 

Warm wishes, 

Douglas MacLean, 
Executive Director and Founder

Justice Without Borders

Message from the Executive 
Director & Founder
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Exploitation Harms Real People, 
and Their Families
Migrant workers contribute enormously to Southeast Asia’s 
development. In our target home countries, remittances are a 
significant proportion of many local communities’ GDP. In 2018, 
the Philippines received USD 33.7 billion in remittances while 
Indonesia received USD 11.2 billion.* Much of this is concentrated 
in key regions within each country. 

A large majority of these workers who come to Singapore and 
Hong Kong are women in domestic work supporting their 
families. 

Unfortunately, the UN International Labour Organisation 
estimated that USD 50 billion is stolen from migrant workers in 
the worst forms of exploitation in East & Southeast Asia alone. 
This amount dramatically increases when “lesser” forms of 
exploitation are accounted for such as illegal agency fees and 
withholding wages. 

The Gap in  
Transnational  
Access to Justice
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The Women Who Make Domestic 
Work Happen
Singapore and Hong Kong are two of the busiest local 
destinations for female Filipino and Indonesian migrant 
domestic workers (MDWs). They employ over 640,000 migrant 
domestic workers, together generating more than USD 3.656 
billion in annual wages — a tempting target for predators. 

As staggering as the numbers are, the real value these workers 
bring can be seen intimately in our homes. With double-income 
families and an ageing population in both cities, MDWs are in 
high demand to take care of ageing parents, infants and young 
children. Many families live a more comfortable and balanced 
life thanks to the people who come to work for them. 

In turn, MDWs work overseas to earn a better life for themselves 
and their families. Their remittances back home serve as a 
lifeline to their loved ones, seed money for their own future 
businesses and are an important contribution overall to their 
home economies.

When a woman worker becomes a victim, it harms not only her, 
but her family as well. For those abused or assaulted, they suffer 
psychological, emotional and mental trauma, all hindering their 
ability to return to work and make a living in the long term. This 
harm is shared by their families. 

How We Make Access to Justice 
Possible
Those with money can readily hire lawyers. It does not matter 
whether they still live in the same country or have moved 
elsewhere. Those with claims in Singapore and Hong Kong enjoy 
strong legal systems supported by a healthy rule of law. 

Migrant workers have no such resources. Legal aid is still very 
local. Workers returning home often give up their claims abroad 
as most aid agencies at home do not have the capacity to 
support claims against someone overseas. Those going home 
can return with nothing while abusers avoid responsibility.

This is where we step in. Our unique position as a regional NGO 
with local offices allows us to develop badly needed cross-border 
expertise. Our work with local stakeholders helps grow capacity 
among those with direct access to hundreds of thousands of 
workers. Finally, our legal focus means we can drive test litigation 
turning the extraordinary action of today into the ordinary claim 
of tomorrow for our clients, whether they have moved one city or 
an entire ocean away. 

* “Migrant domestic workers drive growth and encourage female participation in 
Asian economies” - ASEAN TODAY, 13 March 2019 

https://www.aseantoday.com/2019/03/migrant-domestic-workers-drive-
growth-and-encourage-female-participation-in-asian-economies/ 

https://www.aseantoday.com/2019/03/migrant-domestic-workers-drive-growth-and-encourage-female-participation-in-asian-economies/
https://www.aseantoday.com/2019/03/migrant-domestic-workers-drive-growth-and-encourage-female-participation-in-asian-economies/
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H O N G  K O N G

I N D O N E S I A

P H I L I P P I N E S

S I N G A P O R E

Our Mission
Justice Without Borders (JWB) creates transnational access to legal assistance for victims of 
labour exploitation and human trafficking so that they can seek rightful compensation, even 
after returning home.

Who We Are
JWB is a regional non-profit organisation that supports victims of labour exploitation and human 
trafficking in seeking compensation against their abusers, even after they return home. In Asia, 
we work across Hong Kong, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines to grow the capacity for 
access to justice. We then drive groundbreaking civil litigation that turns the extraordinary of 
cross-border compensation claims into the ordinary.

Our Stakeholders
We serve migrant workers who have faced labour exploitation and human trafficking. As a 
regional organisation, we work with frontline aid organisations, caseworkers, government 
agencies, law firms, lawyers, law students, legal aid associations, and university clinical legal 
education programmes. We are immensely thankful for the support of our funders who ensure 
that we can continue this work.

Disclaimer: JWB IS AN INDEPENDENT ORGANISATION THAT IS NOT AFFILIATED WITH ANY OTHER ORGANISATIONS, INCLUDING 
“WITHOUT BORDERS” ORGANISATIONS. JUSTICE WITHOUT BORDERS IS NOT IN ANY WAY AFFILIATED WITH DOCTORS WITHOUT 
BORDERS / MÉDECINS SANS FRONTIÈRES, LAWYERS WITHOUT BORDERS, INC / ABOGADOS SIN FRONTERAS, OR JUDGES 
WITHOUT BORDERS. DOCTORS WITHOUT BORDERS AND MÉDECINS SANS FRONTIÈRES ARE REGISTERED TRADEMARKS OF 
MÉDECINS SANS FRONTIÈRES INTERNATIONAL.

Justice 
Without 
Borders
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International litigation is complex. Regional legal assistance is still new and developing, and it requires specific 
knowledge and know-how to solve legal and logistical challenges standing in the way of just compensation. At JWB, 
we are filling this need by developing and delivering the expertise that local stakeholders need to help workers 
pursue their rights. We do so with:

We Grow the Communities  
That Make International  
Access to Justice a Reality

Networks
We develop working partnerships 
with pro bono lawyers, caseworkers, 
community organisations, government 
agencies and migrant workers across 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Indonesia and 
the Philippines. Through collaboration 
and capacity building, we empower 
communities with our expertise on 
cross-border access to justice.

Knowledge
Many issues migrant workers 
face are new questions 
of law. Our legal research 
and practical guides help 
to address these novel 
challenges even before cases 
get to court.

Know-how
As practitioners know, the law on 
paper and the law in practice are 
very different things. Our hands-on 
approach to cases leads to good 
practices that our law firm and NGO 
partners can leverage to help more 
and more of the 1 million plus workers 
along our migration routes.
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2019 At a Glance

1. Strategic litigation forms the “top of the pyramid” of our work. 
Capacity building leads to potential cases with the most promising 
developed into test cases. JWB aims for impact over quantity in its 
own casework.

Strategic Litigation1 Building Local Capacity  
for Cross-border Civil Claims

35
Training 
Workshops

(67% increase 
from 2018)

8  
Hong Kong

13
Singapore

13  
Indonesia

1 
 Philippines 

152  
cases screened

14  
cases referred

15  
cases of test  
litigation developed

Total Income USD 2,203,470

USD 1,700,510 
In-kind income

USD 502,960
Cash income 

571
Caseworkers, 
Community 
Paralegals 
and Lawyers 
trained

(17% increase 
from 2018)

62  
Hong Kong

391 
Singapore

91  
Indonesia

27 
Philippines 

Creating Regional Networks 
across Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Indonesia & the Philippines

We work closely with our network of 
partners to identify, develop and bring 
claims on behalf of clients. 

58 partner organisations

13
Law firms

2 
International  

government agencies

39 
Frontline 

organisations

4 
Universities

Developing Transnational Access to Legal Aid

7,443 
Pro bono hours

3,394 hours 
Legal Fellows 

1,502 hours 
PR Fellows

2,547 hours
 Law firm partners

USD 1,700,510
Total in-kind value

USD 120,160
PR Fellows

USD 271,520
Legal Fellows

USD 1,308,830
Law firm partners

14
PR Fellows

13
Law Firm Partners

28 
Legal Fellows
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2019  
Key Milestones

Hong Kong SAR
• Mentorship programme with 

Federation of Asian Domestic 
Workers Union (FADWU) to 
raise capacity level.

• Historic moment in Hong Kong 
legal history when first migrant 
worker has day in court via 
video link.

• Inaugural Case Roundtable 
with law firm partners to share 
case learning.

• Great outcome in disability 
discrimination case. 

• Hong Kong edition of 
practical research and guide 
on measuring damages for 
injuries that migrant workers 
suffer.

Indonesia
• Intensive internship 

programme to take capacity 
building to the next level for 
key NGO partners.

• New strategy in tackling 
overcharging of agency fees 
with ‘Reverse Cross-border’ 
mass claims.

• Unprecedented 9 field trips 
to more than 40 frontline 
organisations across key 
migrant worker sending 
regions.

• First-ever training workshop 
for Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
staff.

• Local PR agency partnerships 
to take communications 
expertise to the next level.

Philippines
• ILO Training 

and Mentorship 
Programme kicks 
off Philippines 
capacity building.

Others
• JWB Executive 

Director showcases 
work at ILO 
Conference for 
World Day Against 
Human Trafficking 
in Qatar.

Singapore
• Deepening frontline 

engagement and 
reaching new 
community groups 
like FILODEP, Suara 
Kita and Blessed 
Grace Community 
Church.

• Singapore edition of 
practical guide on 
measuring damages 
for injuries that 
migrant workers 
suffer.

9
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The Big Picture: An Interview  
with our Executive Director

Q. What was your initial goal 
when you first set up Justice 
Without Borders?

A. My initial goal was to address a yawning 
gap between vulnerable workers 
moving internationally but having only 
local support when things go wrong. 
When migrant workers are overcharged, 
trafficked, physically or sexually abused 
abroad, they often have only two 
choices: stay abroad and fight their case 
or give up their claim and go home. 

 Most sadly have to choose going home 
because they cannot afford to stay and 
pursue their cases. This is an almost 
universal issue across the globe. The 
economic damage these victims suffer 
hurts them and their families. It puts 
them into cycles of poverty that many 
cannot escape.

 Justice Without Borders was started to 
address this issue. We help these, mostly 
women, workers and their families seek 
justice and get the compensation they 
need to land on their feet.

Q. After six years, do you think 
you’ve achieved your goal of 
helping workers gain access 
to justice when they go 
home?

A. The answer of course is clearly not. Like 
any big social issue, it will take many, 
many years, but we are confident it can 
be solved.

 There are many advocates, both in 
workers’ homes and abroad, who are 
passionate about this cause — NGOs, 
labour unions, government agencies 
and lawyers, who are all helping these 
workers. Unfortunately, those working 
in different countries helping the same 
person almost never work together. 
They don’t know each other. Basically, 
when a worker leaves their sphere 

of activity, it’s as if the worker has 
disappeared. 

 That’s why we are building better 
networks of people who are helping 
these workers in tandem, building 
knowledge about how to fight such 
cases that had never existed in the 
migrant worker sector before, and 
accumulating the know-how to actually 
make it happen. We have shown proof 
of concept with our successes building 
local organisations’ capacities to 
help these workers, and in our own 
casework. Still, we are a long way from 
making cross-border claims a normal, 
everyday strategy.

Q. Can you point to some 
examples of success which 
you think illustrate your work 
so far?

A. Most people who ask this question 
usually think in terms of the number 
of cases settled. We’ve started with the 
infrastructure to make these cases even 
possible.

 Before JWB was formed, one could 

literally count on one hand the number 
of cross-border cases that took place 
in the Singapore or Hong Kong courts. 
Never mind that there are at least 1.5 
million migrant workers who either are 
working in or have worked in these two 
places.

 Our very first accomplishment 
was building the capacity training 
programmes for all of our four 
jurisdictions. We have trained over 1,200 
case workers, lawyers and community 

10 JUSTICE WITHOUT BORDERS | 2019 ANNUAL REPORT
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leaders to take on these sorts of cross-
border matters, everywhere from 
Singapore and Hong Kong to Indonesia 
and the Philippines. These people have 
come back to us repeatedly to refer 
cases.

 We’ve seen a sea of change, from 
resignation that nothing can be done 
to organisations reaching out and 
saying, “I know of someone who just 
went home. She has these particular 
problems. Here’s the evidence. What 
can we do about it?” We’ve already 
started forming the movement. 

 That sea of change has led to ground 
breaking cases that had rarely occurred 
cross-border. Starting from zero, we’re 
building a growing caseload that helps 
real people. 

 Finally, these cases are starting to 
change the legal landscape as well 
because many of these cases are being 
brought to courts for the first time.

Q. You’ve screened over eight 
hundred cases but only a 
small number have been 
viable for litigation. Do you 
think your results correspond 
with all the effort put in so 
far? 

A. The issues we are addressing are so 
systemic that five, seven or even ten 
years would seem a relatively short 
time-frame. When we started, almost 
nobody could get compensation if they 
left their country of work, no matter 
how badly they were abused. The 
infrastructure for cross-border access to 
justice simply did not exist. Local social 
service organisations didn’t know each 
other. Local lawyers didn’t know how to 
bring these claims. People went home 
and didn’t even know that they still had 
rights. 

 Our work is no different from other 
social causes, creating system change 
takes time. We have done an incredible 
amount since we started, across not 
one, two, or three, but four jurisdictions. 

 Capacity building has been the key 
to making more victims’ cases viable. 
Our first 800 cases brought to light the 
many people who might have a claim, 
whether of exploitation, abuse, or even 
trafficking. 

 

 Evidence collection is where the big 
drop-off happens. The nature of these 
types of cases makes this challenging; 
migrant domestic workers for example 
live and work in somebody else’s home, 
outside of public scrutiny. Another key 
challenge is that many organisations 
and workers simply don’t know that 
they have to retain certain pieces of 
evidence. 

 Our support to local agencies is helping 
to capture critical evidence before it 
slips away and where it is lost, we have 
pioneered ways of recovering many 
documents from government sources 
and other locations. Our work here 
has turned many untenable cases into 
successful ones.

 The final part, of course, is the litigation. 
Currently, this is a small “test litigation” 
caseload. We are only looking at cases 
that actually have enough evidence to 
get through. Those numbers will remain 
small but will grow as we and our 
partners bring up the quality of cases 
we find.

 This multi-year process is all about 
identifying workers in need, helping our 
partners develop the cases, and then 
bringing those with enough evidence 
to litigation. We repeat this cycle for 
enough people, and our work goes from 
the extraordinary to the ordinary. That’s 
when we’ll have been truly successful.

Q.  Has there been a key learning 
that made you change course 
or go deeper into an issue 
in order to advance your 
mission and objectives?

A. Absolutely. We started with the 
idea of scaling up by training local 
organisations to take on our work. 
That didn’t exactly happen. Instead, we 
learned that many organisations either 
did not have the capacity to do the work 
or had other priorities because their 
frontline clients were asking them to do 
other things. 

 And so, we learned to map out role-
specific engagements with our NGO 
partners. For those who are more 
aligned with our work, we provide more 
intensive workshops and mentorships. 
For others, we provide simpler 
awareness trainings to spot workers in 
need. 

 We’ve seen really positive outcomes 
from both approaches. Both groups are 
now finding more cases and referring 
those that we can help take forward.

Q.  What would you say is your 
biggest challenge in terms of 
achieving your mission?

A. The scope of just the two home 
countries we have is massive. Indonesia 
and the Philippines together is roughly 
360,000,000 people. For reference, 
that’s about the entire population of the 
United States. Reaching all of the areas 
from which workers migrate abroad is 
a monumental task. For us, we really 
need to scale up. So, obviously that is 
an issue of funding and resources.

Q. Why should somebody donate 
and support JWB rather than 
other causes?

 Ultimately it comes down to what 
resonates with you. Our work is not 
just about migrant workers, it is about 
helping real human beings with families 
to support. These hardworking women 
are trying to better their lives and that 
of their children, parents, and even 
siblings. That’s why so many brave very 
difficult conditions abroad to find work. 

 When that worker encounters physical 
abuse or encounters an employment 
agency that takes months of salary from 
her illegally, it’s not just an injury that 
happens to her, but an injustice to her 
entire family. Together, we are talking 
literally billions of dollars stolen from 
workers who make so little already.

 If we are successful, we can change 
this situation for countless vulnerable 
women and men. At scale, we begin 
changing behavior. Right now, bad 
employment agencies and employers 
know they can send a worker home and 
avoid all responsibility. As we progress, 
more and more of these workers will 
be able to reach out and hold those 
perpetrators responsible. They will 
quickly learn that a worker going home 
does not mean that she is going away.
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Migrant workers are often shut out from the infrastructure 
that makes global access to local courts possible. The 
commercial world enjoys literally decades of expertise and 
network building that let those with money pursue their 
claims wherever they happen to be.

This does not exist for migrant workers. They depend upon 
local community and government services to help them sort 
through the exploitation they suffered, and these agencies 
rarely have connections or experience abroad that would 
make it possible to bring a claim even in a neighbouring 
country.

We began our work facing the yawning gap between 
countries that hardworking men and women must cross 
every day. Their cases cannot succeed without cross-
border capacity, and our first job is to grow that capacity 
sustainably. 

Our goal is a multiple year-long endeavour to empower 
the frontline organisations and lawyers who serve workers 
locally. Equipped with the networks, knowledge and know-
how they need to take a client from story-of-exploitation to 
successful compensation. These partners can scale our work 
up to a level that can truly reach all those who need help.

In 2019, we transformed our main training programmes 
into focused mentorships. Working with core, high 
potential organizations, we turned caseworker trainees into 
ambassadors for cross-border access to justice. We then 
expanded our original trainings to new partners, setting 
the stage for longer-term capacity building going forward. 
Highlights include:

Indonesia
We partnered with the Swiss Embassy to launch a six-month 
pilot paralegal internship programme on cross-border 
litigation. Four NGO partners sent senior community-
based paralegals to learn the full spectrum of cross-border 
casework. Two 14-day internships in Jakarta accompanied 
local field work with learnings covering the law, advanced 
case management, and high-level briefings with Jakarta-
based law firms and national government agencies. 

Programme graduates each trained an additional 20 to 25 
paralegals back home, and through community outreach 
projects engaged over 500 community members. Geographic 
coverage included Lampung, Ponorogo and Blitar. 

The programme will expand in 2020 with a larger cohort from 
a broad range of key migrant worker sending regions across 
Indonesia. Read more here

Access to Justice Begins  
with Building Capacity1

12 JUSTICE WITHOUT BORDERS | 2019 ANNUAL REPORT

  Indonesian paralegal from Kita Institute in Wonosobo practicing client interview.

https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/taking-capacity-building-to-the-next-level-in-indonesia/
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C E N T R A L  J A V A

E A S T  J A V A

N G A W I

B L I T A R

Y O G Y A K A R T A

L A M P U N G

Indonesia

Training of Experts at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

We took our ongoing collaboration with 
the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MOFA) to a new level with a training 
workshop for 23 Ministry staff members on 
cross-border case litigation. Participants 
learned about common case issues for 
claims in Hong Kong and Singapore, and 
conducted hands-on exercises of different 
case scenarios. 

We also joined MOFA in the field, speaking 
to key sending communities in Jogjakarta 
and Central Java about migrant workers’ 
rights. We joined MOFA on the air at a radio 
talk show in Purwakarta and Wonosobo to 
increase public awareness of cross-border 
civil access to justice. Read more here 

“Justice is Possible” 
—Directly Reaching 
Communities in the Field

In 2019, we made an unprecedented 
nine field trips across key migrant worker 
sending regions covering southern 
Sumatra, and almost all of Java. We 
presented the opportunities of cross-
border litigation to over 40 organisations, 
many hearing about our work for the first 
time. Trips included both community 
presentations and training on migrant 
worker rights in Singapore and Hong 
Kong. A staggering 70 potential test 
cases were identified, highlighting the 
strong need for local communities to 
learn that workers can still make claims 
even after returning home. 

Raising the Next 
Generation of Indonesian 
Lawyers

Students from the University of 
Indonesia (UI) have been key to our 
local work. In 2019, they published a 
book analysing their experiences as 
Legal Fellows, covering everything 
from challenging case work to 
opportunities for legal advancement 
in Indonesia.

We also formalised our relationship 
with UI, securing an ongoing stream 
of talented future lawyers in our work. 
These students will be key allies in the 
legal world as they take up positions 
in domestic and global firms in the 
coming years.

  Location of field trips across Indonesia.

Rulis Diana was one of our interns from 
the Swiss Embassy Project. She is a 
kindergarten teacher and volunteer at 
KPI Banyuwangi. 

Q:  How was the 6-month 
internship training 
programme?

A:  It was very useful. I learned how to 
handle migrant worker cases and 
I want to share this knowledge so 
people can protect themselves.

Q:  You seem very motivated to 
be an ambassador for migrant 
access to justice. Why?

A:  Many of my relatives and friends are 
migrant workers. I want them to be 
safe and aware of their rights. 

Q:  What have you done so far?
A:  Beyond my own community, I have 

also shared my knowledge with a 
wider audience like P4TKI, SBMI, 
Bumiwangi.

Q:  What is your hope for 
Indonesian migrant workers?

A:  That migrant workers’ rights will be 
respected and just compensation 
given for violations. Also that others 
learn from their experience. Lastly, 
that they need not have to work 
abroad again if they don’t want to. 

Interview Story:  
Rulis Diana 
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https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/building-a-solid-partnership-with-indonesias-ministry-of-foreign-affairs-mofa/
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Hong Kong SAR
Mentoring Domestic 
Workers to Lead Domestic 
Worker Cases

Migrant worker unions in Hong Kong 
are often the first point of contact when 
there is trouble. Leaders are domestic 
workers themselves, and some unions 
have begun creating their own case 
teams on the front line.

In 2019, we partnered with the Hong 
Kong Federation of Asian Domestic 
Workers Unions (FADWU) and the UN 
International Labour organisation (ILO) 
to bring some of these case teams to the 
next level. Focusing on both knowledge 
and hands-on case clinics, we mentored 
senior domestic workers in identifying 
workers’ problems, collecting the 
evidence, and tying everything together 
with next steps, and an action to handle 
claims. Participants worked with JWB 
pro bono law firms to conduct client 
interviews in real time with expert 
feedback after.

The next step in the programme will 
sharpen these skills with current and 
new caseworkers, empowering them 

to also accompany clients to Labour 
Tribunal and other venues. We would 
like to thank Simmons & Simmons, 
Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom, 
Ho Tse Wai & Partners, RPC, Kui Pang, 
Benjamin Chan, Jason Frank and Louise 
Le Pla for presenting and participating 
at the training workshops. Read more 
here

Consolidating Legal 
Expertise: 1st Hong Kong 
Law Firm Round Table

JWB Hong Kong’s fast-growing case 
load has resulted in groundbreaking 
expert capacity in both the logistics and 
the substance of migrant worker claims. 
In 2019, we sought to share and solidify 
these learnings via our inaugural Case 
Discussion Roundtable. Involving seven 
of our Hong Kong law firm partners, the 
roundtable discussion included firms’ 
successes, challenges, and lessons 
learned on a broad range of client care 
and case management experiences. 
Lawyers afterwards reported checking 
in across firms to share knowledge on 
their case strategies. We would like 
to thank Herbert Smith Freehills for 
hosting the roundtable event.

Singapore
Deepening Frontline 
Engagement and Reaching 
New Community Groups

Senior domestic workers in Singapore 
often serve as key listening posts for 
their communities. We set out to train 
two key groups of leaders in 2019. 

With our partner FAST (Foreign Domestic 
Worker Association for Social Support 
and Training), we brought 17 senior 
domestic workers through a three-part 
series on case identification and what to 
do when a client goes home. Participants 
worked directly with our locally 
qualified pro bono lawyers to go from 
theory to practice. New partner Suara 
Kita is building a strong community 
of Indonesian workers locally, and we 
began our work with them on similar 
issues. Both organisations will continue 
deeper mentorships with us in 2020.

We also turned to broader awareness 
raising in 2019, engaging a wider 
community of groups than ever before. 
These included Filipino Ongoing 
Development Programme (FILODEP), 
Blessed Grace Community Church, 

  Hong Kong FADWU leaders in a training workshop on evidence collection.
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https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/hong-kong-workers-helping-workers-as-jwb-launches-caseworker-training-project-for-local-domestic-worker-unions/
https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/hong-kong-workers-helping-workers-as-jwb-launches-caseworker-training-project-for-local-domestic-worker-unions/
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AWARE, and AIDHA. Our rights awareness 
presentations to these groups’ 
constituencies reached hundreds 
of workers. Finally, our outreach at 
FAST’s annual flagship event — Foreign 
Domestic Worker Day—put our local 
lawyer-run case clinic in front of 10,000 
migrant domestic workers from all 
nationalities. 

Philippines
Developing Our First Cohort 
of Frontline Advocates in 
Manila

JWB’s work has long included Filipina 
clients, and in early 2019, we took the 
first steps to establish a permanent 
presence in the country. Partnering with 
the UN ILO, we set out on a two-year 
training and mentoring programme that 
aims to reach those helping workers 
returning home from Singapore and 
Hong Kong. We launched our first 
cohort of 12 NGOs and 27 caseworkers 
at the University of Makati, bringing in 
lawyers from Singapore and Hong Kong 
for hands-on training. 

Work continues in 2020 with an 
additional training programme outside 
Manila and follow-up case support with 
our existing partners in the Philippines.

Going Beyond the 
Region
Migrant workers the world over face 
challenges in seeking justice after they 
return home. While our work is focused 
in one region, we seek to share our 
experiences in as many new regions as 
possible. 

In August, the ILO convened a special 
workshop to commemorate World Day 
Against Human Trafficking in Qatar. JWB 
Executive Director and Founder, Douglas 
MacLean, showcased our pioneering 
work and discussed opportunities and 
challenges for duplicating similar work 
in parts of the Middle East. With Qatar 
and the region generally being a key 
destination for many workers, we hope 
to see other organisations pick up our 
work there locally.

6-months intensive 
internship programme

• 4 community paralegals
• 20 union case-workers

35 Training Workshops  
(67% increase from 2018)

13 Singapore 13 Indonesia

8 Hong Kong 1 Philippines 

571 Caseworkers, Community 
Paralegals and Lawyers trained 
(17% increase from 2018)

391 Singapore 91 Indonesia

62 Hong Kong 27 Philippines 

  Singapore FAST volunteers in training working on migrant worker rights.
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Building Capacity Means  
Knowing the Law2

Civil litigation is new for migrant workers, especially those 
returning home. Many face issues that the courts have not yet 
decided how to answer. Even common employment claims 
can take on a new dimension for judiciaries considering 
workers’ claims from abroad. 

We are expanding the field of knowledge with ground 
breaking strategic legal research. These pieces answer real 
questions posed by actual cases now in progress. Much of 
the work below is now informing claims that could set new 
precedent for hundreds of thousands of workers. 

Using Video Link to Secure  
Worker’s Day in Court 
In February 2019, we and our partners at LC Lawyers LLP 
made history in Hong Kong with the local Labour Tribunal 
approving its very first video conference for testimony by a 
client who had returned home. Coming off of a key high court 
decision that JWB and Dechert helped secure in 2018, this 
year’s decision means many workers might finally avoid the 
time and impossible expense of flying back to Hong Kong to 
have their day in court.

This victory would not have been possible without our 
ground-breaking strategic manual on securing permission for 
video link in Hong Kong’s lower tribunals where most migrant 
worker claims go. The manual will now be updated with our 
learnings in our early cases.

Obtaining Compensation for 
Trauma: Measuring Damages for 
Migrant Workers’ Injuries
All workers deserve a safe working environment. Sadly, many 
continue to suffer in dangerous or abusive situations. Women 
are particularly vulnerable to physical or sexual abuse, and 
the injuries can go far beyond visible signs to potentially 
intense pain and suffering. These women can suffer long-
term effects that are rarely measured and yet are clearly part 
of the injuries they suffered.

We developed a practitioner’s guide to assess the appropriate 
amount of financial compensation for victims of such abuse. 
The guide draws on limited relevant case law in Singapore, 
Hong Kong and other Commonwealth jurisdictions that 
not only covers physical injuries and clinically diagnosed 
psychological traumas but also injuries and traumas that are 
not visible. This includes a range of psychological trauma, 
such as post-traumatic stress disorder. 

We recognise the contribution of our law firm partner 
Simmons & Simmons (JWS) in developing both the Singapore 
and Hong Kong editions of this Strategic Guide.

Read the publication now at 
https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/publication

https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/publication


17

Knowing the Law Leads to Ground-
breaking Claims for Migrant Workers3

Fighting Theft on an International 
Scale: Illegal Agency Fees
Workers pay a lot to find work. Sadly, an incredibly large 
number face illegally inflated fees that put them into virtual 
debt bondage even before they arrive to work. Despite fee 
caps and efforts by Singapore and Hong Kong governments 
to alert workers to their legal rights, these women and men 
lose millions of dollars every year to illegal agency fees. That 
impacts both them and their families.

We advanced multiple cases in Hong Kong and Singapore 
involving workers who have overpaid many months of 
salary to local agencies. Using breakthroughs in evidence 
collection techniques, we, along with our partners, have 
found information that is making the difference between a 
tragic story and a successful case. Litigation pending at the 
end of the year will also help clarify key points of agency fee 
law in both cities.

Typical Scenario of  
Overcharging of Agency Fees

Provision  
of Loan Cards

Works as Migrant  
Domestic Worker

Departure to  
Hong Kong/Singapore

Arrival in  
Hong Kong/Singapore

Contact with Hong Kong/
Singapore Agency

Initial meeting  
with Broker

Training &  
Medical Exam

Connect with Recruitment 
Agency in Home Country

Preparation of  
Work Visa & Passport

Agency informs Worker of 
Potential Job Opportunity

MDW signs  
Employment Contract

• Broker helps MDW find 
employment agency.

• Broker promises to 
give MDW “pocket 
money” of about USD 
210 upon passing 
medical exam to 
secure her interest.

• No mention that this 
is a loan at exorbitant 
interest rates.

• MDW signs multiple 
documents with local 
recruitment agency, 
including LOAN 
AGREEMENT without 
having had time to fully 
understand or read 
through them.

• No explanation of 
content or breakdown  
of cost is provided.

• MDW does not receive 
a copy of any of the 
documents.  
(No evidence)

• MDW receives “pocket 
money” upon signing 
contract.

START

• Foreign employment agency gives MDW 
loan cards that sets out the terms of the 
monthly salary deduction.

• Total amount of salary deduction may  
not tally with earlier Loan Agreement.

• MDW pays monthly salary of up to 
8 months to employer or to Foreign 
employment agency.

• Local recruitment 
agency provides 
training for 1-3 months.

• Local recruitment 
agency undertakes 
medical exam cost 
initially.

• No discussion on cost 
which the potential 
MDW will be asked to 
bear through salary 
deductions later.
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Landmark Decision Brings the 
Courts to Workers Back Home 
Hong Kong’s Labour Tribunal is the first port of call for so 
many workers who have faced problems on the job. With both 
worker and employer required to show up in person without 
lawyers, access to the Tribunal generally ended when a worker 
had to return home.

That all changed in February 2019, when Hong Kong’s High 
Court ruled that migrant workers can apply to testify via video 
link in the lower courts. Victory came thanks to our joint efforts 
with Hong Kong Law Firm LC Lawyers LLP, the Hong Kong 
Confederation of Trade Unions, and the International Pro 
Bono Alliance (IPBA) in the Philippines.

The decision made it possible for our client Josephine* to 
return home and take care of her family without giving up her 
claim. Her employer had illegally dismissed her and refused 
to pay outstanding benefits that Josephine earned and badly 
needed to support her family.

Josephine made history when she had her day in court at 
the Tribunal in September 2019, appearing at a local law firm 
office in Manila provided by the IPBA. The court ruling means 
that workers do not have to suffer the high expense of staying 
in Hong Kong while awaiting their cases. They can go home 
and go on with their lives without giving up their claims.

First ‘Reverse Cross-Border’ Mass 
Claim Against Illegal Agency Fees
An early victory in the fight to recover illegal fees happened in 
reverse. A group of 16 migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong 
were lucky to discover early on that the same agency back in 
Jakarta had badly overcharged them. Working with our union 
partners, we launched our first cross-border action against 
those back home. 

The workers, all women, faced debts that were many times 
the legal limit, and comprised at least a quarter of their entire 
contract. The timing was perfect to pursue the agency while 
evidence was still fresh. 

In Indonesia, we teamed up with our frontline partners Serikat 
Buruh Migran Indonesia (SBMI) and government labour bureau 
Badan Nasional Penempatan Dan Perlindungan Tenaga Kerja 
Indonesia (BNP2TKI) to push for mediation. Together, we 
secured a quick settlement for the workers. We also obtained 
critical evidence from the agency that gave fresh insights into 
how bad employment agencies cooperate across borders to 
exploit workers. 

This success is the first step in advancing claims that make full 
use of the migration route, and enable workers to pursue bad 
agencies back home while still working abroad. Read more here

Making Sure that Discrimination  
Does Not Pay
Hong Kong’s anti-discrimination laws can help protect foreign 
domestic workers from bad treatment but only if they know 
to make a claim. This is particularly true for those who face 
termination for unrelated health issues. 

Amy* came from the Philippines to work for a local employer, 
only to find that she was out of a job when she arrived in the 
city. When her would-be employer learned about her history 
of successfully overcoming breast cancer, they decided to 
terminate her contract, even though she was healthy and ready 
to work. She went home empty handed and in worse financial 
condition than before.

JWB received Amy’s case from Help for Domestic Workers 
(HELP) and together with Simmons & Simmons, we reached a 
settlement with the employer that helped Amy get back on her 
feet. Read more here  

Innovating Our Own Work for 
Better Client Care
The cases highlighted for 2019 are just a small sample of our 
efforts on behalf of workers. Internally, we have taken the year 
to overhaul our internal case intake process to better meet our 
clients’ unique needs, and ensure that every case we advance 
gets the best shot at success. These changes come from lessons 
learned that we are also sharing with frontline caseworkers 
across our four jurisdictions. 

* Names have been changed to protect the clients’ identity.

https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/jwb-leads-first-reverse-cross-border-mass-claim-against-illegal-agency-fees/
https://forjusticewithoutborders.org/cancer-survivor-gets-justice-%E2%94%80-through-justice-without-borders-first-disability-discrimination-settlement/
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JWB  
in the News

SCMP — Labour  
Tribunal Decision
https://bit.ly/3e2qEDD

HK Free Press — Labour 
Tribunal Decision
https://bit.ly/34lUxKT

Straits Times 
Singapore  — NGO 
Crosses Borders to Get 
Justice for Maids
https://bit.ly/2JNGKmD

Ensuring Communities Know  
that Justice is Possible4

One of the biggest challenges we face at Justice 
Without Borders is just how little information 
migrant workers have about what they can do 
if they suffer exploitation. For most workers and 
even caseworkers on the frontlines, returning 
home means going without, and that is the end 
of their claim.

We recognise that communication is a critical 
factor in addressing this issue. By making cross-
border remedies common knowledge among 
migrant workers and the communities that 
support them, we aim to grow mindsets from ‘can 
it be done?’ to ‘we can even do this!”. 

Ramping up our outreach, we developed a series 
of communications materials and a standard 
Public Relations (PR) toolkit that could be 
used across all our offices, in both English and 
Bahasa Indonesia. These included brochures 
and pamphlets as well as corporate presentation 
decks. We also conducted a brand refresh that 
aims to make our work more recognisable and 
better known, regardless of language or local 
context. 

Besides our quarterly JWB newsletters, Annual 
Report and social media platforms, we also 
engaged with mainstream media in 2019 to 
publicise our work. News of our work reached 
the South China Morning Post, Hong Kong Free 
Press and other Chinese-language dailies. In 
Singapore, the nation’s most prominent English-
broadsheet, The Straits Times, ran a profile story 
on our work with migrant domestic workers. This 
news has driven greater awareness amongst 
the communities we serve, and has led to more 
engagement with frontline organisations and 
workers themselves.

As a way of driving pro-active engagements 
with the Indonesian media and migrant worker 
communities, we also embarked on an ambitious 
pro bono partnership programme with two of 
Indonesia’s leading local PR agencies; Media 
Buffet and Cognito. Both agencies will spearhead 
traditional and digital PR programmes targeted at 
Indonesian migrant workers, our NGO partners and 
funders, and to the general public. We are excited to 
expand this collaboration with such experts in this 
field as we ramp up our communications in 2020!
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  JWB’s David Ong, in MOU signing with Indonesian PR agencies, Media Buffet and Cognito.

https://bit.ly/3e2qEDD
https://bit.ly/3e2qEDD
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https://bit.ly/2JNGKmD
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Looking Ahead  
to 2020

We leave 2019 with stronger 
foundations to tackle exploitation in 
the new decade. Our active network 
of frontline partners has a better 
understanding of cross-border claims 
than ever before. A number have 
already brought forth winning cases 
with our help. We also have a large 
group of lawyers with experience in 
bringing these cases forward. 

Scaling up over the next three years 
means really growing the number of 
partners who are well-equipped to 
help those returning home. Our pilot 
mentorship programmes this year 
were transformative, and we will be 
rolling them out to more caseworkers 
in the coming year. Our work will 
go from training, to more hands-
on coaching that empowers local 
organisations to take on this work on 
their own. 

This of course goes far beyond 2020. 
Indonesia and the Philippines are 
incredibly big countries, and we will 

be investing more resources to reach 
as many top sending communities 
as possible. Our cycles of outreach, 
training, mentorship and casework 
will only grow. 

Meanwhile, our litigation programme 
is heading towards a critical mass of 
cases. This means shifting from the 
groundbreaking first or second case 
to reaching our tenth or twentieth 
matter on the same claim. Doing 
so will inform all of us what works, 
what doesn’t, the minimum evidence 
needed and what the state of the law 
truly is. Through repetition, we will 
find best practice.

2020 is shaping up to be a year 
where we turn our experiences into 
practices that help more people 
and that bring us one step closer in 
turning the extraordinary into the 
ordinary for the countless workers 
who return home in need.

The Covid-19  
Outbreak and  
Migrant Workers

2020 has not started on a good note. 
The viral Covid-19 outbreak at the 
start of the year will end up hitting 
the most vulnerable the hardest, 
and migrant workers are definitely in 
that category. We expect to see many 
migrant workers lose their jobs, 
and many of these will have unpaid 
salary, unpaid benefits, and even 
outstanding loans that they can no 
longer afford to pay. Justice Without 
Borders is making preparations to 
help both workers and frontline 
organisations handle the increased 
claims for compensation. Our top 
priority is to help these workers 
weather the storm by seeking full 
payment of every dollar they are due.
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  JWB’s Douglas MacLean at the ILO Conference for World Day Against Human Trafficking in Qatar
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The Covid-19  
Outbreak and  
Migrant Workers

The JWB Team

Board of Directors Staff

Douglas MacLean
Executive Director

David Ong
Head of PR & Development

Hong Kong

Justine Lam
Head of Office

Nanor Wong
Legal Officer

Indonesia

Yooke Demopolii
Head of Office

Eva Maria Putri Salsabila
Legal Officer

Cut Sevka Sachrul
PR & Operations Officer

Singapore

Tan Jun Yin
Head of Office

Gene Bulmash 
Secretary
Member of the Board

Douglas MacLean 
Ex-officio Member of the Board

Michelle Yu
Treasurer
Member of the Board

Chiann Bao
Advisory Board Member

Joo Kim Ng
Advisory Board Member

Jonathan Crompton
Advisory Board Member
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Our Funders & Partners

• Akin Gump Strauss Hauer  
& Feld LLP

• Allen & Overy

• Alvarez & Marsal

• Association of Corporate  
Counsel Singapore

• Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer

• Harney Westwood & Riegels

• Herbert Smith Freehills

• King & Wood Mallesons

• Morrison & Foerster LLP

• Ropes & Gray

• RPC

• Simmons & Simmons

• Simmons & Simmons JWS

• Skadden, Arps, Slate,  
Meagher & Flom

• Ms. Amanda Lees

• Mr. Andy Kerr

• Mr. Daniel Steel

• Ms. Fuzet Farid

• Ms. Geraldine Lim

• Mr. Jonathan Crompton

• Mr. Joseph Liow

• Ms. Kareena Teh

• Ms. Mary Jo Shrade

• Mr. Michael Lawson

• Ms. Michelle Yu

• Ms. Ng Joo Kim

• Ms. Pallavi Gopinath Aney

• Mr. Robert Shiroishi

• Mr. Stanley Park

• Mr. Tom Glasgow

• Mr. Tsuyoki Sato

We also thank all other individual donors that were not mentioned,  
for their generous contributions.

Our Funders
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International Agencies

• International Labour  
Organisation (ILO)

• International Organisation  
for Migration (IOM)

Indonesia

• ADBMI

• Cognito

• DPN SBMI (Serikat Buruh  
Migran Indonesia)

• FWBM Nusawungu

• Infest 

• Kementerian Luar Negeri  
Republik Indonesia

• Kita Institute 

• KOPI Blitar

• KOPI Ponorogo

• KPI Banyuwangi

• KPI Jawa Timur 

• KPI Malang

• LBH Jakarta

• LBH Yogyakarta

• Lembaga KITA

• Media Buffet

• Perkumpulan Panca Karsa

• Pertakina

• Pertakina Blitar

• SBMI Indramayu

• SBMI Lampung

• SBMI Lampung Timur

• SBMI Lampung Selatan

• SBMI Wonosobo

• Seruni

• Universitas Indonesia 

• Universitas Jenderal Soedirman

Hong Kong

• HELP for Domestic Workers 

• Hong Kong Confederation of  
Trade Unions (HKCTU) 

• Hong Kong Federation of Asian 
Domestic Workers Union (FADWU)

• Mission for Migrant Workers

• PathFinders 

• Philippine Consulate General in 
Hong Kong

• Progressive Labour Union of 
Domestic Workers – Hong Kong 
(PLUDW-HK) 

Singapore

• AIDHA

• ASKI Global

• AWARE

• Blessed Grace Social Services

• CDE

• Church of the Divine Mercy

• Duane Morris LLP

• Filipino Family Network

• FILOPED

• Foreign Domestic Worker 
Association for Social Support  
and Training (FAST)

• Humanitarian Organisation for 
Migration Economics (HOME)

• Indonesian Family Network (IFN)

• Nanyang Technological University 
Wee Kim Wee School  
of Communications

• National University of Singapore

• Singapore Management  
University (SMU)

• Suara Kita

• We are Caring 

• Yale-NUS 

Philippines

• International Pro Bono  
Alliance (IPBA)

• Kanlungan

• SENTRO

Our NGO, Government, Community, Business & University Partners
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JWB is not only committed 
to achieving compensation 
for individual claims, they 
are also clear in their mission 
to advance migrant workers’ 
fundamental rights to fair pay 
and a safe workplace. Our 
lawyers are proud to engage 
with JWB across all aspects of 
this work.

 Joseph Liow,  
Partner at K&L Gates Straits Law

The Justice Without Borders 
staff have seamlessly 
established trusting 
relationship with HELP’s 
clients because they care and 
are patient. It’s a pleasure 
to work with a group so 
committed to attaining justice 
with workers.

Karen Ng,  
Case Manager at HELP for  

Domestic Workers (Hong Kong)

Our Law Firm Partners 

Hong Kong

• Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & 
Feld LLP

• Allen & Overy LLP 

• Freshfields Bruckhaus 
Deringer

• Herbert Smith Freehills LLP

• King & Wood Mallesons

• LC Lawyers LLP | EY Law

• Morrison & Foerster LLP

• RPC

• Ropes & Gray

• Simmons & Simmons

• Skadden, Arps, Slate, 
Meagher & Flom

Indonesia

• Ginting & Reksodiputro

• Kanto Advocaat Eko Nugnon

• Oentoeng Suria & Partners

• Roosdiono & Partners

• Widyawan & Partners

Philippines

• Cagat Law

• SC Law Office

Singapore

• Albakri LLC

• Allen & Gledhill LLP

• Allen & Overy LLP

• Ark Law Corporation

• Drew & Napier LLC

• Eden Law

• Eldan Law 

• Eversheds Harry Elias LLP 

• Harney Westwood & Riegels

• Herbert Smith Freehills LLP

• King & Spalding LLP  

• K&L Gates Straits Law LLC

• Morrison & Foerster LLP

• Nakoorsha Law

• Providence Law 

• Regency Legal LLP

• Simmons & Simmons JWS

• Straits Law

• Tan Kok Quan Partnership

• Wong Partnership

• WMH Law

• Zico Law
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Support Justice  
Without Borders

You can do a lot with a small donation. Every dollar 
you give generates many times more in pro bono legal 
services for vulnerable women migrant workers. All of 
our services are free for migrant workers and the local 
NGOs that support them. Your donations make that 
possible.

Become an Investor
Many victims hang by a thread when they go home. 
Compensation can make the difference between falling 
deeper into poverty and landing on their feet. Success 
for us means more women, and their families, are made 
financially whole. In 2020, the Covid-19 virus will push 
many more workers into poverty. Your investment 
will help ensure those who have faced exploitation 
can make it through these incredibly difficult times, 
without falling deeper into poverty. 

As an investor, you will receive regular updates on our 
work so that you can see the impact that your support 
has on vulnerable workers across the region. 

Donate your Services
In-kind donations are vital to achieving our mission. 
Whether you are a lawyer, graphic designer, accountant, 
web developer or speak one of our key languages, we 
can use your help! 

Feel free to contact us for other volunteer opportunities. 
We are a growing organisation and we welcome those 
who share our passion for supporting migrant workers.

PayPal or Credit Card Donations  
are our preferred method for donations. Please 
visit our website to donate: 
forjusticewithoutborders.org/donate

Hong Kong: 

Hong Kong:  
Bank of China (012) 

Account Name:  
JUSTICE WITHOUT BORDERS, LIMITED

Account Number:  
012-611-10317251

Justice Without Borders Limited is a Hong Kong 
registered charity exempted from tax under 
section 88 of the Inland Revenue Ordinance 
(Registered Charity 91/15108). All Hong Kong 
donations over 100 HKD are tax-deductible. 

United States: 

Please contact us at  
info@forjusticewithoutborders.org 
for our United States bank account details. 

Justice Without Borders is a US 501(c)3 
registered non-profit. As a 501(c)3 charity, all US 
donations are tax-deductible to the full extent of 
US law.

For questions related to donations, please 
contact info@forjusticewithoutborders.org 
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  JWB’s Putri Salsabila facilitating a Paralegal Training Workshop in Java.



  JWB’s Nanor Wong and Justine Lam at a Happy Hour on a Mission fundraising event in Hong Kong.
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JUSTICE 
WITHOUT 
BORDERS
Because the right to just compensation shouldn’t end
 even when a victim returns home

Justice Without Borders Limited is a Hong Kong registered charity exempted from 
tax under section 88 of the Inland Revenue Ordinance (Registered Charity 91/15108). 

Justice Without Borders is a US 501(c)3 registered non-profit. As a 501(c)3 charity,  
all donations are tax-deductible to the full extent of US law.

Hong Kong SAR Office 

Garage Collective, Shop 4-7  
158A Connaught Road W  
Sai Ying Pun 
Hong Kong

Singapore Office 

16 Kallang Place  
#07-01/02/03  
Singapore 339156 

Indonesia Office 

CODE Margonda Depok 
Town Square Mall Lt. 2  
Jl Margonda Raya, Depok 
Indonesia

US Office

4615 Sedgwick Street NW 
Washington DC 20016, USA

info@forjusticewithoutborders.org

forjusticewithoutborders.org

facebook.com/forjusticewithoutborders

twitter.com/4_JWB

linkedin.com/company/justice-without-borders 

mailto:info%40forjusticewithoutborders.org%20?subject=
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