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I. An overview of the Digital
Platform landscape

The Gig Economy and Digital Platform

The gig economy refers to a market system based on work arrangements that are usually
short-term, task-based contracts as opposed to regular employment. Workers in the
gig economy are referred to as freelancers, independent contractors, or independent
partners by the companies that hire them. As a matter of fact, gig work and gig workers
have been in existence since the early 1900s. But the rapid growth of the gig economy
is mainly owed to advancements in internet technology, which served as an impetus
for digital platform companies to expand to unprecedented scales and take advantage
of potential labor markets. Workers are enticed with promises of flexible working
hours and take-home pays beyond minimum wages, which are not necessarily ensured

in traditional employment. But the reality of workers in the gig economy, especially
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those in the digital platform industry, shows highly exploitative and extremely precarious
work arrangements. Under capitalism, workers are forced into gig work because of the
unavailability of regular (waged) employment (De Ruyter & Rachmawati, 2020).

On a global scale, digital platform transactions have been growing rapidly and steadily
over the past 20 years, with the World Economic Forum (2015) estimating the growth to

be 15-20% a year in emerging markets.

In Southeast Asia, digital platform giant Grab offers a wide range of services ranging from
ride-hailing, courier delivery, mobile wallets for cashless transactions, to advertising
and financial services, in what seems to be a virtual monopoly of digital platform-based
activities. This broad set of services has placed Grab at the top in terms of market share in
the region. Grab categorizes these services under Deliveries, Mobility, Financial Services,

and Enterprise and New Initiatives.
Grab Corp.

First launched in 2012 as MyTeksi, the company was rebranded to GrabTaxi in 2013 as
part of the incorporation of Singaporean private limited company GrabTaxi Holdings.
The company has since expanded its operations to eight (8) countries in Southeast Asia:
Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Myanmar. MyTeksi was originally founded to make taxi rides safer, as users could book
taxis and see the profiles of their drivers through their smart devices (Digital News Asia,
2014). By 2014, it had introduced GrabCar to Malaysia and Singapore as a ride-hailing
service that provided access to non-taxi vehicles similar to Uber (Channel News Asia,
2014). Not long after, it added GrabBike to its list of services, operating in Vietnam and
Indonesia, where motorcycles and scooters are common modes of transportation. In the
same year, the company secured a USD 250 million deal with Japanese telecommunications
giant Softbank, which challenged Uber’s dominance in the region (Russel, 2014)

In April 2015, Grab conducted a holding company reorganization and incorporated Grab

Inc., a Cayman Islands limited liability company, as the ultimate corporate parent of the

gI'Ollp.

In August 2015, Grab secured one of its largest investments, then, from China’s sovereign
wealth fund, China Investment Corp, and China’s largest on-demand transport app, Didi
Kuaidi. The investment amounted to USD 350 million (Lee, 2015).

GrabTaxi was again rebranded simply as Grab in January 2016 and was followed by
additional app features including GrabChat, GrabRewards, and GrabShare (Lee, 2016).
In the same year, Grab announced its expansion into financial services by launching
GrabPay Credits. Grab acquired Indonesian online payment startup Kudo the following
year. This served as the official entrypoint to GrabPay as a digital payment service, which

allowed users to make purchases from third-party merchants outside of ride-hailing,

In March 2018, Grab and Uber’s Southeast Asian operations entered a merger that
allowed Grab to acquire Uber’s assets, including UberEats. This led to Grab’s expansion
to food delivery services. GrabFood, along with GrabExpress, the company’s courier

service, which was launched in the same year, has since contributed the lion’s share of
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revenue for the company. The same year also saw Uber’s exit in the Southeast Asian
market when Grab acquired its operations. Grab was able to gain control over the
ride-hailing market in the region while Uber settled for a 27.5% stake in Grab. Grab
Inc. completed another holding company reorganization in which Grab Holdings

Inc. (GHI) became the ultimate corporate parent of the group (Keeton-Olsen, 2018)

Grab’s revenue in 2020 was at USD 469 million. By 2021, in the middle of a pandemic
that ravaged businesses all over the world, Grab reported a 29% year-over-year (YoY)
growth in gross merchandise value (GMV) that reached USD 16.1 million. Deliveries
and financial services saw a 56% growth in GMV. All in all, Grab’s revenue for 2021
increased by 44% to USD 675 million. The following year saw even greater profits for the
company as economies slowly began to reopen. Grab reported a 24% growth in GMV at
USD 19.937 million and a 112%YoY increase in revenue amounting to USD 1.43 billion
(Grab Singapore, 2023).

List of Subsidiaries of Grab Holdings Limited

Legal Name Jurisdiction of Incorporation
Grab Holdings Inc. Cayman Islands
Grab Inc. Cayman Islands
A2G Holdings Inc. Cayman Islands
AA Holdings Inc. Cayman Islands
MyTeksi Sdn. Bhd. Malaysia

Grab PH Holdings Inc. Philippines
MyTaxi.PH, Inc. Philippines
Grabtaxi (Thailand) Co., Ltd. Thailand
Grabtaxi Holdings Pte. Ltd. Singapore
Grab Company Limited Vietnam
GrabCar Sdn. Bhd. Malaysia Thailand

Grabtaxi Holdings (Thailand) Co., Ltd. [ Indonesia

PT Teknologi Pengangkutan Indonesia Singapore

GrabCar Pte. Ltd. Indonesia
PT Grab Teknologi Indonesia Indonesia
Grab Rentals Pte. Ltd. Singapore
GP Network Asia Pte. Ltd. Singapore
PT Solusi Pengiriman Indonesia Indonesia
PT Kudo Teknologi Indonesia Indonesia
GPay Network (S) Pte. Ltd. Singapore
PT Bumi Cakrawala Perkasa Indonesia

J2 Holdings Inc. Cayman Islands
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Grab Corporate Structure
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Amidst Grab’s domination of the southeast Asian market, serious challenges face not only
its competitors but more so the workers who are pushed towards the online platform
industry. The company has faced increasing criticism and protests from various sectors,
especially labor, regarding its treatment of workers as independent contractors instead of
regular employees. There are around five million registered driver-partners (Grab, n.d.).

In its 2022 Shell Company Report, Grab (2022) openly admits that:
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“If we are required to reclassify drivers as employees or otherwise, or if driver-partners unionize,
there may be adverse business, financial, tax, legal and other consequences. The independent
contractor status of drivers is currently being challenged in courts, by government agencies,
non-governmental organizations, groups of drivers, labor unions and trade associations all
around the world. Driven in part by developments in the United States and Europe, there
has been growing interest in this area recently from regulators in Southeast Asia, where we
operate. The tests governing whether a driver is an independent contractor or an employee
vary by governing law and are typically highly sensitive to certain factors including, among

others, changes in public opinion and political conditions.”

Yet Grab maintains its position that their driver-partners are independent contractors
and the possibility of platform workers winning their rights to be recognized as regular
employees is a threat that could trigger massive financial and legal consequences for
the company. To add insult to injury, Grab (2022) blatantly opposes its workers from

unionizing, stating:

“Furthermore, driver—partners may unionize and unionization may lead to ingﬁq‘ciencies in
implementing policy or other changes or otherwise cause us to incur increased costs, including
legal and other associated costs and adversely impact consumer experience. If the driver-
partners unionize and invoke collective bargaining powers, the terms of collective bargaining
agreements could materially adversely affect our costs, efficiency, ability to generate acceptable
returns on the affected operations, financial condition and results of operations. In addition,
disputes with driver-partners over union and collective bargaining issues could be disruptive

and harm our reputation.”

Corporate policies prohibiting the exercise of workers, in this case Grab riders and
drivers, to unionize weaken their capacity to bargain and assert their rights collectively

with the corporate management.

The next section will delve into four countries in Southeast Asia where Grab operates,
namely: Indonesia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. These countries were chosen
to cover different contexts, such as income level, quality of public transportation, and

existence of competition, where Grab operates.

II. Case Studies in Southeast Asia
1. Indonesia
Business Model

The rise of platform work in Indonesia can be traced back to 2015, when the most
common mode of transport, motorcycle taxis locally known as ojek, were made available
to customers via online booking. But Grab first entered the Indonesian market in 2014
through the GrabCar service. Then in 2015, it launched the GrabBike service, which
integrated the local ojek riders into the super app. The company recorded 2,000 registered
drivers only in the first two (2) weeks of its operation. Similar to other countries where
Grab operates, riders are classified as independent contractors—or mitra (partner) in
Bahasa.
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Grab’s most notable rival in Indonesia in terms of ride-hailing, food and grocery delivery,
and digital payments is ride-hailing and delivery platform Gojek. In May 2021, there was
a merger between Gojek and Tokopedia, an e-commerce platform, which successfully
turned Gojek into a super app similar to Grab. There are about 2 million riders employed
under Grab and a similar number under Gojek. Other competitors in the food delivery

industry in Indonesia include FoodPanda and Shopeefood.

The effects of the entry and virtual dominance of Grab and other ride-hailing platforms,
specifically in the transport industry, were felt even more in 2016 as workers were pitted
against each other when traditional taxi drivers clashed with motorcycle riders working
for online apps. The taxi drivers were protesting the “unequal competition”in the industry
as the proliferation of cheap taxis using ride-hailing apps Gojek, Grab, and Uber has made
the traditional pick-up and drop-off taxi services unprofitable, threatening the business
models of the country’s top taxi firms. These online apps are offering cheaper ride fares
to gain market share (Munthe & Da, 2016). Similar to Thailand and the Philippines, Grab

faced hurdles in its operations in Indonesia as rules and regulations were unclear.

In 2016, Grab reported that Indonesia has become its largest market when it made a
250-fold growth in both GrabCar and GrabBike in the first half of the year (Balea, 2016).
In 2017, Grab invested an additional USD 700 million in its franchise in Indonesia to
fund research and development initiatives. By August of 2018, Grab reported that it had
gotten hold of 65% of the Indonesian market.

Grab owns 39% of Indonesian financial tech company OVO and has announced in 2021
its plan to acquire more than double the current to up its share at 90%. OVO is one of
Indonesia’s largest e-wallets and Grab’s move to acquire more shares secures its position
at the top of the Indonesian digital payment ecosystem. As of 2019, OVO is valued at USD
2.9 billion (Reuters, 2021). In 2022, Grab acquired a 32.3% equity interest in PT Super
Bank, cementing the company’s place in the digital banking ecosystem. It also entered
into strategic partnerships with PT Elang Mahkota Teknologi, an Indonesian group with a
portfolio of media, all-commerce, and content production businesses, as well as with PT

Trans Retail, a hypermarket chain.

In terms of investments and ownership structure, Grab Holdings Limited (2021) Shell
Company Report states:

“In addition to our ownership of 79.6% of the shares, which, due to a dual-class structure,
represent a 30.2% voting interest, of PT Bumi Cakrawala Perkasa (“BCP’) through which
we own OVO and conduct our financial services businesses in Indonesia, we have contractual
rights to (a) control the appointment of the Chief Executive Officer, and the Chief Financial
Officer (including the right to nominate any such officers as directors or as president director),
(b) approve the budget and business plan of BCP and its subsidiaries; (c) approve future
funding of BCP and its subsidiaries, whether through debt, equity or otherwise, and (d) certain
economic rights with respect to the remaining shareholding of BCP.We conduct our point to
point courier delivery business through PT Solusi Pengiriman Indonesia (“SPI’), in which a
94.12% owned subsidiary owns 49%, and we conduct our car rental (with driver-partners)
business through PT Teknologi Pengangkutan Indonesia (“TPI”), in which a wholly-owned
subsidiary owns 49%. We have entered into contractual arrangements with a third-party

Indonesian shareholder (in the case of SPI) and a senior executive (in the case of TPI), each of
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which holds 51% of the shares of SPI and TPI, respectively, as a result of which we are able
to control SPI and TPI and consolidate their financial results in our consolidated financial
statements in accordance with IFRS. The non-controlling interests of minority shareholders

in BCP are accounted for in our consolidated financial statements.”

On September 7, 2022, the Indonesian Minister of Transportation (MOT) issued two
important decrees, namely Decree No. 667 Year 2022 (MOT Decree 667/2022) and
Decree No. 1001 of 2022 (MOT Decree 1001/2022), which significantly impacted the
commission charged by Grab to their driver-partners (Grab Holdings Limited, 2022).

MOT Decree 667/2022 reduced the maximum commission percentage that Grab could
charge their driver-partners from 20% to 15% of the total tariff. This means that Grab’s

share of the earnings from each ride decreased, providing more income to the drivers.

In addition, through MOT Decree 1001/2022, the Ministry of Transportation introduced
an option for driver-partners to be charged a supporting fee. This fee is separate from the
commission and is set at a maximum of 5% of the total tariff. The decree specified that
the supporting fee should be reinvested into the welfare of the driver-partners, aiming to

enhance their benefits and working conditions.

The supporting fee can be utilized to provide various benefits and services to the drivers,

including:

1. Extra safety insurance to complement the mandatory national health insurance

Coverage.

2. Social and employment security programs to offer more protection to the driver-

partners.
3. Aninformation center to assist drivers with their complaints and concerns.

4. Operational cost assistance for items such as phone credits and necessary

equipment, ensuring smooth operations for the drivers.

These decrees were put in place to address the welfare and rights of app-based driver-
partners and to ensure they receive fair compensation and improved support in their work.
Grab may be sanctioned by the Indonesian government if it fails to use the supporting
fees for the permitted purposes. In its 2022 Shell Company Report, the corporation
alleged that it complied with said decrease, including the periodic report requirement

(Grab Holdings Limited, 2022).
Economic Power

In Indonesia, Grab’s revenue for years 2020, 2021, and 2022 was USD 61 million, USD
79 million, and USD 275 million, respectively.

Grab has over five (5) million registered merchant-partners in Indonesia that range from
local entrepreneurs, including small restaurants, convenience stores, and grocery stores,

to multinational franchises and lifestyle service providers, such as hotels and travel agents.
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Labor Situation

In 2021, Grab and rival Gojek received a “generally poor performance” rating in terms of
workers’ conditions, according to FairWork, an organization that looks into the effects of
technology in labor (Sri, 2021).

The lack of clarity in terms of workers’ rights and benefits for platform workers in
Indonesia has contributed further to precarious working conditions in the country.
Worsening conditions have pushed workers to form unions and other workers’
organizations to demand changes. According to a survey done in 2021 by non-profit
tech publication Rest of World and research company Premise, some 60% of respondent

platform workers said that they would join a labor organization (Timmerman, 2021).

Despite being officially designated as partners by the platform company, Grab drivers do
not enjoy any actual rights as partners. Indonesia’s Law No. 20/2008 on Micro, Small,
and Medium Businesses states that a partnership relationship is characterized by equal
decision-making authority, where neither party dominates or is dominated. This sets it
apart from an employer-employee relationship. However, in practice, the partnering
parties are not on equal footing. Grab unilaterally determines all work arrangements
and decision-making processes, disregarding the input and concerns of the drivers, thus

establishing a deceptive partnership arrangement (Novianto, 2023).

According to Novianto (2023), Grab implemented a strategy from 2015-2019 of
aggressively spending money to attract both drivers and customers, commonly referred
to as a “money-burning” strategy. This strategy is used by startup companies to finance
marketing efforts by spending capital funds (Prasetiya Mulya Executive Learning
Institute, n.d.). In 2018, the average daily gross income of Grab drivers was IDR 458,093,
equivalent to USD 29.73 (with an exchange rate of USD 1 to IDR 15,416). However,
as the money-burning period came to an end, drivers experienced a significant decrease
in earnings. The most notable decline occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, with
drivers’ average gross income dropping from IDR 273,746 (USD 17.77) per day in
February 2020 to IDR 85,085 (USD 5.52) in April 2020. Even after the implementation
of the post-COVID-19 new normal period in Indonesia, Grab drivers did not see a

significant increase in their income (Novianto, 2023).

Platform workers, including those under Grab Indonesia, have been actively participating
in initiatives to organize workers’ unions and other forms of labor organizations. Protest
actions against unjust company policies have been increasingly occurring, UK-based
publication Notes from Below reports that during the COVID-19 pandemic, there was
a noticeable increase in protests, particularly among app-based drivers. From March
2020 to March 2022, a total of 71 protests involving app-based drivers were recorded,
with 34 of them (47.9%) involving Grab drivers specifically. Protest actions by Grab
drivers took various forms, including street demonstrations (26 actions), strikes (22
actions), blockades of Grab offices (two actions), and hearings with the government (one
action). The primary methods employed by the drivers were typically a combination of
mass actions outside government buildings and Grab offices, along with strikes where
they would log off the app. In some cases, protests were conducted entirely online and
remotely, where drivers collectively logged off the apps without engaging in street-level

demonstrations (Novianto, 2022).
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2, Thailand
Business Operation and Model

GrabBike debuted inThailand in 2015. In 2016, however, the Thai government suspended
the operations of Grab and Uber’s taxi service. It declared that GrabBike and UberMoto
operations were illegal and privately owned motorcycles used by their riders were not
registered with the Department of Land Transportation as public transport vehicles.
Arrested drivers were fined up to THB 4,000 (USD 120)" (Chuwiruch, 2016). In
February 2018, while Grab’s operation’s legal status was still in limbo, GrabFood was
launched, bridging consumers to food merchants (Grab Thailand, 2019). In this service,
Grab collects 35% commission from the food merchant. This rate was only reduced to
30% at the backdrop of the ravaging COVID-19 pandemic (Leesa-Nguansuk & Arunmas,
2020). In the case of partner-drivers, four-wheeled drivers must pay 25% of their income,

while two-wheeled drivers (riders) must pay 15% (for ride-hailing and food delivery).

In March 2018, Grab and Uber closed a deal with the former, acquiring Uber’s ridesharing
and food delivery businesses in Southeast Asia. In exchange, Uber acquired a 27.5% stake
in Grab (Leesa-Nguansuk, 2018). The deal compelled the Philippines, Singapore, and
Vietnam to review this transaction to assess its effect on market competition. In the

case of Thailand, it was only December of that year that its merger control rules became

effective (Asuncion, 2019).

In 2019, the country’s transport ministry announced that ride-hailing apps will be legal
by March 2020 and will release guidelines by then. In the same year, GrabTuktuk Electric
was launched in Chiang Mai. Tuk-tuk is one of the popular local modes of transportation
in Thailand (Taylor, 2019). However, many tuktuk operators are forced out of business
due to cutthroat competition with new forms of transportation arrangements, which
include Grab’s mobility services as well as illegal tuk-tuk operators (Thaiger, 2018). The
company also launched Grab Kitchen in the same year. GrabKitchen is the largest cloud
kitchen in the region (Techsauce, 2019).

Grab Thailand and Krungsri, a local bank, launched Grab’s First Personal Loan in 2022.
This lending facility provides loans to grab users at the maximum of THB 100,000 (USD
3,003) (Nation Thailand, 2022). By September of the same year, the company obtained
an operator license from the Department of Land Transport under the Ride-Hailing Act
(Tortermvasana, 2023).

At present, Grab Thailand has three main services provided to consumers: delivery,
mobility, and financial services. Delivery services include GrabFood, GrabMart, and
GrabExpress. Mobility services include GrabTaxi, GrabCar, JustGrab, Rent, GrabBike,
and Ride Cover. Financial services, meanwhile, include GrabPay and GrabLending. Other

services include hotels, gift cards, rewards, and packages.

As to ownership structure, the 2021 Shell Company Report of the Singapore-based Grab
Holdings, Ltd. (2021) pertinently provides:

1 USD 1 =THB 33.304 on 16 October 2024 (See: https://www.bot.or.th/en/statistics/ ex-
change-rate.html)



10 Asia Pacific Research Network

“Our deliveries, mobility and financial services businesses are each conducted through a Thai
operating entity (including, in the case of mobility, Grabtaxi (Thailand) Co., Ltd) established
using a tiered shareholding structure, so that each Thai entity (including Grabtaxi Holdings
(Thailand) Co., Ltd) is more than 50% owned by a Thai person or entity. This tiered
shareholding structure, together with certain rights attendant to the classes of shares we hold
and as otherwise set forth in the organizational documents of the relevant entities within our
shareholding structure in Thailand, enables us to control these Thai operating entities and
consolidate their financial results in our consolidated financial statements in accordance
with IFRS. The non-controlling interests of relevant Thai shareholders are accounted for in

our consolidated financial statements.”

While the company is a subsidiary of Grab Holdings, Ltd., Grab Thailand is partly
owned by other corporate entities. Some of its biggest investors are the Central Retail
Corporation (CRC) and the Central Group, Thailand’s largest omnichannel retail
conglomerate. In 2019, Central Group invested USD 200 million in Grab Thailand
and acquired a significant non-controlling stake in the company (Grab Thailand, 2019).
Subsequently, CRC allotted THB 4.5 billion (USD 135 million) to acquire additional
stakes in Grab Thailand through Porto Worldwide Limited. The stated amount was used
to buy 67% of the shares of Porto, which in turn owns 40% of the shares of GrabTaxi
Holdings Thailand (Central Retail, 2021).

Economic Power and Market Dominance

In 2021, on-demand commerce is dominated mainly by three superapps, namely:
Grab, Lineman Wongnai, and FoodPanda. According to Creden Data, a data analytics
provider, Grab raked in revenues amounting to THB 12.7 billion (USD 381 million),
representing 44% of the market share. This was followed by Lineman Wongnai, with the
revenue amounting to THB 9.4 billion (USD 282 million) representing 36.2% market
share. FoodPanda came in third with revenue of THB 6.7 billion (USD 201 million),
representing 23.4% of market shares. A distant fourth is Robinhood, with revenue
amounting to THB 15.8 million (USD 474,000), representing 0.1% of market shares
(Leesa-Nguansuk, 2022).

Specific to ride-hailing, Grab dominates the service, with Bolt at a distant second. Bolt,
an Estonia-based company, entered the Thai market only in 2020 and presently limits
its service to transportation. According to Measurable Al, an alternative data provider
on the digital economy in emerging markets, Grab maintains its lead in the ride-hailing
market. By order volume, its share was 88% in January 2021 and at 67% in March 2022.
In terms of market share by sales, Grab’s share was 91% in January 2021 and at 72% in
March 2022. While a gradual decline can be observed, Grab maintained its dominant
position in this specific market (Sheng, 2023)

In terms of brand popularity, Grab has a significant lead over its competitors. In a survey
conducted by Black Box Research (2022), a Singapore-based advisory firm, Grab is the
most-used ride-hailing app in Thailand, according to 80% of the respondents. Line Taxi
came in second with 11%. In the post-pandemic future, Grab remains the most preferred

brand for taxicab booking with 82%, followed by Line Taxi with 15%.

In food delivery service, GrabFood has a big lead over its competitors based on



Exploring Grab’s Operations in Southeast Asia 11

Momentum Works’ three annual reports on the food delivery platforms in the region.
In 2020, GrabFood held half of the country’s GMV, with FoodPanda at 23% as a distant
second (Voon, 2021). In 2021, GrabFood held 47% of the GMV in the country (Cordon,
2022). FoodPanda and Lineman were in second place at 22%. GrabFood maintained its
lead in 2022 with 51%, followed by Lineman at 24% (Nabila, 2023). As of January 2023,

Grab’s area of service covers 58 out of 78 in the country (Teerakowitkajorn, 2023).

This overwhelming dominance of Grab as a superapp in Thailand translates to its sales.
In 2021, the Grab entity in Thailand amassed sales amounting to USD 76 million. It
increased by 43% the succeeding year to USD 109 million. By 2023, it almost doubled
with USD 205 million (MarketScreener, n.d.).

While Grab leads the Southeast Asian market, it consistently incurred net losses as it
spent on warding off competitors (Bloomberg News, 2023). In its effort to break even by
the end of 2023, Grab Thailand entered into a partnership with the Tourism Authority of
Thailand (TAT). The partnership is aimed at boosting the country’s tourism by attracting

more tourists and reaching 25 million visitors by the year-end (Leesa-Nguansuk, 2023).
Labor Situation and Struggles

In 2019, GrabFood riders from the provinces of Nakhon Ratchasima, Khon Kaen, and
Udon Thai protested the reduction of delivery fees. In Udon Thani, which had by that
time 1,381 delivery riders, expressed their opposition over the reduction of the delivery
fee fromTHB 40 (USD 1.20) toTHB 30 (USD 0.90) charged for the first five kilometers.
While there was an increase in the fee for the distance past five kilometers (THB 6 from
THB 5), riders argued that most orders are within a five-kilometer radius. On top of such
areduction in their earnings were the expenses they shoulder for internet access, mobile

load, fuel, and the maintenance of their motorcycles (Ban Muang, 2019).

In late 2020, Grab riders protested in the streets of Bangkok to register their demands
to the company (Hicks, 2020). There are 300,000 Grab riders registered with Grab
Thailand; around 100,000 of them are active riders and the majority are freelancers
(Chantanusornsiri, 2020). The protesting riders opposed the rule requiring riders to
use the official green containers. Akkanut Wantanasombut, researcher at Chulalongkorn
University’s Institute of Asian Studies, explained that such a requirement will limit the
capacity of riders to offer both delivery and taxi services as the container takes up the
passenger seat (Samejaidee & Hicks, 2020). This policy was recalled eventually by the
company due to pressure from below. Riders also raised their concern over limited
insurance protection, limited operating hours of the company’s call center, and perceived

unfair suspension of riders (Hicks, 2020).

While they raised several concerns and demands, lowering Grab’s cut from their income
was not one of them. Kriangsak Teerakowitkajorn, managing director of the Just Economy
and Labor Institute, a Thai labour rights nonprofit organization, suspected that such an
omission in the riders’ demands was “because of Grab’s narrative that they are losing
a lot of money, so the workers cannot demand higher pay or the company will go out
of business and the workers will lose their jobs.” He furthered, “I find that problematic
because this is a different business model, where these platform companies are willing

to lose money by subsidizing customers in order to build their networks” (Hicks, 2020).
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After almost a decade in limbo, Grab Thailand was granted legal recognition by the
country’s transportation department in 2022. However, the legal relationship between
the company and its “partner” drivers remains unclear. In a survey of 1,136 food delivery
riders across different apps conducted by Rocket Media Lab (2021), and in which 1 out
4 are Grab’s, the respondents lamented that they are considered “independent workers”
of these companies and not as regular employees. This scheme aims to cut costs in
hiring these partner-riders. Resultantly, riders providing ride-hailing services still need
to register their motorbikes for public use and obtain the same license applied for by
traditional motorcycle taxis. Food delivery riders, on the other hand, remain unregulated.
Pertinently, the same survey accounts for 16.2% of the respondents raising their demand
for full employee status. This demand came in second among the respondents’ list of

demands in relation to their employment as riders.

On the other hand, it was found that 65.96% of the respondents already encountered
around 1-4 accidents. Around 17% already experienced 5-10 accidents and 7% were those
who encountered between 11 and 16 accidents. From the foregoing, it is unsurprising

that financial compensation for accidents came first in the demands of the surveyed riders

at 26%.

In November 2022, around 800 GrabFood and GrabMart riders staged a protest at their
company’s headquarters to register their dissent against the change of rules issued by the
company. Grab required them to take two deliveries at a time, thereby reducing their
orders and earnings. The company also imposed a zoning system for their riders, which
lessens the area covered by the riders. Old rules allowed riders to take orders throughout
Bangkok (Thai PBS World, 2022).

Grab riders also raised their concerns over the quota system imposed in 2021. Under the
scheme, riders are classified into tiers: “champions,” “hybrids,” and “GB.” Champions are
required to complete at least 95 orders per week to receive a stipend of THB 5,000 (USD
150). Hybrid, on the other hand, are required to complete 45 orders to receive a THB
3,000 (USD 90) stipend. Riders who are unable to meet such a quota are demoted to
the GB tier. One rider explained that riders in this tier earn less than those in other tiers.
On top of this scheme, riders also compete for the time slot they need to book before
starting their shift, making it harder for others to comply with the quota requirement
(Itthipongmaetee, 2022).

3. Singapore
Business Model

Grab, then MyTeksi, began its operations in Singapore in October 2013 with the launch
of GrabTaxi. It continued to further expand its services with the introduction of its limo
service, GrabCar, in 2014. In the same year, the Land Transport Authority issued the
registration for Grab and Hailo (TODAY, 2015). At present, Grab takes commissions,
in which rates vary depending on the type of ride services. For GrabCar, the company

takes a maximum of 20.18% commission. In the case of GrabTaxi, the company takes a
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commission amounting to SGD 0.60 (USD 0.46)” for Standard Bookings and SGD 1.00
(USD 0.76) for Premium Bookings. For GrabHitch, the company takes a 10% platform

fee from its drivers (Grab Singapore, n.d.).

GrabPay Credits was introduced in 2016 as a stored-value option within the app (The
Business Times, 2016). It eventually expanded its application with the option for payment
for delivery and other services. Now, GrabPay is one of the largest payment services in
Singapore, which charges 1% for local transactions and 7% GST (Goods and Services
Tax) (Linkflow Capital, 2022).

With the demise of UberEats and Grab’s acquisition of Uber’s Southeast Asian operations,
the company launched GrabFood in May 2018 (Lim, 2018). It was initially piloted in
certain regions of Singapore and eventually launched in different countries in Southeast
Asia. Its courier service was launched by October of the same year with GrabExpress

(Cheok, 2018).

In 2020, the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) issued four digital bank licenses,
one of which was granted to the consortium of Grab and Singtel (Reuters, 2020). The said
consortium founded the GXS Bank in 2022, one of the first digital banks in Singapore.
The online-only bank was integrated with the Grab app in the same year (Mulia, 2022).

Market Dominance

Similar to its counterpart in Southeast Asia, Grab dominates the Singaporean delivery
and ride-hailing markets. According to Measurable Al, Grab has an average of 50.33%
of order volume share in the ride-hailing market for the first quarter of 2022. Gojek
came in a distant second place (around 17%) and was followed by the CDGTaxi (around
15%),Tada (around 10%), and Ryde (around 6%) (Sheng, 2022). In a study by Blackbox
Singapore (2022), Grab is the most-used app in Singapore with 74%, followed by Comfort
with 11%. A post-pandemic future will see a tightened hold of Grab to its dominance in
taxi/car bookings. Seventy-eight percent (78%) of the respondents picked Grab as their
most preferred app post-pandemic. Gojek followed with 13% and Comfort with 12%.

The same pattern can be gleaned from the food delivery market. As of May 2022, Grab
holds 56% of the market. Foodpanda came in second with 35% and Deliveroo with 8%
(Koh, 2023).

Labor Situation

Delivery riders are a big part of Singapore’s labor force. According to data, platform
workers in Singapore are about 73,000, and around 16,000 of them are in food delivery
(Yip & Grosse, 2023).

While Grab takes a 30% commission on the order value for each merchant, delivery
riders earn through their share in the delivery fee paid in each order. The delivery fee
ranges from SGD 3 (USD 2.29) to SGD 5 (USD 3.82) and is also subject to price surges
(SmartCity Kitchens, 2022). According to Glassdoor.sg, the typical hourly wage of a

2 USD 1 = SGD 1.31 as of 16 October 2024 (See: https:/ /www.bloomberg.com/quote/USDS-
GD:CUR)
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Grab rider is around SGD 12 (USD 9.16). This is only half of the average hourly salary
in Singapore, which is at SGD 23.36 (USD 17.83), according to Dollars and Sense (Koo,
2021).

Channel News Asia released an article that tackles the situation of food delivery riders.
Some delivery riders started during the pandemic with the promise of quick cash and
flexibility of hours. However, the reality of food delivery work turned out to be more
difficult (Yip & Grosse, 2023). According to one of the riders interviewed by Channel

News Asia:

“After 8am, his delivery jobs slow to a trickle until I 1am.That’s because Grab, the platform
he’s with, ranks its food delivery partners and Ho’s ranking does not accord him priority for
jobs during that period, he told Talking Point host Steven Chia, who shadowed him for two
days. On the first day, their shift was cut short after earning a mere S§17.30. The next day,
they pocketed S§37.30 after 10 hours and seven bookings.”

Occupational safety is also a concern among delivery riders. They are prone to accidents
being on the road all day long. In the cases originally published in TODAY last 2022, there
were five fatal accidents among delivery riders in just an 18-month span, which alarmed
the Parliament. With the rising cases of accidents, some riders have opted to use Personal
Mobility Devices or PMD so they can avoid going through the road. However, this makes
them vulnerable to fines as the use of PMD was banned on footpaths in 2020. The labor
condition prompts some riders to work 16 hours a day on a 6-day per week basis, which

also makes them more accident-prone aside from other health issues (Lim & Ong, 2022).

Social protection is also one major concern among delivery riders. While Grab and other
food delivery companies provide some sort of insurance for riders, some have claimed
that they are unclear about their insurance coverages. One of the riders interviewed by
TODAY mentions:

“Mr Dylan Tan noted that riders would have to trawl through a lot of information to find
out what the insurance covers. He added that some riders also may not be covered due to
illegal modchations — including installing a power on—gﬁ‘switcb —— made to their electric

bicycles. These modifications would render the riders ineligible for insurance coverage” (Lim

& Ong, 2022).

Riders have expressed that while there is insurance available, it is insufficient. Experts
also agreed that there is much to be done to ensure the safety of riders, from changes in
road policies to improvements in the algorithm of the app, as well as stronger legislation
that promotes their rights (Lim & Ong, 2022).

Part of ensuring the rights of the riders is genuine representation. In 2016, Grab Holdings
Inc. partnered with the National Private Hire Vehicles Association (NPHVA), an affiliate
of the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC), to serve as the voice of the riders (Grab
Singapore, 2016). While it is important that riders have a voice and that there would
be someone to mediate for them, genuine representation should start from the riders
themselves. With the company itself spearheading this initiative, Grab set the incentives
for members joining the association, which can be considered a conflict of interest and

might compromise the interests of the riders.
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4. Philippines
Business Model and Operations

In July 2013, Grab entered the Philippine market as GrabTaxi. In 2015, Grab relaunched
GrabCar services (Icasiano & Taeihagh, 2021). GrabFood was then introduced in the
local market in 2018 following the launch of GrabAssistant a few months prior (Rappler.
com, 2018). At present, Grab offers the following services in the Philippines: GrabFood,
Mart, Express, and Pabili in delivery services; financial services in the forms of GrabPay,
Insurance, Airtime, and Bills; mobility services such as GrabCar, GrabTaxi and Rent by
Grab. In addition, Grab Philippines acquired Movelt, a motorcycle taxi firm, in 2022.
Other services offered by Grab include GrabHotels, Giftcards, and Rewards (Grab
Philippines, n.d.).

For its revenue model, Grab takes a maximum of 20% commission for every booking.

The same rate applies for both drivers and delivery riders (Grab Philippines, n.d.).

Economic Power, Market Dominance, and Contribution to
National Economy

GrabFood consistently ranked first in the most used food delivery app in Metro Manila
according to a series of surveys by Kantar TNS between December 2018 and March
2019. In December 2018, 47% of the respondents voted GrabFood as their app of choice,
which was followed by FoodPanda with 30% and HonestBee with 23%.The gap between
GrabFood on the one hand and FoodPanda and HonestBee on the other widened in the
succeeding surveys. To wit, the March 2019 survey showed that 62% of the respondents
voted GrabFood as their app of choice. FoodPanda was the distant second with 21% and
closely followed by HonestBee with 18% (F&B Report, 2019).

In a 2023 survey of Statista, 70% of the 10,345 respondents were using Food Panda.
GrabFood closely followed with 62%, while 17% of the respondents were using other
food delivery apps (Balita, 2023).

In addition to GrabFood, Grab Philippines has had a monopoly in the car ride hailing space
since they acquired Uber’s operation in Southeast Asia. In the same year, the government
estimated that Grab held 93% of the Philippine market (Jiao, 2018). It was only in recent
years that new apps entered the competition, such as JoyRide Car in 2022 and inDrive in
2023 (Rivas, 2022; Guiao, 2023).

The dominance of Grab on different platforms reflects in their corporate profits
and the Philippines’ economic output. In a 2024 study of the University of Asia and
the Pacific (UA&P), Grab Philippines contributed between 0.07% and 0.3% of
the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) from 2019 to 2021. This translates
to values between PhP 37 billion (USD 640 million)’ and PhP 165.5 billion (USD
2.86 billion) (Buday, 2024). In comparison, the mining industry contributed
0.65% to the country’s GDP in 2021 (Mines and Geosciences Bureau, 2024).

3 1 USD = PHP 57.78 as of 16 October 2024 (See: https://www.bloomberg.com/quote/USD-
PHP:CUR)
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The study also found that Grab has an economic output multiplier of 3.42. This means
that every peso spent on Grab’s platforms infuses an additional PhP 3.42 in the national

economy. Such a multiplier is even higher than the mining industry, a heavy industry.

In addition, Grab Philippines records a household income multiplier of 0.44. It suggests
that every peso spent on Grab services accounts for an additional PhP 0.44 to workers in
the ride-hailing market. This is equivalent to between PhP 23.8 billion (USD 412 million)
and PhP 40.3 billion (USD 697 million) of Grab’s contribution to total family income.

Between 2019 and 2021, Grab’s operations reduced the average number of unemployed
by 1.1 to 1.6% (UA&P, n.d.). In 2022, Fairwork Philippines estimated that Grab employs
40,000 delivery riders (Garcia, 2023).

Labor Situation

Grab Philippines, similar to its Southeast Asian counterparts, treats riders and drivers
as independent contractors. This arrangement entails that no employer-employee
relationship exists between the rider/driver and the corporation. Consequently, these
transport workers are not entitled to receive benefits and have no security of tenure,
which regular employees have. The situation creates conditions of vulnerability for riders/
drivers, such as income insecurity and uncompensated workplace-related accidents,

among others.

In areport from Bulatlat, an alternative media outfit, one rider has narrated that he merely
receives PhP 1,000 from a 17- to 20-hour workday. Such an income is proven insufficient
with the steep price increases of basic goods. According to the Ibon Foundation (2024),
an independent think tank, a family of five members living in Metro Manila requires PhP
1,206 per day to sustain its basic food and non-food needs. Income insecurity. which
compels riders to work for long hours, also pose threats to the rider’s health. It also

entails a lack of adequate rest, which increases the likelihood of road accidents (Gomez

& Cecille, 2023).

In October 2023, Grab issued a new profit structure for its riders wherein the base fare
is set at PhP 35.00 (USD 0.61), down from PhP 45.00 (USD 0.78), and PhP 7.00 (USD
0.12) per kilometer compensation, previously PhP 10.00 (USD 0.17). Such a move by

Grab was protested by riders in a series of protest actions (Garcia, 2023).

Grab cyclists face similar income problems. In a report by EILER, they interviewed Grab

cyclists and discussed the following:

“Alex”(not his real name) was a healthcare worker stationed at a hospital before the pandemic.
He applied as a delivery cyclist for Grab just two weeks before the pandemic hit the country.
The flexible working hours and higher wages attracted him to shift from a hospital job that
could potentially get him infected with the virus towards what he initially thought as a more
laid-back option. Alex shared that he used to earn PhP 1,500 in just four to five hours. The
same holds true for “Gaby” who used to be a musician, and “Iristan” who was a real estate

agent and a father of three (not their real names).

At the height of the pandemic in April 2020, delivery cyclists under GrabFood Philippines
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used to earn PhP 79 per trip. Some workers would even earn as much as PhP 8§00 in just six
successful deliveries, almost PhP 300 more than the 8-hour minimum wage in the country’s
capital. Nowadays, they earn as little as PhP 48 for every delivery within a 5-kilometer
radius. The cyclists say that the rates changed without prior notice. Even the incentives which
earned them a maximum of PhP 770 for every 11 successful delivery jobs now only amount
to PhP 390 for the same number of trips”(Porras et al, 2021).

Grab also required some out-of-pocket expenses despite being work-related. The report

continued:

“The ‘independent contractors” are required to provide their own tools and resources (i.e.,
vehicles, smartphones, mobile data, safety gears). A delivery rider shared that Grab also
recommends the ‘partners’ to purchase from the company dri-fit shirts and requires the
purchase of the delivery thermal bags with logos, which can cost as much as PhP2,500. At
current market value, the price of a single shirt considering its quality can be sold around
PhP35 only and the thermal bag is sold around P§00.When ordered in bulk, such as for the
number of the delivery riders at present, the prices can even be lowered”(Porras et al, 2021).

The ‘partner-rider arrangement leaves riders/drivers vulnerable to system glitches, fake
bookings, and accidents. Bulatlat reported that riders need to have at least 200 bookings
in 21 days before they can be entitled to accident insurance. Further, they can claim
against the insurance only when the accident occurred while they were working and
the application is on. The rider interviewed lamented: “[i]Jt causes inconvenience to the
riders since the process is tediously long and hard for us. It needs police reports, incident
reports, barangay coordination, and the casa’s checking in case our motors are still under
installment, among others.” Cash assistance in case of accidents, meanwhile, only amounts
from PhP 500 (USD 8.65) to PhP 1,000 (USD 17.31) (Gomez & Cecille, 2023).

There were instances in the past years where Grab riders/drivers were killed while
at work. In 2017, Grab driver Gerardo Maquidato was killed by thieves disguised as
passengers (Cabalza, 2017). In 2019, Grab driver Maria Cristina Palanca, 33, and her
car went missing after she received a booking. She was found dead the following week
(Marquez, 2019). In 2020, at the height of the pandemic, Grab rider Paul Michael Salvio,
22, was fatally injured after being hit by a van (Marquez, 2020). Last year, a 30-year-old
Grab rider was run over by a 10-wheeler truck. While Grab offers financial assistance, its
assertion that riders/drivers are not its employees exonerated the corporation from full

responsibility to the victims and their bereaved families (Baron, 2023).

In a report Fairwork Philippines (2022), it gave GrabCar, GrabFood, and GrabExpress
a score of three out of ten in terms of fairness in working conditions. Said report also
evaluated other platforms and observed: “[t]he ratings achieved by platforms in the
Philippines are relatively low and indicate a significant need for improvement if gig

workers are to enjoy decent work standards.”
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III. Analysis
Business model

The business model of Grab across the subject countries is generally the same. The
company primarily earns profit through a set rate of commission for each booking or
delivery. It also earns commission from merchant-partners. While in most countries
Grab has the complete prerogative to determine the commission rate it receives, the
case of Indonesia presents quite a different story. Through MOT Decree 667/2022, the
government has set at the maximum of 15%, previously 20%, the rate that Grab can
charge against its riders/drivers. A similar move was implemented in Thailand in 2021
but only as an emergency measure to boost the economy, which stagnated during the

pandemic.

While Grab offers varied services, it has had a remarkable expansion in digital financial
services in the past years. In Indonesia, Grab has acquired significant equities in OVO,
a major local e-wallet company, and PT Super Bank. In Thailand, Grab has entered into
a partnership with Krungsri, a local bank, in providing lending services to its users.
Meanwhile, in Singapore, the consortium of Grab and Singtel acquired a digital bank
license in 2020 and has operated one of the first digital banks in Singapore since 2022. In
2022, financial services reported 54% year-on-year revenue growth compared to 11% in
deliveries and 19% in mobility (Kavout, 2024).

Economic Power and Market Dominance

Six years have passed since the departure of Uber from the Southeast Asian market,
yet Grab is able to maintain effectively a monopoly across different lines of services. In
Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines, Grab maintains its dominant position in ride-
hailing and delivery services. While other apps, such as FoodPanda in the Philippines,
Comfort in Singapore, and Bolt and Line in Thailand trail far behind Grab in terms of
sales and brand popularity. Even in Indonesia, where it has its local super app (Gojek), it

is in close and cutthroat competition with Grab.

The process of monopolizing the market, however, comes at a cost for traditional players
in the market. In Thailand, many tuktuk operators and drivers were driven out of the
industry due to the incorporation of tuktuk in Grab’s lines of service as well as other
transport services provided by the super app. Turf wars between motorcycle taxi groups
intensified after the entry of Grab in the local market. In 2019, it led to the murder of
two riders (Fullerton & Jirenuwatin, 2019). In Indonesia and the Philippines, traditional
taxi operators and drivers protested what they described as unequal competition
between traditional taxi and ride-hailing services, the latter providing cheaper options

for consumers.

The lack of well-functioning public transportation in the region is a condition that enabled
Grab’s monopoly. Southeast Asia, along with other underdeveloped states, is characterized
by poor investment in public transportation, which led to the rise of informal transport
services as alternatives. Investments in public transport are unable to keep up with the
pace of rapid urban expansion. Hence, informal modes of transport, coined as Locally
Adapted, Modified, and Advanced Transport (LAMAT), proliferate and include jeepneys,
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passenger vans, auto-rickshaws, and two- and four-wheeled taxi services (Chalermpong
etal., 2022). Grab was able to take advantage of such a condition and consolidate those
transport services in one digital application. Further, the improvements in digital and
internet connectivity in the region have facilitated the accessibility of Grab to millions of

Southeast Asian consumers.
Labor Situation and Struggles

Common in the subject countries is that riders and drivers are not considered by Grab as
its employees. As a consequence, the lack of an employer-employee relationship exposes

riders and drivers to different forms of vulnerabilities:

The first of which is income insecurity. The riders and drivers raised the same sentiments
that they were enticed to enter the industry due to promises of flexibility in schedules
as well as decent pay. When the pandemic hit, many were forced to stop working due
to government-imposed restrictions on mobility. However, their incomes did not
significantly recover even after the pandemic. As the number of riders continue to pile
up coupled with policies that reduce riders’ and drivers’ profit shares, they are forced
to work longer hours. This has opened new vulnerabilities, primarily health problems
and accidents brought on by a lack of sufficient rest. As Grab asserts that riders are
not their employees, it has escaped responsibility to cover medical expenses in cases of
work-related illnesses. While accident insurance is available, riders are of the common
sentiment that compensations are not enough and they are required to undergo tedious

processes before they could claim the meager amount.

Second, Grab wields vast and tight control over the retention of riders on the platform.
Grab asserts that it is a digital technology company that only provides a platform for
riders/drivers and consumers/passengers to transact. However, the experience of its
rider-partners betrays such a claim. In many instances, riders protested against what they
describe as unjustified suspension or banning of riders from the application without due
process. The suspension is observed to be a response against riders’ participation in mass
actions opposing unfair Grab policies. Further, Grab sets rules such as a tier system and
setting time slots, which largely affect the income of its riders. This overwhelming control
that Grab has over its riders weakens the capacity of riders and drivers to bargain against
the company. It is worsened as Grab deals with grievances individually. The company
does not engage with its riders collectively, consistent with its assertion that riders are

independent contractors, not employees.

IV. Conclusions and Recommendations

Grab has proven to be one of the main drivers of the gig economy. The departure of the
superapp Uber in the Southeast Asian market has allowed Grab to virtually monopolize
the region amidst attempts by new players to compete against. The study delved into four
Southeast Asian countries, namely the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, and Singapore,
to identify patterns and differences on how Grab operates business in these markets, its
level of dominance and economic power in each subject country, and the labor situation

of its rider-partners and their struggle for decent and fair working conditions.

The study has found glaring similarities as to how Grab conducts its business in these four
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countries. Aside from the commission-based incomes, these markets also reinforce the

expansion of Grab in the financial services industry.

As to its market dominance and economic power, Grab has maintained its overwhelming
lead against its competitors since the departure of Uber. This holds true even in Indonesia,

where a local superapp also thrives.

While Grab thrives in these countries, income levels of its riders and drivers ironically
drop due to company policies that reduce income. Further, absence of employer-
employee relationship (EER) worsens labor situation and places riders/drivers in other

susceptibilities.

From the foregoing, state policies shall be put in place to address dire labor conditions
of Grab drivers. One of which can be the replication and institutionalization of policies
that will set a ceiling on Grab’s commission rate, as was done in Indonesia. Governments
should also re-evaluate their policies on independent contracting amidst the fast-growing

platform and gig economy, where such an arrangement is abused by corporations.

Further, it is high time that Grab recognize its drivers and riders as its employees, as well

as ensure decent and stable income and humane Working conditions for the latter.

As the drivers and riders continue to champion their rights, they can learn from past
and ongoing experiences in organizing and mobilizing their ranks to attain security of
tenure and decent income. Steps were already being taken to contest, in a variety of ways,
Grab’s aggressive business model. Cases filed in official courts contesting arbitrary and
unfair labor practices by Grab are constantly being won by workers who have decided to

collectively take on the platform giant.

While Grab is seemingly on its way to perfecting the model for exploiting the gig economy
to extract maximum profits, workers must continuously make strides in educating and
organizing themselves. Organized platform workers in other countries have successtully
pushed for pro-worker policies to challenge Grab’s dominance. There is a lot to learn
from each other. A well-consolidated region-wide campaign for platform workers’ rights

is a possibility that is better realized sooner than later.

HHH
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