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Since the early 1970s, labour migration from Asia to the Middle East has continued to be 
one of the largest and more dynamic labour flows in the world, providing jobs to millions 
of skilled – and especially low-skilled – workers from Asia. It has also generated billions of 
dollars in remittances for the families of women and men migrant workers, contributing 
to poverty alleviation and development in countries of origin. Many migrant workers have 
personally gained new skills, both sector-specific and soft skills. Labour migration has provided 
women (including those who were not in the formal labour market) opportunities to escape 
domestic violence and abusive environments, and secure jobs and incomes that allow them to 
exercise their agency and raise their status. At the same time, migrant workers have met the 
diverse labour needs of employers in the Middle East and contributed immensely to the rapid 
transformation of their economies. 

Most of the Asian labour migration from South Asia and the Philippines has been concentrated 
in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries,1 while there are substantial migration flows 
within Asia as well. In 2019, the Arab States (GCC countries plus Jordan and Lebanon) hosted 35 
million migrants (economically active and non-active), of whom 31 per cent were women (UN 
DESA, Population Division, 2019). The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimated that in 
2017, the total number of migrant workers in the Arab States amounted to about 23 million, with 
9 million (39 per cent) women migrant workers (ILO, 2018a). The ratio of non-nationals in the 
employed population in the GCC countries is among the highest in the world, with an average 
of 70.4 per cent and ranging from 56 to 93 per cent for individual countries.2 

Despite the positive elements, the migration regime that has evolved over decades has also 
been associated with governance and protection deficits involving recruitment malpractices, 
poor working conditions, and abuse and exploitation of women and men migrant workers, 
including violence (including sexual violence) against women migrants, forced labour, 
and trafficking. High costs of migration, labour market segmentation, low wages, and low 
social value for “feminized” forms of work, decent work deficits, and discrimination all have 
contributed to an uneven spread of benefits derived from labour migration. More specifically, 
women migrant workers often experience multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination, 
based on gender, religion, race, nationality, and other identities. Women migrants are also 
disproportionately affected by different forms of violence (physical, emotional, economic, and 
sexual) and harassment during the migration cycle. Their labour rights are often not respected 
in law and in practice. These developments have stood in the way of attaining gender-
responsive and fair migration outcomes. 

The ILO continues to address the fair migration agenda between Arab States and Asia through 
regular dialogue. The interregional experts’ meeting “Realizing a Fair Migration Agenda: Labour 
flows between Asia and Arab States” in Kathmandu, Nepal, in December 2014 was followed by 
a tripartite meeting on the same theme in May 2015 in Bali, Indonesia. The 16th Asia and the 
Pacific Regional Meeting in Bali, Indonesia adopted the Bali Declaration on 9 December 2016, 
which advocated targeted efforts at promoting decent work for traditionally disadvantaged 
categories of workers, including migrant workers, and national action for enhancing labour 
migration policies based on relevant international labour standards. The ILO Regional Office 

1  The GCC countries are: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.
2  Non-nationals include Arab, Asian, and African workers. Based on data provided at: http://gulfmigration.org/percentage-of-

nationals-and-non-nationals-in-employed-population-in-gcc-countries-national-statistics-latest-year-or-period-available/. The 
estimates for individual countries relate to different years (2009 to 2013) depending on availability of data. 

1. Introduction
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for Arab States hosted the “Interregional Consultation on Labour Migration and Mobility from 
Asia and Africa to the Middle East” in October 2017, which also drew attention to growing labour 
migration and mobility from Africa to the Middle East. The 2019 Interregional Consultation on 
“Labour mobility between Asia and the Arab States: Sharing of experiences and progress under 
the Bali Declaration with specific focus on women migrant workers” is a continuation of this 
dialogue on a fair migration agenda between the two regions. 

There are important recent developments that shape the world of work and labour migration. 
The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda has addressed the role of decent work and 
migration as well as the importance of gender equality in several of its Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) has set up 
an ambitious agenda for action at regional and national levels. Both Arab and Asian States 
played a major role in the GCM drafting process through intergovernmental negotiations. The 
ILO’s Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, adopted in June 2019, reiterates several 
important perspectives: 

a.  that the ILO will direct its efforts to deepen and scale up work on international labour 
migration in response to constituents’ needs; 

b.  that this will be achieved while taking a leadership role in decent work in labour 
migration; and, 

c.  that the effective realization of gender equality in opportunities and treatment is 
essential for the future of work (ILO, 2019c).

It is thus necessary to build labour migration governance systems that support a fair distribution 
of the prosperity that migrant workers help create, with specific focus on the needs of women, 
and that respond equitably to the interests of countries of origin and destination, women and 
men migrant workers and their families, local workers, employers, and recruitment agencies. 
Adopting a gender-responsive approach is an essential component of this agenda. In June 2019, 
the International Labour Conference adopted a new Convention on Violence and Harassment, 
2019 (No. 190) and an associated Recommendation (No. 206) concerning the elimination of 
violence and harassment in the world of work. Convention No. 190 recognizes the right of 
everyone to a world of work free from violence and harassment; while Recommendation No. 
206 requires members to take legislative or other measures to protect all migrant workers – 
in particular women migrant workers – from violence and harassment in the world of work, 
in origin, transit, and destination countries, and regardless of migration status. The Report 
of the United Nations (UN) Secretary General on Violence against Women Migrant Workers 
(26 July 2019) outlines the current context with respect to the problem of violence against 
women migrant workers and access to justice (United Nations, 2019). The report recognizes 
the potential for migration to promote the agency and economic empowerment of women. 
But it points out that the lack of safe and regular migration pathways and restrictive migration 
and labour laws can heighten the risk of women migrant workers to violence and exploitation, 
in particular women with irregular status.

This background paper aims to inform the Interregional Consultation, to raise issues for debate 
and discussion, and suggest possible ideas for action going forward. In Chapter 2 below, the 
paper provides an overview of stocks and flows of migrants (and where possible, migrant 
workers) from Asia to the Arab States, followed by an overview of relevant global and regional 
developments. Chapter 3 highlights important developments in Asia and the Arab States 
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that have a bearing on the governance of labour migration and mobility, and protection of 
the rights of women and men migrant workers. Chapter 4 provides an account of important 
international and regional rights instruments and policies; while Chapter 5 considers the Bali 
Declaration and key national level developments in migration governance, with a particular 
focus on women migrant workers. Chapter 6 highlights gendered challenges and progress in 
key areas, such as: fair recruitment, decent employment and working conditions, protection of 
rights, skills matching, access to justice and services, and worker mobility. This is followed by a 
review of partnerships among stakeholders in Chapter 7. The final Chapter draws conclusions 
and raises selected issues for the meeting discussions. 
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2.1. Levels and trends in migrant stock and migrant workers

2.1.1. Migrant stock in GCC countries and in Asia by sex 

2. Labour migration flows and trends between Asia and Arab 
States

Total migrant stock in the Arab States has increased by about 3.5 times between 1990 and 2019. 
While the male migrant population increased by almost four times, the growth of the female 
migrant population was lower – though still about three times. The migrant stock doubled 
between 2000 and 2010. In Asia, the increase in the migrant stock is much lower, at only 31 per 
cent between 1990 and 2019. Table 1 summarizes trends in migrant stocks in Arab States and 
Asia from 1990.

The share of migrant women in the total migrant stock is less than one third in the Arab States; 
whereas it is more or less equal in Asia. Another observed trend is a decline in the share of 
migrant women in the Arab States from 35 per cent to about 31 per cent between 1990 and 
2019. In Asia, the ratio has been relatively stable.

Note: 1 The definition of Arab States and Asia used here is slightly different from that of the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
DESA) provided in UN DESA, Population Division, 2019. The Arab States as defined for the purpose of this paper consist of the six GCC countries 
plus Jordan and Lebanon. The Asia figures here do not include Central Asia and the Islamic Republic of Iran. They also do not include Oceania.
Source: Compiled from UN DESA, Population Division, 2019. Details in annex table A1.

UN migrant stock figures (in thousands) in Arab States and Asia1 by sex, selected years

 X Table 1

Year Arab States Percent of yearly 
total

Asia (South, East,  
and South-East)

Percent of yearly 
total

1990

2000

2010

2019

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

100.0%

64.6%

35.4%

100.0%

65.5%

34.5%

100.0%

70.0%

30.0%

100.0%

68.8%

31.2%

100.0%

51.7%

48.3%

100.0%

50.5%

49.5%

100.0%

50.5%

49.5%

100.0%

50.9%

49.1%

9 836

6 357

3 479

12 681

8 301

4 381

24 092

16 859

7 233

35 212

24 215

10 997

22 082

11 422

10 660

22 980

11 599

11 381

27 298

13 793

13 505

29 698

15 109

14 589
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The other noteworthy feature is the continued importance of migrants in the total population 
of GCC countries.3 Data from 2017 demonstrate that migrants comprise 88.4 per cent of the 
United Arab Emirates’ population, 75.5 per cent of the population in Kuwait, 65.2 per cent of 
that in Qatar, and a high proportion in each of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, 48.4 and 37 per cent 
respectively (ESCWA, 2018).

Lebanon and Jordan can be categorized as mixed migration countries hosting migrant 
workers and large populations of refugees, including Palestinian refugees and other displaced 
populations, while also being countries of emigration. Both countries have experienced inflows 
of very large numbers of refugees from Syria in recent years. Refugees and displaced persons 
are also accessing the labour markets, whether formally or informally, in these two countries 
(Razzaz, 2017). 

3  See sub-chapter 2.1.2 for percentages of migrant workers in the labour force. 
4 That is, 39.9 per cent for women migrant workers and 41 per cent for men migrant workers.
5 Women’s traditionally unpaid work in the home (caregiving, cooking, housekeeping) is typically seen as “reproductive” labour, 
versus “productive” labour where goods and services are produced for a market. The labour force participation  of women 
(including migrant women) is increasing, but when women do work outside the home, they are often considered suitable only for 
certain professions – usually those stereotypically related to their “reproductive” roles. As these have historically been unpaid, 
jobs such as domestic work, cleaning, and caregiving are undervalued when remunerated.

2.1.2. Migrant workers by broad regions and gender – ILO estimates 

While the migrant stock consists of both economically active and inactive persons, including 
refugees and asylum seekers, ILO’s estimates on international migrant workers (drawing in 
part on United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) migrant stock 
estimates of 2017) can be used to assess the migrant worker populations. Globally, the Arab 
States subregion has the largest share of migrant workers as a proportion of all workers, at 
40.8 per cent in 2017 (ILO, 2018a). Table 2 provides information on migrant worker populations 
in the Arab States and Asia and the Pacific regions based on ILO estimates.

The total number of migrant workers in the Arab States (22.7 million) is slightly lower than the 
number in Asia and the Pacific (24.8 million). The main difference, however, lies in the share of 
migrant workers among all workers, where the share of migrants among workers in the Arab 
States’ is about 41 per cent; while it is just 1.3 per cent in Asia.

The most notable feature is that male workers outnumber women migrant workers by more 
than four times in the Arab States. However, when considering women migrant workers as a 
proportion of all female workers in the Arab States, the ratio is similar to that of men migrant 
workers4, given the low participation of local women in the labour force. For women nationals 
in the Arab States, the labour force participation rate is 18.4 per cent, the lowest globally (ILO, 
undated a). In the Arab States, there are several challenges to women entering and staying 
in the labour force, such as patriarchal norms and stereotypes, lack of childcare facilities, 
lack of opportunity, inadequate transport, low wages, and legal restrictions on labour rights. 
Women’s participation in paid, productive work is restricted by patriarchal norms, which value 
men as breadwinners and women as homemakers. When women do work outside the home, 
they are often considered suitable only for certain professions, usually those related to their 
reproductive role.5 The labour force participation rate of the female migrant population in the 
Arab States is 46 per cent, while that of men is 86 per cent. 

Of the 95.7 million male migrant workers globally in 2017, 19.1 million (20 per cent) were in the 
Arab States. By contrast, of the 68.1 million female migrant workers, only 5.3 per cent were 
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ILO estimates of migrant workers by subregion of destination and sex, 2017

 X Table 2

Total workers (millions )

Labour force participation rate  

for total population (%)

Migrant population aged 15+ 

(millions)

Migrants as a proportion of 

population aged 15+ (%)

Migrant workers (millions)

Labour force participation rate 

for migrant population (%)

Labour force participation rate 

for non-migrant population (%)

Migrant workers as a 

proportion of all workers (%)

46.1

77.1

22.3

36.8

19.1

85.9

72

41

200.6

79.6

9

3.6

6.4

71.1

79.9

3.2

522.8

75.5

4.3

0.6

3.2

75.7

75.5

0.6

539.4

79.1

6.5

1

6

92.1

79

1.1

1 308.9

n.a. 

42.1

n.a.

34.7

n.a.

n.a.

2.7

9

18.9

7.9

16.5

3.6

45.7

13.6

39.9

145.1

56.6

7.8

3

5.2

66.3

56.3

3.6

405.3

60.2

4.3

0.6

2.7

64

60.2

0.7

181.8

27.9

5.6

0.9

1.3

24.1

28

0.7

741.2

n.a.

25.6

n.a.

12.8

n.a.

n.a.

1.7

Arab States East Asia South Asia All subregions
South-East Asia& 
the Pacific

Male        Female Male        Female Male        Female Male        FemaleMale        Female

n.a. = not available
Source: ILO, 2018a.

found in the Arab States. While in other regions the sex composition of migrant workers is 
nearly equal, it is different in the Arab States, where eight out of every ten migrant workers 
are men. This also depends on the sectors analysed. Sectors mostly dependent on manual 
labour, such as construction, comprise predominantly male migrant workers; while a significant 
portion of domestic workers and those in the care economy are female migrant workers (ILO, 
2018a). The 2015 ILO global estimates of migrant workers found that half of the world’s male 
migrant domestic workers were in the Arab States (employed as drivers and gardeners, among 
others). The corresponding percentage for female domestic migrant workers was 19 per cent. 
Migrant domestic workers as a proportion of all migrant workers in the Arab States was 10.4 
per cent for male workers and 60.8 per cent for female workers, showing the concentration of 
migrant women in domestic work in the region.
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2.2. Observed decrease in Asian migrant workers to GCC countries 
and increased flows from Africa to the Arab States?6

The Middle East has been the main destination for Asian migrant workers for decades. Every 
year, more than 3 million Asians are estimated to leave home to take up employment in GCC 
countries. Migrant workers from South Asian countries and the Philippines are concentrated 
in GCC countries. In 2016, about 3.5 million workers from Indonesia, the Philippines, and South 
Asia were deployed in these six countries. This dropped to about 3 million in 2017, representing 
a reduction of 13 per cent (Herve and Kinoshita, 2018). The decrease seems to have continued 
in 2018. For South Asian countries (table 3), the total outflow of migrant workers bound for the 
GCC dropped from 2.4 million in 2016 to 1.5 million in 2018.

Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan have seen sharp declines in total emigration, including to the 
GCC. Bangladesh numbers to the GCC fell from 795,000 to 334,000 between 2017 and 2018. 
Both Nepal and Sri Lanka also saw a decline, but to a lesser extent (figures 1 and 2). The pattern 
in the two graphs is similar since the GCC region accounts for the bulk of the migration from 
South Asia.

Source: Baruah, 2019 and national sources for South Asia. See annex table A4 for details.

Reported flows of migrant workers to GCC countries from South Asia, 2017–18 (in thousands)

 X Table 3

GCC 
countries

India (2018) Pakistan (2018) Nepal (2017/18) Sri Lanka (2018) Bangladesh (2018)

Bahrain

Kuwait

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

United Arab 
Emirates

2018

2017

2016

9

58

36

34

72

112

321

374

507

5

18

3

103

41

60

230

272

331

1

28

73

77

257

3

439

795

572

6

0

27

21

101

209

364

481

822

3

47

8

51

36

33

178

180

208

South Asia country of origin

Total for the GCC

6  Labour migration data used here are official statistics of labour outflows. They do not include those who migrate bypassing 
official channels and using irregular channels – i.e., workers in irregular status. Due to bans imposed on emigration, women 
migrants may use tourist visas to go and seek employment in destination countries.
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This decrease may be explained in terms of: 

• persistently low oil prices and their impact on slowing growth, especially in Saudi Arabia; 

• selective migration policies of companies in line with productivity improvements; 

• nationalization policies of the GCC labour force; 

• periodic bans on emigration of workers imposed by origin countries, and 

• some political tensions within the region. 

It should be noted, however, that there is no evidence to show that labour force nationalization 
policies have had much impact on reducing Asian migration flows. 
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South Asia – Total labour migration outflows, 2016–18 (in thousands)
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While the majority of migrant workers in the Arab States continue to come from Asia, numbers 
from African countries are on the rise. One striking trend is the growing numbers of workers 
from East, North, and West Africa migrating to the Arab States, where they are often employed 
in low- and medium-skilled occupations in construction, manufacturing, agriculture, food 
services, retail trade, and domestic and care work (Atong, Mayah, and Odigie, 2018). According 
to UN DESA, the stock of migrants from African countries in the GCC in 2017 was estimated 
to be over 3.4 million or 12 per cent of the total. The most popular destination countries for 
migrants from African countries were the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, with 
data between 2000 and 2017 showing a particular increase in the number of African migrants 
in Qatar and United Arab Emirates, relative to the rest of the migrant stock population (table 4).
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African migrant stocks and share in the population of GCC countries, 2000 and 2017

 X Table 4

Country African migrant 
stock(2018)

% of migrant population African migrant stock % of migrant 
population

Bahrain

Kuwait

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

United Arab 

Emirates

All GCC

33 705

158 746

38 453

14 280

638 991

347 271

1 221 446

14.0

14.0

6.1

4.0

12.1

14.1

12.1

13.6

16.0

4.6

11.6

12.0

24.7

12.16

98 011

498 082

94 843

199 861

1 456 184

1 972 657

3 419 638

2000 2017

Source: Atong, Mayah, and Odigie, 2018.

2.3. Trends in migration of women workers 

Figure 3 shows the shares of women migrant workers for selected countries. Most of these 
workers may be concentrated in elementary occupations such as domestic work in households. 
The availability of gender-disaggregated data in Asian countries of origin is incomplete. India 
does not produce gender-disaggregated figures, and the Philippines Overseas Employment 
Administration has also stopped publishing migrant outflow figures by sex since 2010.7 Based 
on available data for Asian countries, Indonesia had the highest percentage of women migrant 
workers in total outflows at 70 per cent, followed by the Lao People’s Democratic Republic at 
53.5 per cent in 2017. In several other countries, the ratio is about 40 per cent. While Bangladesh 
has been promoting women’s migration, the share is still low at 12.1 per cent. Sri Lanka has 
registered a large decline in the share of women migrant workers over the years, but the 
numbers may underestimate actual women’s migration. This is because some women may 
prefer to travel on visitor visas to seek employment as domestic workers as a result of Sri 
Lanka’s family background report, which requires women with children less than five years old 
to obtain special permission for migration.

Gender discrimination is an underlying cause of gender-segregated labour markets and gender 
inequalities in terms of jobs opportunities and access to decent work in the Arab States. Migrant 
women mainly work as care workers and domestic workers; while migrant men tend to be in 
higher skilled occupations or in lower-skilled construction work.8

7  The Survey of Overseas Filipino Workers by the Philippines Statistics Authority is the only source for gender-wise data, although 
the definitions of overseas employment may not be the same.

8  Information provided by the ILO Regional Fair Migration Project in the Middle East (FAIRWAY).
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Share of women workers in total migration outflows, 2017 (%)
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Source: Based on Baruah, 2019; ASEAN Labour Migration Statistics database, 2017; national sources for South Asia; and the Survey of 
Overseas Filipinos 2017 for the Philippines.

Numbers of domestic workers in GCC are high and growing 

Table 5 shows the domestic worker population in the GCC by sex and growth rates. In Saudi 
Arabia, men domestic workers exceed the number of women domestic workers. The ban on 
women driving in Saudi Arabia had led to a large demand for men drivers; however, this ban 
was recently lifted.

 X Table 5

Country Female Male Total Annual growth rate % 
(period)

Bahrain

Kuwait

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates

Total

67

346

148

108

759

219

1 647

111

678

196

172

2 303

306

3 766

44

332

48

64

1 544

87

2 119

6.0 (2005–17)

2.2 (2012–17)

13.3 (2007–16)

10.8 (2006–16)

11.3 (2007–17)

8.8 (2008–16)

n.a.

n.a. = not applicable
Source: Tayah and Assaf, 2018.

Number of domestic workers in GCC by sex in 2016 (in thousands and annual growth rate 
for selected periods
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Domestic work accounts for the bulk of employment of migrant women in the GCC (62 per 
cent). In Saudi Arabia, 77 per cent of women migrant workers are domestic workers, while 16 
per cent of men migrant workers are domestic workers. In the United Arab Emirates’ Emirate of 
Abu Dhabi, 83 per cent of women migrant workers are domestic workers. In Kuwait, domestic 
workers represent almost 30 per cent of total migrant employment, with women domestic 
workers accounting for 67 per cent of employment among migrant women (Tayah and Assaf, 
2018).

It is likely that an increasing number of domestic workers are coming from African countries 
to the Arab States, although no breakdown by origin is available except for Kuwait. In 2018, 5.4 
per cent of domestic workers in Kuwait were from Africa, as compared to 94 per cent from Asia 
(GLMM, 2019). However, an increase of domestic workers from Ethiopia, Uganda, and Somalia 
to Saudi Arabia can be anticipated due to recently signed memoranda of understanding 
(MOUs) with Saudi Arabia (ILO, 2017a).

2.4. Financial remittance flows by destinations and sources9 

Despite the decline in migrant outflows, remittances have been fairly stable and even increased 
in 2018 (table 6). This is true of Bangladesh, which saw a sharp drop in migration outflows 
between 2016 to 2018. India is the biggest receiver of global remittances at about US$79 billion 
in 2018, which is projected to increase to US$82 billion by 2019. China is the next biggest receiver 
averaging US$65–70 billion recently. Philippines is the next top receiver with US$34 billion in 
2018. Remittances to Pakistan seem to have stabilized around US$21 billion.

Remittance inflows to East Asia and the Pacific had declined but began to rebound in 2017. 
Declining remittance flows from Indonesia could potentially be attributed to its ban on women 
migrant domestic workers to the GCC (World Bank, 2017a).

In terms of ratio of remittances to GDP, Nepal is the most important at almost 30 per cent, with 
Pakistan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka averaging 8–10 per cent. 

The major source of remittances for South Asian countries in 2017 is the GCC, with Nepal 
and Pakistan receiving about 70 per cent from this source. Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka 
recorded 50–55 per cent of remittances from GCC countries, whereas the Philippines’ share is 
much lower at 33 per cent (data drawn from Herve and Kinoshita, 2019). This probably shows 
the wider distribution of Filipino migrant workers and the Filipino diaspora globally. 

Remittances by women workers 

Virtually no international remittance dataset contains sex-disaggregated data, which makes the 
experiences and issues faced by women migrant workers in their remittance behaviour difficult 
to analyse and understand. UN Women (2017) cited that migrant women were responsible for 
approximately half of the estimated USD$601billion in global remittances in 2016. Individual 

9  Based on World Bank remittance dataset October 2019. The World Bank remittance dataset covers only financial remittances sent 
through formal channels and excludes informal remittances, including cash brought home by migrant workers and remittances 
in kind. Thus, they underestimate actual remittance flows. For example, the 2018 Overseas Filipinos Survey of the Philippines 
estimated the following shares in total remittances: Cash sent home – 72 per cent; Cash brought home – 23 per cent and in kind – 5 
per cent (Philippines Statistics Authority, 2019).

Number of domestic workers in GCC by sex in 2016 (in thousands and annual growth rate 
for selected periods
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studies have indicated that globally women migrant workers are believed to pay proportionally 
higher transfer costs in sending remittances, as they often remit smaller amounts more 
frequently, and thus may experience more transaction fees (Fleury, 2016; UN Women, 2017). 
In some instances, women migrant workers may pay up to 20 per cent more in transfer fees 
than men migrant workers. Women may have less financial literacy or less access to financial 
institutions in general, and particularly when migrating irregularly or working in informal, 
unprotected sectors, as is sometimes the case in domestic or care work. Irregular migration 
and informal employment can then further limit access to financial institutions and increase 
remittance costs (UN Women, 2017). 

In spite of low pay, some studies indicate women remit a higher proportion of their income. 
For instance, women migrant workers from Bangladesh working in the GCC send home 58 per 
cent of their income, compared to 45 per cent from men migrant workers. Yet another study 
indicates women migrant workers from Bangladesh working in the GCC remit 72 per cent of 
their incomes (Fleury, 2016). Two studies of Filipino women migrant domestic workers in Italy 
between 2008 and 2010 found that they send remittances on a regular basis, and the average 
remittance sent was roughly equal to half the monthly salary of domestic workers in Italy at 
that time (UN-INSTRAW, 2008 as cited in UN Women, 2015). In Indonesia, domestic workers, 
mainly women, accounted for 51 per cent of total annual remittances according to the World 
Bank Survey on Indonesia’s International Migration and Remittances (World Bank, 2017b). In 
financial terms, the remittance contribution of Indonesian migrant domestic workers in 2016 
can be estimated at US$4.6 billion. The study also found that Indonesian domestic workers in 
mainly Hong Kong (China), Singapore, and Taiwan (China) sent more than half of this total sum.

Some detailed data on remittances by gender and occupation are available from the 2018 
survey of overseas Filipinos (table 7). The occupational distribution shows that about 60 per 
cent of women workers are in elementary occupations compared to 9.5 per cent of men. The 
data also indicate that overall remittances and per capita remittances are higher for men than 
women. The average cash remittances of men were 111,000 Philippine pesos (PHP) (equivalent 
to US$2,094) over a period of six months, while it was PHP60,000 (US$1,132) for women. Average 
remittances by occupation also shows higher remittances by men except in the managers’ 
category. The lower remittances per capita of women may be explained by gender disparities 
in wages and also the concentration of women in elementary occupations. 

Transfer costs of remittances

As far as transfer costs of remittances are concerned, South Asia seems to have the lowest 
transfer costs at 5.02 per cent, compared to the rest of Asia at 7.24 per cent – which sits above 
the global average of 6.84 per cent (table 8). SDG Target 10.c is to lower transaction costs 
to less than 3 per cent by 2030. As noted above, women migrant workers may experience 
higher transaction costs in sending remittances than men workers. But World Bank data do 
not produce remittance prices by gender.
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 X Table 6

Migrant remittance inflows (US$ million) for selected Asian countries and years

Country 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 % GDP 
in 2019

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Cambodia

China

India

Indonesia

Lao PDR

Malaysia

Mongolia

Myanmar

Nepal

Pakistan

Philippines

Sri Lanka

Thailand

Timor-Leste

Viet Nam

Total

n.a.

1 969

121

758

12 845

1 190

1

342

12

102

112

1 080

6 957

1 163

1 700

n.a.

1 340

29 692

n.a.

4 642

164

23 626

22 125

5 420

1

1 117

177

129

1 212

4 280

13 733

1 976

1 187

n.a.

3 150

82 939

346

10 850

557

52 460

53 480

6 916

42

1 103

266

115

3 464

9 690

21 557

4 123

4 433

137

8 260

177 799

179

12 071

611

61 576

62 499

6 924

110

1 212

250

127

4 217

12 263

23 054

5 153

5 256

137

8 600

204 239

219

14 120

855

57 987

68 821

7 212

203

1 294

324

275

4 793

14 007

24 610

6 000

5 657

120

10 000

216 497

334

13 867

1 003

59 491

69 970

7 614

170

1 423

257

1 644

5 589

14 629

26 717

6 422

6 585

34

11 000

226 749

253

14 988

1 103

62 332

70 389

8 551

188

1 580

255

1 864

5 889

17 244

28 691

7 036

6 524

44

12 000

238 931

349

15 296

1 185

63 938

68 910

9 659

189

1 644

261

2 005

6 730

19 306

29 799

7 000

5 895

62

13 000

245 228

652

13 574

1 200

61 000

62 744

8 907

189

1 604

260

2 346

6 612

19 808

31 142

7 262

6 270

80

14 000

237 650

734

13 502

1 295

63 876

68 967

8 990

243

1 649

273

2 578

6 928

19 688

32 810

7 190

6 720

87

15 000

250 530

920

15 562

1 433

67 414

78 609

11 212

239

1 686

441

2 850

8 316

21 022

33 809

7 466

7 463

40

16 000

274 482

884

17 539

1 517

70 266

82 203

11 679

254

1 721

689

3 035

8 643

21 905

35 071

7 681

7 038

41

16 679

286 845

4.4

5.5

5.6

0.5

2.8

1.1

1.3

0.5

5

4.6

29.9

7.9

9.8

9.1

1.4

1.3

6.4

n.a. = not available
Note: Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic
Source: Based on World Bank remittance dataset, October 2019.

Total and average cash remittance of Overseas Filipino Workers during six months 
prior to survey (Apr.–Sep. 2018), by major occupation group and sex

 X Table 7

All OFWs  

Managers

Professionals

Technicians and associate 

professionals

Clerical support workers

Service and sales workers

Skilled agricultural forestry 

and fishery workers

Craft and related trades workers

Plant and machine operators 

and assemblers

Elementary occupations

2 211

1.0

8.8

6.8

3.7

19.0

0.2

8.9

13.9

37.7

162 567

2 084

18 557

17 453

6 480

26 526

103

20 603

30 495

40 265

83

106

112

137

87

72

34

111

109

54

1 239

0.9

9.5

2.9

4.4

18.7

–

1.3

2.6

59.7

66 356

1 452

8 285

2 038

3 755

13 541

–

1 471

1 749

34 065

60

128

88

67

74

67

–

94

55

51

973

1.0

8.0

11.7

3.0

19.5

0.5

18.6

28.2

9.5

96 210

632

10 272

15 415

2 726

12 986

103

19 132

28 746

6 200

111

77

144

158

113

77

34

112

116

81

Male      Female Male      Female Male      FemaleBoth sexes Both sexes Both sexesMajor occupation group

– = nil
1 Average exchange rate for survey period: US$1 = PHP53 (based on data from the Central Bank of the Philippines).
Source: Philippines Statistics Authority, 2019. 

Number (thousands) and 
share in each occupation (%)

Total cash remittance 
(in million PHP)1

Average cash remittance per 
worker (in thousand PHP)1
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 X Table 8

Region Q4 2014 Q4 2015 Q4 2016 Q4 2017 Q4 2018 Q4 2019

East Asia & the Pacific

Europe & Central Asia

ECA (excluding Russia)

Latin America & the Caribbean

Middle East & North Africa

South Asia

Sub-Saharan Africa

Global

8.12

6.22

7.54

6.03

8.63

5.94

11.45

7.99

7.97

6.48

7.51

6.04

7.42

5.43

9.53

7.37

8.20

6.30

7.25

6.12

7.63

5.31

9.48

7.40

7.42

6.61

7.23

5.85

7.41

5.34

9.27

7.09

7.30

6.90

7.44

6.34

6.93

5.23

8.97

7.01

7.24

6.59

6.98

5.92

6.76

5.02

9.01

6.84

1 Remittance price refers to the cost incurred in sending US$200 between identified corridors expressed as a percentage of the 
amount sent (i.e., US$200).
Source: World Bank, 2019.

Remittance price1 by region for selected quarters, 2014–19

2.5. Possible future trends in migration flows between Asia and the 
Arab States

The ILO study for the Abu Dhabi Dialogue (ADD) on the Future of Work analysed possible trends 
and drivers of migration between Asian origin countries and ADD destination countries10 (ILO, 
2019f). A summary of the findings is provided below.

a.  Disparities in economic growth

While economies of origin countries in general are growing faster than those of countries 
of destination, most countries of origin are much poorer – the average GDP per capita in 
destination countries (GCC plus Malaysia) is US$22,701 (2018 figures) compared to an average 
of just US$2,369 for countries of origin. Therefore, fast growth may not improve wage levels 
and job opportunities in countries of origin, thereby creating migration pressures. “Better-paid 
employment in destination countries will remain a key pull factor for both men and women 
migrant workers from countries of origin” (ILO, 2019f).

b.  Demographic trends and population ageing

UN estimates indicate that the combined population of the ten countries of origin that are 
Member States of the ADD will grow by more than 267 million over the period up to 2030 

10  The Abu Dhabi Dialogue is a voluntary and non-binding inter-governmental regional consultative process, engaging seven 
countries of labour destination: Bahrain, Kuwait, Malaysia, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates; and 11 
countries of origin: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, India, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and 
Viet Nam. Regular observers include Switzerland, the International Organization for Migration, the ILO, the private sector, and 
civil society. See http://abudhabidialogue.org.ae/
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Remittance price1 by region for selected quarters, 2014–19

(compared to an increase of 12.4 million in the ADD destination countries). But demographic 
trends vary considerably across ADD Member States. Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam are 
rapidly ageing with higher dependency ratios. In other ADD countries of South Asia and in the 
Philippines, the dependency ratio is declining up to 2030 with their youthful populations. 

Ageing populations around the world will continue to increase the demand for care workers, 
particularly in high-income countries, including the GCC economies (Tayah and Assaf, 2018). A 
review of ageing in Asia and Thailand has confirmed the greater demand for relatively semi-
low-skilled workers (Bhula-or, 2019).

c.  Large infrastructure investments 

Large infrastructure investments for the World Expo 2020 in the United Arab Emirates and 
the World Cup 2022 in Qatar would be mostly complete by 2020. The construction industry 
has suffered due to lower oil prices observed in the recent past. Saudi Arabia has ambitious 
infrastructure development plans, but they are yet to take off. According to the MEED report 
GCC Construction Outlook 2019, there is a huge pipeline of projects planned in the GCC with 
about US$1,200 billion of known construction and transport projects planned or under 
construction as of 30 June 2019.

d.  Nationalization of the labour force initiatives.

Long-standing nationalization policies have not much reduced the demand for migrant workers 
in the past because they focused on administrative interventions rather than addressing 
underlying causes of labour market segmentation (Hertog, 2014). Nationalization policies are 
being intensified by Saudi Arabia with the Nitaqat initiative being one example, which reserves 
designated sectors for the employment of locals only and enforces mandatory employment 
ratios of Saudi nationals to migrant workers in other industries and enterprises. Domestic 
work, however, is not covered by these restrictions. There is now greater emphasis on price 
and market incentives to induce a shift, which may be more effective (Hertog, 2014). Such 
policies are likely to reduce the employment of migrants in certain specific sectors reserved 
for the employment of nationals. 

e.  Technological change

ADD Member States are exposed to the impact of automation and digitalization to different 
degrees. ADD destination countries are ready for greater use of digital technologies in the 
economy beyond the manufacturing sector (i.e. also in the services sector). Since the majority 
of migrant workers are employed in construction and domestic services in the Arab States, 
which are not yet affected by such technological changes, the demand may not decline to such 
a great extent. Moreover, emphasis on new technology will create demands for highly skilled 
migrant workers beyond the manufacturing sector. However, research shows that women may 
not benefit equally from jobs created through technological advances, with men accessing 
more opportunities for upskilling and thus gaining greater access to newly created and higher 
paying jobs (ASEAN Secretariat, 2016a). Women also do not enjoy the same opportunities for 
technical and vocational training due to social norms and gender stereotypes, among other 
reasons.
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f.  Climate change

The impact of climate change will affect the world of work in both countries of origin and 
destination. High temperatures will lead to distress migration resulting from the loss of 
traditional livelihoods in farming, among others. At the same time, warmer conditions in 
destination labour markets will expose migrant workers, particularly in the construction 
sector, to the increased risk of heat stress. ILO research has shown that the Arab States are 
particularly vulnerable to increased temperatures stemming from global warming (ILO, 
2019h; FAME Laboratory, 2019). As UN Women (undated) observes: “A changing climate 
affects everyone, but it’s the world’s poorest and those in vulnerable situations, especially 
women and girls, who bear the brunt of environmental, economic and social shocks.” Gender 
inequality limits households’ abilities to build sufficient resilience to the impacts of climate 
change.

Table 9 summarizes the factors affecting labour migration and mobility between the two 
regions.

 X Table 9

  Factors increasing labour mobility   Factors decreasing labour mobility

• Mega projects in destination countries; 

• Ageing populations in destination countries;

•  Investments in skills development, certification, 

and recognition;

•  Persisting social preferences for certain types of 

employment in destination countries.

•  Lower oil prices and reduced economic growth in 

destination countries;

•  Success in nationalization efforts of the workforce in 

destination countries;

•  Technological changes and digitalization (e.g., 

automation);

• Ageing populations in origin countries;

•  Higher heat stress in destination countries 

(particularly in GCC).

Source: Adapted from ILO, 2019f

Potential factors affecting labour mobility and migration
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3.1. Global frameworks

3.1.1. The ILO Fair Migration Agenda 

3.1.2. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable 
Development Goals 

3. Global and regional frameworks

The ILO Fair Migration Agenda was endorsed by the International Labour Conference in 
2014, and it calls for “constructing an agenda for fair migration which not only respects the 
fundamental rights of migrant workers but also offers them real opportunities for decent 
work” (ILO, 2014). The Agenda is about recognizing the contribution that migrant workers 
make to their countries of origin and destination, and securing a fair sharing of the prosperity 
migrant workers help to create, through building migration regimes that respond equitably to 
the interests of countries of origin, destination, migrant workers and their families, employers, 
and nationals. It also identifies the occurrence of gender selectivity in migration policies and 
gender segregation in labour markets.

The importance of gender equality, decent work, and well-governed migration is fully 
recognized in the 2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015). 

Relevant SDG goals and targets include:

• SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

-   5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls in the public and private 
spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation.

•  SDG 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all.

-  8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern 
slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst 
forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end 
child labour in all its forms.

-  8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all, 
including migrant workers, in particular, women migrant workers and those in precarious 
employment.

• SDG 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries.

-  10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of people, 
including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies.

-  10.c By 2030, reduce to less than 3 per cent the transaction costs of migrant remittances 
and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 per cent.
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3.1.3. Global Compact on Migration and the UN Migration Network

3.1.4. ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work 

In December 2018, an intergovernmental conference adopted the Global Compact for Safe, 
Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM). The GCM has set up an ambitious agenda for action at 
regional and national levels. Both Arab and Asian States played a major role during its drafting 
process through intergovernmental negotiations. While not legally binding, the GCM rests on 
the purposes and principles of the UN Charter as well as relevant international law, including 
human rights treaties and relevant ILO Conventions (UN General Assembly, 2018). The GCM is 
grounded in values of state sovereignty, responsibility-sharing, non-discrimination, and human 
rights, and recognizes that a cooperative approach is needed to optimize the overall benefits 
of migration, while addressing its risks and challenges for individuals and communities in 
countries of origin, transit, and destination.

The GCM provides a comprehensive set of actions for safe, orderly, and regular migration 
in its 23 objectives, including a number of references to decent work and labour migration, 
particularly pathways for regular migration (obj. 5), fair and ethical recruitment (obj. 6), 
recognition of skills and qualifications (obj. 18), remittance transfer and financial inclusion (obj. 
20), and mechanisms for portability of social security (obj. 22). Gender responsiveness is a 
guiding principle of the GCM as elaborated below:

The GCM ensures that the human rights of women, men, girls, and boys are respected at all 
stages of migration; their specific needs are properly understood and addressed; and they are 
empowered as agents of change. It mainstreams a gender perspective and promotes gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls, recognizing their independence, agency, 
and leadership in order to move away from addressing migrant women primarily through a 
lens of victimhood (UN General Assembly, 2018, p. 4). 

The UN Global Migration Group has been absorbed into the newly established UN Network 
on Migration to ensure effective, timely, and coordinated system-wide support to member 
States. In carrying out its mandate, the Network pledges to prioritize the rights and wellbeing 
of migrants and their communities of destination, origin, and transit. 

The Network Coordinator is the International Organization for Migration. The mandate of 
the Executive Committee (with the ILO as a member)11 is to provide overall guidance to the 
work of the Network, setting strategic priorities to support member States in the effective 
implementation, follow-up, and review of the GCM, including in the International Migration 
Review Forum established in the GCM.

The Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) was intended as a state-led, voluntary, 
informal, and non-binding intergovernmental process to deliberate on issues of migration and 
development. Since Belgium hosted the first Forum in 2007 followed by the Philippines in 2008, 
there have been nine more GFMD summit meetings. The GFMD also provides space for civil 
society consultations, and since the 2010 summit in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, has provided for a 
“common space” in which civil society and government representatives can interact. The 2020 

11  The eight Executive Committee agencies of the UN Network on Migration: International Labour Organization (ILO); 
International Organization for Migration (IOM); United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNOHCHR); 
United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA); United Nations Development Programme (UNDP); United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); and United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC).
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GFMD Chair will be United Arab Emirates, which presents an opportunity to draw attention 
to the interregional dimensions of labour mobility and also to highlight the role of regional 
consultative processes, such as the ADD and the Colombo Process. 

3.1.5. ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work

The ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, adopted at the 108th Session of the 
International Labour Conference in 2019, calls for a “human-centred approach” with three 
pillars of action: investment in people’s capabilities; investment in the institutions of work; and 
investment in decent and sustainable work (ILO, 2019c). The Declaration states that realization 
of the first pillar involves the effective realization of gender equality in opportunities and 
treatment. The Declaration is also clear in commitment to a world free from violence and 
harassment 

International labour migration and mobility are inextricably linked to the processes 
underpinning the future of work. However, the impact on specific regions and countries will 
be diverse depending on various economic, social, and political factors (ILO, 2019f).

The Declaration calls upon the ILO, among others, to direct its efforts to “deepening and 
scaling up its work on international labour migration in response to constituents’ needs and 
taking a leadership role in decent work in labour migration” (ILO, 2019c, p. 5). It also calls on the 
ILO to implement a gender-transformative agenda that “ensures equal opportunities, equal 
participation and equal treatment” (ILO, 2019c, pp. 4–5). 

3.2. Regional frameworks

3.2.1. The Bali Declaration

The Bali Declaration was adopted at the 16th Asia and the Pacific Regional Meeting in Bali, 
Indonesia on 9 December 2016, which included representatives from across the Arab States 
(ILO, 2016a). Gender equality and enhancing labour migration policies are included among the 
policy priorities for member States in the region to be implemented in consultation with social 
partners (ILO, 2016a). Box 1 provides the relevant sections in the Bali Declaration relating to 
gender and migration. Paragraph 7 states the agreement of the constituents on closing gender 
gaps in opportunity and treatment at work, and proposes a series of measures to achieve 
it. Paragraph 8 includes agreement to enhance labour migration policies based on relevant 
international labour standards. 

Chapter 5 of this report discusses developments and progress in these areas since the adoption 
of the Bali Declaration.
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3.2.2. ASEAN Consensus on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers

The adoption of the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers (the “Cebu Declaration”), in January 2007, was a milestone on collaboration on 
migrant workers and migration issues at the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
level. The Cebu Declaration stressed the ASEAN commitment to “promote decent, humane, 
productive, dignified and remunerative employment for migrant workers”. The Declaration 
also envisaged the development of an ASEAN instrument on the protection and promotion of 
the rights of migrant workers. After protracted negotiations, ASEAN Member States adopted 
the ASEAN Consensus on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in 
November 2017. 

Box 1
The Bali Declaration in relation to gender and labour migration

The Bali Declaration, adopted at the 16th Asia and the Pacific Regional Meeting in Bali, 
Indonesia, on 9 December 2016, determined priorities for national policy and action 
priorities for member States in the region, to be implemented in consultation with the 
social partners. The priorities included:

7. closing gender gaps in opportunity and treatment at work through:

(a) measures to break down barriers to women’s labour force participation and 
advancement;

(b) promotion of equal pay for work of equal value;

(c) extended maternity protection measures;

(d) measures enabling women and men to balance work and care responsibilities…

8. enhancing labour migration policies based on relevant international labour 
standards that:

(a) recognize the labour market needs of all;

(b) are based on the General principles and operational guidelines on fair recruitment 
(2016), including no charging of recruitment fees or related costs to workers; and the 
entitlement of workers to keep in their possession travel and identity documents;

(c) provide adequate protection to all migrant workers, including through better 
portability of skills and social security benefits;

(d) take into account the ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration (2005);

(e) redress employer–worker relationships that impede workers’ freedom of 
movement, their right to terminate employment or change employers, taking into 
account any contractual obligations that may apply, and their right to return freely to 
their countries of origin.

Source: ILO, 2016a.
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The instrument covers the following areas: general principles, fundamental rights of migrant 
workers and members of their families, specific rights of migrant workers, obligations of 
sending and receiving States, and commitments of ASEAN Member States. Regarding gender 
and women migrant workers, general principle 1(e) states: “Uphold fair treatment with respect 
to gender and nationality, and protect and promote the rights of migrant workers, particularly 
women, in accordance with the obligations of ASEAN Member States under appropriate 
international instruments to which they are parties” (ASEAN, 2017, p. 7). The reference, however, 
is to fair treatment of migrant workers, and not necessarily to gender equality or equality of 
treatment between migrant and national workers. 

The provisions and rights afforded to migrant workers and their families under the ASEAN 
Consensus are subject to the laws, regulations, and policies of the receiving State, which means 
that ASEAN Member States have to make good on these commitments to ensure that they are 
guaranteed at the national level.

3.2.3. ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour

3.2.4. Regional consultative processes on migration

The annual ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML) brings together key stakeholders in labour 
migration in ASEAN – including tripartite constituents (government, employers’ and workers’ 
organizations), as well as the ASEAN Secretariat, civil society, and international organizations – 
to discuss, share experiences, and build consensus on the protection of migrant workers. The 
AFML was established to support the commitments under the Cebu Declaration adopted by 
ASEAN Member States in 2007. The objectives of the AFML are threefold: 

a.  to share stakeholder experiences, challenges and good practices in the implementation 
of AFML recommendations; 

b.  to examine in detail articles of the Cebu Declaration that pertain to the obligations of 
both countries of origin and destination; and 

c.  to draft and agree on new recommendations arising from discussions of the thematic 
sessions. 

Since its first meeting in 2008, the AFML has convened 12 annual meetings focused on a specific 
theme and hosted by different ASEAN Member States. These thematic discussions across its 
past meetings have provided comprehensive recommendations for ASEAN Member States and 
social partners on key areas of the Cebu Declaration (AFML, 2009; ILO, 2018c).

The two major regional consultative processes on labour migration in the Arab States and Asian 
region are the Abu Dhabi Dialogue (ADD) and the Colombo Process. 

The Colombo Process of Asian origin countries started in 2003, followed by the ADD in 2008. 
There is close collaboration between the two. Both have become important forums for initiating 
pilot projects in key areas of migrant worker information; fair recruitment processes throughout 
the labour migration/mobility cycle; skills recognition and certification; and the development of 
competency standards. One thematic area of the Colombo Process is promoting equality for 
women migrant workers. The biennial Ministerial Consultations in the Colombo Process and 
the ADD have raised the profile of these two platforms. Technical work has been commissioned 
under the processes, generating new information, data, and policy guidance. The Ministerial 
Declarations identify policy priorities and directions for the processes going forward. 
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4.1. International human rights instruments and ILO fundamental 
Conventions 

4.2. International labour standards of particular relevance 

4. Normative foundations

In principle, all international labour standards apply to migrant workers, unless otherwise 
stated. These include the ILO fundamental Conventions and the specific instruments on 
migrant workers, which apply to the entire labour migration/mobility process and include 
clauses on the provision of free information and services to migrants, protection of their basic 
rights, and equality of opportunity and treatment, among others (ILO, 2016c). These are the 
foundation to ensure decent work and dignity to all migrant workers.

While none of the Arab States and only a few Asian countries have ratified the International 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families (1990), they have nevertheless widely ratified other UN human rights instruments. 
The 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
is highly relevant for the protection of women migrant workers, particularly its General 
Recommendations No. 26 on women migrant workers and No. 35 on gender-based violence 
against women. All Arab States and Asian States have ratified CEDAW and are, therefore, under 
an obligation to end discrimination against all women migrant workers.

The ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, adopted in 1998, commits 
the 187 member States of the ILO to respect, promote, and realize fundamental principles 
and rights at work in four categories, irrespective of whether they have ratified the eight ILO 
fundamental Conventions. Annex table A2 shows the current ratification status of the ILO’s 
eight fundamental Conventions by Arab States and Asian countries. Since some of the decent 
work deficits experienced by migrant workers concern fundamental rights such as being 
subject to forced labour and discrimination, the ILO Committee of Experts has invoked these 
Conventions in raising protection issues with some destination countries. There are also 
significant gaps in the ratification of the Conventions related to the freedom of association – 
the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87) 
and the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98) – particularly 
in countries of destination in both regions. Strong and independent workers’ and employers’ 
organizations, and the effective recognition of their right to engage in collective bargaining, are 
major tools for labour market governance. The exercise of the rights to freedom of association 
and collective bargaining requires a conducive and enabling environment.

Several other international labour standards also refer explicitly to migrant workers and gender 
equality, such as those addressing: 

•  migration for employment – Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 
97); 

•  the regulation of private employment agencies – Private Employment Agencies 
Convention, 1997 (No. 181); 
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 X Table 10

Convention Asia countries/territories 

International Convention on the Protection of All Migrant Work-

ers and Members of their Families

Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97);

Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, 1975 

(No. 143)

Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181)

Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189)

Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)

Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190)

Bangladesh (2012); 

Philippines (1995); 

Sri Lanka (1996); 

Timor-Leste  (2004)

Hong Kong, China (1951); 

Philippines (2009); 

Sabah State of Malaysia (1964)

Philippines (2006)

Fiji (2013); 

Japan (1999); 

Mongolia (2015)

Philippines (2012)

Sri Lanka (2019); 

Thailand (2018)

Not yet in force

Source: ILO

Migrant worker and migrant-related Conventions – Ratification by Asian countries/territories

• domestic work – Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189); and, most recently,

•  violence and harassment at work – Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 
190). 

Table 10 shows the ratification of selected Conventions by Asian countries. None of the Arab 
States have ratified any of these instruments.

The ILO’s four key gender equality conventions are the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 
(No. 100), the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111), the 
Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention, 1981 (No. 156) and the Maternity Protection 
Convention, 2000 (No. 183). 

Annex table A2 shows the ratifications of the first two Conventions by Arab States and Asia. 
While Convention No. 156 has only been ratified by Japan and the Republic of Korea in Asia, no 
Arab States or Asian countries have ratified Convention No. 183. 
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The ILO is carrying out a General Survey on decent work for care economy workers in a changing 
economy for 2021. The survey covers the Nursing Personnel Convention, 1977 (No. 149); the 
Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189); the Nursing Personnel Recommendation, 1977 
(No. 157); and the Domestic Workers Recommendation, 2011 (No. 201). The report forms 
(questionnaires) have been distributed to member States for response by 28 February 2020 and 
to social partners for response by 30 June 2019. It would be a good opportunity for Arab States 
and Asian countries to effectively respond to this survey in consultation with social partners 
given the importance of care economy workers, and especially of domestic workers in their 
economies.12 

12  The report form can be found at: https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/WCMS_711550/lang--en/index.htm

4.3. Non-binding policy frameworks

4.4. Regional instruments

The major ILO non-binding policy frameworks are the ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour 
Migration (ILO, 2006) and the ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair 
Recruitment and Definition of Recruitment Fees and Related Costs (ILO, 2019b). The Bali 
Declaration asked ILO member countries in Asia and the Pacific to take into account the 
ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration, which provides a toolkit for improving or 
designing rights-based labour migration policies and programmes, and referred explicitly to 
the ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment. The ILO has also 
developed a policy toolkit for gender equality in labour migration law and policy for the ASEAN 
(ILO, 2016b). 

The ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment are becoming an 
international benchmark, and have also been referenced in the Colombo Declaration of the 
ADD Fourth Ministerial Consultation in January 2017. The associated Definition of Recruitment 
Fees and Related Costs can play an important role in the implementation of the methodology 
to measure the cost of recruitment under SDG Indicator 10.7.1, which the ILO has developed 
jointly with the World Bank. 

ASEAN Trafficking Convention

The ASEAN Convention Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (ACTIP), 
signed in 2015 and entered into force in 2017. According to ASEAN, the ACTIP, which is a 
manifestation of ASEAN’s continued resolve to combat trafficking in persons, provides effective 
safeguards and protection to victims of trafficking as well as further strengthens enforcement 
measures. ACTIP also promotes closer cooperation and collaboration among ASEAN Member 
States in the fight against trafficking.
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5.1. Arab States

5.1.1. Developments in Qatar towards abolition of the sponsorship system

5. The 2016 Bali Declaration and key national level develop-
ments with particular reference to women migrant workers

There have been several important fair migration developments in the Arab States since the 
adoption of the Bali Declaration. The pioneering technical cooperation programme between 
the Government of Qatar and the ILO has led to several positive developments affecting the 
protection and welfare of migrant workers in the country. Among these are: 

• a new domestic worker law; 

•  reform and eventual abolition of the kafala (sponsorship) system, giving voice to 
migrant workers; 

• strengthening of worker protection in terms of fair recruitment; 

• protection against forced labour; and 

•  occupational safety and health, including heat stress mitigation measures, among 
others (ILO, 2019a). 

Some of these initiatives will be dealt with in different parts of this report.

Qatar has announced sweeping reforms to its labour market, with a view to ending the kafala 
(sponsorship) system (ILO, 2019d). Workers in Qatar had previously required a no-objection 
certificate from their employer to transfer to a new employer. A Ministerial Decree by the 
Minister of Interior was signed, removing exit permit requirements for all workers, except 
military personnel. Together, these are essential steps towards the ending of kafala in the 
country. Their actual implementation, however, needs to be monitored.

The Ministerial Decision applies to all migrant workers: those in the public sector and ministries, 
domestic workers, seafarers, workers in agriculture and grazing, and workers employed in 
casual work. It is planned to be adopted by the Ministry of Interior by the end of 2019. The ILO 
technical cooperation programme is preparing mass communication materials for workers and 
employers to raise awareness on the new legislation.

The elimination of the no-objection certificate requirement will allow workers to freely change 
employers following an initial probationary period stipulated in the contract. If they change 
employers during this period, the new employer would need to reimburse recruitment costs 
to the original employer (ILO, 2019d).
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5.1.2. Innovations in governance of domestic work

United Arab Emirates – Establishment of Tadbeer Centres

Tadbeer Centres, introduced in 2017 by the United Arab Emirates Ministry of Human Resources 
and Emiratisation (MOHRE), are a service whereby the Government offers a transparent and 
centralized system for hiring domestic and household workers in Dubai and the rest of the 
United Arab Emirates. The centres represent a public–private partnership, one-stop-shop for 
the recruitment and employment of domestic workers, providing visas, post-arrival orientation 
and training, and recruitment of workers. Currently, there are 23 Tadbeer Centres in the United 
Arab Emirates out of the 24 planned by the MOHRE for hiring domestic workers. Tadbeer 
Centres promote an ethical and fair hiring process based on domestic workers’ experience 
and skill attributes. 

Distinct from previous recruitment processes, Tadbeer Centres offer three different packages. 
Under the first package, workers are hired under the Tadbeer Centre’s sponsorship and are 
contracted to families for six months, after which the worker’s sponsorship is transferred to the 
family. Under the second package, workers continue under the Tadbeer Centre’s sponsorship. 
The monthly salary rates for workers under this sponsorship are slightly higher. The third 
package offers cleaning services, paid hourly, weekly, or monthly.

The Tadbeer Centres have yet to address some issues. For example, wages still remain stratified by 
nationality. While the rate for workers under package three is the same for all nationalities, under 
the first package, the monthly salary is set to 2,500 dirham (AED) (equivalent to US$680) for Filipino 
and Indonesian workers; AED2,200 (US$599) for Sri Lankan workers; AED2,250 (US$612) for workers 
from Bangladesh, Kenya, Nepal and India; and AED2,300 (US$626) for Ethiopian and Ugandan 
workers. The reforms now also require the transfer of visitors’ visas to work visas to take place 
through the Tadbeer Centres.

Saudi Arabia – One-stop-shop for hiring domestic workers – The Musaned system 

The Musaned system – an initiative of the Ministry of Labour and Social Development (MLSD) of 
Saudi Arabia – is an electronic platform for online hiring and management of domestic workers. 
It was introduced in 2014 at a time when several origin countries prohibited the sending of 
domestic workers to Saudi Arabia given a number of protection concerns. The system is meant 
to address the lack of official sources of information about the visa to Saudi Arabia and related 
policies and regulations; combat visa trading; and prevent contract substitution. The system 
has been developed to simplify, optimize, control, and track the whole contractual process 
between employers and local private recruitment agencies in order to increase market visibility 
for decision makers (Shaker, 2019b; MLSD, undated).

It is mandatory for employers to go through the system to hire domestic workers. Prospective 
customers can hire a domestic worker without the need to visit a recruitment agency. They can 
obtain a domestic worker e-visa from Musaned in no more than three days, provided they meet 
certain financial, social, and legal criteria. 

The system can link with licensed recruitment offices and companies in both Saudi Arabia and 
countries of origin for matching employers’ needs with available domestic workers. A wage 
protection system (WPS) has been integrated into Musaned.

Starting July 2019, a new unified electronic contract was uploaded to Musaned by the MLSD. 
Using the unified contract is mandatory. The MLSD will have direct oversight over the contract 
and will enforce its provisions. 
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In dealing with external licensed labour recruiters only, the system cannot address the 
widespread layers of intermediaries and their charges in countries of origin (Shaker, 2019a). 
Moreover, origin countries presently have little influence on the Musaned system. It also does 
not directly monitor the safety and security of domestic workers in the workplace or provide 
women migrant domestic workers with an accessible mechanism to report abuse or raise 
complaints about employer behaviour (Shaker, 2019a).

Qatar – Broadening of employment models for domestic workers 

WISA – a public company that started its implementation in September 2019 – provides 
professional services for the elderly and people with special needs, providing skilled domestic 
workers within Qatar and reducing the excessive dependence on private recruitment agencies 
by providing several services that include temporary packages and several options to meet the 
needs and wishes of clients.13 WISA places domestic workers in households on a live-out and 
part-time basis. The ILO technical cooperation programme in Qatar has conducted consultations 
with government and non-governmental stakeholders, which provided recommendations on 
the operations of WISA.

5.2. Asia 

5.2.1. Malaysia – Draft domestic worker regulations

Currently, domestic workers are not effectively covered under the employment and labour 
laws of Malaysia. The Ministry of Human Resources of Malaysia (MOHR) has recently proposed 
an amendment to the Employment Act of 1955 to issue draft regulations titled Employment 
(Domestic Employee) Regulations 2019. The draft Regulations were circulated by the MOHR for 
feedback from constituents. 

The draft Regulations describe a domestic worker as a domestic employee, a rights-based 
change from the previous wording of “domestic servant”. The draft Regulations cover elements 
of the: 

• work contract; 

• work permit; 

• payment of wages; 

• employment permit and place of employment; 

• food and medical treatment; 

• accommodation; 

• rest periods and rest day; 

• prohibition of ill treatment and exploitation; 

13  For more information, see: https://wisa.qa/en/faq/.
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5.2.2. Japan – Shift in admission policies 

5.2.3. Indonesia – Law 18/2017 on Protection of Indonesian Migrant Workers 

Japan has not introduced any scheme for the admission of low- and semi-skilled workers from 
Asia until recently. An ageing population and increased demand for care workers, labour 
shortages in small- and medium-sized enterprises, limitations of the industrial trainee scheme, 
and hosting duties for the 2020 Olympics are key factors that led to revision of policy. In June 
2018, the Government of Japan announced a new “Specified Skills” visa, with a plan to admit 
500,000 migrant workers by 2025. The target for the next five years is 345,000 migrant workers 
across 14 industries, with nursing, hospitality, and construction as priority employment sectors. 
Nine MOUs on labour migration have so far been signed under the new policy with foreign 
governments, including Cambodia, Nepal, the Philippines, and Viet Nam.

The new law plans for two admission streams of migrant workers:

a.  Less-skilled workers and former interns with basic Japanese competency are allowed 
a maximum stay of five years but cannot bring family members.

b.  Persons with higher skills, and knowledge of the Japanese language and culture, are 
allowed to bring their families and apply for citizenship after living in Japan for 10 years. 

Concern has been expressed about the lack of clarity of the new rules and about there being 
insufficient support and protection for new migrant workers (The Economist, 2019). 

Law 18/2017 on Protection of Indonesian Migrant Workers is a comprehensive law covering 
protection for migrant workers throughout the labour migration/mobility cycle – from pre-
departure, during employment, and upon return. It provides decentralized integrated services 
from the central, province, district, and village levels. The role of recruitment agencies has been 
reduced, and their regulation has been strengthened. The new law reinforces the protection 
of migrant workers and establishes a clearer division of responsibilities between the Ministry 
of Manpower and the National Board for the Placement and Protection of Indonesian Migrant 
Workers (BNP2TKI), which had overlapping responsibilities in the past. Article 2 defines the 
general principles of the law, which include gender equality and non-discrimination. Article 30 
states that Indonesian migrant workers cannot be charged placement fees. Furthermore, the 
new law includes a provision on zero recruitment costs for migrant workers, and mandates that 
all recruitments costs are to be covered by the employer.

• respect for religious beliefs; 

• repatriation; and 

• penalties (fines) on employers for violation of provisions in regulations. 

The draft Regulations are still under review according to MOHR sources.

The ILO, social partners, and non-government organizations (NGOs) have provided detailed 
feedback on the draft Regulations. The ILO has pointed out that some provisions are inadequate 
to provide effective protection, and the need to closely align the regulations with the provisions 
in Convention No. 189. It also argued for tougher penalties for errant employers, including 
imprisonment. The NGOs Tenaganita, and the Domestic Worker Campaign Coalition had 
provided the Ministry with a comprehensive draft domestic worker bill for review. 
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The ILO Safe and Fair programme assisted the Government of Indonesia in conducting 
“tripartite plus” consultations in December 2018 to develop gender-responsive guidelines 
on the Implementation of Law 18/2017. The recommendations included an identification 
of existing constraints and strategies to enhance the gender responsiveness of services to 
Indonesian migrant workers at the national and local levels. 

5.2.4. India – Draft Emigration Bill 2019

5.2.5. Thailand – Reform of the recruitment law and ratification of relevant 
instruments

India’s Ministry of External Affairs has proposed the Draft Emigration Bill 2019 to replace the 
Emigration Act 1983.14 The Bill will establish an Emigration Management Authority (EMA) at the 
Central Government level as the overarching authority on policy and governance of emigration. 
Two Bureaus are to be set up under the EMA: a Bureau of Emigration Policy and Planning and a 
Bureau of Emigration Administration Registration/Intimation. Nodal authorities in Indian states 
are expected to coordinate various aspects of management related to both emigrants and 
returnees.

The Bill makes mandatory registration of all categories of Indian nationals proceeding for 
overseas employment as well as students pursuing higher studies abroad. It refines the duties 
and functions of recruitment agencies to centre on the comprehensive welfare of emigrants 
and their empowerment. For the first time, student enrolment agencies and sub-agents 
working with recruitment agencies have also been brought under the proposed Bill, along 
with provisions for registration, rating, and penalties. The Bill has comprehensive provisions 
for the welfare and protection of migrants. The only specific reference to gender is under 
the functions of the proposed Bureau of Emigration Policy and Planning: “Facilitate gender 
sensitive programmes and activities to assist particular needs of women migrant workers” 
(art. 11(vii)).

However, reviewers of the proposed Bill have raised a number of issues: 

• lack of any reference to or guidance by applicable UN or ILO Conventions; 

•  continued focus on emigration management with no consideration of the changed 
global context or migration-development issues; and 

•  exclusion of groups such as return migrants, the diaspora, and undocumented 
migrants (Kadvil, 2019; Rajan and Aggarwal, 2019).

In Thailand, the Royal Ordinance Concerning the Management of Employment of Foreign 
Workers B.E. 2560 (2017) came into force in 2018. It is the first law to combine recruitment 
and employment practices for all categories of migrant workers and introduces several key 
provisions in line with international labour standards. The Ordinance includes a provision 
stating that “collection of any fees from migrant workers is prohibited with no exception” 
(chapter 2), which is in line with ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines on Fair 
Recruitment, and Definition of Recruitment Fees and Related Costs (ILO, 2019b). The licensing of 
recruitment agencies and monitoring procedures to ensure fair recruitment practices are also 

14  A copy of the Bill is available at: https://mea.gov.in/Images/amb1/Emigration_Bill_2019.pdf. 
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5.2.6. International migration database in ASEAN

With support from the ILO, an international migration database has been established for the 
ASEAN region. It is comprehensive, covering both migrant stocks and outflows, and occupations 
disaggregated by sex, and is based on international definitions (ILO, 2015a). It is hosted on the 
website of the Asia-Pacific Migration Network.15 The database has been integrated into the 
labour statistics database of the ILO Statistics Department in Geneva. The database collects 
information from censuses, labour force surveys, and administrative data sources. The ILO 
has been working with national statistical offices and other bodies to ensure survey and 
administrative instruments collect information on place of birth, citizenship status, and sex, and 
that adequate sample sizes are collected in order to be able to disaggregate national statistics 
by migratory status and sex, among other factors. Governments have committed to working 
toward this requirement under SDG Target 17.18 on disaggregated data.

15  See: http://apmigration.ilo.org/asean-labour-migration-statistics. The dataset has been updated only up to 2017.

included in the Royal Ordinance. The Department of Employment is also preparing to 
launch an online electronic system for registering and processing migrant workers 
entering Thailand through the memorandum of understanding (MOU) process (AFML 
2019). While the said law can be said to be a landmark development, the elaboration 
of subordinate legislation – implementing rules and regulations – is still awaited.

Transformative changes have been made over the last three years in Thailand with 
respect to improving working conditions in sea fisheries. Progress, supported by the 
“Ship to Shore Rights” project of the European Union and the ILO, ranges from the 
ratification of the ILO Work in Fishing Convention, 2007 (No. 188), to improved labour 
inspection, and to much greater use of employment contracts and organization of 
fishers. In June 2018, Thailand also became the first country in Asia to ratify the 2014 
Protocol to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29).
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6.1. Fair recruitment

6. Priority areas and issues

Migrant recruitment issues have come to the forefront of the global agenda on migration 
as reflected in SDG Indicator 10.7.1, defined as: “Recruitment cost borne by employee as a 
proportion of monthly income earned in country of destination”. Development and other 
benefits of labour migration are often seriously eroded due to excessive recruitment fees and 
related costs, high debt burdens, low earnings, and poor working conditions in destination 
countries. 

The Bali Declaration of 2016 called for enhancing labour migration policies based on relevant 
international labour standards that are based on the ILO General Principles and Operational 
Guidelines for Fair Recruitment, including no charging of recruitment fees or related costs to 
workers and the right of workers to keep travel and identity documents in their possession.

The ILO Private Employment Agencies Convention, 1997 (No. 181), and accompanying 
Recommendation (No. 188) are the current international standards applicable to private 
employment agencies. Convention No. 181 establishes the principle that workers shall not be 
charged “directly or indirectly, in whole or in part, any fees or costs” (Article 7). It also requires 
ILO members to provide adequate protection for, and prevent abuses of, migrant workers 
recruited or placed in their territory by private employment agencies, including through the 
conclusion of bilateral agreements. Other ILO sector-specific instruments contain provisions 
on recruitment across borders, including the Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 
1949 (No. 97); the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189); the Protocol of 2014 to the 
Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29); and the 2006 ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour 
Migration. In 2016, ILO tripartite experts developed the non-binding General Principles 
and Operational Guidelines for Fair Recruitment, approved by the ILO Governing Body for 
publication and dissemination in November 2016, which is the most comprehensive framework 
to guide fair recruitment. The Guidelines were updated in 2019 by adding the Definition of 
Recruitment Fees and Related Costs (ILO, 2019b).

The Guidelines define recruitment as including “the advertising, information dissemination, 
selection, transport, placement into employment and – for migrant workers – return to the 
country of origin where applicable” (ILO, 2019b, p. 12). 

According to the ILO Definition on Recruitment Fees and Related Costs: “The terms ‘recruitment 
fees’ or ‘related costs’ refer to any fees or costs incurred in the recruitment process in order 
for workers to secure employment or placement, regardless of the manner, timing or location 
of their imposition or collection” (ILO, 2019b, p. 28). Thus, it covers fees collected at home or 
while overseas. Table 11 provides a summary of fees and costs defined by the ILO Tripartite 
Meeting of Experts in 2018.

The ILO Guidelines and the Definition on Recruitment Fees and Related Costs clarify that 
neither recruitment fees nor related costs should be collected from workers. Recruitment fees 
or related costs should not be collected from workers by an employer, their subsidiaries, labour 
recruiters, or other third parties providing related services. Fees or related costs should not 
be collected directly or indirectly, such as through deductions from wages and benefits (ILO, 
2019b, p. 28).
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The ILO and the World Bank, as custodians of SDG Indicator 10.7.1, are pilot testing its 
measurement in Bangladesh, Malaysia, Mexico, Pakistan, the Philippines, Senegal, Sri Lanka, 
and Thailand.

 X Table 11

Recruitment fees Related costs (include)1

a.  Payments for recruitment services offered by 

labour recruiters, whether public or private, in 

matching offers of and applications for employ-

ment;

b.  payments made in the case of recruitment of 

workers with a view to employing them to perform 

work for a third party;

c.  payments made in the case of direct recruitment 

by the employer; or

d.  payments required to recover recruitment fees 

from workers.

i.  medical costs: payments for medical examinations, 

tests, or vaccinations;

ii.  insurance costs: costs to insure the lives, health, 

and safety of workers, including enrolment in 

migrant welfare funds;

iii.  costs for skills and qualification tests;

iv.  costs for training and orientation: expenses for 

required trainings;

v. equipment costs;

vi.  travel and lodging costs: expenses incurred for 

travel, lodging, and subsistence within or across 

national borders in the recruitment process;

vii.  administrative costs: application and service fees 

that are required for the sole purpose of fulfilling 

the recruitment process. 

1 “When initiated by an employer, labour recruiter or an agent acting on behalf of those parties; required to secure access to employment or 
placement; or imposed during the recruitment process, the following costs should be considered related to the recruitment process:” (ILO, 
2019b, p. 29). These cost categories could be further developed by the governments and the social partners at the national level.

Definition of recruitment fees and related costs

6.1.1. Examples of fair recruitment initiatives in the Arab States and Asia

This sub-chapter highlights below a few recent initiatives on fair recruitment involving countries 
in both the Arab States and the Asian regions, and across both regions. 

It is a highly positive development that national legislation banning the charging of recruitment 
fees to migrant workers has been adopted in a number of countries, including Ethiopia, 
Jordan, Indonesia, Lebanon, Nepal, the Philippines (for domestic workers), Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Thailand, and the United Arab Emirates. The interpretation of recruitment fees may, however, 
differ between countries. At the same time, implementation remains difficult, since most 
origin countries have legalized the payment of recruitment fees by workers while defining a 
maximum ceiling.
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Definition of recruitment fees and related costs

Use of technology to promote compliant and transparent labour recruitment and 
placement practices

The United Arab Emirates and India have integrated their IT systems for the recruitment 
and deployment of workers, and this is one of the first examples of the role that technology 
can play in strengthening joint government oversight over the governance of recruitment of 
migrant workers (ADD, 2019c). It is planned to extend this initiative to other ADD Member States 
depending on their interest.

Qatar and Bangladesh fair recruitment pilot

The fair recruitment pilot intervention between Bangladesh and Qatar in the construction 
sector (with QDVC, a private Qatari shareholding company established between the Qatari 
Diar Real Estate Investment Company and VINCI Construction Grands Projects) is an ongoing 
intervention. The ILO provided technical support to labour recruiters, including training and 
coaching on the ILO General Principles and Operational Guidelines on Fair Recruitment. A video 
targeting prospective construction workers from Bangladesh prior to departure was produced, 
explaining what can be expected from living and working in Qatar. An assessment of the pilot is 
underway to evaluate the impact of fair recruitment practices on workers and their migration 
experience, including skills matching (ILO, 2019a).

Qatar – Briefing public clients on “no fee” policy

Together with the Ministry of Administrative Development, Labour and Social Affairs; the 
Embassy of the United States in Qatar; the Qatar Chamber of Commerce and Industry; and the 
Qatar Foundation, the ILO technical cooperation programme organized a high-level conference 
with public clients in May 2019 to raise awareness of the provision in the Labour Law No. 14 
of 2004 that prohibits the charging of recruitment fees to workers. It provided a platform for 
public clients to make a pledge to ensure that no worker should have to pay to get a job and 
that recruitment fees and related costs should always be paid by the employer, and to conduct 
due diligence with their contractors in recruitment supply chains. 

Fair recruitment pilot in the Nepal–Jordan garment sector

With ILO support, a fair recruitment pilot for migrants was conducted during 2017–18 for 
Nepalese women workers moving to Jordan for work in the garment sector. The ILO worked 
with all the key actors along the supply chain, namely international garment brands sourcing 
from Jordan, Jordanian factories, labour recruiters and workers in Nepal, workers’ and 
employers’ organizations, and the two governments.

An impact evaluation by the Labor Lab at Tufts University provided substantial evidence of the 
benefits of fair recruitment to prospective migrants and employers in terms of early knowledge 
about actual pay and hours, lower migration-related fees and debt, and good understanding 
of the contract (Babbit et al., 2019). Migrant workers also faced a less hostile work environment 
with fewer conflicts and less sexual harassment. The main finding of the impact evaluation is 
that the pilot design identified and remediated the main weaknesses related to recruitment 
and initiated a move in the garment sector in Jordan to adopt fair recruitment practices. In that 
sense, the pilot was successful in developing a demand for fair recruiters. (Babbit et al., 2019. 
25).
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However, the study also found several shortcomings. First, the fair recruiter lacked the capacity 
to meet the demand for fairly recruited migrants generated by the programme, with the result 
that participating factories turned to conventional recruiters to meet their workforce needs. 
Second, the evaluation showed that harsh conditions at work may erode some of the benefits 
of fair recruitment.

The Migrant Recruitment Advisor Platform of the International Trade Union 
Confederation

The new Migrant Recruitment Advisor web platform has been launched to help protect 
migrant workers from abusive employment practices by providing them with peer-to-peer 
reviews about recruitment agencies in their country of origin and destination. The platform 
was developed by the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), with support from the 
ILO Fair Recruitment Initiative. The Migrant Recruitment Advisor has coordination teams in 
four countries (currently in Indonesia, Malaysia, Nepal, and the Philippines).16

The platform allows workers to comment on their experiences, rate the recruitment agencies, 
and learn about their rights. Initially available in English, Indonesian, Nepali, and Tagalog, it 
will be further developed in more languages. The Migrant Recruitment Advisor also facilitates 
worker grievances by connecting workers to NGO support mechanisms through collaboration 
with the Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA, 2018a).

Self-regulation through codes of conduct

The Vietnamese Association of Manpower Agencies launched the 2018 Code of Conduct. 
The 2018 Code is the result of revision that considered gender issues and alignment with 
international standards and frameworks. There are 125 recruitment agencies in Viet Nam that 
are ranked in compliance with the Code. In Myanmar, as of September 2019, 90 per cent of 
members of the Myanmar Overseas Employment Agencies Federation (MOEAF) have signed 
the Code of Conduct launched in 2016. The Code Compliance and Monitoring Committee 
(CCMC) in 2018 and in 2019 developed country specific reference guidelines to enhance 
the monitoring and ranking of signatories to the MOEAF Code (ILO, 2019i). However, self-
regulation is an additional safeguard that has to be implemented within a robust national legal 
framework of licensing and certification of private employment agencies. 

Toolkit on reporting on forced labour and fair recruitment 

A toolkit on reporting on forced labour and fair recruitment was developed with the ILO Global 
Action to Improve the Recruitment Framework of Labour Migration (REFRAME) and the ILO 
Integrated Programme on Fair Recruitment (FAIR) to help Sri Lankan journalists report on 
fair recruitment and forced labour. The toolkit was created by the International Federation 
of Journalists and the Free Media Movement in Sri Lanka, with the aim of reducing abusive 
practices and violations of human and labour rights during the recruitment process (ILO, 
2019g).

16  The Migrant Recruitment Advisor platform is hosted at: https://www.recruitmentadvisor.org/.
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6.2. Employment and decent working conditions

The discussion below on employment and decent working conditions will focus on specific 
sectors, such as domestic work and construction, including addressing violence and harassment 
in the world of work.

6.2.1. Wage protection systems

A wage protection system (WPS) is an electronic salary transfer system that requires employers 
to pay workers’ wages via banks, currency exchange centres, and financial institutions approved 
and authorized to provide the service. In an attempt to eliminate the unscrupulous practice 
of withholding wages (primarily of migrant workers) by some employers, GCC countries have 
introduced WPSs requiring employers to make payments to their employees into their bank 
accounts to ensure an official record of payment that can be monitored (ILO, 2019e). The United 
Arab Emirates was the first to introduce a WPS in 2009, and subsequently upgraded it in 2016. 
Other GCC countries have adopted the system: Saudi Arabia in 2013; Oman in 2014; and Kuwait 
and Qatar in 2015. Bahrain is the last to join, and plans to implement a WPS on a phased basis 
from September 2019 targeting large, medium, and small companies and later extending the 
system to domestic workers (PwC, 2019). 

While these systems have undeniably provided for greater stability in wage payments, 
limitations still exist in the form of lack of effective enforcement in cases of breach and limited 
coverage of domestic workers. A recent review of the Qatar WPS found that a substantial 
proportion of eligible workers are still not covered, particularly within small enterprises, and 
that the severity of violations are not captured. Penalties are also limited to deter violators (ILO, 
2019j). The report recommended that domestic workers, who are a very vulnerable category of 
workers, be covered by the WPS or a similar monitoring mechanism. Current non-existent or 
poor coverage of domestic workers, in effect, results in women’s disproportionate exclusion 
from the system and the protections it offers.

Other mechanisms to protect workers’ wages in case of a company’s inability to pay/bankruptcy 
– as in the case of subcontractors who may not receive payment from their companies – are 
needed as well. The United Arab Emirates’ Wage Guarantee System and Qatar’s Workers’ 
Support and Insurance Fund are examples of such complementary mechanisms. 

Wage protection of construction workers

There has been considerable research on wage protection of construction workers in the 
GCC, particularly in Qatar (Buckley et al., 2016; BWI, 2019a; 2019b; Zendel et al. 2016; Wells, 
2016; 2018; Wells and da Graça Prado, 2019). As BWI (2019a, p. 3) noted: “The most pertinent 
challenge is the non-payment and delayed payment of wages and other benefits, which is 
further aggravated in the event of bankruptcy.” 
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The general findings of these studies are described below.

The construction sector in the Middle East is dominated by largely low-skilled migrant 
workers from Asia and Africa. A multitude of companies may employ construction 
workers with different terms and conditions and limited regulation and supervision. 
Most construction companies or subcontractors are small with limited capital and 
capacity, and non-payment or late payment of wages is common. This is because the 
principal contractors are not legally obliged to pay their subcontractors until they 
have received payment from the client, resulting in a “pay when paid” practice. The 
sponsorship system in GCC countries does not generally allow workers to change 
employers when they are not paid. 

The above studies make several recommendations to overcome these issues: 

•  Prohibit “pay when paid” clauses in contracts in both the public and private 
sector. There is international good practice from the Ireland, Malaysia, New 
Zealand, Singapore, the United Kingdom, and some states in Australia on 
such bans (Wells and Prado, 2019). 

•  Legislation is required for all public sector clients to adopt prompt payment 
as a priority.

•  Improve coverage, implementation, and monitoring of the WPSs.

•  Experiment with Project Bank Accounts (PBAs) to speed up payments and 
protect against insolvency.

•  Develop schemes whereby clients and principal contractors are jointly liable 
for protecting subcontractors and workers against late or non-payment of 
money and salaries.

•  To prevent evasion of payments by companies, Qatar’s Ministry of 
Administrative Development, Labour and Social Affairs and the Higher Court 
should pursue corporations and their related entities, and their owners in 
cases of bankruptcy, employer name change, abscondment, etc. (BWI, 2019a).

•  Qatar’s Workers’ Support and Insurance Fund should be utilized for the 
immediate payment of unpaid wages.
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Box 2
Thailand – Discrimination against women construction workers

Women migrant workers make a vital contribution to Thailand’s construction sector. 
The Thai Government estimates there are 557,724 documented migrant workers in 
the construction sector, with nearly 40 per cent being women, mostly from Myanmar 
and Cambodia. An ILO study found that women migrant construction workers are 
marginalized within this men-dominated industry (Napier-Moore and Sheill, 2016). 
For migrant women, the construction site is often a precarious working environment 
where they are not always paid or treated equally to men or Thai nationals. Moreover, 
workplaces and workers are temporary, and the sector is fragmented through 
multiple layers of contractors and subcontractors. Lack of access to trade unions 
results in limited avenues for collective bargaining and few opportunities for pursuing 
complaints.

The above study found that migrant women reported being paid less than men, even 
in cases when they had more experience. Women also reported facing intersectional 
discrimination on the bases of gender and migrant status. A lack of training and 
development opportunities sees women migrant workers kept in low-paid labour. 
Moreover, women are often employed alongside their husbands, and this “marriage 
requirement” means that women construction workers are not being hired for their 
skills or quality of work, but instead tolerated because they arrive with their husbands. 
Further, employer-provided housing is not built with an aim to ensure security, and 
when asked if women are safe from violence, employers have noted that security is to 
be provided by husbands. Some employers report that they will not hire single women 
because of this – a discrimination based on women’s marital status. Currently the 
1998 Thai Labour Protection Act only covers workplaces, and most employer-provided 
housing in the sector is exempt from the non-binding Notification of the Labour 
Welfare Committee on Standards of Accommodation in the Construction Sector (ILO, 
forthcoming).

To address these issues, there is first the need for equal and fair pay, as well as the 
real reduction in fees paid to brokers for the documentation process. Secondly, there 
is a need for skills training in the construction and other sectors, in languages that 
are easily understood by workers. Thirdly, increased attention is needed to employer-
provided housing, security, and prevention of violence in the sector. 

Source: Napier-Moore and Sheill, 2016; ILO, forthcoming.

Minimum wages for migrant workers

Malaysia – The national minimum wage has been extended to migrant workers in Malaysia, with 
a few variations in some states. However, domestic workers are excluded from this minimum 
wage. The proposed Employment (Domestic Worker) Regulations described above also do not 
include domestic workers.

Qatar – The Council of Ministers has approved draft legislation on the minimum wage law, 
which has been referred to the Shura Council for review. It will be the first minimum wage law in 
the State of Qatar if adopted. According to the draft law, employers must ensure the provision 
of decent food and accommodation for workers in addition to the basic wage. The proposed 
law applies to all workers, including domestic workers. A Minimum Wage Commission to be 
established under the draft law is expected to monitor the impact of the minimum wage and 
propose adjustments on a periodic basis (ILO, 2019a).
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Unilateral minimum referral wages – Most South Asian countries and the Philippines have 
stipulated minimum monthly wages for workers proceeding overseas. The Philippines 
(US$400) and Sri Lanka (US$300) have a single rate regardless of the country of destination 
and sector, which is perhaps easier to monitor; while India and Nepal have defined different 
rates depending on destination, occupation, and skill level.

6.2.2. Occupational safety and health

The ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work (2019c) acknowledged that “safe 
and healthy working conditions are fundamental to decent work” and, in its accompanying 
Resolution, requested the Governing Body “to consider, as soon as possible, proposals for 
including safe and healthy working conditions in the ILO’s framework of fundamental principles 
and rights at work”.

Singapore has made significant progress in workplace safety and health (WSH) outcomes. The 
workplace fatal injury rate declined from 4.9 per 100,000 workers in 2010 to 1.2 per 100,000 
workers in 2018, improving its ranking among OECD countries from 18th (2010) to seventh 
(2018). This is reportedly the result of concerted tripartite efforts to strengthen occupational 
safety and health (OSH) regulations, develop capabilities, raise awareness, and deepen industry 
ownership of OSH. For the next decade, Singapore has developed its WSH 2028 vision and 
established the WSH 2028 Tripartite Strategies to recommend a set of ten-year WSH strategies 
(WSH Council, 2019). 

In the GCC, general OSH measures, including legislation, have been developed in most 
countries.17 Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates include exposure to extreme 
temperatures as a specific risk in their OSH frameworks. In Saudi Arabia, the National Strategic 
Programme for Occupational Safety and Health requires companies with 50 or more workers 
to have an OSH strategy in place; an additional legal instrument regulating noise, heat, lighting, 
and personal safety was enacted in late 2018 (Muhammad, 2018). In Qatar, the Supreme Council 
of Health was established in 2005 to improve OSH governance and regulation.

A long-standing problem in the effective coverage of OSH relates to the resources devoted to national 
OSH systems, including resources for enforcement. In most countries, resources – both human and 
financial – for OSH programmes and inspectorates (numbers, training, strategies, and powers) are 
inadequate, with resourcing not keeping pace with the growth in the workforce, or with the challenges 
brought about by new forms of work organization and emerging hazards. Even lesser focus is 
given to sexual harassment and violence in the world of work as a form of OSH issue, and 
consequently investments in dealing with the same in the form of committees and other 
support issues is lacking. Another common issue is that reporting on OSH regarding migrant 
workers is often given low priority.18

Qatar – Adoption of an OSH profile and policy

Qatar has developed an OSH profile to analyse relevant legislation and practice, institutional 
infrastructure, and available resources. It contains a number of recommendations, including on 
coordination among the multiple stakeholders in this field; the harmonization of OSH legislation 

17  This section draws upon ILO, 2019f.
18  For instance, the ILO Committee of Experts noted that the number of cases of occupational disease contained in the 2017 annual 

labour inspection report of Saudi Arabia was very low – only four cases out of 20.2 million workers. See CEACR, 2018.
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and standards; and the collection and analysis of data on occupational accidents and diseases. 
A joint task force with active participation by the ILO, led by the Ministry of Administrative 
Development, Labour and Social Affairs and the Ministry of Public Health, has developed a 
national OSH policy that sets out principles, areas of action, and the responsibilities of both 
ministries. The policy draws from the OSH profile and considers relevant ILO standards and 
instruments.

Building and Wood Workers International (BWI) has carried out joint safety and health 
inspections with the Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy based on an agreement 
signed in 2016. It has recommended several measures on OSH: implementation of compulsory 
medical screening, training of medical personnel on occupational health, harmonization of 
workers welfare standards, and addressing heat stress (BWI, 2019a).

In March and April 2019, drawing on international expertise and experience, two pieces 
of research on heat stress were produced to inform measures that can be adopted by the 
Government and by enterprises (FAME Laboratory, 2019; ILO, 2019a). The research provided 
conclusive evidence that enterprises can significantly reduce the risk of heat stress by effectively 
applying a comprehensive range of mitigation strategies.

OSH covers freedom from violence and harassment at work 

Violence and harassment are situations of non-safety at work and have multiple effects on 
migrant workers’ physical, sexual, and psychological health. In global preparatory discussions 
leading up to the adoption of the ILO Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190), 
tripartite representatives gave examples of violence and harassment addressed via national 
OSH mechanisms, and also noted gaps. First, only certain aspects of violence are considered, 
particularly psychosocial risks such as bullying and harassment. Second, many countries do not 
have adequate systems of labour inspection or monitoring mechanisms to address violence in 
the workplace. 

Convention No. 190 clearly notes that OSH laws and policies, as well as collective agreements, 
must include attention to the prevention of and response to violence and harassment: “Each 
Member, in consultation with representative employers’ and workers’ organizations, shall 
seek to ensure that: (a) violence and harassment in the world of work is addressed in relevant 
national policies, such as those concerning occupational safety and health, equality and non-
discrimination, and migration” (Art.11 (a)).

Article 2 reads:

The provisions of this Convention shall be applied by means of national laws and regulations, 
as well as through collective agreements or other measures consistent with national practice, 
including by extending or adapting existing occupational safety and health measures to cover 
violence and harassment and developing specific measures where necessary.
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6.2.3. Social protection challenges in Arab States and Asia19

Migrant workers, especially women and temporary migrant workers, face significant challenges 
in accessing social protection, including maternity protection, health care, employment injuries 
benefit, and other social security benefits. Although migrant workers contribute fully to the 
economies of their home and host communities, they can be excluded from even basic coverage 
by social protection instruments and schemes. Their employment period is often too short to 
meet the eligibility criteria required for entitlement to benefits in those cases where they have 
access. Migrant workers may risk losing their entitlement to social security benefits in their 
country of origin due to their absence, and may at the same time encounter restrictions under 
the social security systems in the country of destination. Migrant workers also face constraints 
in portability of these rights. 

Maternity protection is highlighted in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Article 11(2) of CEDAW requires States “to introduce 
maternity leave with pay or comparable social benefits”, and “dismissal on the grounds of 
pregnancy or of maternity leave” is prohibited. CEDAW General Recommendation No. 26 
on women migrant workers observes: “States parties should repeal sex-specific bans and 
discriminatory restrictions on women’s migration on the basis of age, marital status, pregnancy 
or maternity status. They should lift restrictions that require women to get permission from 
their spouse or male guardian to obtain a passport or to travel.” The International Covenant on 
Economic Social and Cultural Rights, Article 2, paragraph 2, prohibits discrimination, including 
on grounds of gender. The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights particularly 
notes that pregnancy must not constitute an obstacle to employment, nor justification for loss 
of employment. Protections in the ILO Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183) and 
accompanying Recommendation No. 191 include maternity leave, cash and medical benefits, 
health protection, employment protection, non-discrimination in employment, and rights to 
breastfeed. Maternity protections for women migrant workers can be included in national law, 
codes of conduct, and in MOU stipulations. 

In spite of the case for maternity protection, maternity leave for women migrant workers is not 
a norm in Asia or the Arab States, and dismissing women migrant workers (and indeed women 
nationals) from work upon pregnancy is not uncommon, often resulting in deportation. (Napier-
Moore, 2017; Napier-Moore and Sheill, 2016; MFA, 2013). Pregnancy is a cause for deportation in 
both Malaysia and Singapore. Not only are maternity rights not realized, but neither are rights 
to reproductive health, and access to justice in cases of rape is rare (see sub-chapter 6.4 below).

The GCC’s Unified Law of Insurance Protection Extension for the Gulf Cooperation Council 
State Citizens Working outside their Countries in any of the Council State Members ensures to 
nationals from GCC Member States access to social protection when they work in another GCC 
Member State. The Unified Law, however, does not apply to non-GCC nationals residing and 
working in the GCC. They have only a limited access to social protection benefits, often provided 
through private sector-based insurance mechanisms outside national social security systems. 
Some origin countries have adopted unilateral measures to provide some social protection 
benefits through mechanisms such as welfare funds and health insurance. Access to more 
comprehensive and adequate social protection benefits, including both short- and long-term 
benefits such as health protection, maternity benefits, unemployment benefits, and retirement 
pensions, is required to protect migrant workers and their families throughout the life cycle 
and migration experience, and is also a recognized component of the first investment pillar of 
the Future of Work discussed earlier (sub-chapter 3.1.5).

19  This sub-chapter draws upon ILO, 2019f, pp.16–18.
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A wide range of policy options is available to policy-makers for a progressive extension 
of social protection to migrant workers and their families, ensuring the application of 
the principle of equality of treatment with national workers as well as mechanisms 
through which it can be ensured. Firstly, the conclusion of bilateral or multilateral 
social security agreements by countries of origin and destination represents an 
effective way of ensuring the maintenance of acquired rights and the portability 
of social security benefits. India and the Philippines have concluded many such 
agreements with a number of high-income destination countries, but have not been 
able to enter into any with the Arab States. The scope of social security provisions in 
labour agreements with GCC countries remains quite limited, as it primarily includes 
health and work injury benefits. GCC States could consider the enrolment of migrant 
workers in national social security schemes for short-term benefits (maternity, 
unemployment, health) (ILO, 2019f).

Social protection in ASEAN 

Migrant workers are found to be among the least protected in relation to social 
protection coverage and its portability in the ASEAN region (Olivier, 2018). The ASEAN 
Declaration on Strengthening Social Protection states: “Everyone, especially those 
who are poor, at risk, persons with disabilities, older people, out-of-school youth, 
children, migrant workers, and other vulnerable groups, are entitled to have equitable 
access to social protection that is a basic human right and based on a rights-based/
needs-based, lifecycle approach and covering essential services as needed” (ASEAN 
Secretariat, 2016b, p. 3). The related Regional Framework and the Action Plan also 
include migrant workers among the target groups for achieving inclusion and 
enhancing equitable access to social protection. The Action Plan proposes a study on 
the portability of social insurance for documented migrant workers and their families, 
specifically the feasibility of its transferability across ASEAN Member States. This 
should cover all migrant workers, however, because undocumented workers often 
also pay into social security systems.

Though its social security system is not perfect in terms of de facto access to benefits 
claims for migrant workers, Thailand stands out as an example in the region, 
mandating employers register migrant workers for and pay into social security 
schemes. Health care, including pre- and post-natal care, as well as paid maternity 
leave are included. Employers in Thailand are prohibited from dismissing a worker on 
the basis of pregnancy, and pregnancy tests are not a requirement for recruitment 
or entry.
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6.3. Skills matching, certification, portability of skills, and recognition 
by employers and on return

Objective 18 of the GCM reads: “Invest in skills development and facilitate mutual recognition 
of skills, qualifications and competences”, which is elaborated in paragraph 34 as follows: 

We commit to invest in innovative solutions that facilitate mutual recognition of skills, 
qualifications and competences of migrant workers at all skills levels, and promote demand 
driven skills development to optimize the employability of migrants in formal labour markets 
in countries of destination and in countries of origin upon return, as well as to ensure decent 
work in labour migration (UN General Assembly, 2018, p. 25).

Efforts to improve certification of migrant workers and to increase skills recognition (e.g., 
through bilateral agreements) can facilitate labour mobility, particularly for semi-skilled and 
skilled workers (ILO, 2019f). However, it is important to ensure that both men and women 
migrant workers benefit from the skills development initiative, and women are not just 
provided working opportunities in gendered occupations.

Abu Dhabi Dialogue–Governments of India and United Arab Emirates Skills 
Harmonisation Partnership 

The objectives of ADD–Governments of India and United Arab Emirates Skills Harmonisation 
Partnership are to: 

- address mismatches between workers’ skills and the requirements of employers; 

- stimulate demand for skilled Indian workers in the United Arab Emirates; and 

- raise mobility for certified workers. 

The partners are, on the Indian side, the Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship 
and the National Skill Development Corporation in India, and on the United Arab Emirates side, 
the Ministry of Human Resources and Emiratisation (MOHRE) and the Abu Dhabi Quality and 
Conformity Council (ADQCC) (ADD, 2019a).

The skills harmonization will be attempted in five stages: 

a. aligning United Arab Emirates and Indian occupational qualifications; 

b. training/up-skilling and certification in accordance with standards; 

c. recognition of Indian awarding bodies; 

d. creating upskilling infrastructure in the United Arab Emirates; and

e. incentivized recruitment and retention of skilled workers. 

Under the new Harmonised Skills Framework, it has been agreed to facilitate the recruitment 
of 100 skilled and certified workers across two benchmarked occupations in the construction 
sector. The Government of the United Arab Emirates will recognize an expanding set of Indian 
qualifications sectors, such as healthcare, tourism and hospitality, security, domestic work, 
retail, as well as “future technologies” (e.g., blockchain, 3D printing, artificial intelligence, etc.).
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6.4. Access to justice and support services with focus on women    
migrant workers

International labour standards posit that migrant workers should have “effective access to 
courts, tribunals or other dispute resolution mechanisms under conditions that are not less 
favourable than those available to workers generally.”20 Migrant workers – and often women 
migrant workers especially – face barriers to accessing justice in cases of disputes or complaints 
against abusive treatment or violence. Generally, labour recruiters or labour supply agencies 
constitute the first line of dispute resolution and conciliation. If informal mechanisms to 
resolve disputes are unsuccessful, there are several options for lodging a formal complaint: 
worker’s embassy or consulate; the police (in cases where the sector falls under the mandate 
of the Ministry of Interior, or the complaint concerns a criminal matter); or with the Ministry of 
Labour. The accessibility of each of these mechanisms – in terms of physical access, language, 
and capacity and sensitivity of responding officials – will vary greatly. Many women migrant 
workers face additional barriers of gender-based discrimination when they report cases; for 

Domestic worker and care worker skill upgrading

GCC employers are interested in hiring skilled domestic workers (Tayah and Assaf, 2018). But 
domestic workers often do not receive appropriate guidance and lack requisite skills. Some 
workers have skill deficits related to on-demand work; the use of modern household appliances 
and detergents; cooking; caring for children, including special needs children, and the elderly; 
and coping with workplace conflicts (including with other workers), among others. Tayah and 
Assaf (2018, p. 10) point out the challenge for domestic workers is to gain skills that allow them 
to transit from “low-waged, closely-supervised, live-in employment arrangements in large 
households to higher-waged, housekeeping or nanny-only live-out arrangements where they 
are rather autonomous”.

Tayah and Assaf (2018) recommended the development of national benchmarks or occupational 
standards, and assessing and recognizing workers’ skills against such benchmarks to better 
match employer expectations with worker qualifications and to improve the quality of the 
services delivered to employers. Promoting worker mobility within the sector according to 
benchmarks should lead to a wage system based on complexity of skill levels rather than on 
the basis of nationality, as found in some countries. 

This recommendation on national competency benchmarks has been accepted by the 
ADD. In the United Arab Emirates, the ADQCC, working with the MOHRE and the Tadbeer 
Service Centres, identified four main occupations in the domestic work sector to prioritize: 
head housekeeper; housekeeper; child carer; and home cook. Occupational terms and 
standards have now been developed for all four identified occupations. The next step could 
be the expansion of these benchmarks to other carer occupations (e.g., care for the elderly) 
involving other relevant ministries, and the development of regional competency standards to 
recognize the regional mobility of domestic workers within the GCC subregion. GCC countries 
of destination can also partner with ADQCC to review their appropriateness to their own labour 
markets (ADD, 2019a).

20  Article 16 of the ILO Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189). See also Article 6(1)(d) of the Migration for Employment 
Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97); and Article 9(2) of the Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention, 1975 (No. 
143).
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instance, with officials blaming them for encouraging the violence suffered. In this regard, 
officials need particular training on how to handle cases of violence against women sensitively 
and confidentially, and more women officials are needed to deal with cases of violence and 
harassment faced by women migrant workers. Further, all migrant workers need to receive 
information on their rights and how to access and navigate grievance and dispute settlement 
procedures, and should be offered free or affordable legal assistance and adequate language 
translation services. To ensure that access to justice is real and effective, migrant workers with 
an insecure migration status should be able to remain in the country on a valid visa until their 
claims have been resolved, no matter the subject of the claims, which could relate to anything 
from non-payment of wages to physical or sexual violence (ILO, 2017a). 

Box 3
Migrant Worker Resource Centres supported by the ILO

The ILO’s TRIANGLE in ASEAN programme, with funding from the Government of 
Australia, supports Migrant Worker Resource Centres (MRCs) operated by government, 
trade union, and civil society organization partners in 24 locations in six countries 
across ASEAN. MRCs serve as a space for migrant workers to access information 
on migrating for work, to raise questions, and to lodge complaints. The provision 
of accurate information and safe migration counselling is essential to counteract 
misleading information provided by unscrupulous brokers, employers, and recruitment 
agencies. The MRCs provide counselling services, conduct outreach activities such as 
seminars and job fairs, and disseminate information through broadcasts on local radio 
and television. 

The MRCs also assist migrant workers in settling grievances that have occurred during 
their employment. There are MRCs in both origin and destination ASEAN countries, 
which allow migrants to receive assistance at both ends of the migration process. 
Furthermore, MRC staff work together with local authorities to resolve issues related 
to migrant workers’ employment. 

During the 2010–18 period, the network of MRCs provided direct assistance – 
counselling, legal assistance, and pre-migration information – to 130,285 migrant 
workers, with over half of those beneficiaries being women. A total of US$4,045,965 
was awarded in compensation through legal aid support provided by the MRCs and 
their networks.

Supporting MRCs has been replicated under other ILO projects, including the 
“Developing Internal and International Labour Migration Governance in Myanmar” 
project supported by the Livelihoods and Food Security Trust Fund (LIFT) and, with 
adaptation, in the “Safe and Fair: Realizing women migrant workers’ rights and 
opportunities in the ASEAN region” under the European Union–United Nations 
Spotlight Initiative to Eliminate Violence Against Women and Girls.

Source: ILO, undated b..
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Another challenge is the lack of free or affordable legal assistance and adequate language 
translation services. The kafala system in the Arab States – as well as visas tied to employers 
in the ASEAN – result in migrant workers who have left an abusive employment situation 
automatically losing their residency rights and falling into an irregular status (ILO, 2017b). 
Without the legal right to remain or work in the destination country, migrant workers 
often choose to forgo justice by settling with their employers for far less than their actual 
entitlements, and return home or remain in shelters until their claims have been resolved or 
they are able to benefit from an amnesty. In neither case are they able to earn the incomes for 
which they migrated.

According to case workers handling legal problems for migrant workers in the GCC States, 
access to justice is mainly difficult due to language issues, lack of legal assistance, risk of 
deportation when the worker tries to lodge a complaint, and the superior power of employers 
(MFA, 2018b).

Most Gulf countries do not have labour laws that are applicable to domestic workers; although 
there are some legal provisions in the region that apply to domestic workers, such as in the 
case of Bahrain. Oman applies its civil law to address labour complaints from domestic workers. 
Kuwait (2015), Qatar (2017), and the United Arab Emirates (2017) have developed their own 
domestic workers’ laws.

Some positive reforms have been observed with respect to access to justice, including the 
introduction of quasi-judicial, fast-track tribunals/committees to hear and adjudicate cases 
brought by workers and employers. For example, in 2018, Qatar created three Workers’ Dispute 
Settlement Committees, which are chaired by judges of the Court of First Instance and two 
government representatives from the Ministry of Administrative Development, Labour and 
Social Affairs; while the Abu Dhabi Judicial Department set up “one-day” labour courts. Similar 
initiatives were announced in Oman and Saudi Arabia but have not yet been fully implemented. 
Given that judicial processes commonly take several years to reach judgement – which serves 
as a major disincentive for workers to pursue cases – the introduction of these initiatives is an 
area for further research.

A recent good practice is the BWI legal clinic conducted on 14 June 2019 in Doha, Qatar to 
interview workers and examine their complaints. For this purpose, BWI managed to convene 
a group of lawyers with expertise in labour and employment laws from the Philippines, Nepal, 
and India to review the labour policy reforms, in particular the labour disputes settlement 
system, and assess their implementation. The lawyers were supported by BWI-trained 
paralegal migrant community leaders. A total of 47 workers participated in the Legal Clinic. 
The objective was to assist labour policy reforms of Qatar by identifying the gaps in the labour 
disputes settlement system. BWI made detailed recommendations to the authorities for 
settlement of the worker claims and improvement of the dispute settlement system (BWI, 
2019b). 

A study of access to justice by Nepalese workers in Malaysia and the United Arab Emirates 
(People Forum and CESLAM, undated, p. 17) stated: “The problems and challenges facing 
Nepali migrant workers in [these two countries of destination] appears to be complex, and the 
state of migrant workers’ access to justice in both countries is extremely limited and critical in 
Malaysia.” Power imbalances between the employer and the worker, lack of political will on the 
part of the destination government, the lack of financial and human resources of the Nepalese 
Embassy to provide support and legal assistance, and recruitment malpractices leading to 
irregular status were main factors in this regard.
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A study on access to justice for migrant workers in South-East Asia concluded that there was 
a substantial and largely unmet demand for fair and responsive remedies. It found striking 
differences between men and women with regard to access to justice for labour right abuses. 
Due to the informal and unrecognized nature of much of women’s migration and employment 
within the region, their opportunity to voice grievances is reduced exponentially. A domestic 
worker in Malaysia would have to contend with physical isolation, restricted movement, lack of 
coverage by labour laws, and the possibility of being made homeless in attempting to lodge a 
complaint (Harkins and Åhlberg, 2017). 

Access to justice in cases of violence against women migrant workers

In 2016, the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) conducted a 
survey of member States on reporting channels on violence against women, including migrant 
workers and refugees. The key findings were as follows:

-  Several States have formal and informal reporting channels for women migrant 
workers (Egypt, Jordan, Mauritania, Oman, and the Syrian Arab Republic). 

- Saudi Arabia has formal channels only.

-  Yemen has informal channels but only for refugee women, not for women migrant 
workers.

-  Bahrain’s available formal and informal channels are available for all, regardless of 
nationality or residency status. 

-  States in the same survey reported barriers to women generally reporting cases of 
violence, which range from women not seeking help because the police do not take the 
cases seriously, to fears that taking a case is costly, to women fearing retaliation from 
the perpetrator. These will be exacerbated for women migrant workers, who also must 
assess risks of losing their jobs and income, as well as deportation or being accused of 
other crimes, upon reporting (ESCWA, LAW, and UN Women, 2017).

The Report of the UN Secretary General on Violence against Women Migrant Workers calls on 
member States to ensure that women and girls have access to public services regardless of 
migration status and to establish accessible and confidential gender-based violence prevention 
and protection services that are linguistically and culturally appropriate, including information 
on the rights of women migrant workers (United Nations, 2019). The report makes a number 
of other recommendations as well: establishment of hotlines, dispute resolution mechanisms, 
legal aid, psychological support and trauma counselling, sexual and reproductive health and 
social services, women-only spaces, and women’s shelters. The report also calls for collection 
and dissemination of sex-disaggregated data and gender statistics on migration, including 
cases of violence against women migrant workers and violations of their rights.

Essential support services must be in place to ensure a coordinated quality response to 
violence against women migrant workers. The Essential Services Package for Women and Girls 
Subject to Violence, a joint tool developed by multiple UN agencies21, identifies a core set of 
principles of care and services to guide multisectoral response to violence against women (UN 
Women, 2019). The Package has identified “16 Essentials” that need to be in place to ensure 

21  These agencies include UN Women, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the World Health Organization (WHO), the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).
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6.5. Worker mobility

6.5.1. Restrictions on migrating for employment

In response to reports of abuse of migrant workers in Arab States and malpractices by private 
employment agencies and other labour recruiters, several Asian and African countries have 
experimented with bans on migration to selected countries as stop-gap measures. Bans are 
imposed on men’s migration with much less frequency than they are on migration by women 
(other than to conflict areas), and if action is taken to counter exploitation of men migrant 
workers, it is often in the form of an effort to negotiate for better conditions. Countries of 
destination place further restrictions on women’s labour migration, limiting women’s access 
to jobs based on their age, country of origin, spousal permission, pregnancy status, religion, 
or education.

Cambodia placed a ban on domestic workers migrating to Malaysia specifically. The Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic has restricted migration for cleaning and domestic work to any 
country since 2002. Myanmar implemented a ban on its domestic workers migrating to any 
country in 2014, and lifted it in early 2019. Nepal banned women under 30 years old from 
working in the GCC in 2016. The Philippines has imposed periodic bans on domestic worker 
migration and banned its domestic workers from migrating to Kuwait after a high-profile 
abuse case (though the ban was subsequently lifted under a new MOU). Indonesia imposed 
a moratorium on sending new domestic workers to 21 Middle Eastern countries in May 2015 
through a ministerial regulation, which still remains in force, although women continue to 
migrate under irregular conditions to the Middle East (Walden, 2017). Sri Lanka has made 
it mandatory for migrating women with children below five years of age to submit a family 
background for emigration clearance. 

The ILO Committee of Experts pointed out that “imposing a ban on women migrating for 
employment runs counter to the principle of equality and restricts women’s rights instead of 
protecting them” (ILO, 2016c, p. 171). Moreover, in practice, such measures disproportionately 
affect women’s employment opportunities abroad, and can have the adverse effect of further 
exposing women migrant workers to abuse by pushing them towards irregular channels 
involving unlicensed labour recruiters and associated higher migration costs (ILO, 2015b; 
Napier-Moore, 2017; World Bank, 2017b). 

a coordinated quality response to violence against women migrant workers. In addition to 
access to justice, as noted above, women migrant workers subject to violence require access 
to health care and other social services such as psycho-social support and counselling, shelter/
safety, and economic support. To ensure these are available and accessible to women migrant 
workers, written and verbal communications must be in the language of the survivor of violence 
and be culturally sensitive. Linkages need to be established between  origin and destination  
countries through regional, multilateral, and/or bilateral agreements, as well as with relevant 
embassies or UN agencies, as appropriate, to ensure services are available and coordinated 
(UN Women, 2019).
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6.5.2. Sponsorship and worker mobility

The Bali Declaration highlighted the need to “redress employer-worker relationships that 
impede workers’ freedom of movement, their right to terminate employment or change 
employers, taking into account any contractual obligations that may apply, and their right to 
return freely to their countries of origin”. It also mentioned the entitlement of workers to keep 
in their possession travel and identity documents (ILO, 2016a, p. 3).

Incremental reforms of the kafala (sponsorship) system and worker mobility

The ILO supervisory bodies have regularly commented on the sponsorship systems operating 
in a number of Arab States, which lead to undue dependency on employers and cause 
practical challenges to the enforcement of migrant workers’ rights, in the context of its 
supervision of various Conventions such as the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No.29) and 
the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) (ILO, 2016c). Some 
recent developments are briefly outlined below.22

United Arab Emirates reforms – The United Arab Emirates started implementing several 
reforms to the kafala system in early 2011, well before the adoption of the Bali Declaration. 
Following the reforms, migrant workers could transfer to new employers without approval 
from their previous employer after their contract or notice period has expired, and they were 
given 30 days to find this new employer/sponsor. Reforms in January 2016 have made it easier 
for some workers to change employers. Migrant workers in “highly skilled” occupations are 
allowed to end a fixed-term contract without an employment ban provided they give notice in 
line with the contract, or a minimum notice of one month, or if their employer waives the notice 
period. Lower-skilled migrant workers, including construction workers and service workers, can 
end their contract without a ban if they end their contract after six months of service. Moreover, 
high-skilled workers have the opportunity to work for multiple employers. Domestic workers 
may also work for several employers if they work on an hourly/part-time work model through 
the Tadbeer Centres.

Bahrain flexi-permit – Bahrain’s Labour Market Regulatory Authority launched the flexi-
permit in July 2017 as an initiative that allows migrant workers in irregular status to regularize 
their status by sponsoring themselves and working legally for multiple employers. The main 
reasons for its introduction were reduction of hiring costs for businesses and raising revenues 
for the Government through discouraging the free visa black market. 

The flexi-permit has allowed workers whose work permit has been terminated or expired to 
remain without a sponsor, but at a cost of US$5,821 for two years (2,189 Bahrain dinar). In this 
sense, workers are not tied to a specific employer. However, critics have pointed out the high 
cost of the scheme, which has made it accessible mostly to skilled workers, and the lack of 
clarity about the extent of the application of the labour law to these workers (Migrant-Rights.
org, 2018).

Saudi Arabia reforms – Saudi Arabia announced reforms in 2016 that allow workers to change 
employers under certain circumstances: e.g., if the employer has failed to renew the worker’s 
residence permit or if wages have not been paid for three consecutive months.

22  In addition to ILO Committee of Experts reports, this section also draws upon information in country profiles contained in 
Migrant-Rights.org, undated. 
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23    For example, the Implementing Regulations of Saudi Arabia Labour Law, as amended in 2019. Confiscation/retention of identity 
documents is also explicitly prohibited in Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. 

24    See, for example, Migrant-Rights.org: “Where are our passports?”, 5 Jan. 2016, https://www.migrant-rights.org/2016/01/where-
are-our-passports/. 

25  Some countries’ legislation allows employers to keep passports for safe-keeping with the worker’s consent. However, due to the 
power imbalance in the employment relationship between workers and employers, there is a need to ensure that this constitutes 
genuine consent on the part of the worker and that migrant workers are not coerced into giving passports, and provided with an 
alternative for safe-keeping. 

Developments in Qatar towards abolition of the sponsorship system – These 
developments have been highlighted under sub-chapter 5.1.2 above. The removal of the 
exit permit requirement is a major measure towards improvement of worker mobility. The 
other important aspect is that this reform applies to all workers, including those not covered 
by labour law, such as agriculture and domestic workers, among others (ILO, 2019d). Since 
the measure will come into effect only from the end of 2019, it is still too early to assess its 
implications.

Identity and travel document retention by employers: Gap between law and practice

Although most Arab States and Asian destination countries prohibit the confiscation/
retention of workers’ identity documents by employers,23 the practice is prevalent across 
both regions.24 Confiscation/retention of identity documents is considered an indicator of 
coercion and forced labour, contrary to the ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), 
which has been ratified by all Arab States and most Asian countries. Thus, there is a clear 
need for additional and robust enforcement measures to ensure that legislation protecting 
migrant workers from this practice is being implemented.25
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7.1. Why are partnerships necessary?

7.2. Partnership examples

7. Partnerships for further implementation of the Bali 
Declaration and safe and fair migration for women

Successful governance of international migration is an inherently multilateral concern requiring 
cooperation among various stakeholders. Cooperation on migration issues takes place at the 
global, regional, subregional, bilateral, and national levels. Such cooperation and partnerships 
are inherent in the ILO’s unique tripartite structure. The complexity of current migration flows 
and protection challenges mean that no single country or stakeholder can address these issues 
alone. The GCM’s “whole-of-society approach” guiding principle highlights partnerships as 
follows: “The Global Compact promotes broad multi-stakeholder partnerships to address 
migration in all its dimensions by including migrants, diasporas, local communities, civil 
society, academia, the private sector, parliamentarians, trade unions, National Human Rights 
Institutions, the media and other relevant stakeholders in migration governance” (UN General 
Assembly, 2018, p. 5). Partnerships are based on the principle of shared responsibility between 
countries of origin and destination in governing labour migration and protecting migrant 
workers. Partnerships among non-government stakeholders can fill in protection gaps and 
reach out to more at-risk groups of migrants, such as live-in migrant domestic workers and 
those in irregular status. 

At the international level, the 2030 Agenda, the GCM, and the Global Forum on Migration and 
Development (GFMD) provide many opportunities for governments and other stakeholders to 
interact on migration. At the regional level, there are regional economic communities (ASEAN, 
SAARC26, and the GCC) and regional consultative processes – the Abu Dhabi Dialogue (ADD) 
and the Colombo Process, which were highlighted above. 

7.2.1. Bilateral labour agreements and MOUs

Given the problems in negotiating multilateral labour agreements, various countries have 
developed bilateral agreements on migration. Some origin countries make the existence 
of a bilateral agreement a condition for allowing migration flows to that country (e.g., the 
Philippines; Bangladesh’s 2013 Overseas Employment and Migrants Act). Arab States have 
entered into bilateral agreements or MOUs with Asian and African countries of origin since 
the 1980s, mostly in the form of MOUs. A global review of these bilateral agreements has 
shown that the main problems relate to follow up and implementation (Wickramasekara, 
2015). Moreover, bilateral labour arrangements work best when there are effective governance 
systems and strong labour market institutions in destination countries. The study found that 
most agreements did not have any gender-responsive provisions or mechanisms for social 
dialogue. Saudi Arabia has signed dedicated domestic worker agreements with several Asian 
and African countries. They follow a similar format and a standard employment contract is 
generally attached to the agreement. 

26    The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation.alternative for safe-keeping. 
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One of the more progressive bilateral agreements is the 2017 “General agreement in the 
field of manpower between the Government of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and the 
Government of Nepal”. The Preamble of the agreement refers to international human rights 
instruments and clearly mentions the determination “to respect, promote and realize the 
rights of workers and improve their working conditions”. Another commendable feature is the 
provision to “Ensure that the costs to be incurred for visa, travel expenses, insurance, medical 
expenses, and other processes related to the recruitment of the workers in Jordan shall be 
borne by the Employer”, which is consistent with fair recruitment principles. The agreement is 
also gender-responsive, recognizing the specific vulnerabilities of women migrant workers with 
a separate article devoted to their protection. In the final analysis, what matters is the effective 
implementation of these provisions, and it would be important to monitor actual progress of 
the agreement.

7.2.2. Trade union cooperation 

Given the significant gaps in protection of migrant workers in destination countries, it is 
important to establish partnerships among trade unions, civil society, and other non-state 
actors. The ILO Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration, guideline 2.3, recommends 
the promotion of “bilateral and multilateral agreements between workers’ organizations in 
origin and destination countries providing for the exchange of information and transfer of 
membership” (ILO, 2006).

The role that unions can play in destination countries is often constrained by restrictions on the 
formation of trade unions or support for freedom of association principles in some destination 
countries. In the GCC, for example, only Bahrain, Kuwait, and Oman have legalized trade unions.

The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), with the support of the ILO, developed a 
model bilateral agreement between trade unions of source and destination countries in 2008. 
This 2008 ITUC-ACTRAV model has been used as a template in the agreements adopted to date 
(ILO-ACTRAV, 2008). In 2009, model bilateral agreements were signed between trade unions in 
Sri Lanka and the trade union federations of Bahrain and Kuwait for the provision of assistance 
to and protection of Sri Lankan migrant workers in the three countries. There is, however, no 
concrete evidence of any follow up.

Nepal trade union agreements

The General Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions (GEFONT) has long been cooperating 
with destination country unions for protection of Nepalese migrant workers. It has signed 
agreements with GCC country trade unions and trade unions in Hong Kong (China), Malaysia, 
and the Republic of Korea. MOUs signed in 2011 between GEFONT and the General Federation 
of Bahrain Trade Unions and the Kuwait Trade Union Federation (KTUF) have been the basis for 
information sharing between relevant trade unions; the formation of worker support groups in 
Kuwait; and for the establishment of a working relationship between the KTUF and the Nepali 
Embassy in Kuwait. One innovative approach is the building of support groups in destination 
countries with the support of destination country unions. In the Arab States, GEFONT has 
assisted Nepali migrant workers in establishing informal support/community groups and 
has worked with various NGOs in destination countries to provide various services to migrant 
workers. The Nepal Trade Union Congress has also assisted Nepali migrant workers in Japan, 
Malaysia, and Qatar to form informal support groups (ILO, 2015c).
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7.2.3. Initiatives by employer federations

South Asian Forum of Employers (SAFE) 

An important initiative by employers is the South Asian Forum of Employers (SAFE) Delhi 
Resolution on Migration in February 2019, which lists an action programme with five 
components: 

a.  Establishing an optimal business climate as a remedy for migration and precondition 
for the creation of decent jobs.

b.  Encouraging decent work standards across business in South Asia, including the legal 
environment needed for decent work.

c. Encouraging non-discrimination between local and migrant workers in member firms.

d.  Promoting skills development through in-company training of both local and migrant 
employees and inviting governments to provide adequate vocational training.

e.  Engaging in a social dialogue on migration and other common issues with the trade 
unions.

Immediately following this Resolution, SAFE and SARTUC (which represents South Asian 
unions) agreed to collaborate on migration issues.

South Asian Regional Trade Union Council – Resolution on migrant labour

The South Asian Regional Trade Union Council (SARTUC) has been active in coordinating trade 
union action to protect migrant workers in South Asia. It organized the Regional Conference 
for Coordination and Policy Development on Migration in Kathmandu, Nepal in May 2017 
for 18 trade union organizations from South Asia. In 2019, SARTUC issued a resolution on 
migrant labour that agreed to cooperation and to carrying out joint trade union campaigns 
to strengthen cooperation among the parties for the protection of both migrant and local 
workers, including harmonization of their working and living conditions (SARTUC, 2019). An 
innovative feature was the decision to engage with the South Asian Forum of Employers (SAFE) 
on identified priorities relating to labour and migration.

ATUC Information System for Migrant Workers

The ASEAN Trade Union Council (ATUC) has launched the ATUC Information System (ATIS) – an 
online database for inquiries and complaints of migrant workers and would-be migrants in and 
from South-East Asia – to provide them greater access to justice. National focal points in ASEAN 
countries receive the inquiry or complaint and provide the appropriate information or service, 
or refer the inquirer or complainant to the proper support organization. This referral system 
ensures appropriate coordination among other national trade union centres in ASEAN, origin 
and destination countries, government agencies and civil society and NGOs. ATIS is hosted at 
https://migrantswatch.org/. 
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Cooperation between the ACE and the ATUC on the ASEAN Consensus on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers

In April 2019, the ASEAN Confederation of Employers (ACE) and the ATUC issued a joint 
statement for collaboration on supporting the implementation of the ASEAN Consensus on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (ACE and ATUC, 2019). They called 
upon the ASEAN Committee of Migrant Workers and the governments of ASEAN Member States 
to strengthen tripartite social dialogue mechanisms in the formulation and implementation of 
laws, policies, and programmes to realize the ASEAN Consensus principles and commitments 
at the national level, and in monitoring and evaluation of its implementation. The ACE and 
ATUC also agreed to jointly lobby governments on key priority issues of the Consensus, and to 
jointly promote services to migrant workers and their employers in priority areas.

Interregional Workshop of the ASEAN Confederation of Employers and South Asian 
Forum of Employers 

ACE and SAFE employers held an inter-regional workshop in November 2019 with the 
International Training Centre of the ILO, the ILO Bureau for Employers’ Activities, and the 
International Organization of Employers to discuss the current challenges faced by employers’ 
organizations and their members with regard to international migration. The workshop also 
discussed solutions to be adopted for facing these challenges at the national and regional 
levels. Training was provided to employer organization representatives on labour law 
compliance, fair recruitment, and cooperation with other stakeholders to promote worker 
mobility. ACE will set up a platform on migrant workers soon. 

7.2.4. Interregional trade union cooperation 

MOU among regional trade union federations in Africa, the Americas, and Asia

An important development is the signing of an MOU among regional trade union federations 
in Africa, the Americas, and Asia on 30 May 2018 at a side event of the 107th Session of the 
International Labour Conference in Geneva. The MOU signing involved the following trade 
union federations: 

- ITUC – Asia Pacific; 

- ATUC; 

- SARTUC; 

- Arab Trade Union Confederation (ATUC); 

- African Regional Organisation of the ITUC; and 

- Trade Union Confederation of Americas (TUCA). 

The MOU expressed firm commitment to cooperate and to carry out joint trade union 
campaigns for the promotion and protection of the rights of migrant workers. The Parties 
highlighted that the situation of migrant workers should be addressed through the principles 
of international trade union solidarity, social justice, equal treatment, equal opportunity, and 
gender equity (ITUC-AP, 2018). 
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7.2.5. NGO partnerships and good practices: Migrant Forum in Asia

NGO cooperation across borders is manifested in South-East Asia and South Asia, both in terms 
of advocating a rights-based approach to labour migration and in individual cases of assistance. 
Across the wider region, Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA), the largest NGO network dedicated 
to the protection of migrant workers, facilitated the signing of bilateral MOUs between the 
National Human Rights Committee of Qatar and National Human Rights Commissions in Nepal, 
the Philippines, and Sri Lanka for the period 2012–13. Some of these MOUs have been renewed. 

MFA works in close collaboration with trade unions in the Asia region both at the national 
and regional levels, ensuring they have representation in regional and national consultations 
organized by the MFA. The MFA has actively collaborated with the following global and regional 
trade unions and their national affiliates: 

• SARTUC; 

• ASEAN Services Employees Trade Union Council; 

• BWI; 

• Public Services International; 

• ITUC; and 

• International Domestic Workers Federation (IDWF). 

MOU among ATUC, SARTUC, and the Arab Trade Union Confederation

Trade unions have taken initiative in signing a multilateral MOU agreement promoting the 
rights of migrant workers across three regional blocs involving three regional trade union 
federations – the ATUC, SARTUC, and the Arab Trade Union Confederation – during the Third 
ITUC-Asia Pacific Regional Conference in Kochi, India, in August 2015. The MOU identified 
five priority areas for cooperation, including promotion of ILO Conventions, the sharing of 
information, and the setting up Migrant Resource Centres. A concrete achievement stemming 
from this MOU is the establishment of a Migrant Resource Centre in Jordan in late 2018 to 
provide information and legal services to women migrant workers from South Asia. 

Migrant domestic worker associations and links with trade unions

In 2015, domestic workers in Lebanon (national and international) founded the Domestic 
Workers Union in Lebanon with the participation of 300 domestic workers. The union is affiliated 
with the National Federation of Workers’ and Employees’ Unions in Lebanon (FENASOL). The 
Domestic Workers Union is the first union in Lebanon and in the region that represents the 
interests of migrant domestic workers.

In Kuwait, domestic workers have formed the Sandigan Kuwait Domestic Workers Association, 
which has more than 5,000 members. The Kuwait Trade Union Federation closely collaborates 
with the Association. Sandigan has also established links with the General Service Union in 
Bahrain to support domestic workers there. 
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The MFA and the IDWF launched in 2017 a Convention No. 189 ratification campaign, starting 
with Nepal and Bangladesh.

One important initiative of the MFA is the engagement of members of parliament (MPs) in the 
Asian region on migration advocacy, given their unique role as policy-makers. The MFA has 
arranged field visits of MPs from Bangladesh and Nepal to Malaysia, in addition to meetings 
among Bangladeshi, Nepali, and Philippines MPs in Bangladesh.

The MFA has also promoted the Lawyers Beyond Borders Network of volunteer lawyers in 
both countries of origin and destination to facilitate legal assistance for migrant workers. This 
network brings together lawyers who work on the cases of migrant workers, primarily in the 
Middle East and GCC country context, to move towards impacting litigation and policy advocacy 
through their work.
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8. Conclusions and key questions for discussion

There have been several positive developments in both the Arab State and Asian regions following 
the adoption of the Bali Declaration in December 2016. 

New laws have been introduced in a few countries oriented towards improved protection of 
migrant workers and incorporating gender-sensitive provisions. 

There is much greater focus on fair recruitment, with pilot projects being advanced across several 
countries in both regions. The principle that workers should not pay fees or related costs for their 
recruitment and placement is increasingly being incorporated in the legislation or bilateral MOUs 
of several destination and origin countries, benefitting both women and men migrant workers. 

There have been promising developments in governance of domestic worker recruitment and 
employment. The United Arab Emirates’ Tadbeer Centres, the Musaned system in Saudi Arabia, 
the proposed domestic worker regulations in Malaysia, and domestic worker laws in Kuwait, 
Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates are examples. These have contributed to some improvement 
in the conditions of domestic women migrant workers.

ASEAN as a regional economic community has been moving towards better protection of women 
and men migrant workers. 

Regional consultative processes have been active, particularly the Abu Dhabi Dialogue. Important 
technical studies have been undertaken on the labour migration process, and promising 
results have been delivered in cooperative pilot projects covering areas such as comprehensive 
information and orientation, fair recruitment, skills certification and competency standards, and 
the future of domestic work. 

The quality of bilateral labour agreements between countries in the two regions have improved, 
with more emphasis paid to rights of workers and recruitment issues and with standard 
employment contracts accepted. 

Wage protection systems have now been adopted and expanded in all GCC countries. However, 
some have not been extended to women domestic workers.

There have been reforms of the sponsorship system to varying degrees by some GCC countries. 
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emirates have introduced several measures enabling 
migrant workers to change employers before the end of the contract period and upon expiry of 
the contract under certain circumstances. Some measures such as Bahrain’s flexi-permit scheme, 
because of its cost, may have benefitted mostly skilled workers. The proposed measures towards 
ending the sponsorship system in Qatar (covering male and female domestic workers as well) are 
an important step in promoting the mobility of workers.

OSH systems for migrant workers are improving with pioneering research on heat stress in the 
GCC countries.

There is increasing interregional, regional, and bilateral collaboration among social partners 
and civil society organizations for protection of the rights of women and men migrant workers. 
The ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour stands out as an institutionalized forum involving all 
stakeholders.

8.1. Conclusions
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a.     How can countries promote fair and ethical recruitment systems that are gender-
responsive and involving zero costs to migrant workers, through legislation and 
its enforcement, as well as promoting good practices, including due diligence in 
recruitment supply chains?

b.    How can the design, content, and implementation of bilateral labour agreements 
and MOUs be improved and made gender-responsive? 

c.   What measures are needed to improve the protection of women and men migrant 
workers, including their specific OSH needs (particularly relating to violence and 
harassment) and maternity protection?

d.   What strategies and policies are needed to address the perennial issues of equal 
pay for men and women migrant workers, fair wages, and wage protection? How 
can wage protection systems be improved, especially for domestic workers?

e.   How can Arab States and Asian countries contribute to the implementation of 
gender equality, decent work, and the migration-related SDGs of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, and to the decent work, labour migration, and 
gender-related dimensions of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration?

f.   How can both regions cooperate to improve the coverage, quality, and sex- 
disaggregation of labour migration statistics?

 

8.2. Key questions for the discussion 

At the same time, there are several challenges in advancing the fair migration agenda 
between the two regions, in particular as they relate to gender equality. These will be 
discussed in more detail in several sessions of the inter-regional meeting.

Ratification of key migrant worker-related Conventions such as the UN Convention on 
the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (1990) 
and ILO Conventions No. 97, No. 143, No. 181, and No. 189 are all in single digits in both 
regions. The promotion, ratification (where not ratified), and implementation of ILO 
Conventions No. 87 and No. 98 is critical for building a safe migrant governance system 
in both regions. As the background paper has observed, many women work as migrant 
domestic workers, yet this sector has some of the least protections in law. Despite wide 
ratification of CEDAW in the region, gender-based discrimination in immigration laws 
(especially related to pregnancy) and the lack of maternity cover is widely prevalent 
for migrant workers. Further, effective enforcement of laws is weak in a number of 
countries, with challenges around labour inspection. Complaint mechanisms have 
been established in most, if not all the countries in the region; however, greater 
and more gender-responsive support services are called for. Labour attachés from 
most countries of origin still do not reflect the desired gender balance. The regional 
frameworks on labour migration that have emerged are non-binding, and often subject 
to the laws and regulations of member countries. Women migrant workers are still 
invisible in much of the data collected for labour migration statistics. It is expected 
that delegates will deliberate on these issues and come up with recommendations on 
realizing a fair migration agenda, in accordance also with the labour migration and 
mobility policy areas identified in the Bali Declaration, ensuring gender sensitivity and 
the specific needs of women migrant workers, including the elimination of violence at 
the workplace.
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 X Annex – Supplementary tables

UN migrant stock figures by country, 1990, 2000, 2010 and 2019 – Arab States and Asia (in thousands).

 X Table A1

Arab States

Bahrain

Jordan

Kuwait

Lebanon

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates

South Asia

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Bhutan

India

Maldives

Nepal

Pakistan

Sri Lanka

East and South-East Asia

East Asia

China

Hong Kong (China)

Macau (China)

Democratic People's Republic 

of Korea

Japan

Mongolia

Republic of Korea

South-East Asia

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao People's Democratic 

Republic

Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Timor-Leste

Viet Nam

Total Asia

9 836

173

1 146

1 074

524

304

310

4 998

1 307

15 246

58

882

24

7 595

9

430

6 208

42

6 836

3 959

376

2 218

205

34

1 075

7

43

2 877

73

38

466

23

696

134

154

727

529

9

28

22 082

24 092

658

2 723

1 872

821

816

1 456

8 430

7 317

11 550

102

1 346

48

5 440

55

579

3 942

39

15 748

7 063

850

2 780

319

44

2 134

16

920

8 686

101

82

305

33

2 417

76

209

2 165

3 224

12

62

27 298

12 681

239

1 928

1 128

693

624

360

5 263

2 447

12 474

76

988

32

6 411

27

718

4 182

40

10 506

5 393

508

2 669

241

36

1 686

8

244

5 113

96

146

292

22

1 464

98

318

1 352

1 258

11

57

22 980

35 212

741

3 347

3 035

1 864

2 286

2 230

13 122

8 587

11 401

150

2 186

53

5 155

69

491

3 258

40

18 297

8 106

1 031

2 942

400

49

2 499

21

1 164

10 191

111

79

353

48

3 430

76

219

2 156

3 635

8

76

29 698

6 357

123

586

655

268

242

226

3 325

932

7 914

33

476

19

3 967

5

126

3 264

23

3 508

1 997

192

1 125

96

17

539

3

24

1 511

42

19

230

12

406

72

81

346

283

4

15

11 422

16 859

476

1 384

1 310

427

659

1 207

5 933

5 463

5 924

58

711

39

2 790

42

190

2 074

21

7 869

3 331

506

1 148

146

22

972

12

525

4 538

57

43

175

20

1 470

42

108

957

1 625

6

36

13 793

8 301

165

983

762

353

488

274

3 518

1 757

6 433

43

532

26

3 304

15

242

2 250

22

5 166

2 552

254

1 226

109

18

797

5

143

2 614

54

72

153

12

823

52

162

602

648

5

33

11 599

24 215

536

1 685

2 014

896

1 912

1 846

9 001

6 326

5 830

75

1 124

45

2 641

61

148

1 715

21

9 279

3 861

633

1 143

186

25

1 208

14

653

5 419

63

42

205

31

2 097

42

113

950

1 826

5

44

15 109

3 479

50

560

420

256

62

84

1 674

375

7 332

25

406

4

3 627

4

304

2 944

18

3 328

1 962

184

1 094

109

17

537

3

19

1 366

31

19

236

11

290

61

73

381

245

5

13

10 660

7 233

182

1 339

562

393

157

250

2 497

1 853

5 626

45

635

9

2 650

13

389

1 867

18

7 879

3 731

344

1 632

172

22

1 162

4

395

4 148

44

39

131

13

947

35

101

1 208

1 599

6

26

13 505

4 381

74

945

366

340

135

85

1 746

690

6 041

33

456

6

3 108

12

476

1 932

18

5 340

2 841

254

1 443

131

18

890

4

101

2 499

42

74

139

10

641

46

156

750

610

6

24

11 381

10 997

205

1 661

1 021

968

375

384

4 121

2 261

5 572

75

1 061

8

2 514

9

342

1 543

19

9 017

4 245

398

1 799

214

25

1 291

7

511

4 772

48

36

148

17

1 333

34

105

1 205

1 810

3

32

14 589

Total      Male      Female Total      Male      FemaleTotal      Male      Female Total      Male      FemaleRegion/country

Source: Compiled from UN DESA, Population Division, 2019a.

1990 20102000 2019
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Ratification of ILO Fundamental Conventions by Arab States and Asian countries (year of ratification shown)

 X Table A2

Asian countries

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia

China

India

Indonesia

Japan

Korea, Republic of

Lao People's Democratic 

Republic

Malaysia

Maldives

Mongolia

Myanmar

Nepal

Pakistan

Philippines

Singapore

Sri Lanka

Thailand

Timor-Leste

Viet Nam

Arab States

Bahrain

Jordan

Kuwait

Lebanon

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates

–

1972

–

1999

–

–

1998

1965

–

–

–

2013

1969

1955

–

1951

1953

–

1995

–

2009

–

–

–

1961

–

–

–

–

–

–

1972

–

1969

–

1954

1950

1932

–

1964

1957

2013

2005

1955

2002

1957

2005

1965

1950

1969

2009

2007

1981

1966

1968

1977

1998

1998

1978

1982

1969

1998

–

1999

1990

1958

1958

1967

1997

2008

1997

2013

1969

–

1976

2001

1953

2002

 1993

1999

2016

1997

–

1966

–

1977

–

–

1978

1997

2010

–

2011

1999

1999

2017

1999

2000

1999

2005

1997

2013

2002

–

1997

2006

1998

2005

2000

2004

–

2003

2012

1998

1999

2003

2005

2006

2014

1998

–

1972

–

1999

–

–

1957

1953

–

–

1961

2013

1969

–

1996

1952

1953

1965

1972

–

2009

2019

–

1968

2007

1977

–

–

–

–

1963

1972

–

1999

–

2000

1999

–

–

–

1958: 

den.1990

2013

2005

–

2007

1960

1960

1965: 

den.1979

2003

1969

–

–

1998

1958

1961

1977

2005

2007

1978

1997

1969

1972

–

1999

2006

1960

1999

–

1998

2008

–

2013

1969

–

1974

1961

1960

–

1998

2017

2016

1997

2000

1963

1966

1977

–

1976

1978

2001

2010

2001

2008

2006

2002

2017

2000

2001

2001

2005

2000

2013

2001

2013

2002

2001

2000

2001

2001

2001

2009

2000

2001

2000

2000

2001

2001

2000

2001

2001

C087              C098 C100               C111C029              C105 C138              C182Country

Freedom of association DiscriminationForced labour Child labour

Note: 
– = Has not ratified.
C087 = Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87); 
C098 = Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98); 
C029 = Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29); 
C105 = Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No. 105); 
C100 = Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100); 
C111 = Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111); 
C138 = Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138); 
C182 = Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182). 

Source: Extracted from the ILO statistics on ratification of fundamental Conventions as of November 2019. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/dyn/
normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:10011:0::NO::P10011_DISPLAY_BY,P10011_CONVENTION_TYPE_CODE:1,F
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Migrant workers by broad subregion, 2017 ILO estimates

Outflows of total workers and women workers from selected Asian countries, 2007–18 (in thousands)

 X Table A3

 X Table A4

Total workers 

(millions)

Total workers (%)

Migrant population 

aged 15+ (millions)

Migrant population 

aged 15+ (%)

Migrants as a 

proportion of 

population aged 15+

Migrant workers 

(millions)

Migrant workers (%)

Migrant workers as 

a proportion of all 

workers

Bangladesh 

• Women workers

Cambodia

• Women workers

China

India

Indonesia

• Women workers

Lao PDR

Myanmar

• Women workers

Nepal

Pakistan

Philippines

Sri Lanka

• Women workers

Viet Nam

• Women workers

73.6

2.1

2.0

0.9

1.3

1.1

0.7

1.6

820

19

9

5

372

809

690

545

3

8

n.a.

205

282

716

218

115

64

28

309.9

8.9

7.4

3.2

1.5

4.5

2.7

1.4

475

22

15

11

395

610

630

529

4

6

n.a.

220

396

991

247

128

73

22

219.6

6.3

54.2

23.2

14.2

39.2

23.9

17.8

568

31

26

11

452

627

594

377

34

18

n.a.

355

453

1 319

263

127

88

32

928.2

26.8

8.5

3.7

0.6

6.0

3.6

0.6

556

104

41

16

530

781

276

167

51

95

25

499

947

1 438

263

91

116

39

77.2

2.2

11.2

4.8

8.6

8.5

5.2

11.1

409

56

23

7

527

817

469

277

23

67

10

451

620

1 469

293

118

88

32

721.2

20.8

12.1

5.2

0.9

7.4

4.5

1.0

1 009

122

96

38

522

391

262

184

49

162

64

383

496

1615

212

73

135

53

404.5

11.7

17.3

7.4

3.0

11.9

7.2

2.9

875

21

9

5

427

849

636

496

2

12

n.a.

249

425

870

250

122

87

29

182.9

5.3

54.8

23.4

18.7

37.7

23.0

20.6

391

28

30

19

411

641

567

451

19

5

n.a.

294

358

1 124

268

131

86

29

145.4

4.2

19.3

8.3

7.9

13.2

8.1

9.1

608

37

35

11

512

747

460

280

7

68

16

385

635

1 435

282

138

80

27

346.3

10.0

16.8

7.2

3.3

11.6

7.1

3.3

758

118

85

35

494

521

235

145

58

146

50

404

839

1 670

243

83

126

46

55.7

1.6

30.2

12.9

27.8

22.7

13.9

40.8

426

76

25

9

562

805

430

244

8

65

13

520

752

1 431

301

110

107

40

3 464.7

100

234.0

100

4.2

163.8

100

4.7

734

102

105

n.a.

492

340

284

 179

n.a.

238

n.a.

354*

382

1587

211

82

143

n.a.

Northern 
Africa

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Sub-
Saharan
Africa

Latin 
America 
and the 
Caribbean

Northern 
America

Eastern 
Europe

Arab
States

Eastern 
Asia

South-
East Asia 
and the 
Pacific

Southern 
Asia All

Central 
and 
Western 
Asia

Northern, 
Southern
and Western 
EuropeCountry

Country

Source: ILO, 2018a.

Notes: These figures indicate officially reported labour migration data collected through administrative sources, and do not include workers who leave through informal/irreg-
ular channels. Women worker data are available for some countries only.
n.a. = data not available; * Nepal – data for fiscal year of 16 July to 15 July of the following year; + = provisional; Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

Source: Baruah, 2018; Herve and Kinoshita, 2018; OECD; national sources.
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Labour mobility between Asia and the 
Arab States: Sharing of experiences and 
progress under the Bali Declaration with 
specific focus on women migrant workers

This paper was prepared to inform an Interregional Consultation between the Asia and the 
Arab States (held in December 2019 and organized by the ILO), to raise issues for debate and 
discussion on labour mobility, and suggest possible ideas for action going forward. To begin with, 
the paper provides an overview of stocks and flows of migrants (and where possible, migrant 
workers) from Asia to the Arab States followed by an overview of relevant global and regional 
developments. The next chapter highlights important developments in Asia and the Arab States 
that have a bearing on the governance of labour migration and mobility, and protection of the 
rights of women and men migrant workers. The subsequent part highlights gendered challenges 
and progress in the key areas of fair recruitment, decent employment and working conditions, 
protection of rights, skills matching, access to justice and services and worker mobility. This is 
followed by a review of partnerships among stakeholders. The final chapter draws conclusions 
and raises selected issues for the meeting discussions.

The Bali Declaration, adopted at the 16th ILO Asia and the Pacific Regional Meeting in Bali, 
Indonesia, on 9 December 2016, determined priorities for national policy and action priorities for 
ILO member States in the region, to be implemented in consultation with social partners. This 
included measures to close gender gaps in opportunity and treatment at work and comprehensive 
steps to enhance labour migration policies based on relevant international labour standards


